
        
            
                
            
        

    True Dark
An Ultrahuman Novel
By Niall Teasdale
Copyright 2018 Niall Teasdale
Amazon Kindle Edition
 



 
Contents
Prologue
Part One: Chinese Whispers
Interlude: Ashes
Part Two: The Darker Side of Light
Interlude: Fire and Shadows
Part Three: The Fire Giant
Interlude: The Light at the End
Part Four: Midnight in the Soul
Part Five: Politico
Part Six: Just Click Your Heels Together
Epilogue
 
 



Prologue
Honai, Chamdo Prefecture, Tibet, 18th November 2016.
The village was not especially large. It clung to the south-facing side of a valley as though it was held there by the determination of its residents. There were lots of little, blocky houses, many of them apparently manufactured out of logs with flat, thatched roofs. Some walls appeared to be packed earth. Mostly they were showing up as different reflection profiles on Cygnus’s radar: the village was a mile ahead and two thousand feet below her.
‘I’m seeing heat signatures,’ Jacob said. He was in Cygnus’s arms, dressed in his full Frostburn suit. The new helmet had thermal vision. ‘Fires, most likely.’
‘That’s definitely the place?’ Cygnus asked.
‘It’s the right GPS coordinates and there is a village there. We’ve looked in a lot bigger places and not found her.’
‘Yeah…’ Cygnus dropped in toward the little group of houses, landing lightly in the partially metalled track which wound its way through the place; calling it a road would have been generous. There was no snow about. Cygnus thought that was disappointing: you come to Tibet, you expect snow. This was the dry season, however, and the daytime temperatures were enough to melt anything that did fall. Not that it was warm now: after dark, the temperature could drop below freezing pretty quickly.
Back on his feet, Jacob unsealed his helmet and pulled it off. To him, the cold was an advantage. His glowing, pale-blue eyes scanned around for any sign of life. There were lights in the windows, smoke rising from chimneys, but no one about. ‘I guess we could try asking someone.’
‘Assuming we can find someone who speaks English.’
‘You can do that language trick.’
‘I guess.’ Cygnus set off toward the nearest log house.
A man opened the door of the house, looking more or less like you’d expect a Tibetan to look: Asian features, a broad nose, and weather-beaten skin. His dark hair was unbound and fell past his shoulders. He was, however, wearing western-style clothes rather than anything native. He looked at the man in the armoured suit with the glowing eyes and at the stunningly beautiful woman in what amounted to a swimsuit and thigh-high boots, and his eyes narrowed. He said something Cygnus figured was in Tibetan.
‘Uh, I don’t suppose you speak English?’ Cygnus asked, shifting her power configuration as she did so.
‘No, I don’t,’ he replied, in Tibetan. Either he could recognise the question in English but not answer, or he was just being difficult.
‘Well, now I speak your language,’ Cygnus said, smiling warmly. ‘We’re here looking for a woman. A little shorter than me. Black hair. Black eyes. All black eyes. We’re friends of hers. We’ve been looking for her for about eighteen months.’
The man was still wary. ‘You’re American?’
‘The accent is a bit of a giveaway, I know.’
A woman’s voice came from the room behind the man. ‘Send them to her, Dorji. If they are not who they say they are, she’ll deal with them.’
The man – presumably Dorji – frowned, but he said, ‘She lives in the house at the end of the village. The one without lights. She doesn’t need light.’
‘Thank you. That does sound like Twilight.’
They started walking toward the end of the village Dorji had indicated and, after a few seconds, Cygnus asked, ‘Do you see the kid running ahead of us?’
There was no moon and little in the way of light. Jacob was having to keep his eyes on the ground just to be sure he did not trip over anything. ‘You’re the one who can see in the dark. You think that guy sent someone ahead?’
‘Probably. Let’s face it, we’ve found people loyal to her ever since we started finding places she’s actually been. The last few, they seem to have genuinely liked her while she was there.’
‘True. So why hasn’t she come home? She’s obviously not– She broke free of the other one a while ago.’
‘Hopefully,’ Cygnus said, ‘you can ask her that question in a minute.’ Despite the darkness, Cygnus could see the boy standing in the doorway of a house. It was indeed the last house at the end of the village and the child was talking to someone inside it, but the angle was wrong for Cygnus to see who that was.
The boy turned his head as the two Americans approached and Cygnus heard the person inside speaking Tibetan. ‘It’s okay, Dechen. I know them. Go and tell your father that there’s no danger tonight.’ The kid bowed, gave Cygnus and Jacob one more look, and then ran off back toward his home. Andrea raised her voice, switching to English. ‘You two had better come in. I’ll find a light for Jacob.’
‘Andrea?’ Jacob asked as he edged ahead of Cygnus to walk in first. At first, he was not actually sure he had found his wayward girlfriend. She was the right shape, sure, but this woman had long hair pulled up into a pair of pigtails. She turned, holding a lit candle, and he could see the wild mess of bangs hanging as a wispy curtain over her face. But it was Andrea Morgan’s face. She was not wearing a mask.
She smiled. ‘Hi, Jacob. New armour?’
‘Uh, yeah. Hugh decided I needed an upgrade.’
‘June worked on the styling this time,’ Cygnus added, stepping in beside Jacob.
‘Another new costume for you?’ Andrea asked.
‘Yes, it’s to complement– You know, we can get to all that when we’ve got you home. I want to know about your new look too.’
Andrea settled onto the wooden floor and put the candle down in front of her. ‘I can’t go back. Not yet anyway.’
‘You can’t–’ Jacob cut off his rather angry-sounding words and spent a second controlling himself. ‘We figured out some of what happened to you. You’ve been staying ahead of us for months. We finally track you down and you say you can’t come home?’
‘There’s something I have to do. Here. Look, sit down and tell me what’s happened to you. I’ll tell you what’s happened to me. You’ll see why I need to… finish things up here and I’ll see whether I’d really be welcome back home.’
‘Why wouldn’t you be welcome?’ Cygnus asked, settling down with her legs crossed.
‘The other me, Midnight, she did some pretty bad things.’
‘Arguable, but I guess you’re right. But she’s gone. Isn’t she?’
‘She’s not in control. It cost a lot to get rid of her, but I did it. I think we’re getting ahead of things. You obviously survived the ship explosions, Cygnus. So did I, more or less. What happened when you got back?’
‘Oh, lots of desperate and fruitless searching for you along with clearing up the mess in the cities Naryan Tan nuked. Uh, you know about the nukes, right?’ Twilight gave a nod in reply. ‘Good. That saves time. Wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but it was bad. And then June started developing powers.’
‘June?!’
‘Oh yeah. You must’ve noticed how crazy things got in China. Well, they’re not quite as bad back home, but Ultras started popping up all over. Of course, when we told Hugh that June could fly, he was all over it…’
 



Part One: Chinese Whispers
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 7th June 2015.
Cygnus had always said that the light in Doctor Ultimate’s super-cosmic-energy scanner was bright. Andrea had claimed it was very, very bright, but she was some sort of shadow avatar. Objectively, June figured it was pretty bright in there, but she was pretty comfortable and, thanks to her chosen profession, the nudity did not bother her.
The boredom was an issue though. It was boring, standing there with her arms held out from her sides while the room analysed her cosmic energy signature. She was rather pleased when the lights died and the door began to open. More pleased when she saw Cygnus – tall, beautiful Cygnus – waiting for her with a robe.
‘Hugh’s been glued to his displays the whole time,’ Cygnus said, grinning. ‘I’m not sure, but it sounded like he was running at least three thought streams over the data at the same time.’
‘I can’t believe I’m that interesting,’ June replied. She slipped the robe on, tying the belt rather loosely. Cygnus was in a robe too: she had been through the scanning process before June.
‘That rather depends upon your perspective, my dear,’ Doctor Ultimate called out. ‘From your perspective, for instance, I’d imagine you’d consider yourself rather ordinary, in an extraordinary way.’ He was still perched on a stool in front of the bank of monitors he was using to examine the data from his scans. He was, as always, a slightly rumpled, fairly average sort of man in wrinkled slacks and a dress shirt with a lab coat over the top. No one who met him viewed him as anything other than average until he opened his mouth.
‘What Hugh means,’ Alice Last said, ‘is that we’re sure this is all very strange to you, but you fall within the usual range of Ultrahuman expression.’ Alice was as much her husband’s interpreter as his wife. She was an attractive redhead the Union members referred to as Patience; they claimed that her power was putting up with Ultimate. Other than that, Alice Last was smart but quite ordinary. ‘Magnitude four, Hugh?’
‘From the general power level, a borderline three or four. There is a subjective element to the analysis which we won’t be able to judge until we know precisely what your powers are, June.’
‘So far,’ Cygnus said, ‘it’s just flight. Uh, though I think she was hitting harder when we were sparring. There may be some added strength.’
‘I, uh, didn’t think that scanner was as bright as everyone said it was,’ June said.
‘Glare-protected vision,’ Ultimate mused. ‘Not impossible. I suggest some further exercises, Cygnus. At the very least, you can determine her maximum flight speed easily enough, and you have that equipment for strength testing.’
‘Tomorrow,’ Cygnus agreed, nodding. ‘What do we have today?’
‘Ah, well, here we come to the part which is
interesting to one such as myself.’ Ultimate flashed a smile at June and waved at the screens. ‘I don’t suppose all this means a thing to you.’ He paused and frowned. ‘Let me just… uh, serialise… and that one… Yes! Now, you’re both aware that we have had some rather unusual expressions of Ultrahuman powers in various parts of the world since Naryan Tan’s ships exploded in orbit.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Sure. I think I’d have to say June is one of them. She’s too old to be an X-class. There was no accident or experiment and I don’t think she’s suddenly doing magic.’
Ultimate shook his head. ‘The energy signature is neither magical nor psionic. Frankly, I’m working on a new classification system with various agencies worldwide. People like yourself, Cygnus, are making the current magnitude scale obsolete. We arbitrarily assign magnitude seven to Avatar- and Leviathan-class Ultras. That is simply not cutting the mustard these days.’
June giggled. ‘Not a phrase you hear much.’
‘Probably not. I’m anachronistic. I believe we may need some additional origin classifications, or simply need to drop the origin code and apply a different scheme. For now, June’s powers appear to have been caused by the cosmic energy from the Guardian ships, hence a classification of accidental, A-class, seems appropriate. You represent, June, an unusual case, though there are similarities to Jacob’s emergence. Your genetics should not have resulted in the expression of powers, but here you are with powers. His aberrant expression was caused by Excelsior. Yours appears to have come from exposure to cosmic energy.’
‘And you’re not the only one,’ Alice added. ‘We’re getting reports of new Ultras from various parts of the US, Canada, and various areas of Central and South America.’
‘What about that monster they claim came out of Beijing?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Very likely to be the same phenomenon,’ Ultimate said. ‘China is a mess at the moment.’
‘Most of their central government died when Beijing was nuked and they have a very centralised system of government,’ Alice said. ‘We’ve been doing what we can to assist them, but their communications took a bad hit from the EMP. They’re disorganised and the reports we’ve been getting from them have been little more than gossip. We suspect they have a significant number of new Ultras besides this Leviathan, but no one is sure.’
‘Naryan really messed up the world, even as he died,’ Cygnus said, her tone low and a little depressed.
‘Not your fault,’ Alice told her.
‘And, I believe, he left you something of a gift in passing,’ Ultimate added. ‘Your latest scans are showing an even greater level of activity than the previous ones. I… simply don’t have a means of describing how powerful you are, Cygnus. You are off the charts, so to speak. Obviously, the charts scale, so you aren’t off them, but–’
‘I think she gets it, Hugh.’
‘Well, I have got faster in the air,’ Cygnus said, ‘and I’ve got more power allocated to strength in my standard configuration. Yeah, I guess I’ve got more power out of it. It seems like that might come in useful the way things are going at the moment.’
‘Unfortunately,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘I think you might be right.’ He turned his attention to June. ‘So, young lady, I suggest you find out what it is you can do beyond flight. Your power levels suggest you may be capable of much and we may need that in the future.’
June grimaced. ‘Oh. Well, at least there’s no pressure.’
New Millennium City, MD, 8th June.
‘Well, you’ve seen me do this. Just, um, punch the gel.’ Cygnus indicated the metal tube with its jelly-like contents. Perhaps jelly was not the right term since the stuff was a sort of brownish, orangish colour and did not look especially appetising.
June, dressed in exercise gear of brief athletic shorts and a sports bra, took the stance she had been taught by Twilight and Cygnus, readied herself, and drove her fist into the impact-absorbing gel. There was a chime from the computer attached to the tube and Cygnus nodded. 
‘How did I do?’ June asked.
‘You’ve gone from about average to well above average. You’re hitting harder than Jacob. Now, I want you to really focus. Try to push more energy into it.’
Frowning, June got herself into position, tightened her fists, and… ‘I have no idea what I’m doing.’
‘Um… Have you had a photographer you really wanted to punch in the face recently?’
‘No, but I wouldn’t mind doing that to my agent. I get it.’ Focusing on her desire to break Maurice’s jaw over a recent issue with an advertising campaign, June let her fist fly. She felt her hand sinking deeper into the gel and figured she must have done better.
‘Yeah, remind me to avoid getting you annoyed.’
‘I’m that strong!’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Well, not really. But if you’re going to start using these powers, you need to be careful of using punches like those on normals. You could kill someone. Not for certain, but it would be quite possible if you hit them right.’
‘I think whether I use this depends on what kind of defences I have. How I use them if I do probably depends on that too.’
‘That sounds reasonable. Let’s try the push bar.’
June started for the second testing machine, a device which looked like it was designed for doing bench presses, except that there were hydraulic rams in place of the weights. ‘I mean, if I can hit hard and fly, but I can’t stop a bullet…’
‘Still might be workable if we put you in armour.’
June flashed a grimace and then settled down on the bench. ‘If I can’t be sexy while fighting crime, I’m not sure it’s worth it.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘That’s one way of looking at it. Push that bar.’ June set her hands under the bar and pushed it upward. ‘That’s about what I’d expect from the punching figures. You’re pressing about a thousand pounds.’
‘Cool!’
‘Yeah, you’ve no excuse to make me carry all the bags now.’
‘I bet I could think of– Holy shit!’ The bar pressed back and June’s arms flexed under the sudden weight, only to bounce back.
‘And almost two thousand if you have to. We can definitely call you super-strong, love.’
‘Awesome. I think. What’s next?’
‘You do the obstacle course. Let’s see how well you can manoeuvre in the air. After lunch, we’ll go out and see how fast you can go.’
June got to her feet and looked up at the suspended bars and hoops. This was not going to be easy. ‘Do I need a mask or something?’
‘Not yet, I don’t think. We’ll go high just in case you can break the sound barrier. If anyone does try snooping on us, I’ll just make us invisible or something.’
Willing herself to rise, June floated upward. ‘Okay. You’re the expert…’
~~~
‘H-how high are we?’ June asked. She was still in her shorts and top, but now she was flying out over the Atlantic and the waves looked a long way down.
‘Uh, about twelve thousand feet,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Any trouble breathing?’
‘No. Should I be having trouble breathing?’
‘Well, up here the air is thin enough to notice. Maybe a little blurring of vision?’ June shook her head. ‘I think you’ve got at least some adaptation for low pressures. Follow me.’ Cygnus surged forward, accelerating at a slight upward angle.
June followed suit, trying to work out what an appropriate flying pose was. There were so many to choose from. Cygnus, she had noticed, tended to go with the ‘variable geometry wing’ option, keeping her arms at her sides, but angling them out from her body more at lower velocities. But there was the ‘spear’ form – with both arms out in front and legs together – or the ‘punching space’ pose – with one fist forward – and then you had the options regarding legs – together or with one leg bent. She had already decided that the ‘T’ formation was only for when playing around, but it was hard to resist using it just now: flying was still too new not to be exciting.
Well, unless she looked down. The waves were looking further away. She was about to ask again how high they were when there was a thud and a slight shock ran through her body. ‘What was that?!’
‘Congratulations. You just broke the sound barrier,’ Cygnus replied.
‘I did! Oh, wow. I mean… Wow!’
Flashing a grin at her girlfriend, Cygnus pushed ahead. ‘You’re still accelerating. Try to keep up.’
‘Oh, it’s on.’ And June followed, catching up and coming in alongside Cygnus as they flew higher and faster.
Okay, so June had the strong feeling that Cygnus was holding back. She certainly had more acceleration than June did, but they were still not really sure what Cygnus’s current top speed was. Even across the Atlantic, she had not hit her maximum airspeed before it was time to slow down again. But June remembered that Cygnus had not been able to fly supersonic when she had first started out. June could, and she was determined to see how fast she could go. She was so determined, in fact, that she did not really notice the sky darkening around her.
‘Looks like you’re capping out just inside Mach four,’ Cygnus said. The sound was just in June’s ear, transmitted through the earpieces they were wearing. ‘Something over twenty-five hundred miles per hour.’
‘That’s fast, right?’
‘It’s faster than most military aircraft. What’s even more interesting is that you haven’t complained about the atmosphere.’
‘What about the at– Holy shit! How high up are we?!’
‘Thirty-five thousand feet. The air isn’t breathable up here and it averages about minus seventy Fahrenheit. Do you trust me?’
‘Yes, of course.’
Cygnus looked up and began to climb faster. ‘Then follow me.’
They were only climbing for a couple of minutes before Cygnus began to slow. June’s eyes widened all the way up as the sky darkened to black and the stars came out. ‘We’re in space,’ she almost whispered.
‘The edge of it,’ Cygnus replied. ‘We’re a hundred miles up. You don’t have the speed to reach orbital velocity, but you’ve enough acceleration to hold yourself here for a while.’
It did feel like she was fighting to stay where she was and June nodded. ‘This… This is amazing. I never thought I’d see space. Except on TV.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘You should’ve said. I’d have brought you up here. The point is, you’re not cold and you’re still breathing. You can handle vacuum.’
‘I guess I can. I feel like I can go faster up here.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Okay. Well, if you start having problems, I can grab you and you’ll be safe. Let’s see if you can make orbit.’
~~~
Montgomery Hill stood with his back to the door of his office, looking out at the city. He did not immediately turn as Jacob and Heather entered. Both could see a tightness about his shoulders: something was disturbing the man. He was, ostensibly, a lawyer. Jacob and Heather knew there was more to him than that. He knew that they knew. They all found it easier not to admit any of that.
‘Thank you for coming,’ Hill said, finally turning around. ‘Please, take a seat.’
Jacob looked at the rather narrow guest chairs in front of Hill’s desk. ‘I’ll stand. It’s easier on the furniture.’
‘Ah. I hadn’t considered… Well, this won’t take long.’ Hill waited until Heather had taken a seat and then sat down himself. ‘Let me first state that the current situation has necessitated some changes in our normal operating procedures. We normally operate under the convenient lie that Roman and Hill is just a law firm and that you know nothing beyond that. With Miss Morgan missing, we need all the help we can get to find her. She is rather more than the CEO of our… parent company.’
‘And she’s more than a friend to us,’ Heather said. ‘Jacob more than me, perhaps, but still… You seem sure she’s not dead.’
‘We are sure she’s not dead, Miss Bryant. Everything we’ve been able to determine indicates that she is alive. What we cannot determine is where she is.’
‘I thought you people could find just about anything, anywhere,’ Jacob said. ‘As long as it’s dark anyway. It’s been two weeks.’
Hill nodded. ‘Unfortunately, Miss Morgan has control over our best means of searching for her.’
‘The shadow imps,’ Heather said.
‘As you say. We remain able to summon them, thankfully, but if she wishes to remain hidden from us, the imps will not report finding her.’
‘And you think we can help?’ Jacob asked. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’ll try anything I can to find her. The UoU is looking. We’re just detectives.’
‘And a very effective bridge between us and them. We have resources other than the imps. When we get intel which may be of use, we’ll share it with you and you will share it with the Union.’
‘Fair enough,’ Heather said, ‘but you know they know about you too. Viviane especially. The Union helped Cygnus get to Italy when Andrea first went to the castle.’
‘We know.’ Hill gave a bleak little smile. ‘We still feel that a degree of separation will serve everyone best. When this is over, we can all go back to none of us admitting we know anything we shouldn’t. Call it plausible deniability.’
Jacob gave a grunt which might have been a laugh. ‘I’ll call it anything you like if it gets Andrea back faster.’
~~~
‘She seems to have a pretty major adaptation to space,’ Cygnus said, looking up at the big screen on the wall where she could see Doctor Ultimate and his wife looking back. ‘She’s a lot faster once she gets above the atmosphere. She doesn’t need air and the cold is no problem.’
‘A strange expression of power,’ Ultimate said. ‘Even if you’ve no plans to take up wearing a mask, June, the Union would likely be interested in having you available for extraplanetary missions. We have relatively few space-capable members. Jacob’s ice powers are useful to us despite the fact that we have far more cold-weather members to call on. You would be joining a very exclusive club.’
June nodded. Now dressed in jeans and a cropped top, she was sitting beside Cygnus on one of the sofas. ‘I can do that, sure. To be honest, I still need to find out if I have defences I could use, but I feel a little like the way Cygnus felt when she first got her powers. I feel like I need to use whatever I’ve got.’ She looked at Cygnus. ‘We need to work harder on my fighting. And, somehow, we need to find out what else I can do. I’m sure there’s more.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’ll see what else comes up. You learning to fight is a good thing anyway. You need to learn to control your strength. Her boosted lift is nearing two thousand pounds, Hugh. She’s punching around the same level.’
‘Quite impressive,’ Alice said, grinning. ‘Remind me not to challenge you to an arm-wrestling match, June.’
June waved the comment away. ‘Oh, that shouldn’t be a problem. If I want to do that, I’ll take up cruising biker bars. Sounds like a really cheap way to get drinks.’
9th June.
‘If that’s how they want to play it,’ Penny said, ‘then that’s how we’ll play it. Right now, it seems like they have about as much information as we do.’
‘None,’ Jacob grumbled. He had come out to the house to tell Penny about the arrangement with the Shadow Court via Roman and Hill.
‘Pretty much. Uh, well, Hugh is hypothesising that she’s in China or Japan. Probably China.’
‘What’s the theory based on?’
‘Hypothesis. There’s not enough evidence to call it a theory.’ Penny flashed a grin. ‘Hugh is a scientist before anything else. We know that Naryan had three ships. Two were over on this side of the globe and they blew up when the charges Twilight planted overloaded one of the reactors they had aboard. The first ship going up destroyed the second. The third ship was over China when it exploded. It also seems to have begun dropping out of orbit and it didn’t explode until about twenty minutes after the first two went. Hugh suspects Twilight got aboard that ship and destroyed it somehow. China and Japan were under the detonation.’
‘And China’s a real mess right now,’ Jacob said, nodding. ‘If she were in Japan, we might have had news of her, but China… It’s the perfect place to get lost.’
‘Yup. It’s a good working hypothesis, but the evidence is entirely circumstantial. She might have been above China, but then we’re saying that she could be in China now because we might not know if she was. It’s thin.’
‘Very thin, but I’ll pass it along to Hill. They must have people in China.’
Penny grinned. ‘I’m sure they do. They have people just about everywhere. The question is whether they can actually find her and what state she’s in if they do.’
Hong Kong, China, 12th June.
June in Hong Kong tended to be hot and humid. Today it had rained around nightfall and the sky was still overcast, but the temperature was up above thirty Celsius and that was with eighty-five percent humidity. The roads were wet and glistening in the light from bright neon signs. People on the sidewalk outside the Midnight Dancer carried umbrellas and tried to avoid the puddles which might mess up their clubwear.
Lĭ Wěi stood beside the entrance, watching the passers-by with the professional disinterest of a man who knew his job. Wěi’s job was making sure that only the right kind of people entered the Midnight Dancer. Generally, that meant attractive women, rich and attractive men, and members of the 8G triad. Wěi was a member of the 8G and he took his job very seriously. He was also pretty good at it since he was a minor Ultra, a guàiwù. He had skin tough enough to bounce bullets and had added to that by building an impressive physique. People tended to be intimidated by him. Those who were not intimidated tended to be unable to handle him.
When a woman turned toward the door, he paid her more attention. One hundred and seventy-five centimetres and maybe seventy kilos. Fit, attractive, obvious but smooth muscle under dusky skin. There was plenty of skin on display thanks to a short, black, slightly translucent dress with a deeply cowled neckline and a skirt with slits from the hem to the hip on both sides. There were high-heeled platform sandals which pushed her almost up to Wěi’s six feet. She had somewhat untidy black hair, clipped short except down her neck. Her face was quite angular, hard, and her eyes were jet black across their entire surface.
Wěi held out an arm to block her. She fitted the ‘attractive woman’ criteria for entry, but she failed on the one big no-no. The 8G preferred to keep Ultras they did not own out of the Midnight Dancer. She looked like an American, so Wěi spoke English. ‘I am sorry, miss, but the club is full.’
She turned and smiled at him. He expected her to say something about having seen others go in or for her to offer a bribe. ‘You really don’t want to get in my way,’ she said. A threat, or what amounted to a threat, he had not expected. His muscles tensed and he pulled himself up straight, glaring at her. ‘I warned you,’ she said, and he found himself falling into her eyes.
He was falling, falling into darkness. There was no bottom, just the darkness and the falling. His grandmother had told him he would end up in Hell…
~~~
Midnight watched the bouncer sliding down the wall in a dead faint, stepped around him, and headed into the club. Her examination of the Hong Kong crime scene had turned up a number of places to start, but she had decided on this place for obvious reasons: if she was going to own a club, having it named after her seemed like a nice idea. She had taken a little longer over her research than she probably needed to, but now she was ready to move. Tonight was the night.
Part of her delay had been because things had changed and she had taken a little time to work out just exactly what had happened. Her best guess was that she had been affected by the cosmic energy bursts she had been rather close to. She had always been the dark source of Twilight’s power, but now she was truly the embodiment of that Darkness: the Darkness was her and she was the Darkness. Midnight was the thing people feared on the edge of the light.
It was not that simple, however. Andrea had Ultrahuman powers beyond those granted by her shadow. She had always had them but the explosions had added to them. She was stronger and faster than before. Her senses were sharper. She did not really think she needed those powers when she had the other ones, but she was not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Especially when the changes to her shadow powers had taken away her ability to throw blades of darkness. She had worked out some tricks which replaced that ability, but it was a little annoying. Apparently, if the shadow was her, it was less inclined to throw bits of it away. The part of Midnight’s mind which was most derived from Andrea Morgan’s thought that kind of inconsistency was just par for the course when dealing with the supernatural.
The club was going to need remodelling. It looked like no one had redecorated since the nineteen seventies, maybe the eighteen seventies. Midnight thanked providence that there was not a mirror ball hanging over the dance floor. The place was all black glass panels and chrome poles. The lighting was dim, which was about the only thing she liked about the place. Greasy-looking men in suits sat around the tables which encircled the main floor. Most of them, she figured, were 49ers, bottom-level triad members. With the 8G, that did not mean they were not dangerous: the triad had been founded by eight guàiwù – hence the name – and they had accepted Ultras into their ranks where the more traditional triads had not. It had given them an edge. Tonight, Midnight would be proving that they needed a whetstone.
Midnight was looking for a man named Zhāng Tāo, a ‘Red Pole’ who ran the club, particularly its security. He was an Ultra, an X2 with enhanced strength. To have that magnitude, you had to have some superhuman level of physical strength, so Zhāng was stronger than Midnight. But only in the purely physical sense. She knew roughly where he would be too: he always sat at a table at the rear of the club on a section of the floor which was level with the raised stage. It gave him a good view of the girls on the stage – there were always at least two dancing – and of the door. The lighting in his area was dimmed to ensure that he could see anyone coming his way before they saw him. Of course, that did not work well on Midnight.
Zhāng was in his late thirties, muscular, and reasonably handsome. Brown hair, brown eyes, and reasonably typical features arranged in a reasonably pleasing manner. On the other hand, the fact that he lounged behind his table like some sort of monarch with a couple of barely dressed women young enough to be his daughters clinging to him did not make him especially appealing. Then again, Midnight was not that much older than the girls. Physically. In some ways, she was now older than the current species of humans. Whatever, unarmed and apparently harmless, Midnight was allowed to walk to within a few feet of the table before Zhāng and his bodyguards noticed her eyes and reacted. Guns were drawn. Midnight smiled.
There was some rapid-fire Chinese which Midnight interrupted. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t had time to learn your language. It’s on the list.’
‘What are you doing here, guàiwù?’ Zhāng asked in English. He had a fairly thick accent, but it was clear enough.
‘I’m offering you the opportunity to surrender. Sign this place over to me and you get to live.’
There was the inevitable laughing; Midnight had expected it. He followed it with, ‘Kill her.’
The room sank into darkness. There were a couple of shots and one shriek of pain from across the dance floor, and then the screams came from Zhāng’s table and the voice seemed to come from right behind his shoulder. ‘I told you, Zhāng, surrender or die.’ He felt a hand on his chest and cold bit into his body as though someone had thrust an icicle through his heart. The cold bit into his bones; he could not move or speak as the woman with the jet-black eyes sucked the heat from his body. After another second, he blacked out and part of his mind was thankful for that.
When the shadows rolled back to where they were supposed to be, Midnight was standing right where she had been, still smiling. Zhāng was sitting exactly where he had been, but he was cold and dead. If his two girlfriends had not been passed out on the table, they would probably have started screaming. As it was, the screams came from various places around the room and started a few seconds later, accompanied by the sounds of customers running for the doors. Two of Zhāng’s men had the presence of mind – stupidity from Midnight’s viewpoint – to point their weapons at Midnight. The effect was somewhat diminished in one case since his hand was trembling.
‘You get to live,’ Midnight said, her tone pleasant. ‘For now. Take a message to your superiors. Midnight is taking over the Eight-G. I’ll slaughter every one of you, right up to your Dragon Head, if I have to and there is nothing you can do to stop me. Tell them I’m coming.’ Then she stepped forward and seemed to sink into the shadows under the table.
~~~
Billy Hong had a flat in one of the tower blocks of the Sham Shui Po District. It was the poorest district in the city, and it was public housing, but it was the best Billy had been able to do. He had been planning to furnish it with a few extra luxuries during the blackout which had happened a few weeks ago, but that had failed when he had come across Midnight. Now… Well, now he was lying on his lounge floor – naked, hogtied, and gagged – waiting for Midnight to come back from wherever it was she had gone. She did not trust him to be free when she was away or asleep, and she was right: given any chance, he would have run like a scared rabbit.
It was kind of weird. She was an attractive woman and while he was not an unattractive man, she was seriously out of his league. Despite this, his sex life had never been quite so regular. They banged almost every night, and Billy was a fairly shallow individual so meaningless sex was right up his alley. Midnight’s idea of good fucking tended to leave bruises, however. It was always on her terms and her terms could be brutal. Midnight had given him orgasms so intense that he had begun to wonder what he had been doing wrong all his life, but she had almost killed him twice one way or another. He wanted her more than any other woman he had ever met, yet he dreaded the moment of her return.
Which was now. Midnight stepped out of the shadows in the corner of the room. A wave of relief swept over Billy as he realised she was happy. ‘That went well,’ she said, crouching beside him to untie his gag. ‘I think we’ll be moving out of this hovel soon, Billy. I’ll probably have to kill a few more of them, but we’ll be taking residence somewhere more to my liking quite soon enough.’
Billy said nothing in reply. She was taking him with her when she moved out. That was a blessing and a curse. And he really could not understand why she was keeping him around.
She straightened up without untying him. ‘However, I think it’s time I got myself some weapons. I’m going to need a swordsmith, Billy-boy. Where do you think I’d find one of those?’
New Millennium City, MD, 14th June.
‘Twenty-seven years,’ June said, her eyes on the wall screen. It was showing a documentary she had seen before about the destruction of New York City. Penny had seen it too, but she made a point of watching one of the many shows on the subject every time there was an anniversary.
‘And no one else knows it was all Slapstick’s fault,’ Penny said.
‘Yeah… Do you think we should’ve told anyone?’
‘I’m not sure there’s much point. Anyway, we only have his word for it and no details of how he got Magmatic to do it.’
‘True. You know, it’s kind of crazy. That city was the greatest in America. It was sunk under a lake of lava before either of us was born. We’ve never lived in an America where New York existed. You come from that way. Have you ever been there?’
‘Sort of. School trip to the museum in Newark when I was a kid. You can see the lava field from a viewing platform on the roof. The whole area is considered a mass grave, so they don’t let people wander about on it. And it’s also not entirely stable.’
‘It could erupt again?’
‘They get minor quakes and it could theoretically erupt again. I think they’ve had a few small uprisings of lava since the big one. Basically, Magmatic cut a channel down through the crust to make a volcano where there should be no volcano. It’s a bit like Hawaii. It’s a volcano right in the middle of a tectonic plate. That kind of thing doesn’t normally happen, but now it’s there, shutting it off isn’t that easy.’
‘Oh. Well. That’s nice to know.’
Penny grinned. ‘We’re far enough away that it shouldn’t be a problem. There’s nothing in New York to worry us.’
Ruins of New York, NY.
Twenty-seven years after Manhattan had been turned into an expanse of lava, it was all still a vast expanse of black volcanic rock. Nothing but the most tenacious plants could get much of a foothold. Eventually, life would return to the place, but for now it was an alien landscape, cracked and distorted. It was a rocky tomb to tens of thousands of people who had not managed to escape before the Central Park volcano had erupted.
Tonight, the skies were clear. A vent had opened ten days earlier in the general area known as The Lake Up Thrust. It was not entirely uncommon, but this one was producing more ash than usual and overflights had been banned until it calmed down. People took helicopter flights over the lava fields when it was allowed, but not today, and at night there was nothing much to see anyway.
That meant there was no one around to see a bulge develop in the solidified lava a few hundred feet from the vent. The bulge grew in jerks, as though some massive fist was pounding up from below, until it cracked open and a man crawled out of the hole. His fists were not exceptionally large, but they were powerful. He was naked and dirty, with hair down to his waist and his beard almost as long. He looked like a mad old man until you noticed that there was a relatively young face hidden under all the hair and his body was six-foot-two of solid muscle.
He let out a wild, gleeful laugh at the sight of the night sky above him. Then, turning toward the west, he lifted into the air and accelerated upward.
New Millennium City, MD, 15th June.
June spotted the low kick Cygnus was aiming at her shin and slipped her leg back to avoid it. Unfortunately, that meant she entirely failed to spot the punch coming in at her ribs until it was too late. She tried to get an arm in the way, but Cygnus’s fist slipped past and landed a light tap just under June’s right breast.
‘Damn it!’ June snapped. ‘Every time! The kick was a feint, right?’
‘I used to fall for it every time too,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘And then I didn’t. So much. Andrea… Well, she’s still better than me.’
June sighed. ‘You’re right. I know you’re right. Again.’
They took their ready stances and this time June pushed forward on the offensive. She went for a grapple because, while Cygnus was stronger and a hold would never stick, June was still better at wrestling than punching. Plus, June had far more strength to work with than before and was still getting used to it. Grabbing Cygnus around the waist despite her attempts to slip free, June grinned and heaved. Cygnus let out a squeak as she was dumped unceremoniously onto the mat. There followed ten seconds or so of frantic thrashing around until June managed to force a pin. It was not easy, but she managed it.
‘Got you,’ June said, grinning. She was now lying on Cygnus, trapping her arms between them and straddling her hips. They were more or less nose-to-nose.
‘It’s a little early in the session for this to turn into sex,’ Cygnus said, grinning back.
‘Yeah,’ June said on a sigh, ‘but I did get you.’
‘You did.’
‘Hurray!’ June planted a kiss on Cygnus’s nose and then rolled off her before applying a little flight thrust to regain her feet.
Cygnus lifted into the air too. ‘Think fast!’ she called out, and June turned to see a foot coming at her face. Letting out a squeak of protest, June threw her arms up to ward off the blow and…
‘That’s new,’ Cygnus said as she lowered her leg from where it had been stopped by a shield of shimmering, bluish light. June just let out another squeak, her eyes wide. ‘Just hold that there.’ And then Cygnus pulled back her fist and drove it into the shield, stopping dead against the cloudy energy formation. ‘That should stop small arms fire. You’ve got a magic shield, love.’
June lowered her arms and the shield vanished. ‘That was… weird. I wonder why it hasn’t shown up before.’
‘I surprised you and you reacted. Or some other reason. This is Ultrahuman powers we’re talking about. They aren’t exactly well understood.’
‘That’s a valid point. Frustrating, but valid. Okay, if I’ve got this shield, you can pull your punches less.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘June…’
‘Come on. I need to get used to this. I can take it.’
~~~
‘Oh, God, that’s better.’ June let the hot water from the multiple shower heads hammer at her sweaty, bruised body.
‘I am not doing that again,’ Penny said from outside the shower. ‘You look like you did ten rounds with a heavyweight boxer.’
‘But we learned that the shield only works on attacks coming at me from the front, and that I can take a fair bit of punishment anyway.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘I’m not arguing. We can go back to pulled punches. My hips ache.’ Reaching back, June planted her hands on the back of her hips. ‘My kidneys might be a little bruised. I could definitely do without– Oh!’
Penny yanked the shower door open to find an apparently unharmed June standing there looking startled. Actually, a remarkably unharmed June. Signs of purple bruises had been showing up in various places on June’s back. Now her skin was as unmarked as usual. ‘You can heal yourself,’ Penny said, not sounding especially shocked about it.
‘It could just be tissue–’
‘No, tissue regeneration is more of a “bit at a time” process. You just healed all your bruises in one go. It’s a conscious use of power rather than a passive biological process. You may be able to heal other people too.’
June shook her head and picked up a bottle of shampoo. ‘So, I can fly through space, lift heavy objects, punch like a train, project a force shield, and heal myself and maybe others. I don’t get it. Ultrahumans usually have a theme, right? What’s mine? I really can’t see the pattern.’
‘Neither can I,’ Penny admitted. ‘Then again, there haven’t really been Ultras like you before who just, well, randomly manifested powers. I’m not entirely surprised that your power set seems a bit weird.’
‘Yeah.’ June looked out at her girlfriend and grinned. ‘I’m not bruised now. Come on in and wash my back.’
Smirking, Penny began untying her robe. ‘The things I do for love…’
18th June.
There was a grainy picture up on the wall screen behind the reporter who was presenting it. The picture was, basically, a few pixels blown up to show a humanoid shape, but that was about it. The figure was flying and that was about the best you could say about it.
‘Rumours of the return of Captain Freedom have been popping up on a number of internet chat rooms overnight,’ the reporter said.
‘Yeah,’ Penny commented. ‘They do. Not infrequently.’
‘Commenters say that the figure shown in this picture is the national hero lost twenty-seven years ago when Magmatic destroyed New York. The picture, taken on a smartphone camera and of poor quality, has been verified to have been taken on the morning of the sixteenth of June about two miles from Andrews Air Force Base. Andrews has become the de facto home of the US government since the nuclear attack on the White House in May.’
‘Well, that doesn’t prove anything,’ June said. ‘That could be just about any flying hero. Or any large bird for that matter.’
‘Captain Freedom did have an apartment at Andrews,’ Penny mused.
‘There has been no official comment on the rumours,’ the presenter continued. ‘Internet theorists are, of course, taking that as confirmation.’
‘They would,’ June said. ‘Have you anything planned for today?’
‘Not really,’ Penny replied. ‘I’ll go over the data Jacob brought over from the Court last night, but… You’ve got a meeting with Maurice, right?’
June’s nose wrinkled. ‘Late lunch meeting, yes. That’ll be about as much fun as a root canal.’
‘The perils of being a top model, love.’
‘Yeah, thanks.’ June turned an earnest expression on Penny. ‘If I strangle him with his tie, you will bail me out, won’t you?’
‘I’ll think about it…’
~~~
June felt her jaw tighten as she walked into Accorso’s. The fact that Maurice had set up the meeting there was bad enough. The last time she had been there, Slapstick had interrupted. There was no chance of that now and June found herself strangely sorry about that. Maurice, it seemed, had absolutely no idea of what June might be feeling or wanting. The restaurant was one thing, and another meeting with Avira Nessing was another.
Maurice was a middle-aged man with thinning brown hair, green eyes, a hawkish nose, and a bit of a paunch though he kept himself in moderate shape. For the first time since meeting him, however, June had the odd sense that she was seeing the way his mind really worked. Maurice was a greedy man, self-centred. Not that that was exactly a stretch. Nessing was different. Younger by several years, smartly dressed with a tendency toward designer suits. Attractive, certainly, but somewhat aloof. She was not a greedy woman, but she knew what she wanted and went for it by any means necessary. What she wanted right now was for June to represent the makeup company her ad agency was working for.
‘June,’ Maurice said, giving her his brightest smile. ‘Avira and I were just discussing some details. Campaign details, you know?’
June smiled back, aware that it was not touching her eyes. ‘I haven’t agreed to do the campaign at all yet, Maurice. Details seem a little premature.’ Nessing’s eyes cooled as June turned to her. ‘Mrs Nessing, a pleasure to meet you again. Let’s hope we won’t be interrupted by a madman with a bomb this time.’
‘Let’s hope so,’ Nessing said. ‘I understand that Slapstick didn’t survive that encounter.’
June sat down beside Maurice and opposite Nessing. ‘He set off one of his gas canisters. We assume he hoped to escape while Cygnus was flying me out, but he had some form of allergic reaction to his gas.’
‘He’s not exactly a great loss to the world and the publicity was quite extensive.’
‘All publicity is good publicity,’ Maurice said, grinning.
‘Not the kind Cygnus likes,’ June said. ‘She prefers taking them in alive.’
‘It’s not the kind we need either,’ Nessing said.
June kept the frown off her face. There was that comment suggesting an attitude she did not like, but there was something else as well. Something was nudging at her mind, tickling. Just a feeling, but… ‘I believe,’ June said, ‘we were discussing my discontinuing the charity calendars I’ve been doing before we were interrupted. I’m afraid that’s not an option. I have obligations to–’
‘It’s just a voluntary thing,’ Maurice said. ‘You can get out of it any time you want. And this could be a big step in your career, June.’
June turned, opening her mouth to argue. She stopped as the tickle in her mind flashed into a clear impression. Guilt. Maurice was feeling just a little bit of guilt over a decision he had made. As she looked at him, the whole thing seemed to open up in front of June: Maurice had already agreed to the deal with Nessing and had received a very handsome bribe to get June to sign. He knew that the deal was not what June wanted and that it would not really do anything for her career, but there was all that money…
‘Maurice,’ June said, ‘you’re fired.’
‘What?! Why?’
‘You know damn well why. I hope you haven’t spent Mrs Nessing’s money yet. Mrs Nessing, you should find someone else to shill for your client. Someone with your morals would probably work out better anyway.’ June got to her feet.
‘I’ll see you blacklisted with every agency in the country,’ Nessing hissed.
‘Do your worst. Brightstar is wearing gowns I designed. Viviane is switching to one of my costume designs. And that calendar you hate is on half the walls in America. I wonder what would happen if I told people that your company demanded that I stop doing them. I’m sure Marta Hendry would be happy to run that story when the next one comes out.’ Turning, June marched out of the restaurant, her hips swinging more with each step.
~~~
‘It was like I could see his guilt,’ June said, pacing in front of the TV. ‘When I concentrated on it, I could see what was causing it.’
‘Okay,’ Penny said, watching June pace. ‘So, two things. At least he was feeling guilty about screwing you over.’
‘Ha! What was the second thing?’
‘You can sense guilt and uncover the reason for it. That’s… an interesting ability.’
‘Sure is. I’m not exactly comfortable with it. Do you have any idea how much guilt there is in the world? One of the waiters I passed on the way out of the restaurant skims money from the till. The taxi driver on the way home is having an affair with his next-door neighbour.’
‘Yeah. It’s going to make it really hard to keep my numerous affairs secret.’
June stopped mid-stride and stared at her. ‘Affairs? You–’ Then she burst out laughing.
Penny suppressed a smirk. ‘That’s better, though I don’t think you should be laughing quite so hard at the idea of me having affairs.’
‘Cygnus could get anyone she wanted into bed,’ June pointed out after a few more seconds of laughter. ‘Almost anyone. I can’t sense any guilt at all from you. That’s impressive.’
‘Might make you quite a useful detective. Of course, it wouldn’t be admissible in court, but it might point you at evidence we could use.’
June nodded. She had thought as much on the way home. ‘I’m really going to do this, aren’t I? I’m really going to design a costume for myself and do what you do.’
‘You said you didn’t think you could do it. That was a while ago, but you said you didn’t have it in you.’
Walking over to the sofa, June sat down and took Penny’s hands in hers. ‘And now I’ve got these powers, I don’t think I can not do it, Pen.’
Penny smiled. ‘I’ll try not to feel guilty about saying I told you so.’
~~~
‘Astraea,’ June said, looking up from her laptop.
‘Beg pardon?’ Penny asked.
‘Astraea. She’s out of Greek myth. She was associated with Dike, the goddess of justice, and she rose to become the constellation of Virgo after she grew tired of the way humans were behaving after the Greek Golden Age. Astraea means “star maiden.”’
‘Virgo is next to Libra in the sky,’ Penny said. ‘I don’t think you qualify as a maiden, however.’
‘Ha! No, but I looked up Cygnus and all the associations there are with men and you’re not one. Anyway, the powers kind of fit with what we’ve seen so far. Kind of. And I checked and the name’s not in use by anyone.’
‘It’s not a bad name. I don’t get it though. This is the first time you’ve ever heard of Astraea?’
‘I put “constellation” and “justice” into the search engine. Libra and Virgo come up, so does Astraea.’
‘Which means you’ve found a concept that fits your powers rather than a concept resulting in the way your powers express. It’s not supposed to work like that. I mean, even my initial powers were defined by what I thought I should have. I learned to change them later, but when they first came out, they were fixed by a concept.’
‘Maybe… Maybe it was an unconscious concept. I wasn’t aware of it, but it was there.’
Penny frowned. ‘I’m not sure brains work like that. We’ll talk this through with Hugh at some point. I mean, it’s a mystery, but it’s not exactly an important mystery.’
‘I’m not worried about it. Are you going out tonight?’
Nodding, Penny got to her feet and started for the bedroom. ‘Yeah. With Twilight missing, things up in Churchton have been getting a little troubling.’
‘She really kept a lid on things up there, didn’t she?’
‘Uh-huh. Now I have to.’
19th June.
‘Yeah, I’d say it’s getting worse,’ Skadi said. She sipped her wine and then shrugged. ‘I’m trying, but I can’t bounce around like Twilight can and they aren’t as scared of me as they were of her.’
They were in the Huntress’ Den, Red Huntress’s club, gathered around a table. Red was there with Skadi – who was in civilian clothes and was therefore Jennifer Cooper – and Svetilo had brought Zoe. And June was sitting with Cygnus. Red had looked at June with a raised eyebrow when the couple had arrived, but she was saving any questions for later. The Huntress could smell Ultras. She knew June had changed.
‘We could do with more registered Ultras,’ Red said.
‘Well, the Union is starting its youth training programme on the twenty-seventh,’ Cygnus said, ‘but I guess that won’t make a difference for a while yet.’
‘I’d love to help,’ Zoe said, ‘but, well, still normal.’
‘We keep it that way, da?’ Svetilo said. ‘If you go out fighting crime, I have to take it up. I am happy ruining dresses at fires.’
‘I’d prefer Andrea back anyway. Roger’s had to take on a new assistant at Radium Comics. He asked whether we knew anything about Andrea’s whereabouts and I had to tell him no. We still don’t know, I guess?’
Cygnus shook her head. ‘No one’s found anything that’s got us closer. We’re getting rumours from various places. Nothing solid enough to follow up on. It’s weird. Twilight was sure that their dark side, their third personality, was taking over. Cassandra was sure it had. Last time that happened, it was a mass slaughter. We’ve had nothing like that.’
‘China is badly fragmented,’ Svetilo said. ‘Such a massacre could happen there and not be made general knowledge.’
‘Yeah… Yeah, it’s possible. China is being mentioned a lot. She could be in China, but that doesn’t help much. It’s a huge country and, like you said, it’s in turmoil. All our sources are saying that the place has gone to Hell in a handbasket since May. Doing any kind of investigation there is going to be hard. I mean, the Union isn’t even sure of the status of the treaties we have with them.’
‘Is shame the same cannot be said for Soviets,’ Svetilo said. ‘Dromedovicz is still in power. Was not in Moscow when nuke hit.’
‘Neither was President Vanlaren,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘They had him airborne and roaming on Air Force One after the attack on New Millennium. China lost almost their entire upper echelons when Beijing was nuked. Then the ship exploded and took out most of their power network. Then they started getting the same random Ultras expressing powers due to the cosmic energy burst.’
‘Da, they had it worse, but I can always live in hope.’
‘Huh, yeah. Well, hope is all we’ve got half the time. This is getting very depressing for a girls’ night.’
‘We need more alcohol!’ Svetilo announced, raising her glass and then downing the contents.
Zoe shook her head, smiling. ‘What can I say? She’s Russian.’
~~~
‘Yes, I have powers,’ June said, keeping her voice low. ‘It was kind of sudden and we’re still working out exactly what I can do.’
‘Kind of sudden?’ Red asked, also speaking quietly. ‘An accident?’
‘Of a sort,’ Cygnus said. ‘We think she’s one of those triggered by the cosmic energy burst when Tan’s ship exploded.’
‘We’re keeping it quiet until we know more,’ June added, ‘but I intend to use what I’ve got. I’m strong, I can project some sort of force shield, and I can fly.’
‘In space,’ Cygnus said, sounding rather proud.
‘I’m going to call myself Astraea.’
‘The name’s not being used?’ Red asked. June shook her head. ‘Well, if you’re sure, I’d register soon even if you don’t plan to start doing anything for a while. Rumours say there’s been something of an uptick in registrations this last month.’
June frowned. ‘Well, I’ve had a few ideas for a costume…’
‘Your big problem is going to be keeping your anonymity. People will probably connect you with Cygnus pretty quickly and the jump from Astraea to June Summerfield isn’t going to be a difficult one.’
‘Yeah, true. I’ll have to think about that for a while.’
‘You’ll think of something,’ Cygnus said, grinning. ‘I can’t wait to see how brief you’re going to make the costume.’
‘Oh, it’ll be brief,’ June replied. ‘I’m quite sure it’ll be brief.’
San Francisco, CA, 23rd June.
Susan Fong sat at the back of a sports bar in Potrero Hill, wondering what she was doing there. She knew why she was there, technically: someone had sent her a message saying they had a proposition for her. Since the Nine Kings had met their demise at the hands of Mink and a couple of out-of-town heroes, work had been a little slack. She had fallen back on old methods of making money and playing badger games with tourists was no longer her idea of fun.
This bar was hardly fell into the ‘fun’ category either. Several of the patrons had taken in the white cheongsam she was wearing and come to the conclusion that she was available for hire. A subset of those were making up their minds to make an offer and if that happened, whether the person she had come to meet had turned up or not, Susan was going to leave.
Then the woman in the red dress walked in. The dress was far shorter than Susan’s cheongsam, but no one was going to mistake this woman for a prostitute. Or, if they did, they were not going to say a thing because of the gorilla walking in behind her. The man was big, dressed in a perfectly tailored suit, and he looked dangerous. Dangerous in a ‘I will rip off your arms if you look at me funny’ way, but to Susan’s eyes, he was a pussycat compared to the woman. Beautiful, long-legged, and blonde, the woman looked like a good old southern belle, but Susan was an empath and this woman was scary as Hell.
She stopped at Susan’s table and smiled. ‘Susan Fong. It’s just such a pleasure to meet you. You can call me Diamond.’ The bodyguard – he had to be a bodyguard – turned, folding his arms and looking out at the room. Diamond sat down opposite Susan. ‘I have heard so much about you. I think you’re a perfect fit for a little group I’m putting together.’
‘What kind of group?’ Susan asked. ‘I mean… Things have been a little slow around here recently and I’m interested just because of that, but I have no idea who you are.’
‘Of course you don’t, honey. I like to keep myself out of the public eye. Let’s just say that I’m something of an entrepreneur. I see an opening and I go for it. There’s an opening in this city right now that Mink, Cygnus, and Twilight opened up. An opening at the poker table, if you will. With the right hand, the right group of people, I think we can take the whole pot.’
Susan looked at Diamond for a second, sipped her wine, and considered. ‘That’s crazy,’ she said.
‘Sometimes you have to take a few risks to win big.’
‘I didn’t say I wasn’t interested. Tell me more.’
Shenzhen, China, 24th June.
Midnight stood in the back room of a shop in the Shekou Residential District of Shenzhen. Billy had said it might be difficult to get there without papers; Midnight had laughed. The shop was simply a meeting place and this was the second time she had been there. The first time had been to give her contact specifications for what she wanted. Now she was picking up her goods. She had made the man wait outside while she changed. Everything had to be just right before she would pay him the rest of his money.
The outfit was easy to move in. That was what she had asked for and got. It was also fairly sexy, which was not an absolute requirement, but she could make it work for her. There was a bra and tight, hip-hugging trousers made of a light, ballistic cloth. Tight, fingerless gloves of the same material came up to her elbows and high-heeled boots came up over her knees. Then there were the harnesses: one strapped around her chest to hold her sword on her back, while one held a knife against her left thigh. A third attached her revolver to her right thigh. Finally, there was a spare pad of Velcro on her left arm to which she could attach whatever else was needed.
Now she felt armed. The sword and the knife had been made by the same artisan, something of a specialist in modern melee weapons. Both had single edges and a far more modern design than her old sword. They had a squared-off look to them and they were made of modern alloys to hold a fantastically sharp edge. Her pistol was a highly modified, snub-nosed weapon firing a .454 Casull round. The kick on the thing would be powerful, but with her new strength enhancements, she was confident that she could handle it. Putting multiple rounds in a target might be tough with the recoil, but she really only needed one.
There was a mirror in the room with her and she examined herself in it for several seconds. Yes, this would work nicely. Turning, she picked up the bag she had brought with her and slipped her sword free of its scabbard. She walked out into the front room of the shop, swinging the blade casually, as though getting a feel for it. The shop was closed. The only people in it were Midnight and her contact.
‘It’s good. I like it.’ She gave the man a smile and swung her sword absently. ‘The blade is perfectly balanced.’
‘The man who makes them is a genius,’ her contact replied.
‘I hope you’ve paid him well.’
‘He’s been paid. Now I want mine.’
Midnight nodded. ‘None of the people you got this stuff from knows anything about me, I hope?’
‘I said, didn’t I? Total anonymity.’
‘Then it just leaves your reward.’ Midnight stepped forward and drove the tip of her sword into the man’s eye. It emerged from the back of his skull and he did not make a sound as he died. Midnight smiled. ‘A beautiful weapon. It will do perfectly.’
New Millennium City, MD, 25th June.
‘Good afternoon, New Millennium City,’ the presenter on ACPN said. It was time for the midday news, but… ‘We are going over live to Andrews Air Force Base where President Vanlaren is about to make an announcement.’
June glanced at Penny, sitting on the sofa beside her. ‘Wonder what this is about?’
‘Probably isn’t good,’ Penny replied. ‘Good news is in short supply these days.’
The screen had changed to showing the temporary press room which had been set up at Andrews. With the centre of Washington still in ruins, a lot of government functions had been moved to the base. That put the government within the federal reserve which was still in operation despite the fact that it had been proven to be ineffective. Vanlaren was walking out onto the podium; they could see Delphine in the background, her eyes scanning the collection of reporters and her mind likely occupied with keeping the president safe from psychic attack.
June raised an eyebrow. Vanlaren looked pumped. He looked very much like a man who could see his future and knew it was good, but there was also a strong hint of pride in him. And how was she getting this by watching a TV screen?
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Vanlaren said, ‘I have a short statement to make and then I’ll take questions if you feel you need to ask me anything.’
‘Weird thing to say,’ Penny commented.
‘He’s really pleased about something,’ June said.
‘Twenty-seven years ago,’ Vanlaren went on, ‘this country suffered a loss even greater than the one we went through in May. The great metropolis of New York was submerged beneath lava and volcanic ash. We mourned the loss of that city and its people barely ten days ago. On that fateful day in nineteen eighty-eight, America lost more than just a city. Captain Freedom, our national hero, sacrificed himself to bring down Magmatic. We thought him lost forever.’
Penny’s eyes widened. ‘He’s back?’
‘But now we know that nothing can keep the American spirit down. Ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure and my honour to present to you’ – pause for dramatic effect – ‘Captain Freedom.’
‘Oh my God!’ Penny shrieked, bouncing to her feet.
June was watching the tall, well-muscled man who was walking on stage to take the president’s place. He was wearing the same costume he had always worn: a reinforced bodysuit in white with stripes of red around the middle and a silver star on his chest. He was a handsome blonde with blue eyes and rugged features. His nose was a little heavy, but his mouth made up for it with a sensuous quality. Neither June nor Penny had ever seen the man in real life, but he looked just like the pictures you saw every year on the anniversary of his disappearance.
He had been a soldier once, fighting in the Vietnam War and actually attaining the rank of captain. Back then he had just been Alexander Harrow, but he had become Captain Freedom not long after returning from the war in nineteen seventy-five. He had always been a fairly humble man – it was one of the things America liked about him – and he gave that impression now as he walked out to the podium, rubbing at his neck as though nervous. One of the most powerful men in the world, maybe the most powerful in America, and he was nervous. Except June was not really sensing that and she was a little confused over what she was sensing.
‘Uh, hi,’ Freedom said. He gave a disarming grin and the audience of reporters produced a rumble of laughter. His accent was from New York; he had been born in Queens and still carried a lot of that heritage with him. ‘It’s been a while since I was up on a stage like this. Or so I’m told. Twenty-seven years, huh? That’s a long holiday.’ More laughter. The hero pulled himself up straight. ‘Well, vacation’s over and Captain Freedom is back on the job. It’s going to take a little while for me to get the hang of things, but I’m here to tell you that America has its national hero back.’
‘Captain Freedom!’ The cry was universal, but the great man pointed at a woman in the front row. 
‘Angela Mayberry, ACPN,’ she said. ‘You’ve spent twenty-seven years trapped in rock–’
‘Uh, let me stop you there, Miss Mayberry. I understand where you’re going with this, but I don’t remember twenty-seven years underground. I woke up a week or so ago. Managed to push my way out in a couple of hours and I came here. It’s taken a few days to get myself sorted out and tell everyone I was back and, to be honest, the world’s a little different from the way I left it, but I’ll get the hang of things fast enough. Hell, America’s still America, right?’
‘That’s a blessing,’ Penny said. ‘He could’ve been awake the whole time. That would be–’
‘He lied,’ June said flatly.
‘What?’
‘He lied about not remembering. Or he’s in denial. He remembers.’
‘Is this part of your new powers?’
‘I guess. I mean, I could be wrong, but I can just… see it, taste it. He’s not telling the truth.’
Penny frowned. ‘I’m not sure I’d want to remember being trapped like that for decades.’
‘Neither would I. You’re right. He probably just doesn’t want to deal with it on national TV. What the Hell, he’s back. You said there wasn’t much good news around.’
‘I did.’ Penny’s grin was infectious. ‘Now there’s the best news ever! Well, aside from getting a good lead on Andrea.’
‘We make do with what we’ve got. Let’s party!’
Hong Kong, China, 26th June.
Friday night and the Midnight Dancer was pretty full. Almost two weeks had passed since Midnight had killed the boss there and the customers were back along with a lot of 8G triad members and a new Red Pole, Chén Yŏng. Chén was tougher than Zhāng, a proven fighter with years of experience and skin which could stop bullets; the triad was taking no chances that Midnight would return and take out another of their people.
So, when Midnight walked out of the shadows at the side of the room and started toward the table where Chén was sitting, he got to his feet, picked up a sword he had secreted under the table, and stepped out onto the dance floor to meet her. He slid his sword from its scabbard and threw the latter aside. Guns had proven less than effective against this woman, but a sword… His weapon was a dao, a single-edged blade designed for strong, chopping blows. It had belonged to his father and Chén was a good swordsman.
Midnight smiled and lifted her own sword free of its scabbard. Then she pulled her knife free and black fire coursed down the length of both blades. Chén faltered, taking stock. ‘I assume that this display of force means you people aren’t ready to meet my demands,’ Midnight said.
‘No,’ Chén replied. ‘The Eight-G does not give in to threats from foreign monsters.’
‘Good choice of words. You’ve no idea how much of a monster I am, Chén Yŏng. Come on then. Let’s see what you’ve got.’
Chén moved, swinging his sword up and around in a blow which should have carved into Midnight’s shoulder and deep into her chest. Instead, Midnight brought up her knife and the two blades clashed. Chén gasped as the black flames seemed to wrap around his sword, but then Midnight’s sword was driving toward him. He tried to block, but he was far too slow and the blade pierced his chest despite his toughened skin. Except that it did not feel like a blade. It very much felt as though someone had pushed an icicle into his heart.
He stepped back. ‘What are you?’
‘Darkness,’ Midnight replied, and her sword swept up and down; Chén tried to block the blow he saw coming, but she was too fast. Cold soaked into his body as the flaming blade passed through his left shoulder, down through his chest, and out via his right hip. He felt drained, barely able to hold up his sword. What had she done to him? Her knife smashed into his sword and, to his amazement, he saw cracks appear in the hardened metal. Then her sword slashed through his chest again and the cold bit deep. Chén’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell, collapsing onto the dance floor of the club he had been running for less than two weeks.
Midnight looked up at her audience and darkness swirled out around her, rapidly filling the room. There were screams, though all she had done was kill the light. More shrieks followed as something in the general area of the doorway growled. ‘None of them get out of here alive,’ Midnight said. ‘Make your mother proud.’
And then the screaming really started.
New Millennium City, MD.
House moving with Ultrahumans could be something of a surreal experience. Zoe’s possessions had been carried from her apartment to the street and placed in a small cargo container that Svetilo had borrowed from a shipping company at the docks. It was a standard 1D container, half the size of the regular kind, and it could hold over twenty-two thousand pounds of contents. Zoe was pretty sure she did not have that much stuff, but it was still impressive watching Cygnus lift the thing into the air on steel cables and fly off with it toward Uptown.
Taking it fairly easy, Cygnus got to Svetilo’s apartment block in a little over six minutes, landed the container, and was waiting for the others to arrive. Svetilo was grinning as she got out of the little car Penny had bought because she thought it would be useful. ‘It is still remarkable to see you do things like that,’ the Russian said. ‘We go upstairs and have coffee before we unload, da?’
‘I wouldn’t say no,’ Cygnus replied. ‘That… took some effort. I’m glad I didn’t have to fly it too far.’
‘Otlichno. You grab June. We’ll go in through balcony window.’
June was smirking all the way up, but she allowed Cygnus to carry her to maintain the illusion. Svetilo let them in through the window, which had a biometric lock, and set off for the kitchen to make coffee.
‘June,’ she said as she filled the water reservoir.
‘Dom,’ June replied, giggling.
‘I should like for you to design me a costume. Should be close-fitting, da? So that my force field protects it. Also easy to clean. I become tired of destroying good dresses. Obviously, I pay. Quality work should have rewards.’
‘Uh, okay. Have you got a date you need it for?’
‘Net. When you can.’
June frowned. ‘Well, I fired my agent last week, so an alternate form of income might be useful.’
‘You did? I get you contact details for my agency. They would be happy to have you.’
June smiled. ‘Thanks, Dom.’ She looked around at Zoe. ‘So, big step, huh? I honestly never thought I’d see Dom settle down with someone.’
Zoe cringed. ‘I know. I think I’ve domesticated her. I didn’t mean to. I mean, it just kind of happened.’
‘I think she was ready for it. Still, big step.’
‘Yeah. Really big. I don’t know how my first long-term relationship is with a woman.’
‘There’s a lot of it going around,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’d say it was some weird effect of Ultrahuman powers, but the roles are reversed.’
‘And I wanted you before you were you,’ June said, smirking.
‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Zoe said.
‘Da,’ Svetilo said, ‘it does. Once you have been through super-secret initiation by light of blood moon and sworn your soul to Ultrahuman gods, you might find out why.’
‘I don’t believe Ultras have different gods to everyone else. You just want to get me naked outdoors.’
‘Did I mention nudity?’
‘It was kind of a given.’
‘Okay, da, there would probably be nudity.’
‘We could get her down to Florida for the next wrap party,’ June suggested.
‘Oh, da. Good suggestion.’
‘I do not have the figure for that calendar,’ Zoe protested. ‘I mean, I am seriously lacking a quality all three of you have. Abundantly. Even Andrea’s bigger than me.’
‘Big boobs aren’t everything,’ June said. ‘However, the wrap party is mostly just us getting drunk on a beach.’
‘While largely naked,’ Cygnus added. ‘As far as I remember, there was no sex, but it would mean Dom got you naked outdoors.’
~~~
‘Oh! Watch that one,’ Zoe said as Cygnus handed a box to June. ‘That one’s got books in. It’s heavy.’
They had decided that the easiest way to get the contents of the container into Svetilo’s apartment was for Svetilo and Cygnus to lift the boxes and such up the outside, handing them off to June and Zoe on the balcony. It was working quite well so far.
June took the box, shrugged, and turned toward the open window. ‘Not that bad,’ she said. She could now deadlift a thousand pounds without much effort, so of course it was not that bad.
Zoe pursed her lips, took a lighter box from Svetilo, and followed June into the apartment. ‘Um, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but have you always been an Ultra or is this new?’
June glanced over her shoulder. ‘I don’t know what–’
‘You’re a bit bigger than me, sure, but I really made a mistake when I packed that box. I don’t have a whole lot of books, so I figured I’d put them all in one box. I could barely lift it. You aren’t even trying.’
‘But…’ June trailed off, annoyed with herself. ‘I really have to learn to hide it better. We think it happened when Naryan Tan’s ship exploded. Hang on.’ Depositing the box with the others they were carrying in, June walked back to the balcony, grabbed the box Svetilo was holding out and said, ‘Dom, would you come in here for a minute?’
‘Sure,’ the Russian said, frowning. ‘Something is wrong?’
‘No… No, nothing’s wrong. It’s just that Zoe noticed something and… Well, I’m not entirely sure I’m comfortable with you not knowing anyway.’
‘That sounds… confusing.’
June waited until she was inside, glanced at Cygnus who was now leaning against the window frame, and shrugged. ‘Not really,’ she said and then lifted eight or so inches off the carpet, hovering there.
‘Udivitel’no! When did this happen?’
‘We first noticed it on her birthday,’ Cygnus said. ‘It looks like she’s one of the people affected by the cosmic energy burst from Naryan Tan’s ships. Hugh’s been trying to work out exactly what happened and how, but it’s still a bit of a mystery.’
‘She’s strong too,’ Zoe said as June floated back to the floor.
‘Not quite as strong as you, Dom,’ June said, ‘but Zoe’s box of books was no trouble. I have to get better at acting weak and girly.’
‘Any other powers?’ Svetilo asked.
‘I can fly in space. I can project a protective shield, but we worked out that’s just in front of me. And I seem to have some sort of empathic sense, especially for guilt.’
‘Bozhe moi! That could be embarrassing.’
‘Yeah, when I was imagining getting Ultrahuman powers, any form of telepathy or whatever was not on my list of preferred ones. I’m going to call myself Astraea. Red suggested I register it soon. I’m not the only one who suddenly got powers recently. There’s a bit of a rush on names.’
‘Red knows?’ Zoe asked.
‘The Huntress can smell an Ultra at a hundred feet, myshka,’ Svetilo explained. ‘She would know June was different as soon as she walked into the room.’
‘She did,’ June agreed. ‘Anyway, that’s the big revelation out of the way. Shall we get on with moving boxes?’
‘Slave driver,’ Svetilo said, grinning.
‘Huh. As I recall, you’re the one who knows how to use a whip.’
Hong Kong, China, 27th June.
Lightning flared in the sky over Hong Kong, briefly turning light into day. The crash of thunder followed a few seconds later. Midnight watched it with a smile on her face. ‘Tonight’s the night, Billy,’ she said. ‘Get some sleep. In the morning, you’ll be handling the moving arrangements.’
There was no reply. Billy was lying on his ratty sofa instead of the floor, but he was still quite securely tied and gagged. Midnight had gone shopping one night and returned with a bag of bondage gear including a ball gag which tended to leave Billy’s jaw aching after it was removed. His chances of getting to sleep early were pretty slim.
‘Kuàng has a rather nice apartment,’ Midnight went on. ‘We’ll be moving there tomorrow after I’ve removed the current resident. I wonder how many of them I’ll have to kill before they give me what I want? Leung is going to be the key one. I think I’ll go see him first.’
Turning, she stepped into the deeper shadow at the side of the window and just faded into it as though she was part of it made solid for a while. Billy had a strong suspicion that that was exactly what she was. She was the scariest woman he had ever met. She terrified him more than any man he had ever met too. The weird thing was that, if she could really pull off what she said she was going to do, Billy knew he would put all that aside and play his part in her scheme. Sure, she was buying his loyalty in a way, but in another way she was earning it. Midnight had selected Billy Hong to be her second-in-command and he was beginning to think that was the best thing to ever happen to him.
~~~
Leung Gāng was, when it all came down to it, an accountant. Unlike many members of the 8G, Leung was a normal human. He had no special powers, unless you counted a talent for manipulating books. Leung was good at hiding money that was not supposed to be where it was. He knew where all the triad’s money was, every financial secret they had. Unfortunately, that made him something of a target. A lot of people wanted to get their hands on Leung Gāng.
Still, doubling his guard had seemed a little excessive. He generally had two 49ers looking after him and making sure his apartment in Kowloon City was secure. Now there were four guards, one of them a Red Pole who was watching from the side of the room while Leung indulged himself with twin hookers. The girls were a present from the Dragon Head, to make up for the added security. This Leung was not going to complain about, but the audience… That was an irritation. He glanced over at the doorway and could not believe his eyes: the man was standing in the dark!
Then the darkness around the door of Leung’s bedroom shifted and came alive. Midnight walked away from the corpse of the bodyguard and toward the bed where the two girls were entertaining Leung. She was holding a knife in her left hand and the guard’s throat had been slit.
‘Hello, Mister Leung,’ Midnight said. ‘You and I are going to have a little chat.’ One of the girls screamed, probably having seen the corpse by the door. ‘Girls, I suggest you both get out of here before I decide I can’t allow it.’
‘W-what do you want?’ Leung asked, scrabbling away across the bed. It was a fairly big room and a fairly big bed. Leung came to a stop as his back hit the headboard.
Midnight wiped her dagger on the sheets, ignoring the two girls who were grabbing clothes and heading for the door as quickly as they could. ‘I want… all of it.’ Leung’s eyes widened as the shadows in the room began to coalesce around her, stretching out to crawl over the bed toward him. ‘Every account. Every deposit box. All of it.’
‘I’d never–’ The shadows surged forward, sinking Leung into darkness up to his neck. He tried to push himself higher up the wall at his back, but the shadows just followed him.
‘I really think you will,’ Midnight said, and the darkness swallowed him.
New Millennium City, MD.
Brian was excited and nervous and embarrassed, all at the same time. The embarrassment was because he had just been flown from a youth centre in Friendship down to Cygnus’s weird house in North Beach by the heroine herself, and then he had met another woman called Astraea who was not quite as attractive as Cygnus but certainly as pneumatic. He was a teenage boy!
The excitement and nervousness both stemmed from where they would soon be going: the Union of Ultrahumans HQ in Antarctica. They were going to meet some of the Union’s members and train with them. This was what Twilight had promised him, except so much more. The only major downside to all this was that Twilight was not around to see it. He had not yet managed to get the nerve up to ask Cygnus if there was any news; Twilight scared the Hell out of him, but she had not just told him to get lost when he had started trying to fight crime. She had come up with a solution which, according to Cygnus, was about to be implemented on a worldwide basis. They were just waiting for one more person.
‘I can’t believe a speedster is going to be late,’ Astraea said. She was dressed in very tight exercise gear and wearing a mask. Not an especially big mask, but it did help to obscure her identity a little. Cygnus had given Brian one too. Astraea was a blonde. Not the way Cygnus was – Cygnus’s hair was almost white. Astraea had honey-blonde hair that fell to the upper slopes of her breasts and had quite a long, squared-off fringe which edged over the top of her mask. She looked a bit old for a youth programme. She also seemed to know Cygnus pretty well, though Brian did not think he had ever seen her on TV.
‘The house isn’t that easy to find,’ Cygnus said. ‘Anyway, she still has a few seconds before she’s actually–’
There was a sudden blur of movement and a girl was standing there, grinning brightly. ‘I’m not late, am I?’ she asked.
Cygnus gave her a smile. ‘Right on time, Fleet. This is Astraea and this young man is Zapf Bang! You can abbreviate that to Zap.’
Brian should probably have been a little annoyed at Cygnus for giving such a thorough introduction, but he was self-aware enough to know that speaking just at that moment would have made him look like an idiot. Fleet was beautiful. Maybe not up to Cygnus’s or Astraea’s standards, but beautiful and about his age. She was a little shorter than Brian – he figured she was about five-foot-six to his five-seven – and slim, fit. Her thighs showed some obvious musculature, but she was not heavily muscled just… fit. Okay, so Brian’s vocabulary for describing girls was not that great. Her breasts, hidden under a halter top, were not huge, but they were a really nice shape, kind of pointed. Still, to Brian’s mild amazement, it was her face which drew his attention. It was a fairly young face, a little rounded with a pointed chin, and a small nose with a perky quality to it. Her lips were full, pouting, and a flicker of a fantasy of kissing them passed through Brian’s mind. Her hair was fairly straight and didn’t quite reach her shoulders and it was a shimmering sort of blonde. Her eyes… Her eyes had a hooded quality to them which made her look older and kind of sophisticated, and the colour was a rainbow of different shades which had to be part of her mutation. At her age, she almost had to be a mutant like Brian. Not that he would call her one. Not that he considered himself one, except privately.
Brian did not consider himself a nerd, but he could get a little tongue-tied around attractive girls. Still, saying something seemed like a good idea. ‘Hi. You, uh, don’t need a mask?’
‘Not much point,’ Fleet replied. ‘I live in Bethesda. When I started being able to outrun cars, my parents had to register me or we’d’ve been kicked out of the reserve. The government knows all about me.’ The last came out rather sourly. Sore subject.
‘Shall we get going?’ Cygnus said. ‘Denny, please let Antarctica know we’re ready.’
‘Of course, Cygnus,’ said a female voice which seemed to come from the big, dome-like structure the car was parked beside. Kind of an ordinary-looking car for the city’s biggest hero.
‘Now, I should warn you,’ Cygnus said, ‘that going through a warp conduit isn’t pleasant. It’s quite safe, but not especially nice.’
‘It’s like getting sucked through a tube a lot smaller than you are,’ Astraea said. Brian figured that meant she had been through one before. ‘But it just feels like you probably lost some valuable appendages on the way.’
There was a sound a bit like ripping fabric and something appeared in the space beside them. It looked just like one of those wormholes you saw in science fiction programmes, except this one was real and Brian was going to be going through it.
‘Astraea,’ Cygnus said, ‘would you show them how it’s done?’
Astraea shrugged. ‘Somehow, I think they’ve both got the hang of walking, but…’ She stepped forward, walking into the aperture of the wormhole and vanishing.
‘Cool!’ Fleet exclaimed and stepped forward. Then she thought better of it and looked back at Cygnus. Getting a nod, she bounced into the swirling energy and disappeared.
‘I’ll bring up the rear,’ Cygnus said. ‘It’s quite safe, Brian.’
‘Yeah. I mean, it must be.’ Taking a deep breath, Brian stepped forward. There was a vague sensation of sucking, and then he was gone.
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
Cygnus stepped through into the portal room in the UoU base, did a quick inventory of body parts, and then checked on her charges.
June was getting fairly used to warp travel and was standing near the door, chatting to Brightstar. Probably, they were discussing clothes. Maybe Alison wanted another gown.
Fleet and Zap were looking a little less pleased with what had just happened to them. Fleet was looking a little wide-eyed, but she was standing over Zap as he stood there with his hands on his knees. The conduits could make you dizzy and it looked like that had happened to Zap; probably not the impression he wanted to make, but no one was going to hold it against him since everyone hated travelling that way.
‘Shall we go?’ Brightstar suggested. ‘Everyone else is here.’
‘Cassandra made it?’ June asked.
‘Yes, she did.’ Brightstar turned and headed out into the corridor. ‘Grumping a little about losing her Saturday evening, but she’s here.’
Zap frowned and looked around at Cygnus. ‘But it’s only eleven. In the morning. Why is she missing her evening?’
‘Actually,’ Cygnus replied, ‘it’s midday here but Cassandra is English, so it’s four in the afternoon where she comes from. Time zones. I won’t say you get used to them, but you have to put up with them. We have people coming from other parts of Europe who are starting later, and from the West Coast who are effectively starting earlier.’
‘What about Russia and China?’ Fleet asked.
‘The Russians have their own programme and weren’t interested in ours. China is a hot mess at the moment, politically speaking, so we haven’t been able to find anyone to join from there. They probably would’ve declined anyway if they had an effective government.’
They walked down the corridor from the warp rooms toward the main base in silence until Zap spoke up again. ‘Uh, thanks for setting this up,’ he said, keeping his voice down. ‘And thanks for, y’know, saving me and my family that time.’
‘Well, it was really Twilight who got this ball rolling,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I picked it up when she went missing. And, as I recall, you saved your family first. I just took the trash out.’
‘You saved your family? When?’ Fleet asked.
Zap’s cheeks coloured. Not quite keeping the smile off her face, Cygnus went on. ‘When the aliens attacked New Millennium. One of them broke into Zap’s house. Zap stopped the alien’s blaster from firing.’
‘He still had a sword,’ Zap countered. ‘If Cygnus hadn’t been there to get rid of the guy… Not much I can do against a sword. I, uh, I can sense and control electric fields, so I just stopped the power getting to the circuits in his gun.’
‘That is kind of cool,’ Fleet said.
‘I, uh, I can fire these big bolts of electricity too, but… Well, that’s why I’m here. They arc out around the target and I need to learn to use them safely. Like, if I’d used one in the house, I could’ve hurt my family.’
‘Huh, I know that feeling.’
‘Y-you do?’
‘Oh, sure. I can run really fast, yeah? I can run at almost four times the speed of sound.’
‘Wow!’
‘Yeah, and momentum is my bitch, if you’ll pardon the expression. I can accelerate from a standing start to full speed in less than a second and I can turn on a pinhead. The acceleration never bothers me. Great, huh?’
‘It sounds great.’ There was a wary quality in Zap’s voice which suggested he was waiting to hear where the really big problem was.
‘Yeah. Well, when I kick in the boost, I can’t go slower than about six hundred and fifty miles per hour. So, even if I go my slowest, I pull about thirty Gs as soon as I start and my protection against acceleration doesn’t extend to what I’m carrying.’ Zap grimaced and Fleet flashed him a grin. ‘Exactly. Luckily, I worked this out when I was on an errand to buy eggs for my mom. I mean, sure, a human can survive that kind of acceleration if it’s no longer than a couple of seconds, but, well, basically, I can’t carry anyone with me. I need to use a special backpack to carry things with me.’
‘But,’ Cygnus said, since Fleet was apparently not going to blow her own trumpet, ‘with that backpack, Fleet was very helpful in DC after the bombing. She ran messages and medical supplies all over the place. I’m quite sure that she saved a few lives too.’
Now it was Fleet’s turn to blush. ‘My parents are both doctors. I may not have the brains to follow in their footsteps, but you have to help where you can, right?’
‘That’s always been my philosophy.’ Cygnus looked up at the sign over the door they were approaching. ‘We’re here.’
The room beyond the door was huge. It seemed to be a vast cavern with a domed ceiling which arched high over their heads. It was pretty much featureless and uniformly grey. The only things in it were the people, eight of them including Viviane and Cassandra. Viviane was in her new costume and June had to restrain herself from rushing over to check that she had a satisfied customer.
The raven-haired sorceress was wearing layers. Viviane had wanted to appear more ‘serious’ than the barely-there tabard dress she had worn since she was a villain, and June had finally decided that the answer was layers of fabric which were, on their own, quite translucent, but together hid everything beneath. The outfit covered more of Viviane’s body, but in places where there was no overlap, it showed the shadows of legs and cleavage, giving the impression of being risqué without showing as much skin. The base dress was purple with yellow flame patterns working up from the bottom hem. It was quite form-fitting, but it flared from the knees to make movement easier. Over that was a looser dress in green with leaf patterns woven into the very thin cloth. It had a cowl which could be drawn up over Viviane’s head and it split into four pieces at her hips. The side panels were attached to Viviane’s wrists by bangles which also supported two scarves in different shades of blue. The colour schemes were meant to represent both the seasons and the elements since Viviane’s magic was based around witchcraft. Of course, June had seen it on her client when she had fitted it, but this was the first time she had seen it used ‘in anger.’
‘Alright,’ Brightstar said, walking around the group, ‘let’s get things going. Does everyone who needs one have a translation earbud?’ There were a few nods: the group contained a couple of people for whom English was not their first language so Doctor Ultimate had provided a technological solution. ‘Perfect. Welcome to the inaugural meeting of the International Ultrahuman Training Programme. I prefer to call it “Hero School,” so that’s what I’ll be doing. It’s shorter. Doctor Ultimate did suggest INULTPROG, but I’m sticking with my idea. We have a real mix of people here. Different nationalities, different cultures, different ages. Some of you have had your powers for a while, but you haven’t been practising the hero lifestyle for whatever reason. Some of you came into your powers recently. The range of powers in the room is quite wide. We have most of the classes represented.’
She paused for a second, appearing to consider her words. ‘Let me get one thing out of the way now. We will do what we can to help you learn to use your powers, but every Ultra is different and we would find it almost impossible to train you in the use of the abilities you have. Oh, if you can fly, then I, or Cygnus, can give you pointers on aerobatics. If you have super-strength, Adamantium, or Cygnus, can give you tips on how to use it effectively. But our main focus is going to be learning to use what you have safely. We will also be giving all of you a course in martial arts of one form or another because, even if you can fire lightning bolts from your eyes, sometimes you need to engage in close combat, but mostly because Master Niigaki will teach you more than you ever wanted to know about situational awareness. If you are going to act safely, even out of combat, you need to know what’s happening around you.’
Brightstar smiled. ‘But we’ll be having some fun too. This is General Practice Room A. This is where the Union’s regulars come to hone their skills. We can simulate all sorts of things here using a combination of robots and holograms, so what we’re going to start out with is all of you demonstrating what you can do. Let’s start with… Fleet.’
‘Okay,’ Fleet said, moving out of the group. ‘Here goes.’ And then she was moving. It seemed like there was a sort of bow wave of energy just ahead of her as she took off toward the edge of the room and then began to circle. A little over ten seconds later, she was back where she started and starting her second lap.
‘It’s about two miles around the walls in this room,’ Brightstar said, ‘so she isn’t really showing off.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus agreed. She raised her voice. ‘Hey, Fleet. Crank it up.’
Fleet accelerated, though that was not really the right word. Suddenly she was faster and her laps were taking less than three seconds.
‘Can you go that fast?’ Zap asked Cygnus.
‘Oh, I can go faster. On the other hand, if I tried to do it in here, I’d probably end up making a big hole in the wall.’ Cygnus pursed her lips. ‘I really will have to study how she does that. Could be useful.’ Then Fleet came to a sudden stop beside them, grinning. ‘And there’s the other thing,’ Cygnus commented. ‘It takes me nearly half an hour to reach top speed or decelerate safely. She does it in an instant. That’d be really useful.’
‘You’ll figure it out,’ June said, grinning. ‘You always do when you can see a point to it.’
‘Yeah. Never met a problem I couldn’t fix so far.’
~~~
That was not entirely true, of course. Cygnus had been able to duplicate more or less any power she had seen used. She had come up with things she could not see by having enough imagination to envision how they might work. Making her reserve of power do as she wished was something she could manage. But she could not find Twilight.
She checked in with Doctor Ultimate while Master Niigaki was talking to the students about exercises they could use to get fitter and what kinds of martial arts training they needed. Ultimate was in his lab, tinkering with something. He blinked at her as she walked in. ‘Cygnus? Did we have a meeting?’
‘No. No, I just wanted to check in. See if there was anything new on the Twilight front.’
Ultimate frowned. ‘Chinese whispers.’
‘Sorry?’
‘You know the game? Chinese whispers. Someone comes up with a phrase and whispers it to someone else, who whispers it to another person, and so it goes until the end where you see how twisted the original phrase has become. I fear that is what we are getting. Stories about shadowy figures are getting twisted and expanded. As it happens, many of them are coming out of China which makes them especially hard to verify. As soon as we have anything more solid than a ghost, we’ll pass it on.’
Cygnus nodded, even though her heart was sinking a little more. ‘I know I say this every time, but thanks.’
‘It’s not entirely altruistic, my dear. Viviane was quite clear on the danger presented by a Twilight consumed by her darkness. I’m rather pleased that we haven’t had a major catastrophe to tell us where she is.’ He paused. ‘I understand that Captain Freedom has resurfaced.’
‘Yes. Pretty amazing.’
‘Quite remarkable. I understand that he remembers nothing of his time underground?’
Cygnus frowned. ‘That’s what he said, but June thinks he was lying. Apparently, one of her powers is an ability to spot lies. Well, she said he might just be in denial.’
‘Whatever the case, he may need watching. Being trapped like that for almost three decades…’
‘It’d drive me mad. He looked pretty stable.’
‘Ah yes, but the worst kinds of madmen often do, my dear.’
Hong Kong, China, 28th June.
The view through the windows of Kuàng Lěi’s apartment in Kennedy Town was fairly spectacular. Well, some of the views were. Others were a little more prosaic. The one out to one of the container ports was hardly something to die for, but you got a fairly good panorama of the lights of Hong Kong if you looked out one side. Thankfully, Kuàng’s penthouse was at the top of one of the tallest buildings in Kennedy Town, so there was little to block the view of the early-morning lights.
Midnight watched those lights for a few seconds, scowling. She wanted this done with by first light and the sky would begin shading toward daylight in less than an hour. Not that the light would stop her, but there was the principle of the thing. Turning, she started off across the lush carpet Kuàng had had put down in the lounge. The decorative scheme here was fairly modern. There were a lot of pastel shades, bland colours, but it worked with the modernistic furniture. It would do, though she reminded herself to look into the ease of getting bloodstains out of cream leather.
Kuàng was an arrogant one. By now he had to have heard at least some reports of Midnight’s activities tonight. Leung had proven useful enough to keep around and was currently hiding until he found out who was coming out of this on top. He was a wise man; she knew he had not warned any of his colleagues because the imp she had sent to watch him had not come back to tell her he was dead. None of the other upper management of the triad had survived, but a few bodyguards had run. They had to have called up the command chain, but Kuàng had not increased his guard and was asleep in bed. Confident. Overconfident. Stupidly overconfident.
Of course, there was a reason for Kuàng’s bravery. He had not risen to the head of the 8G without breaking a few heads, though in Kuàng’s case it was minds which had broken. He was the only telepathic member of the original eight Ultras who founded the triad and he had nastier tricks up his sleeve than reading minds.
Midnight pulled the shadows closer around herself and stepped silently through the bedroom door. Kuàng was alone in his bed: he had two ex-wives and three children, his reputation for cheating on his partners well-deserved, but it appeared that he had decided to eliminate the possibility of hostages tonight. His sleeping mind probably detected the new mind in the room because Midnight saw his shoulder shift and a second later three rounds from an automatic were passing uselessly through her. Annoying. She was going to have to get the door repaired.
‘That is going to do you no good, Mister Kuàng,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d have learned that by now.’ She allowed her shadows to shrink away as he reached out and turned on his bedside light.
His eyes narrowed. ‘You were foolish coming here, woman. Sticking to the shadows was working for you. It made you hard to kill. It was… rational. Had you learned more about me, you would not have come where I can see you.’
‘Why? What do you plan to do? Enter my mind and discover my most primal fears? Make me see them?’ Kuàng frowned. Midnight had done her background reading and the primal terror attack was one of his favourites. ‘I am the thing that people are scared of when the lights go out. But I’m feeling magnanimous. Let’s see you try.’
She felt him press against the wall of darkness around her mind and allowed him in. That he uncovered her ‘greatest fear’ was hardly important and might even be instructive. To him. He gasped. ‘Y-you. You are the thing you fear most.’
‘Damn right. Let me show you why.’ Her shadows crawled up from under his bed, sucking away the light from the lamp as they rose up around him. He let out a shriek as the darkness enveloped him and then fell into a dead faint. That worked fine for Midnight: she could drag him to the bathroom to kill him without spraying blood all over the bedroom.
She smiled. She had reached the end of the beginning. With Kuàng out of the way, she would install Billy as the new Dragon Head and the 8G would be hers and then… And then she could really do whatever she wanted. Grabbing Kuàng by the front of his pyjamas, she started to drag him out of bed and paused. What was she going to do next? That was going to take a little thought. Slipping her pistol from its holster, she started off toward the bathroom. She had plenty of time to think. Nothing could stop her. Nothing at all.
 



Interlude: Ashes
The sand beneath her was black. Andrea curled her fingers into the rough material and tried to work out how she had ended up on a beach of volcanic sand.
She had…
She had been…
Nothing. She could remember almost nothing before waking up on the beach. She knew there had been something before the beach and now, but not what it was. She knew she was Andrea, but nothing more.
She climbed to her feet, feeling the sharp sand against her soles, and looked around her. The world looked… wrong. Even if she could not quite remember what the world should look like, this was not right. Above her, thick black clouds moved too quickly across the sky. Behind her there was a vast ocean, dark and forbidding. The waves moving up and down the sand seemed to move too slowly. The sand ended in a cliff, a vast wall of black, glassy rock which stretched out as far as she could see in either direction. Something told her that she needed to get to the top of that cliff, but it would be impossible to climb.
Looking both ways along the beach, Andrea shrugged and turned right. She started walking. Maybe, somewhere along the cliff, she could find a way up.
~~~
She had no idea how long she had been walking. She did not seem to get hungry or thirsty. The light never seemed to change, but she had slept three times because she had felt tired. The cliff remained as tall and smooth as before and the beach continued on ahead of her as though it would never end. She had nothing to wear, but the only reason that bothered her was that her feet were sore from the sand. No one else was on the beach except for her.
Her failure to find any way to get up the cliff was becoming a little more than an annoyance. Pausing in her walk, she marched up the beach to take a closer look at the glass wall. It did sort of look more like glass than rock. Obsidian. Volcanic glass. But obsidian did not usually form as vast cliffs. She knew that, but not how she knew it.
It was as smooth as she thought, impossible to climb. She needed to get to the top. She needed to– Her fist slammed into the rock face in front of her. ‘I need to get up!’ she yelled, her fist hammering against the rock. And that was when it cracked. A split opened from the sand up to the top of the cliff, widening as she watched until she could easily climb inside. Surprised and gleeful, Andrea clambered into the crack, wedged herself between the walls, and began to work her way up.
~~~
The landscape at the top of the cliff was, if anything, worse than the black beach. Andrea found herself standing in what had probably been a forest. Now it was a sculpture of a forest. Black tree trunks decorated a plain desolate of life. The trees had been carbonised right down to their cores.
At first, she thought it was snowing, but the snow was not right for snow. It felt wrong somehow and it was grey. It was not until some of it fell on her that she realised what she was seeing: ash. Ash was falling on the black land and the source of it was obvious when she looked into the distance. Out there, dark under the nearly black sky, a mountain rose toward the clouds. Its peak glowed a dull red: a volcano, belching black clouds of ash into the air.
It was menacing, frightening, but something about it drew Andrea’s attention. That was where she needed to go. To the mountain burning in the distance. It looked like it was going to be a long walk, but every journey began with the first step.
Stepping forward, Andrea began to trudge through the ashes.
 



Part Two: The Darker Side of Light
New Millennium City, MD, 28th June 2015.
‘Now, hold still or I’ll have to do this again.’
Svetilo stood in the middle of the lounge floor, naked, with her arms held out from her sides while June ran a scanner over her. It was a necessary step in the process June used to design and then manufacture costumes. It also tended to have an amusing quality when it was someone June knew well enough. Everyone in the house knew Svetilo well enough.
‘Does she really have to be naked?’ Zoe asked. She was sitting on one of the sofas, thoroughly enjoying the show.
‘Well, not entirely,’ June replied. ‘The system could manage with bra and panties. For some outfits, or people, a bra might be better. I’m fitting clothes to the model, yeah? So, the boobs need to be where they would normally be. Dom’s boobs don’t move much whether she wears a bra or not.’
‘I’d imagine men would need to wear briefs,’ Cygnus said.
June’s cheeks coloured. ‘I haven’t had my first male commission, but I’d imagine briefs would be needed to hold everything in place. Anyway, Dom spends a lot of her time naked, so I might as well get all the, uh, data I can.’
‘Data,’ Svetilo said. ‘Da, data.’
‘No talking,’ June snapped.
Zoe giggled. ‘Have you had any ideas about your own costume? Did the wig work?’
‘Yes, and yes.’
‘She looks fairly good as a blonde,’ Cygnus commented.
‘I’ll show you later. Denny, could you display Astraea costume model two.’
‘Of course, June,’ Denny responded and the wall screen lit up to show a rotating 3D model of June. The mask was the one she had worn to the Hero School day: black, covering the bridge of her nose and then up over her eyebrows. Glossy black thigh-high boots were on the model’s legs; not a surprise since June seemed to like that kind of thing. The leotard was different; it had high hips and close to a thong in the back, but while it was sleeveless, it covered her torso all the way up to her neck with black plastic. However, the opacity of the suit varied from fairly transparent at the neck to opaque at the gusset, which would have left June’s breasts on show if there had not been an opaque V across them. It still showed a lot of cleavage.
It was the first time Cygnus had seen it. ‘That’s… I like it, but I can’t help but think there’s less of you on display than my costume shows of me.’
‘Sort of,’ June replied, holding back a giggle. ‘But… Denny, would you show Cygnus her new costume?’
The display switched to showing a model of Cygnus in almost the same outfit, but in white. The boots were a little more translucent than the ones the Astraea model had been in, but the bodysuit actually seemed more opaque. There was a pattern of pale-blue stars across the chest too.
‘There’s less cleavage than yours,’ Zoe said.
‘It’s the colour. White shows the translucency less than black. But it works out because the stars stand out more this way.’
‘That’s Cygnus, right?’ Cygnus asked. ‘The constellation.’
‘Uh-huh,’ June replied. ‘Bending it over your boobs does make it a little harder to recognise. What do you think?’
‘I… I like it. It is a little more practical than the last one. The skirt looks fine in flight, but it tends to get dirty when it’s trailing around in debris from a fire or something.’
‘I had noticed that, and I am done here. Denny, could you start integrating those images?’
‘I will have a model ready for rendering by the time I have told you I am doing it, June,’ Denny replied.
June grinned. ‘Smart ass.’
‘As you are aware, I do not have an “ass.” Should I prepare the design you have already done for display?’
‘Yeah, put it up when it’s ready.’
‘You’ve already done design?’ Svetilo asked, assuming she could talk again.
‘I doodled. You can put your clothes back on. Or not. Yeah, I was playing with a design and, well, it might be that my first thought is a good one, but I’ll come up with some more options and let you decide.’
The screen switched to showing a new model, clearly of Svetilo. It was dressed in a full-body suit and over-the-knee boots. The suit had quite a high collar, but it was also open from the throat down to a quite low neckline. There were also vents around the waist, almost down to the hips at the front and curving higher toward the back. The suit was white with silver trim along the exposed edges. Svetilo gawped at the screen as it revolved.
‘The fabric I have in mind is wipe-clean,’ June said, ‘and also temperature resistant to a couple of hundred degrees. I can show you how to fix holes if you need to.’
‘Is zamechatel’no. Wonderful, da? I thought you would give me bikini. Well, no, I did not really think that, but…’
‘Considering what I’ve dressed Twilight and Cygnus in, you expected a lot more flesh. And I’m going to come up with some briefer designs. But I think you should go more European and this doesn’t really hide your assets. The bodice is structured to support your boobs, which actually gives you more cleavage.’
‘I am already sold.’
June tutted. ‘You’re paying for the service, so you get more options before deciding.’
‘I never get options,’ Cygnus said, pouting a little.
June shrugged. ‘You don’t pay me.’
~~~
‘Fabrication isn’t a problem,’ June said. ‘I have a deal with the Union. I’m doing costumes for the students who want them and the Union is giving me access to their fabrication suite. Delivery is a little quicker than getting things sent over from Fullerton Technologies.’ They had got to the food and conversation portion of the evening, and they were sitting around the dining table for it.
‘Costume design is taking off for you,’ Svetilo commented.
‘Yes, but not enough to give up the day job. I’m seeing your agent tomorrow.’
‘Good. Ha! Now we can have two people on calendar for price of one. June Summerfield and Astraea.’
‘I’m not sure that would be such a good idea. Might make it easier to work out that they’re the same person.’
‘Not necessarily,’ Cygnus said. ‘Not if we have them both in the same picture.’
‘How– Oh, yeah, that.’ June looked across the table at a perfect copy of herself.
‘Wow!’ Zoe said. ‘I did not know you could do that.’
‘I can do whatever I feel like,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Well, mostly.’ There was a shimmer and June was replaced by a copy of Zoe.
‘Do not give me ideas,’ Svetilo said.
‘Oh, speaking of ideas,’ fake-Zoe said, and she changed back into Cygnus, but with different hair. The white was almost incandescent, but it shaded down to a pale blue at the tips. ‘What do you think? It’s for the new costume. I might have to check the blue is right for the stars, but…’
‘Is good. Interesting change.’
‘You must save a bundle on hair dye,’ Zoe commented. Cygnus giggled.
‘That should work well with the costume,’ June said. ‘That should be here on Tuesday, so we can test the look then.’
‘Tuesday?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Uh-huh. I’m going to go in and register on Wednesday. Then I’ll have the name and look locked in for when I actually start going out.’
‘Some UID agent is going to have lucky day,’ Svetilo said, grinning.
1st July.
June had worn her new costume, in its entirety, the night before, but this was the first time she had worn it for anyone other than herself and Penny. Penny’s new Cygnus costume had been delivered at the same time, so that had been tried on too. June smiled to herself as she remembered what had happened after the admiring of costumes had been done with.
The door into the registration room opened and a man in a suit walked in. He was tall, fairly attractive, tanned, and had a body which benefited from some form of fitness regimen. Black hair in a moderately expensive, designer-tousled cut. Blue eyes which flicked over June in her long leather coat as soon as he entered. He had thin lips, but they twitched upward at the corners when he saw her. Not an unusual reaction, but June’s other senses were giving her more: this was an arrogant sort of man who liked women but had little respect for them. He knew he was good-looking, but thought he was easier on the eye than he was. He was also feeling a little guilty – not very guilty, but a little – because he was cheating on his girlfriend of three months, repeatedly.
‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘I’m Special Agent Shaver.’ Ah! Randy Shaver, the man who had been the straw which had broken Heather Bryant out of the UID. June considered it a validation of her powers that they had likely nailed Shaver perfectly.
‘Good morning, Special Agent,’ June said. ‘I’m Astraea.’
Shaver walked over and sat opposite her at the interview table. He placed a form down and got a pen from his jacket. ‘Could you spell that?’
‘A S T R A E A. I’ve been classed as an A-four by Doctor Ultimate. Super-strength, supersonic, space-capable flight, projected force screen able to stop small arms fire, and some empathic abilities.’
Shaver lifted his head and gave her a frown. ‘Empathic abilities?’
‘Specifically, I can sense guilt.’
‘Uh, okay.’ Shaver began scribbling down notes. ‘Doctor Ultimate made the classification? You know him?’
‘We’ve met a couple of times. He’s interested in how I got my powers. He said A-four was a good enough rating.’
‘I’ll take his word on it. Uh, how much can you lift?’
‘A thousand pounds without breaking a sweat. Close to two thousand if I have to.’
‘Okay. Yeah. Not going to argue with Doctor Ultimate on this. Uh, we need pictures.’
June got to her feet and began to unbutton her coat. ‘Of course. I know a few people who’ve been through this.’ She slipped her coat off and dropped it over her chair. Shaver made a sort of strangling sound which repeated as June walked over to the wall where the pictures were taken. ‘Put your tongue back in your head, Special Agent. You’ve seen enough women in less than this, even when you’re supposed to be seeing one exclusively.’
There was another strangling sound, but it came over more as ‘Oh shit! She knows,’ than a man gawping at an attractive woman. Okay, so detecting guilt could be downright unpleasant at times, but it certainly did have its high points too.
San Francisco, CA.
Diamond was not one to hold meetings without comfort if she could help it. Hence, this meeting was taking place in a suite at the top of a large hotel with a view out over the Embarcadero and the Bay. You could see the bridge to Oakland, not the Golden Gate, but Diamond had decided that the latter was overrated, even if it was sort of red.
Diamond entered with Wraith on her heels. It had taken a little while to turn Helen Parks into Wraith, to make the name the press had given her something real. It had been worth it. The other two members of Diamond’s little group were already inside; Diamond had decided that the first day of July would be a good day to get things started.
Detonatrix was glowering out the window at the view. She was a tall woman, strong-looking and full of hard edges. Her face looked sculpted, apparently by someone trying to create the perfect dominatrix having never met one. You could have cut paper on her cheekbones. Her short hair was scarlet, which matched her eyes. She wore a black-and-red bodysuit and wedge-heeled knee boots, her costume: she was the only one of the four with a really fixed image as a villain and most of the public had forgotten her since she had been in the Fortress for years.
Cherry Blossom, Susan Fong, sat on one of the room’s two sofas in one of her cheongsam dresses, this one a peach colour. She looked relaxed, but there was a hint of tension in her shoulders. It seemed likely that that stemmed from being alone with Detonatrix. As always, she was an exotic Asian beauty with her black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her pale, greenish-golden eyes fixed on Diamond as the two women walked through the door.
‘Well,’ Diamond said, a smile on her lips and in her voice, ‘now we’re all here, we can get to know each other.’
Detonatrix turned and gave Wraith a once-over. Things had changed for Helen Parks. She was not long off the drugs and might slip back yet, but she was working on it. Regular food had put a little more flesh on her bones. Her coppery hair was washed and styled into a bob. Her blue-green eyes were clear and even if her skin was pale, that just fitted her new image. She was dressed in a simple, red, string-strapped minidress and red pumps. Diamond knew her protégé was mimicking her, but she was perfectly happy with that.
‘Okay,’ Detonatrix said. ‘I get why you want the psychic. I’m here to blow shit up when you need it. What can the junkie do for us?’
‘Oh, honey,’ Diamond said, ‘there’s no need for such bad language. Wraith is off the drugs, aren’t you, Wraith?’
‘Yes,’ Wraith replied, though it was not entirely convincing.
‘And what she can do is put the fear of God in you and then feed on your terror. So, you take a little care what you say to her. We’re all gonna be friends, so let’s be nice.’
Detonatrix’s full lips twisted into a sort of grimace and then she started over to the sofas. ‘I’ve spent too long in prison to be nice. I can be civil, if I’ve got reason to be. What exactly have you got planned, Diamond?’
‘Oh, that’s easy.’ She walked to a sofa and sat, crossing her legs. As always, Diamond was wearing a red dress, this one with a pencil skirt to her knees. She waited for Wraith and Detonatrix to sit before continuing. ‘San Francisco was owned by the Nine Kings tong until recently. Then they tangled with Mink, Cygnus, and Twilight, and those three burned their house down. The crime in this city lost its heart. It’s not organised crime. We’re going to build that house back up, put the organisation back in place. Instead of Nine Kings, however, there’s going to be four queens. The Four Queens.’
‘This is the card thing again, right?’
Diamond smiled. ‘You’re the Queen of Clubs, hon. You’ll handle the brute force requirements. Wraith will be our Queen of Spades. Spades were swords in older decks and Wraith will be the more surgical application of force. Blossom is the Queen of Hearts since she can get just about anyone to do what she wants.’
‘And you’re the Queen of Diamonds, I get it.’
‘I’ll handle the planning. You follow my lead, you all do as I suggest, and we will be living like queens in no time at all.’
‘You know that the Princes have been looking to expand into this city from L.A.?’ Cherry Blossom said.
‘I know. I have my boys keeping a close eye on them. We’ll use Mink and the SFPD to take care of them when the time’s right.’
‘You believe you can manipulate Mink?’
Diamond smiled. ‘She’ll help push the Seven Princes.’ She raised a finger. ‘I correct myself, the Five Princes since Cygnus killed one of them and another was arrested. Mink will help to push them out because she doesn’t want them here any more than we do.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘And then we’re going to make sure she isn’t around to do anything about us.’
‘Jade Flame believed he could do that.’
‘He did and he failed, sure. But he had one really big disadvantage.’
‘What’s that?’ Detonatrix asked.
‘Why, sugar, he wasn’t us.’
New Millennium City, MD, 4th July.
‘On his tour of American cities, Captain Freedom stopped off in New York today.’
‘Wonder when he’s coming here,’ June asked. The evening news was on and Captain Freedom was still the top story on ACPN.
‘No idea,’ Penny replied.
‘… used the opportunity to make a speech regarding the recent alien incursions and the destruction of the nation’s capital.’
‘That’s the museum,’ Penny commented as the view switched over to a recording showing Captain Freedom at a lectern outside a fairly modern building, if modern was defined as being the late nineties.
‘Almost thirty years ago, New York City was destroyed,’ Captain Freedom said. ‘That destruction was at the hands of a human. A human turned into a monster, but still a human. This year, America saw an attack of an entirely different kind. People died at the hands of beings not of this Earth. Aliens came to our world and destroyed the most hallowed of our institutions, assaulting the bedrock of our beloved democracy. This must never happen again. I am here
to make sure that it never
happens again.’
Whoever the audience were, they were lapping up the speech. The cheers were still going as the view cut back over to the presenter. ‘President Vanlaren said that the American government had taken a hard hit from the nuclear attack on Washington, DC, but that it continued to work in the interests of Americans everywhere and would be working with Captain Freedom to ensure the safety of the American people.’
‘Yeah,’ June said, ‘but it’s not like he could have done much more than you did, is it? Dukh Naroda died trying to get them out of Moscow.’
‘Given his known capabilities,’ Denny said, ‘he would have been capable of doing significant damage to the battle transports which attacked New Millennium City. However, his defences are insufficient to mitigate their weaponry. He relies heavily on his rapid regeneration. Also, he would have been incapable of taking on Naryan Tan’s command vessel, even if it had landed in America. While it remained in orbit, Captain Freedom would not have been able to even approach it.’
‘And now I know,’ June said, grinning.
‘In other news,’ the presenter said, and June and Penny began paying attention again, ‘Francesca Hart, a well-respected defence advocate from Los Angeles, announced her intention to seek the Democratic Party’s nomination for president. Hart is an Ultrahuman with empathic abilities, which makes her the first Ultra to run for office. Political experts have suggested that the recent issues with the District of Columbia federal reserve are the trigger in Hart stepping forward. It has generally been considered unlikely that an Ultrahuman candidate would win due to the issue of an Ultra taking office in the DC area. One of Hart’s early campaign promises has been to remove the reserve status as soon as possible and permanently.’
‘Oh, she’s not going to be popular,’ Penny commented.
‘But,’ June said, ‘first female president and first Ultrahuman president. That has to be worth a few points.’
‘Maybe.’
‘In local news,’ the presenter said, ‘NMCPD officers and UID agents are on the lookout for a new vigilante operating in the Churchton area.’ Penny frowned. ‘Two men identified as probable muggers were found dead just off Lusitania Street. Details of the deaths are being kept back from the media at this time, but sources indicate that the men were killed by some form of directed energy weapon or power.’
‘Going hunting tonight?’ June asked.
‘Guess I am,’ Penny replied.
~~~
Explosions and flashes of bright light filled the air, though from five thousand feet, the fireworks display at Friendship Park looked a little different. Such displays were, of course, designed to be viewed from the ground, but you still got a fairly good show and there was no crowding.
‘Even after flying with you,’ June said, ‘I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to this.’ She was in her Astraea costume, complete with blonde wig and mask, though it was a ‘just in case’ thing since there was no intention that she should stop any criminals tonight.
‘Maybe,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I didn’t think I would, but it’s kind of second nature now. Well, except when there’s something interesting happening.’
‘Like fireworks coming up to meet us?’
‘Like that.’
Friendship Park was not the only place marking the holiday with a display of military ordnance. To the east, Fairhaven’s beach was being used as the launching point for a barrage of explosives. The Americas Trade Center tower, to the north, was blasting off rockets which exploded into red, white, and blue streamers. It even looked like someone had got some money together to put on a display in Churchton.
Churchton was where they were going next, but not to look at the fireworks or to actually find the vigilante. If Cygnus spotted a masked crimefighter attacking criminals, then she would intervene, but the real aim was finding Skadi. If there was a rogue Ultra on the streets of Churchton, Skadi was likely to know about it.
‘I think I’ve seen enough explosions,’ June said after a minute or two. ‘Somehow, they don’t seem as impressive from above.’
Cygnus flashed a smile and tapped her earpiece. ‘Denny, where are we likely to find Skadi?’
~~~
Skadi was actually strapping someone’s hands behind his back with a plastic tie when Cygnus and June dropped to the pavement beside her. Clad in dark colours, including a hooded cape and a cloth tied over her lower face, there was not too much visible of the woman aside from her green eyes. She glanced up as the two costumed heroes arrived.
‘New costume,’ Skadi said, ‘and new partner?’
‘Astraea is just doing… sort of a ride-along,’ Cygnus replied.
‘I’m not really active yet,’ June said. ‘But he’s been a naughty boy.’ She indicated the man Skadi had cuffed. ‘Two muggings tonight, three last night. It’s not the robbery he feels guilty about, it’s the violence.’
Skadi raised an eyebrow, largely hidden by her hood. ‘I’ve got an ambulance on the way for his latest victim. You two didn’t come out here for this though.’
Cygnus shook her head. ‘Know anything about the bodies they found around here last night.’
‘I should do. I found them around midnight. And then I spent the next couple of hours explaining to the UID that an arrow doesn’t result in laser burns.’
‘That figures.’ Cygnus was scowling now. ‘Laser burns?’
‘Well, that’s what it looked like to me. Deep burns. And I mean the flesh was carbonised. Very tight focus. One of them was more or less cut in two. The other took a single hit to the chest. I doubt we’ll see the autopsy, but I think the beam drilled through his heart.’
‘So, maybe an Ultra, maybe an N-class with high-tech weapons.’
Skadi nodded. ‘No way to call it from the evidence. Oh, there was something left with the bodies. Like a black business card with an embossed, um, kind of a starburst design on it. Black-on-black, so it was kind of hard to see.’
‘He’s claiming the kills,’ June said. She nudged Skadi’s mugger with a toe. ‘You should be thanking Skadi. If this new guy had seen you first, you’d be on the way to the morgue.’
‘Yeah,’ he mumbled, ‘thanks a whole bunch.’
June shook her head. ‘Some people just don’t appreciate lucky breaks. See, we can do sarcasm too.’
6th July.
This time, Montgomery Hill had descended from on high to visit Jacob and Heather. He liked to work it that way when he had a job for them. There was something about walking into a private investigator’s office which was a little Raymond Chandler. It was kind of interesting to note that the head man of a shadowy conspiracy organisation in the city had a thing for hardboiled detective stories.
‘This may be a difficult one,’ Hill said as he sat down in front of Heather’s desk. They generally met in Heather’s office since Jacob tended to have the air conditioning turned down in his. ‘It’s an inheritance case, but we’ve already identified the inheritor, that was not a problem. Miss Janice Leigh Harper, twenty-eight, resident of Seattle in Washington State. A secretary. We determined her contact details and made initial contact. Before we could apprise her of her new estate, which is not inconsiderable, she vanished.’
‘How long has she been missing?’ Jacob asked.
‘To our knowledge, seven days. She has been reported missing by both her place of work and us, but the police have found nothing and we obviously require our own due diligence.’
‘We can look. After a week, I’m not sure we could find something the police haven’t already.’
Hill gave a nod. ‘There will be a bonus for actually rediscovering Miss Harper, but our requirement is that we show good faith in attempting to find her.’
‘We’ll see what we can do,’ Heather said. ‘I think I’ve a way to reduce the expenses too.’
‘You do?’ Hill asked, adding an enquiring look.
‘Yeah, I happen to know a private air transport service that’s really convenient.’
~~~
‘You’re sure this isn’t a problem?’ Heather asked. Now that she was actually standing outside Cygnus’s house, she was more concerned that maybe she was asking a little much.
Cygnus just grinned. ‘I’ve been meaning to try out a new flight configuration. This is a good opportunity.’
‘Okay. Good. I mean, it’s really convenient. We get there faster and we don’t have the expense of the flights. And I like the new costume. And hair.’
‘June had some time on her hands.’
‘Uh, what weight are you up to with this build?’ Jacob asked, looking at the case Heather was bringing and thinking of his own armour.
‘With this one, I max out around twenty-five hundred pounds.’
‘Oh, is that all,’ Heather said, waving a hand dismissively.
‘I’ve got no real offence and no super-strength. It’s all speed and protection from the environment. I guess I could ram something, but it’d probably kill me. You ready?’
‘As I’ll ever be,’ Jacob replied, putting his helmet on.
‘Okay.’ Stepping between them, Cygnus looped an arm around each of their waists. ‘Please ensure that your seats are in the upright position and your tables are stowed.’
‘What–’ Jacob began, and then they were rocketing upward. ‘You’ve got faster.’
‘But it’s so smooth,’ Heather countered. ‘The ground’s falling away like crazy, but I can’t feel the acceleration.’
‘I met a girl who can run at Mach four,’ Cygnus said. ‘I learned a little about mitigating acceleration issues. I haven’t even opened the throttle up yet.’
‘This isn’t fast enough?’ Jacob asked.
‘I can do better.’ They were still accelerating, but Cygnus waited for her radar to indicate they had hit sixty thousand feet before she levelled out and willed herself forward. Suddenly the ground was rushing past at alarming speed and the western coastline was getting closer really fast. After only a minute or so, Cygnus put on the brakes and began to drop toward the sprawling city below them.
‘Coast to coast in sixty-five seconds?’ Heather said, sounding shocked.
‘Not that satisfying,’ Cygnus said. ‘I barely had time to enjoy it. I’m going to have to do some round-the-world fun runs. Or maybe I could take a trip out to the Moon.’
‘Just think what you could do for NASA,’ Jacob said.
‘They’ve never asked. Uh, I know I’ve got you here, but where are we going now? I’ve never been to Seattle. I have no idea where we’re going.’
‘I got us rooms in a hotel in Bellevue,’ Heather replied. ‘Uh, if we can drop down and spot some street names, I should be able to get us there.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘Because that isn’t going to make the natives wonder what the Hell is going on.’
Bellevue, WA.
They were following 108th Avenue north at about eighty feet in the air when Cygnus came to a stop, frowning. ‘Do you hear… Sounds like jet engines.’
‘No,’ Jacob replied. ‘I– Wait, yes.’
That was when something humanoid appeared from between two tower blocks, turning and braking. It was either a robot or a man in a powered suit, all in black and chrome with no obvious facial features. The noise was coming from a backpack-style unit mounted on the thing which seemed to contain at least a pair of jet engines. There was something mounted over its right forearm which looked like a weapon of some sort.
‘Vindicator,’ Heather said. ‘He’s the leader of the Seattle Watchmen.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Cool.’
Vindicator, it seemed, did not think it was quite so cool. ‘Care to tell me what you’re doing flying over Bellevue?’ The voice was amplified and a little distorted by the suit, but Cygnus could still recognise Jonathan Patterson. It was not like the man hid his identity.
‘Looking for a hotel,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’m not staying, just providing the transport. I’m Cygnus.’
‘Cyg–’ There was a shift in posture as Patterson relaxed and his suit shifted into a less-ready mode. ‘You’ve changed your costume. Threw the recognition software off. Hold on, you’re Frostburn.’ He indicated Jacob, who nodded back. ‘System says you’re an associate Union member. No point in you staying in some hotel. Come on over to the Watchtower. We can put you up for a few days.’
‘Sure,’ Heather said, flashing a smile. ‘Why not?’
~~~
‘Well, we can’t fly on our own,’ Jacob pointed out as they landed on the helipad which formed the roof of the Watchtower. The tower was built a bit like an oil rig in the middle of Lake Washington. The nearest land was three-quarters of a mile away. The structure rose to a good hundred and fifty feet above the surface of the lake with the majority of it right under the helipad. However, there were tubes leading down into the water between the four huge supports which suggested that there were underwater structures along with the ones above the waves.
‘Not a problem,’ Vindicator said. ‘We have three self-piloting helicopters which can ferry you anywhere in the area. We’ll sort out radio frequencies so you can call for one. Really, I know you’re only an associate member, but the Union looks after its own. You’re listed as a “cold environment resource” and believe me, it can get pretty cold around here in winter. Never know when knowing you might be useful.’
Now on his feet, Jacob reached up and lifted his helmet free. ‘Well, I’m not going to argue it too hard. We’re here to locate a missing person. Maybe you guys have something that could help.’
‘We’ll go down, I’ll get out of this thing, and we can discuss it.’ The masked face turned toward Cygnus. ‘I know you said you weren’t staying, but you could at least grab a coffee before you go.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘I can do that. Sure.’
The interior of the tower was less utilitarian than the exterior, which featured a lot of steel painted for visibility to shipping, except for the top floor. The floor immediately below the helipad was a hangar deck with three futuristic-looking helicopters and a bay which Patterson used to get out of his complex, armoured suit. The process was automated and took less than a minute, and then he escorted them downstairs to a common room with seating, a couple of big screens showing muted news reports, and a small kitchen with the all-important coffee machine.
Patterson himself was a relatively nondescript man. Brown hair and eyes, not unattractive with a round face dominated by a Roman nose. He was not especially tall – taller in his suit – and not especially fit. What he was noted for was his brain: not up to Doctor Ultimate’s standard, but Patterson was an engineer of some repute. He had built the Vindicator suit himself, from the boots up, and claimed that it gave him a way to personally give something back to the city which had made him a billionaire. He also financed the Watchmen and had arranged to have their HQ constructed.
He sat there in a black jumpsuit, which he wore under his armour, sipped from a mug of coffee, and asked the obvious question. ‘Who are you looking for and why?’
‘It’s pretty mundane,’ Heather replied. ‘Jacob and I are PIs before we’re Ultras. I mean, I’m barely an Ultra. I get lucky sometimes. I’ve been trying to use it proactively, but it’s flaky at best. Anyway, our client is a law firm trying to give someone an inheritance. They managed to contact her, but before they could get the paperwork sorted out, she vanished. They’ve contracted us to find her.’
Patterson sipped coffee again. ‘Interesting,’ he said, but he did not really seem to mean the case. ‘Uh, this person has been reported missing? To the police?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, the Watchmen have a pretty good relationship with the local police agencies. We can probably help you with that.’
‘That would be useful,’ Jacob said. ‘They’ll probably talk to us anyway…’
‘But a local contact would ease things,’ Patterson said, grinning. ‘We may be able to help in other ways, but they’ll likely be circumstantial. It occurs to me that if this inheritor is due to get a substantial amount…’
‘That’s what we were told,’ Heather said.
‘… then maybe her disappearance isn’t a coincidence.’
Jacob nodded. ‘That occurred to us, yes. Personally, I hope it is a coincidence. She’s been missing for long enough that if she was kidnapped because of the inheritance, finding her alive is probably going to be impossible.’
~~~
‘This place seems a lot more complex than just a dispatch room for a few heroes,’ Cygnus said. She was standing in the Watchtower’s command centre, which did have a lot of screens and consoles and communications equipment, and also a view out to the north over Lake Washington.
‘That’s because it isn’t just for that,’ Patterson said. ‘We do a lot of geological monitoring.’
‘Geological?’
‘We’re responsible for a city that could have all sorts of problems with natural disasters. Mount Rainier is fifty-nine miles south-southeast of us. That’s an active volcano. It’s dormant, sure, but dormant volcanoes can wake up. You remember when Mount Saint Helens went up in nineteen eighty?’
‘I, uh, wasn’t born then.’
Patterson grimaced. ‘Okay, yeah. I was two, but you’ve seen pictures and heard about the devastation it caused? Well, Rainier is twice the size and has a few other factors that’d make an eruption worse. Then there’s the Cascadia fault.’
‘I know that one too. That’s off the coast here and could produce a megathrust earthquake.’
‘Exactly, so we form part of a chain of earthquake-monitoring stations all down the coast. We even cooperate with Canada to keep watch on it. We hope we can give some warning if the fault is about to slip.’ Patterson gave a slight shrug. ‘There’s probably nothing we can do to stop it, and we don’t know the warning will be enough, but…’
‘You have to do what you can,’ Cygnus said, nodding.
‘That’s why I built the suit. It’s my vindication for my success, my life. Seattle gave me a lot. I guess you feel the same way about New Millennium City.’
‘Hm, yeah. I guess I do.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘That’s a joke,’ June said. ‘This place has never done anything for you.’
‘I know,’ Penny said, covering her discomfort by stuffing pasta into her mouth.
‘You’ve spent your own money setting up a communications network for the city’s heroes. The police and fire departments were happy to join in with that, but it’s all based around equipment we got from the Union.’ June pointed a fork. ‘You owe more to the Union than you do to the city. The only thing the city ever did was rush to name you the city’s “protector” as soon as they knew Ultranova was dead.’
‘I know, but I still have the same imperative to protect people, see justice done.’
June frowned. ‘I know. And now I think I’ve got the same thing. Or something similar anyway. You know, Astraea, the mythical one, was supposed to return at some point and that would be a portent of the return of the Golden Age. I mean, I don’t really think… It’d be a bit arrogant to think I was… I just have this feeling.’
Penny grinned at her girlfriend. ‘I remember you telling me once that you didn’t think you’d be able to do it. Fight crime and stuff.’
‘And you said I would if I ever got powers. I guess you were right.’
‘Always am.’
Redmond, WA, 8th July.
Janice Harper had lived in a fairly standard apartment block in Redmond. Hopefully, at least as far as Jacob and Heather were concerned, she would be back. For now, the place was empty.
Going there was something of a last resort. They had spent a lot of time talking to Harper’s friends and colleagues. They had heard more or less the same thing from all of them: Janice Harper was not the kind of girl to just skip out like this and had shown no signs of nervousness or distress before vanishing. The few who had known about the inheritance suggested she had seemed rather happy; the details had not been revealed, but she had been hoping for something nice at least. One person had mentioned a cabin Harper’s parents had owned out in the hills and that was the really last resort, but the apartment was closer.
‘Detectives went over this place last week,’ the officer accompanying them said as the two ex-agents stood in the lounge, looking around.
‘And I’m sure they did a really good job,’ Heather replied. ‘A fresh pair of eyes, or two pairs, never hurt anyone and, let’s face it, if we don’t find her soon, we’re looking for a body, not a missing person. We may already be too late. Unless she’s in Mexico with a cabana boy.’
‘That’s fair.’
‘It’s… messy,’ Jacob said. The room was not exactly a place of chaos, but it was not especially tidy either. There was not much furniture – a sofa facing an entertainment centre, a small desk beside the window which had a cheap computer on it – and there was a shirt thrown over the back of the sofa, an open magazine on the seat cushions, and various sticky notes attached to the side of the computer’s monitor. ‘Everyone said she was a bit of a clean freak. If she’d gone off on an unplanned holiday, I think she’d have put that magazine away, for instance.’
Heather nodded and wandered off toward the bedroom. Jacob set off into the kitchen. ‘Another note saying she needs milk,’ Jacob called out.
‘No clothes missing from the bedroom,’ Heather replied, ‘but there are some on a drying rack in the bathroom.’ Heather reappeared in the bedroom doorway, frowning.
‘So, she didn’t go somewhere of her own volition,’ Jacob suggested.
‘No, but there’s nothing here to suggest where… Something’s bugging me, and I can’t figure out what.’ She closed her eyes, still frowning.
The cop looked at her, then at Jacob. ‘What’s she doing?’ the woman asked.
‘She’s got a photographic memory,’ Jacob replied. ‘She’ll be going over what she’s seen and trying to figure out what’s not right.’
‘Yes,’ Heather said, ‘and I figured it out.’ She pointed down toward the wall between the two doors to the bedroom and kitchen. There was a vent there which had to be for the heating system, but now it was an open hole. The slats in the vent had corroded. ‘Do you think a fairly meticulous woman like Janice Harper would have let that sit there for very long? I mean, corrosion like that has to take a while.’
‘Maybe she reported it to the building manager and it hadn’t been repaired yet,’ the officer said.
‘Let’s check.’
‘Not sure what good it’d do. I mean, how could that be related? It’s not like anyone could get through it.’
Heather smiled and vaguely pointed at Jacob. ‘He’s in that suit because if he gets above about fifty Fahrenheit, his body starts cooling the air around him. He can suck the heat right out of you or encase you in ice. I know a woman who can walk into one shadow and come out of another one a thousand miles away. Squeezing through a small gap like that? It’s not outside the bounds of possibility.’
‘You… You think there’s an Ultra involved?’
‘I am not saying that. And you are not repeating it when you get back. If we say an Ultra kidnapped Harper, the UID will get involved and none of us want that.’
‘Oh. Oh, no, we don’t. Let’s go see the supervisor.’
King County, WA.
The cabin Janice Harper’s parents had owned was still there – about two miles outside Skykomish – but there did not look to be much chance that Harper was staying there for some reason.
‘If anyone’s been here in the last five years, I’ll be amazed,’ Heather said as she looked up at the boarded-up windows. The boards had not stopped the weather getting in. Part of the roof looked like it had collapsed at the apex, maybe from the weight of snow in the winter.
Jacob climbed up onto the small porch and the boards under his feet groaned alarmingly. ‘I think we’re wasting our time here, yeah.’ He stepped down, rather gingerly.
‘That vent is still bugging me.’
‘The rusted one?’
‘Yeah. It wasn’t rusted. Aluminium doesn’t rust. And the super said it hadn’t been reported, so I think it must have happened recently.’
Jacob took one more look at the decaying cabin and started for the helicopter which had brought them there. ‘If it was used as a way in, it doesn’t get us much further. We need to know where she is now.’
‘Yeah. I know, but…’ Heather shook her head. ‘Let’s get back to the Watchtower and go over the police reports again. I’m running out of ideas.’
‘Same here. Back to the reports and… hope.’
New Millennium City, MD, 9th July.
The Kearney family had been in retail for three generations. Patrick Kearney’s father had run a shop in New York’s Brooklyn, until half of Brooklyn and the whole of Vinegar Hill had been submerged under lava. Pat had been a kid then, and now he ran the family shop in Churchton. Churchton was not the best of locations, but Pat’s store provided food to the locals, so he was rarely troubled. He and his shop had come through the riots relatively unscathed – there had been one broken window – and business had actually got a little better thanks to being an open shop rather than a trashed one.
There were, however, things that Pat watched for. For example, when the kids got out of school, Pat paid particular attention to them because they had a habit of lifting things. He watched drunks around closing time for the same reason. When he spotted two kids in their late teens entering the shop, his attention fixed on them. They were nervous and excited at the same time. They were busy working themselves up to something and Pat suspected it would not be something good. Reaching under his counter, he punched nine and one into the phone.
The two boys waited until they were the only customers left in the shop. Maybe if it had taken longer for that to happen, they would have lost their nerve and left. But it did not and the next thing Pat knew, he was looking down the barrel of a snub .38 revolver. The weapon looked old and badly cared for, but it also looked lethal.
‘G-give us all the money in the t-till,’ the owner of the pistol said. This was almost certainly the first time these two had ever tried to rob a store. Pat could not be sure, but he suspected they were from the northern part of Churchton where things were still a little rougher, even after the efforts to start redevelopment.
Slowly, Pat lifted his hands up where the kid could see them. ‘Now, just stay calm,’ he said. ‘You don’t really want to shoot me, and I don’t want to be shot.’
‘Hurry up, man,’ the second boy said, tension in his voice.
‘Money!’ the gunman almost yelled.
Pat moved toward the till. ‘Okay. I’m getting the–’
There was a flare of light, a bar of incandescence which flashed into being between nothing and the arm the kid was holding the gun in. It was there, and then it was gone, and then the pistol, still held in a hand which was attached to about half a forearm, was falling to the ground. The gun’s owner followed it, eyes wide. He let out an uncomprehending wail as he stared at the stump of his arm. Pat was too busy trying to work out what had just happened to do anything.
The second kid, however, was a little faster on the uptake. He pulled a flick-knife from his windbreaker and turned to what he thought was where the energy beam had come from. ‘Where are you, fucker?! I am gonna cut you g–’ Another blaze of light filled the room. This one hit the boy in the chest and passed clean through his body to explode a couple of boxes of breakfast cereal across the room. The boy just crumpled, falling to the linoleum without another word.
‘What?’ Pat stared at the space where the light beams had come from, but he could see nothing. ‘What just–’
Something black appeared out of thin air and landed on the counter. Pat looked down to see what appeared to be a business card, black across the entire surface. ‘You can thank Blacklight for the save,’ a voice said. Pat looked up at where he thought the voice had come from, but there was still nothing to see. He reached for the phone.
‘Yes, I need police and an ambulance. I think a vigilante just killed someone in my shop.’
~~~
Cygnus dropped onto the sidewalk outside Kearney’s General Store. There was a police car and an ambulance already there along with a small crowd who had gathered to gawp but were staying back at the moment. A couple of cameras flashed, even though it was daylight. Cygnus ignored them and walked into the shop.
Paramedics were working on one man who looked to be seventeen or eighteen and was missing about half of his right arm. Cygnus grimaced, but she left them to work and looked over the second victim. He looked younger – not much, but some – and he was never going to get older. There was a burn in his chest, right where the heart would be. The linoleum beneath him was just visible through the hole.
Cygnus turned to the two cops and the shopkeeper. ‘What happened?’
‘I was just telling them,’ the shopkeeper said. Presumably he was Mister Kearney. ‘The kids were trying to rob me. One had a gun. Then… I don’t know what it was. Some kind of laser, maybe. It blew that kid’s arm off. The other one pulled a knife and, well, you see what happened to him.’
‘Did you see who did it?’
Kearney shook his head. ‘Guy was invisible or something. It was a guy, because he spoke. Said I should thank Blacklight for the save. If you can call this a save. Damn. This kind of thing never happened when Twilight was around. Uh, no offence.’
‘None taken. I want her back too.’ Cygnus glanced at the cops. ‘Anything else?’
One of the two men held up an evidence bag. ‘This “Blacklight” left this behind.’
Cygnus looked at the black card, picking out the embossed logo. Skadi had said a starburst, but given what had happened to the two robbers, Cygnus suspected it was more like a laser blast. A beam came in from the right edge and then exploded into multiple beams about two-thirds of the way across the card. ‘He left the same at the last site. Blacklight, huh? Okay.’ At least they had a name for their vigilante.
There were footfalls and two men in suits appeared. Cygnus figured them for UID before the badges appeared, but then she knew one of them. ‘Special Agent Caldwell,’ she said to the taller, darker of the two. ‘No Brent?’
‘Senior Special Agent Brent has been transferred to the DC office,’ Caldwell said. ‘This is Special Agent Halliwell.’ Halliwell was not an especially tall man but made up for it with muscle and hair cropped so close to his skull that it seemed to be scared to show itself. His blue eyes were cold. To Cygnus, it looked like they had replaced Brent with a near copy.
‘We’ll take things from here,’ Halliwell said. ‘We don’t need outside help to find this vigilante.’
Cygnus flashed a smile and started for the door. ‘Good look with that. You’re looking for an invisible man who shoots laser beams at people. I know how good the UID is at handling things like that because they didn’t even know the last one existed until I stopped him.’
Halliwell opened his mouth, but Caldwell got in first. ‘Don’t make yourself look any more foolish, Sean. She’s right and it cost her a boyfriend.’
Cygnus smiled as she stepped out through the door and took off. Sometimes she had to remind herself that not every UID agent was an asshole.
~~~
‘Invisibility and energy blasts,’ Heather said over the speakerphone. ‘That’s not an especially good memory.’
‘Yes, but he’s dead,’ Penny said.
‘And this isn’t his style,’ Jacob added. ‘A vigilante is a criminal, but a criminal with the right sort of idea. That’s not exactly right, but you get my point. Ghostfire was just a criminal.’
‘He fought crime,’ Penny replied. ‘He just made sure that his people didn’t end up getting caught very often. But he’s still dead. I was the one who had to pull her fist out of his ribcage. I just find the similarity… disturbing.’
‘Well,’ Heather said, ‘if anyone can find this Blacklight, you can. You can see invisible things when you need to.’
‘Maybe. How’s your case going?’
‘Not too well. We suspect there could be an Ultrahuman involved. Miss Harper’s disappearance may have nothing to do with her inheritance.’
‘Or someone employed an Ultra to vanish her,’ Jacob said. ‘But, our leads have dried up. We’re taking a day to consider our options, but if we can’t think of something soon, we may have to give this up.’
‘Oh,’ Penny said. ‘If you think of a way I could help, let me know. You know how fast I can be there. Otherwise, good luck.’
‘Yeah. We may need it.’
‘I’m trying,’ Heather said, luck being her thing. ‘Sometimes it doesn’t matter how lucky you are. Sometimes it just takes skill.’
Seattle Watchtower, WA.
‘I did a little data mining,’ Patterson said. He shrugged. ‘I had some spare time. I don’t think the various police agencies have noticed it, but there’s been a distinct upswing in missing persons around Kirkland, Bellevue, and Redmond over the last… two months. Depends how you look at the figures, but about two months.’
‘Odd,’ Jacob said, ‘but not unheard of.’ He was sitting with Heather in the common area, going over their notes and the police reports, again, before they gave up on the idea that they would ever find Janice Harper.
‘Yes. This rise in numbers is demographically interesting. All among young women, living alone in a multioccupancy building. From the pictures, they’re all attractive too. No detectable pattern to the dates. Some are a few days apart, some more like a week. There’ve been none of this type since Miss Harper, however.’
‘I don’t like that pattern,’ Heather said, ‘but it doesn’t get us closer…’
Jacob raised an eyebrow as Heather trailed off looking thoughtful. ‘I know that look.’
Heather shook her head. ‘I keep coming back to that corroded grating.’ She looked up at Patterson. ‘All in multioccupancy buildings?’ He nodded. ‘So… So, centralised air conditioning?’
‘Not sure,’ Patterson replied, ‘but it’s not impossible. Maybe even likely. What are you thinking?’
‘I’m thinking we need to go check the basement in Harper’s apartment building.’ She got to her feet.
‘Now?’
‘Call it a hunch, but I think the longer it takes us to find her, the less chance there is we won’t find a corpse.’
Redmond, WA.
The building manager looked kind of impressed to have Vindicator on his doorstep. The armoured man had come to smooth things over with both the super and the local cops. It was working too: Heather certainly doubted that things would be going as well if she and Jacob had turned up on their own. It was eleven o’clock on a Thursday night, but Heather felt sure they should not wait until morning.
One of the patrol officers who had turned out was left standing at the top of the stairs into the basement while Jacob led the way down, Heather on his heels. It did not look like anyone went down there unless they really had to. There was dust everywhere and tracks in the dust.
‘Rats,’ Heather commented.
‘And humans, but those could be the super,’ Jacob said.
‘Does the dust look… brushed about to you?’
Jacob dropped to one knee and examined the grey-brown layer of filth on the concrete. ‘Could be. Someone covering up some of the tracks?’
‘Maybe. We need to find the heating system.’
They threaded their way through the maze-like structure of the basement, looking for the heating system. Someone had decided to put in extra brickwork between the concrete columns supporting the floor above. They divided the basement up into sections which, it seemed, residents could use for storage. Entire sections seemed to be filled with boxes and crates and random bits of furniture. There were fuse boxes and the like on walls, presumably distribution points for the mains, pipes of all sorts, and then, right at the back, there was a boiler and a bunch of vents and ducts.
‘There,’ Heather said, shining her light on a section of vent. 
Jacob frowned at it and then reached out to peel the duct tape off it. Maybe a six-inch section of the vent had been carefully taped over, but under the tape, the aluminium had been corroded away. ‘Just like the vent,’ Jacob said.
‘Yeah. Our proposed Ultra corrodes away the side of the duct there and then slides up to Harper’s apartment. There, he works through the vent and incapacitates her somehow. Then he takes her out, but he comes back down here to cover up the hole he made.’
‘Which seems like a waste of time if he’s taken Harper somewhere else.’
Heather took her pistol out of her shoulder rig. ‘Does, doesn’t it.’
‘So you’re thinking…’
‘That we take a look around, yeah.’
Jacob took one side of the basement, Heather the other. Heather did the classic search thing with her flashlight bracing her pistol as she moved down, peering into the gaps between boxes in the storage areas. Jacob just had a flashlight; he rarely carried his pistol when he was out because he had other ways of incapacitating people now. It also made things easier when it came to shifting boxes to look behind them. That was how he was the first to spot something: something which looked a bit like Janice Harper, but after she had spent the last week on a deserted island with no drinking water. Her face was drawn and her skin had a grey taint to it, but her eyes closed as the light hit them. She made no sound because her mouth was taped over.
‘Heather!’ Jacob called out, and that was when something else behind the boxes moved. Jacob swept his flashlight around in time to see something sliding between the crates forming the opposite side of the storage area, but he had no idea what.
On the other side, Heather turned at Jacob’s shout, and then she froze. Something was sliding out between two stacks of crates, only to reform into… Well, he looked human, but a sort of sagging kind of human. A man, not old, maybe late teens or early twenties, but his skin seemed to be hanging from him which aged him considerably. His cheeks formed jowls, but there seemed to be no spare fat on the man. In fact, he seemed rather thin, almost emaciated. Dark, glassy eyes glared at her and he lunged forward.
Heather put three rounds in his chest, but he just kept coming, grabbing at her and missing as she twisted aside. He was too close now, but she pushed her SIG’s muzzle into a chest which seemed to have too much give and fired. This time she saw her bullets hit the wall behind him, each bursting through his back with a spray of water. His arms grabbed at her again, not gaining purchase. ‘Get the Hell off me!’ she shrieked, firing again and again. He grabbed her arms and seemed to flow up her body, enveloping her in a film of liquid which clung to her, cutting off her airways.
That was when Jacob ploughed through the crates, took in the scene, and reached out for the body which was now clinging to Heather’s back. His hand made contact with the fluid man and there was a loud shriek, but the man hung onto Heather as she struggled inside his filmy coating. The shrieking went on for a second and then faded out. Heather pushed out through the film, her blouse sticking to her skin wetly, her hair soaked through; she generally looked like she had just climbed out of a river. The man who had attacked her was lying on the concrete with a sheen of ice on his skin.
‘Thanks,’ Heather said. ‘Why is it always me that ends up having to hold her breath?’
‘Just lucky?’ Jacob replied, smiling behind his faceplate. ‘Harper’s in here, alive.’ He spotted the officer from the door rounding one of the walls and pointed. ‘Officer, we need paramedics and some UID agents with neurotronic cuffs. Sooner the better.’
‘You found her?’ the cop asked, holstering his pistol.
‘We found her, but I don’t know how long she’ll last without a hospital, so move.’
‘Right on it!’
‘Score one for Fortuna Investigations,’ Heather said, wiping water off her face.
‘Are you two okay?’ Vindicator asked from behind Heather. ‘Looks like you got the Ultra.’
Heather turned to look at the armoured hero, plucking at her jacket. ‘I’m wet,’ she said, ‘but I can hold my breath longer than a couple of seconds and Jacob didn’t even get his armour scratched.’
‘Yeah.’ There was a short pause and then, ‘Uh, wet looks good on you.’
Heather grimaced and hung her head. ‘I need to get changed.’
Seattle Watchtower, WA, 11th July.
‘Miss Harper’s in the ICU,’ Heather said, ‘but they’re expecting her to pull through. She’s suffering from severe dehydration.’
‘And,’ Patterson said, ‘having discovered how this guy works, the police were able to locate the bodies of five other women he’d killed. It gives some closure to the families. They’ll get more when Osmotic is locked up in the– In wherever the government is locking dangerous Ultras now.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘Who knows. They haven’t made the site public. Lots of rumours about black sites that have been housing secretly captured Ultras for the last couple of decades, but no real proof.’ She had flown over to bring Heather and Jacob back to New Millennium City, but she was staying for a coffee before flying back.
‘Must admit,’ Jacob said, ‘this guy makes me feel better about my powers. Not being able to stand room temperature doesn’t seem too bad compared to someone having to suck the moisture out of living humans to stay alive.’
‘No. So, what’s this guy’s story? Osmotic, you called him?’
‘What he called himself,’ Patterson replied. ‘With a neurotronic collar on, he’s returned to something like normal. He says things went bad in May, around the time of the blackout. Suddenly, his body just seemed to melt. Over the course of about two days, he went from a normal kid to a liquid held together by his will to stay the same shape.’
‘And if he doesn’t suck moisture out of people, he gets sicker and sicker,’ Jacob said. ‘Seems like he… evaporates.’
‘And I’d have more sympathy for him if he was stuck with that condition and tried to get help,’ Heather said, ‘but he decided to prey on attractive young women he could get alone. He basically tortured those girls to death over the course of several days. I’m not a psychologist, but I think that suggests some psychological disturbances beyond the trauma of becoming a living puddle.’
‘Huh,’ Cygnus said. ‘You said he started changing after the blackout in May?’
‘That’s right,’ Patterson said.
‘You think he was affected by the cosmic energy burst?’ Jacob asked.
‘Seems likely,’ Cygnus replied.
‘It really has caused more people to express Ultrahuman powers?’ Patterson asked.
‘Oh yes. Doctor Ultimate’s pretty sure on the matter. He’s been getting DNA samples from as many new Ultras as possible. Not all of them should be capable of expressing powers in the normal way. Some of them would, but there was no obvious reason for their sudden activation. You might want to drop Doctor Ultimate a note about this Osmotic guy.’
‘That I can do.’ Patterson grinned. ‘And now, if I need some investigative resources out here, I know who to call.’
‘Tell your friends,’ Heather said. ‘Especially the rich ones.’
Patterson’s grin became a smirk. ‘That I can also do.’
New Millennium City, MD, 13th July.
Eric Hoffman marched through Starblaze International with his back straight and a determined expression on his face. Partially, the posture and expression were because his back still ached after long flights, but it was also part of his image when he had a job to do.
And Eric had a job to do. The last time he had been to New Millennium City, he had made a little bit of a fool of himself. He had become fixated on the possibility that a UID agent, Jacob Dannon, had been freezing people to death, had managed to trigger the final emergence of Dannon’s powers, and had then been beaten to the actual culprit by superior detective work carried out by Dannon and his partner, Heather Bryant. It had been annoying, but Eric had managed to come out of it without too much lost face.
This time, there were no suspects, just a lot of bodies. The killer, apparently going by the name Blacklight, had struck again on Friday night: a drug dealer had been murdered, which meant a total of five dead attributed to the vigilante. Eric really disliked vigilantes. The UID knew that and knew of Eric’s reputation, and they had agreed to bring him in on the case. That worked just fine for Eric Hoffman, aka Night Shift. He was looking forward to nailing yet another rogue Ultra.
~~~
‘Penny, Night Shift arrived in the city about thirty minutes ago,’ Denny announced. ‘I had no specific watch out for him, which is why it took some time for my background processors to flag the identification to me.’
‘He’s here for Blacklight,’ June said. It was something of a foregone conclusion.
‘Thanks, Denny,’ Penny said. ‘Yes, he’ll be here for Blacklight. It might even be a good thing. He’ll be staying at the Millennium Royal again. I’ll drop in and pay him a visit tonight.’
‘I don’t expect he’ll like that.’
‘If he doesn’t want visits, he should find somewhere else to stay. He can’t be after anyone we know. It’s pretty obvious this is a new guy.’
June pursed her lips. ‘Probably.’
‘Probably?’
‘What? I don’t trust the guy. He jumps to conclusions so fast it’s like a super-power.’
‘He doesn’t have any actual powers… But I do know what you mean.’
~~~
Hoffman did not look up from his armour as Cygnus landed on the terrace outside his hotel room window and then walked in without knocking. He did look up when she sat down on one of the sofas in the huge suite he hired whenever he was in New Millennium City. ‘I like the new costume,’ he said. ‘You look less like a Vegas cabaret dancer.’
‘Wouldn’t know. Never been to Las Vegas. You’re here looking for Blacklight?’
‘I assume you’re not here to tell me not to accuse some friend of yours.’
Cygnus smiled. ‘The only person I know of with anything like this power set was Ghostfire. He’s dead. So far, I have no clue who Blacklight is.’
‘Neither does the UID.’ Hoffman put down the section of armour he was looking over – it looked like part of an arm – and sat back on his own sofa. ‘They got a fingerprint off one of his business cards, but they can’t match it to anyone. That means the guy’s got no record and doesn’t travel. No one’s seen him.’ He held up a finger as though correcting himself. ‘No one alive has seen him. No unidentifiable DNA at any of the sites, though if the fingerprint didn’t come up with a match, it’s unlikely DNA would either. Known abilities include invisibility and some form of focused light attack. The invisibility appears to involve bending light since that store you visited has a security camera and he doesn’t show up in the recording. Basically, we’ve got next to nothing to work on.’
‘You’re being pretty open about this.’
He shrugged. ‘I figure I get a bit of a pass for San Francisco. It really looked like Mink was the killer. Okay, so maybe I should’ve looked harder at some of the evidence, but… Frostburn looked like the right suspect too, but I was too ready to jump on that without looking at alternatives. So that’s two times you and your friends have made me look like an idiot. I may be stubborn, but I do learn from my mistakes.’
‘Plus, there really are no obvious suspects this time.’
‘That too. I assume you’re keeping a watch on Churchton. I’m going to do the same thing. Another pair of eyes is the best we can do until Blacklight screws up and leaves some evidence we can use.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Okay. Fine. I’ll have my computer send you a frequency you can use to talk to our network. Up to you whether you want to use it, but it’s there. And, um, be careful with this guy if you do find him. From what I’ve seen, that laser attack of his is pretty powerful.’
Hoffman actually smiled. ‘Why, Cygnus, I didn’t know you cared.’
Cygnus flashed a smile back and got to her feet. ‘Who says I do? I mean, it would be horribly embarrassing if some vigilante offed the world’s greatest detective on my watch.’
‘That’s a good point. I’ll try not to get killed then.’
‘Ouch. Have you ever heard of tempting fate?’
Hoffman gave a shrug and picked up his armour. ‘After falling down that stairwell in San Francisco, I think fate owes me a pass this one time.’
Hong Kong, China, 14th July.
Billy was getting used to his new role as Dragon Head of the 8G triad. He had never been more nervous in his life, but it was an easy kind of nervousness. All he really had to do was pass on orders. He was a figurehead and he was perfectly happy with that. He wore designer suits and he was treated with respect. Yes, the respect came out of fear of someone else – hence the nervousness – but it was still respect. The triad would never have accepted a foreign woman as their leader, one who spoke barely a word of Chinese at that, but they would accept Billy because Midnight was going to kill anyone who did not.
There were, of course, some issues. Issues such as Hu Jié and his brother Yàn. Hu Yàn had been in the Midnight Dancer on Saturday night, drunk as a fish and probably incapable of working out what he was seeing or saying. Things had gone downhill from there. When Billy spotted Hu Jié entering the club, he suspected it was something to do with what had happened on Saturday night.
‘You!’ Hu spat as he arrived at the table where Billy was sitting, surrounded by various girls who seemed very happy to be in his presence. ‘What happened to my brother? He was last seen here, but he has not been seen since Saturday. Where is–’
Billy held up a hand. ‘Hu Yàn was here on Saturday night.’ It was weird, but Billy did not feel any fear at the belligerence of this man who was, Billy knew, carrying a weapon. He had his orders for such situations: stay reasonable until that became impossible. ‘He came in drunk. He lacked self-control. He became more drunk. He was disrespectful to the dancers.’
‘What of it?!’ Hu waved a dismissive hand toward the dance poles where three girls were doing their jobs in various states of undress. ‘He was a forty-niner of good standing and these women… They are whores!’ He had failed to notice that one of the three dancers had left her pole and was moving toward him, slinking with the shadows in the room drawing up around her high heels as she went.
‘Yes,’ Billy said, ‘that’s what your brother thought. He forced Midnight to take an interest. I’m not really sure what she did with him.’
‘Midnight? This shadow monster they say you have in your pocket? Where is she? I’ll–’
Billy switched to English as Midnight, dressed in a string bikini and heels, stepped up beside Hu. ‘Midnight, this is the brother of the man you took on Saturday night. He wants to know what happened.’
Midnight smiled. ‘Is he as respectful as his sibling?’
‘About the same.’
‘I see.’ She turned her head to look at Hu; his eyes met hers and he began to visibly shake as a look of terror came over his features. ‘Do you really want to know what happened to your brother?’ Slowly, Hu nodded. ‘As you wish.’ The shadows swelled up around them as she reached out to grab the front of his tailored jacket. When the darkness fell away, neither of them were there.
‘Don’t worry,’ Billy said to the cowering girls on either side of him, ‘she won’t harm you unless you harm her.’ Which was true enough. For a given value of true.
~~~
The first thing Hu Jié noticed was the wind. It was whistling past him in an upward direction, which seemed wrong. Then he noticed that the Midnight woman was still with him, still holding his lapels. And the final thing he noticed was that there was nothing under his feet.
‘You wanted to know where I took your brother,’ Midnight yelled over the roaring of the wind. ‘I brought him here. We’re about twenty-five thousand feet above the South China Sea. I brought him here, and then I went back to the club while he fell. Water is just as hard as rock when you fall from this height.’
‘No!’ Hu shrieked.
‘Yeah, that’s what I thought.’ The darkness enveloped them again and Hu sprawled out of it, his suit soaking up the water from the puddles he rolled through. ‘Your brother was an asshole,’ Midnight said, her voice calm and quiet now. ‘You’re also an asshole, but you get to live because he was too drunk to pass the message along. If anyone thinks they can get away with shit in my club, then they have no respect for me. If they have no respect for me, I’ll kill them. If I ever see you in the Midnight Dancer again, what happened to your brother is going to seem like a mercy.’
Hu struggled to regain his feet. His hands were still shaking and it felt as though they would never stop. What he had seen in those eyes… ‘I understand,’ he said, but he was talking to empty space. Midnight was gone, vanished back to whatever Hell had spawned her, or so it seemed to Hu.
New Millennium City, MD.
Cygnus swung low over Friendship Park, eyes scanning for trouble. She was on her way to Churchton but making at least a showing over the other districts had become a habit. It let the criminal element know she was still watching, even if she had to spread her attention wider with Twilight still missing. Jacob was out here somewhere too and Night Shift would be in Churchton, hunting Blacklight or maybe just hoping to get to one of the vigilante’s kills fast enough to make a difference.
She was a little surprised to see an actual mugging in progress. Someone was desperate, it seemed. Changing her flight angle, Cygnus dropped toward where a man with a small revolver was holding up a woman in what Cygnus suspected was the ‘uniform’ of a waitress.
That was when something white dropped out of the sky, landing in front of the mugger and grabbing his wrist. There was a single shot, but the figure in white hardly seemed to notice. Cygnus barely noticed considering that she was too busy trying to work out whether she was seeing what she thought she was seeing.
‘Was that really necessary?’ the man in white asked of the mugger.
‘Uh, sorry, Captain. It, uh, just went off.’
‘You’re lucky I’m in a good mood.’ Captain Freedom, America’s national hero, looked up as Cygnus dropped into a delicate landing. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got something to restrain this idiot? I wasn’t expecting to need to take someone in.’
Cygnus pulled a cable tie from her boot. ‘I never travel without them. Welcome to New Millennium City, Captain. I’m–’
‘Cygnus. Obviously. I’ve heard a lot about you.’
Grimacing, Cygnus pulled the mugger’s hands behind his back and began tying them. ‘Oh dear.’
‘President Vanlaren was very complimentary. He said you risked your life to hold off an alien invasion.’
‘Naryan Tan was my problem to solve and the solution cost me more than I’d have liked.’
‘Yes. The loss of Twilight was… I don’t know how they could vote to give you to that… thing. You told them what would happen. They ignored you and they paid for it.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘The plan called for me to get aboard Naryan’s ship, provide a distraction for Twilight. It was the only way we had of getting rid of him. To my knowledge, no one has ever managed to permanently kill a Guardian before. Uh, what brings you to New Millennium? You didn’t stop off on your tour.’
Freedom smiled. ‘No, because that was organised for me and this is personal. I’m thinking of getting a place here and I wanted to see what the, uh, night life was like.’
‘You’re planning to move to New Millennium?’
‘It’s close to the government, but not quite as close as I am now. The national hero has to strike a balance. Being at Andrews was good when the politicians were in Washington. Now what’s left of the politicians are at Andrews…’
Cygnus smiled. ‘I can understand that. And here come the boys in blue. Do you want to handle this or–’
Freedom lifted into the air. ‘You have it. I’m just a tourist.’
‘Sure. See you around.’ Cygnus watched as the great man flew away and then she turned to the pair of uniforms heading her way.
‘Was that Captain Freedom?’ one of them asked, his eyes on the vanishing white dot.
‘Sure was,’ Cygnus replied. ‘He stopped this idiot from ruining someone’s night.’
‘It’s amazing he even wants to help people after nearly thirty years in a dead volcano. Good thing he can’t remember most of it.’
Cygnus thought of June’s comments on what she had seen on the TV. ‘Yeah. It certainly is.’
15th July.
‘For New Millennium City residents wondering why the recent tour of major cities by Captain Freedom did not include our own town, the answer is a surprising one.’ The ACPN presenter had a distinctly upbeat look about her. Behind her, a portrait shot of Captain Freedom looking suitably heroic illustrated the story. ‘The Captain was seen overflying the city by a number of witnesses last night. One got a closer look when she was saved from a mugger by our national hero who then spent a few minutes talking to local heroine, Cygnus.’
‘He seemed nice enough,’ Penny commented. ‘Seemed like he didn’t like the government too much.’
‘During that conversation,’ the presenter went on, ‘the Captain let slip that he is looking for a place to call home here. He did have an apartment in New York as well as his more frequently used home on Andrews Air Force Base. It seems that Captain Freedom plans to make his new home in the new New York.’
‘Of course, he’ll probably spend a lot of time out of the city,’ Penny said. ‘He’s the nation’s hero, not ours.’
‘Yeah,’ June replied.
‘Still worried about him? He seemed fine to me.’
‘I’m sure he is.’
‘No, you’re not.’
‘No. I’m not.’
San Francisco, CA, 17th July.
The view from the restaurant was not perfect, but it also was not too bad. They had selected it – a fairly generic, French-style place near to Pier 43 – for its proximity to Pier 41, which was where the ferry to Tiberon embarked from. Basically, Damian had the weekend off, so did Bianca, and they had every intention of banging each other senseless back at her place for most of it. Going out for dinner prior to that was something of a concession to formal dating rules.
‘How’s work?’ Damian asked. Damian was having some trouble keeping his eyes on Bianca’s; she had decided on a deeply plunging red dress for the evening and she had magnificent breasts. There were still times when he found it hard to believe that a billionairess who looked like her was sticking with a homicide detective who looked like him. Whether she was wearing her blonde, shoulder-length wig, as now, or revealing her true, short, black hair, she was stunning. Her blue eyes flashed with intelligence and her body was the kind of thing sculptors would cry over if they ever managed to create something like it. Damian did not consider himself ugly – far from it. He was fit, tightly muscled, and possessed quite fine features with a strong jawline and a suitably rugged dent in his chin. His light-brown hair – which tried for blonde in places – tended to be unruly, his chin was frequently covered in stubble, and his eyes were not an especially memorable shade of brown, but he knew he looked pretty good. Compared to Bianca…
‘Same old, same old,’ Bianca replied. ‘We’ve been given the job of analysing some of the tech from the spacecraft brought down in DC and New Millennium City. I think that’s the most interesting thing to happen in the last quarter.’
Damian’s lips twitched. ‘Are you allowed to tell me that?’
‘It’s not a secret. What we find out is a secret, but everyone knows the ships were brought down and the Pent– Well, it’s not the Pentagon any more, which is one of the reasons we have ships to analyse.’
‘Cygnus brought one down, right?’
Bianca smirked. ‘According to the reports, Cygnus brought one down with one blast and then proceeded to flash-fry the entire crew in under a minute. Twilight made a habit of scaring shiploads of soldiers into insensibility before killing them with their own weapons.’ Her face straightened. ‘And no one knows where she is right now.’
‘She’s a scary woman to have wandering around like that.’
‘She sure is.’ Bianca was aware that Damian had… issues with Ultras. Given that he had almost entirely admitted to himself that he was one, he was trying to work through them, but his dislike still came out at times. ‘How’s your work going?’
He grinned. ‘Same old, same old.’
‘Blood and paperwork? Hey, how’s that UID case they had you working?’
‘Huh. Still open, but that’s the UID’s problem. Parks hasn’t been seen since they decided to blare the fact we were looking for her all over the news. Even Hermann thinks that was a dumb move so she’s not blaming me that the case isn’t closed. It’s an Ultra case anyway, so it doesn’t reflect on my closure rate.’
‘But it irks that you couldn’t catch her.’
‘No. Yeah. Okay, so it does. Some anyway. I got the feeling that she was one of those Ultras that didn’t exactly get lucky with the powers she got. Maybe she could’ve been helped. I’ve got a bad feeling that help isn’t going to be an option now.’
Bianca’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’
‘For all I think it was stupid, the UID posted her picture everywhere. Someone should’ve seen her by now. My guess is that someone else found her and is hiding her. She’s a junkie. I doubt it would be hard to get her to do anything they needed from her.’
‘Huh.’ There was a short pause and then Bianca said, ‘I’ve been hearing rumours of a new organisation starting up in the city.’
‘Oh?’
‘Rumour has it that they’re all Ultras. Up at the top. There’s not much detail yet, but I think one of them is Diamond. She’s not actually an Ultra, but–’
‘But she thinks like a supervillain. Moving in on the old Nine Kings’ territories?’
‘Picking up control of a lot of Nine Kings’ castoffs, focusing on areas they used to focus on for now. Rumours also say they may be pushing at the Seven Princes in L.A. too.’
‘A war between them might get really messy. I’ll check with organised crime and see if they’ve heard anything.’
Bianca nodded. ‘Enough shop talk. Got anything you’d like to do this weekend, or are we not getting out of bed?’
‘I think we should get up for at least a couple of hours.’
‘Probably… There’s always the hot tub.’
‘I’m not at all sure you’re taking this seriously.’
Bianca shook her head. Her blonde mane swung about her face and neck. ‘I am very serious about the hot tub.’
New Millennium City, MD, 18th July.
Churchton was, Night Shift mused, a hole. A hive of scum and villainy, as the saying went. Despite having a general look that any Sith Lord would have been proud of, Night Shift had never been a fan of the movies. That kind of quote stuck in the memory, however. There were, he figured, good people here, but he had a strong feeling that the majority were out for themselves and up to no good. Maybe that was the cynical ex-cop-turned-hero talking. Maybe.
Tonight was his fifth night prowling the streets and he had not been just watching. He had taken down half a dozen dealers and three muggers. He was aware that the other hero who made a regular showing in the area, Skadi, had not exactly been slacking off either. Despite this, there were always more of them and they never seemed to get the message. This place deserved a murderous vigilante.
It was the kind of place where screams were not unheard of and the residents ignored them: getting involved was never a good idea. Of course, Night Shift did tend to get involved when there was screaming. Aside from being good for his rep, intervening in muggings and rapes kind of went with the whole hero deal. He was after bigger prey, but he was not fixated enough to ignore people in difficulty. This time, the scream sounded different and Night Shift’s sensor suite picked up a flare of light from an alley maybe thirty feet down the road. He was running by the time a second flare of light – more obvious this time – briefly brightened the night.
He noticed the two bodies almost immediately. There was what looked a little like steam, maybe smoke, rising from one of them and Night Shift’s sensors picked up and emphasised the falling card fluttering onto the man’s chest. This was it! Blacklight was right here: the alley was not wide and it ended in a brick wall about fifty feet away. The only problem was that the bastard was invisible.
‘Blacklight,’ Night Shift said, the modulation in his helmet’s audio system giving his voice a menacing undertone, ‘you are under arrest according to the strictures of the Specialist–’
‘What the Hell are you talking about, man?!’ The voice sounded young, maybe late teens. There was anger tinged with confusion in there. This guy really thought he was on the side of law and order. ‘They’re scum. You should be on my side.’
‘I’m sure they are, but they deserve due process, not execution. Vigilantism is illegal and I’m here to stop you from murdering anyone else. Come quietly.’
‘Screw you!’
Blacklight moved and Night Shift heard the footfall, moving forward and to the right to cut off the invisible boy’s path. Another step. The kid was trying to stay quiet, but Night Shift’s suit was built to make his senses far more acute than a typical human. Frankly, with the array of sensors in the helmet, Night Shift was amazed that the kid’s invisibility was working. Another step closer and they were still at an impasse.
‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ Blacklight said. ‘Get out of my way, old man.’
‘No chance, boy,’ Night Shift replied, emphasising the noun.
This time, when Blacklight moved, Night Shift saw it. It was not much, a fringe effect as the light bent around the body, but it was there and it was right in front of him. Stepping forward to put as much force in as possible, Night Shift drove his power-enhanced fist into the middle of the fringe effect. There was a grunt of pain and the sound of someone stepping back. Following the sound, Night Shift threw another punch, but this time his target dodged back, away from the attack, and he hit nothing.
‘Shit!’ Blacklight said from the darkness, and then there was light. The filters on Night Shift’s visual system cut in to stop the glare from being overwhelming, but there was searing pain and the sudden sound of alarms going off. His armour had been penetrated and his vital signs were fluctuating badly. He staggered forward, dimly heard running feet going past him. Turning, he took a step forward to give chase. His vision went red and then black…
~~~
‘Cygnus,’ Denny’s voice said over Cygnus’s earpiece, ‘I am receiving a data stream on the frequency you gave Night Shift to contact us on.’
Cygnus, flying over Churchton at about two hundred feet, frowned. ‘A data stream?’
‘Yes. From the XML tags, it appears to be an alert and biological data. From the information I am seeing, it would appear that he is injured. Low blood pressure which is dropping. I am attempting to get a location for the transmission.’
Cygnus began looking around, but there was no obvious sign of the armoured man. ‘Hurry. Tell June she needs to get out here fast.’
‘Somewhere around Fourth Street and Avenue H. I cannot get closer without GPS coordinates, which are not in the stream.’ Cygnus was already turning toward the area Denny had indicated. ‘June is getting ready now. She should be there within two minutes. If you can find him, I can give her more precise directions.’
‘Right.’ Dropping into the crossroads, Cygnus shunted her powers around to her search and rescue configuration and began scanning. There was no immediate sign of a downed figure in powered armour so she shifted north a hundred feet or so and began circling. She had come around to the eastern side of the junction when her radar picked up something in an alley.
Night Shift was lying on the tarmac, face down and still in full armour. There was no sign of injury, but the armour made it a little difficult to tell. She rolled him onto his back and found the carbonised hole in his chest plate. ‘Damn. He must’ve found Blacklight. Denny, get an ambulance out to my location. June, are you–’
‘I’m thirty seconds away,’ June’s voice came back.
Cygnus flicked her gaze over the two other bodies in the alley and frowned. ‘Denny, put in a call to the UID too. Blacklight’s claimed another couple of victims. Hopefully just two.’
‘It may be close,’ Denny said. ‘His vitals are fluctuating. I have contacted both the emergency services and the UID.’
‘Thanks, Denny. If he lives, I’m going to make sure Night Shift buys you a nice new modem or something. He must’ve set up his suit computer to contact us if something went wrong. If he’d told us he’d found Blacklight, maybe he wouldn’t be bleeding out inside his suit now.’
‘He’s always been a loner,’ June countered. ‘Coming in on your position now.’ In her Astraea costume, June dropped from the sky, landing beside her girlfriend and Night Shift. She immediately dropped to one knee, resting her hands on the armour’s chest. She frowned. ‘I can’t… Maybe I need skin contact. Can you get him out of that suit.’
‘Hold his shoulders,’ Cygnus replied, shifting her powers and grabbing Night Shift’s helmet. It was not meant to come off without an instruction to disengage from the person inside it, but Cygnus was capable of applying a lot of pressure. She was being a little careful to be sure she did not take the head with the helmet, but the linkages gave way after a second and Night Shift’s face became visible.
June slapped her palm onto his forehead and closed her eyes, concentrating. There was something, a sort of shimmering around her palm. ‘He has stabilised,’ Denny announced. ‘Well done, Astraea. It would appear that you have saved him. Perhaps he can buy you a modem too.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘It’s more traditional to give flowers, Denny. I just thought you might prefer something different.’
‘I think I should like flowers too. They would make my lounge more attractive.’
June was giggling. There might have been a little hysteria in there, but she was giggling. ‘I am so glad that worked. And we learned I need physical contact to heal people. I hope those two are beyond saving, because I think I blew my reserves on Night Shift.’
Getting to her feet, Cygnus walked over to the two bodies further down the alley. She could see packets of brownish powder scattered on the ground around them. The wounds on their bodies were deep and the smell of charred flesh was obvious as she got closer. She checked for a pulse on each of them anyway, but the glassy stare of their eyes suggested they were dead. ‘No, you can’t save these two. They’re gone.’ Sirens could be heard in the distance. ‘And here comes the ambulance.’
~~~
‘I landed one good hit on him,’ Hoffman said. He was now awake and out of his Night Shift armour. He was also in the back of an ambulance because June’s healing touch had not repaired all the damage and he was to be taken to hospital to be checked over. ‘I caught a glimpse of him when he moved. His invisibility isn’t perfect when he’s in motion. The light distorts around the edges of his body. I hit him pretty hard. Not hard enough, but he’ll be badly bruised for a few days.’
‘He hit back a lot harder,’ Cygnus replied. ‘You were lucky, I think. Without your armour, I don’t think anything Astraea could have done would have kept you alive.’
Hoffman’s eyes flicked to the blonde in the mask and barely-there costume. ‘You’re new.’
‘Technically,’ Astraea said, ‘I’m not really active yet. Still training. But Cygnus knew I could heal and get here fast.’
‘Well, thanks for your prompt save. Another few seconds…’ His gaze shifted back to Cygnus. ‘This kid, Blacklight, he thinks he’s a good guy but he’s definitely not going to stop killing criminals unless someone stops him.’
‘I know. He’s hurt one of us now. I’ll find him and I’ll stop him.’
Hoffman gave a shrug and then winced. ‘Looks like I won’t be able to help for a few days.’
‘At least your back’s intact this time.’
‘Huh. Thanks for reminding me.’
‘All right. We’ll be handling this now.’ All three of them turned to see Special Agent Halliwell standing at the back of the ambulance. ‘He’s our witness. You two can get lost. If we need to talk to you–’
‘Show some fucking respect, Halliwell!’ Hoffman roared. ‘Cygnus and Astraea just saved my damn life. And from what I’ve seen tonight, you are never going to be able to catch Blacklight, so you’d better hope Cygnus can.’
‘I’ll get him,’ Cygnus said, heading for the ambulance’s doors. ‘You get some rest, Night Shift. Leave Blacklight to me.’
30th July.
It was twelve days since Night Shift had been attacked and there had been no sign of Blacklight on the streets. Cygnus had worked out an entirely new configuration just for hunting the vigilante, based on Night Shift’s description and what else was known about the kid. It was possible that she had simply not seen him, but there had been no new bodies either. It likely meant that Blacklight had not been out, but Cygnus had, every night from four in the afternoon until two in the morning.
‘Maybe Night Shift hit him harder than he thought,’ June suggested over the airwaves. ‘Maybe he ended up dying of internal injuries somewhere. I mean, Night Shift has a mean punch. Just ask Jacob.’
‘Yeah… But no bodies found with those sorts of injuries and no admissions to hospitals.’ Night Shift was leaving the hunting to Cygnus – his armour needed to be repaired and, according to him, improved – but he was still in the city acting as a liaison between Cygnus and the UID who would not talk to her. The UID had been watching the hospitals and the morgue.
‘Okay, yes. So, maybe he’s been healing the bruises. Most people take a while to do that, you know?’
‘Says the girl who can heal bruises in a second.’
‘Well, I can now, sure. If he doesn’t have some power to heal faster, it could easily take this long to recover.’
‘It’s a point.’
There was a little pause and then June asked, ‘How’s the cosmic energy scanner thing going?’
‘Well, it works,’ Cygnus replied. One of her tricks for finding Blacklight was to set up some of her power in a constant search for cosmic energy emissions. She had even talked to Doctor Ultimate about analysing the frequencies and modulations. ‘I keep spotting Skadi. I’m expecting a spike if Blacklight fires his beam power at someone and I’m not seeing anything like that.’
‘Have you figured out what that background noise was?’
There had been background noise which she had filtered out. ‘No. I’ll talk to Hugh about it. I suspect that it’s really background noise. Like, the general cosmic energy background. I’ve noticed several little point sources around town though. I think those are undeclared Ultras. Minor ones. Maybe a bit like Damian. They may not even know they have any powers.’
‘Hugh is always saying there are more–’
‘Hold on. I think I’ve got something.’ Something was flaring as a sort of humanoid outline of bluish light in one of the alleys below and off to the right. Someone, or something, was manipulating reality, warping space–time in some manner. Maybe in a manner that made light flow around a body.
‘What is it?’ June asked.
‘Not sure yet, but it’s the best lead I’ve had all week. I’m going to go look.’ Cygnus shifted her flight path to bring her in over what she had decided to call ‘the anomaly.’ The buildings here had flat roofs: they were all small apartment blocks, survivors of the riots. Generally, the rent was not that high, so the buildings were full. Landing on the roof, Cygnus looked down over the edge and immediately spotted two men in balaclavas carrying a TV set out through an open window and onto a fire escape. She scanned down to the alley, and that was when she spotted Blacklight.
He had no costume: he was invisible to more or less everyone, so he was out on the street in a sweatshirt and jeans. It was dark and Cygnus could not really see colours, but he looked like he had brownish hair and paler eyes. He worked out, or looked like he did, but it was his face which drew Cygnus’s attention. There was something about his face she thought she should recognise, like she had met him before, but if she had, no name was coming to mind and she could not think of where they had met. He was young: late teens. Maybe she had met his father or something. He was just standing there, waiting. There was a third burglar down there below the fire escape, ready to receive whatever was stolen. When they came down…
Vaulting over the low wall around the roof, Cygnus dropped past the fire escape and down to ground level. The man waiting there gawped at her for precisely the right amount of time for her to slam the heel of her hand into his nose. There was the sound of crunching cartilage and a lot of blood, and the owner of the newly broken nose collapsed onto the dirty tarmac, clutching at his face.
Down the alley, Blacklight turned and started back onto the main street. Cygnus looked up at the men, boys really, on the fire escape. ‘You two stay where you are or a bust nose is going to be the least of your worries.’ She took off, lifting up and over Blacklight to land in front of him. Cocking a hip and resting one fist on it, she smiled. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’
He just stared at her for a second. Then he took a step back and lifted his right arm, index finger pointing at her chest. ‘Stay back! You let me go or–’
‘Or what? I’m not a guy in some powered armour, kid. You come quietly… or not. Your choice.’
He fired, a thin beam of light flashing between his finger and Cygnus’s chest. The beam blazed white, appearing far thicker than it was. There was the crack of air exploding away from it and Blacklight lit up brightly in Cygnus’s cosmic energy vision. Just before the stream of photons began burning through Cygnus’s costume, however, it hit the force field she had set up. The field shimmered as it absorbed and dissipated the attack. Cygnus just stood there, smiling. The smile had gone distinctly nasty, however.
Another beam lanced out and got essentially the same results. ‘Shit!’ Blacklight yelped. He turned and started running. Cygnus held out her hand and light flared briefly in her palm before lancing out toward the fleeing teenager. It hit him in the back, but it did not pierce or burn. Instead, it flared out from the impact point, streamers of blue-white energy rapidly enveloping him in a web which stopped him in his tracks. Unbalanced, he fell to the ground and lay there, squirming against his bonds while Cygnus walked over to him, crouching down beside his prone body.
She rolled him onto his back and looked down at him. The streamers of force were over his mouth, so he could not speak. ‘You’re not getting out of that,’ Cygnus said. ‘If you try to use that beam of yours on it, all you’re likely to do is burn your own leg off.’ He glared at her with angry eyes, but there was definitely an element of fear in there too. Maybe he was angry because he was afraid. ‘I get what you were trying to do. Really. Idiots like these need to be put away so the rest of us don’t have to suffer for their actions. Sometimes, we need to kill one of them because there’s no other way of stopping them. But you crossed the line. When you almost killed Night Shift…’ She shook her head. ‘You’re out of control. You’re ready to kill anyone to keep this crusade going. I’m going to stop you. Permanently.’
His eyes widened, but all she did was reach out and put her hand on his forehead, closing her eyes and concentrating. Then she got to her feet and walked back toward the fire escape where the three burglars were waiting for her, looking rather ashamed of themselves, except for the one holding a handkerchief to his streaming nose.
~~~
‘What did you do to him?’ Caldwell asked. ‘He looks… shocked.’ Caldwell was talking to Cygnus while his partner, Halliwell, was dealing with Blacklight. Caldwell had decided that keeping Halliwell away from Cygnus was for the best. They had Blacklight in neurotronic cuffs, but the young man had been unresisting, trying nothing. He did look shocked.
‘I took his powers away,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m not sure how long it’ll last. Might even be permanent.’
‘You can do that?’
‘What the UID appears to refuse to believe is that I can do more or less anything I can work out how to do. Or maybe your bosses just don’t like the fact they can’t control me. Whatever, yes, I can take away someone’s powers if I feel it’s needed. Actually, it was the UID who showed me how to do it.’
‘Right.’
‘They also showed me how to resist it. Look, you’ve got this, right? I want to stop off at Night Shift’s place and let him know we got Blacklight.’
Caldwell nodded. ‘Yeah. Good work.’
‘Thanks.’ Cygnus turned to head upward and then stopped. ‘Have you identified the kid?’
‘Not yet. Why?’
‘No reason. Well, he just looks like someone I’ve met before and I can’t figure out who.’ She lifted into the air. ‘Goodnight, Special Agent. Have a good weekend.’ And then she was gone.
New Millennium City Penitentiary, MD, 7th August.
New Millennium City Penitentiary was not, technically, in the city. It had been built on a spur of land just north of Churchton to handle all of the detention needs of the new city. That meant it had a large block for the remand of prisoners awaiting trial, two blocks for handling the general population of prisoners, and a fourth block to hold maximum-security prisoners. It only had two cells in the maximum-security wing with neurotronic power suppression systems and, despite having no powers now, Jackson Thurlow had been put in one of those.
There was some jurisdictional confusion over who should be handling his case. When he had committed multiple murders in the name of fighting crime in Churchton, Thurlow had been an Ultrahuman and that put him under the jurisdiction of the Ultrahuman Investigation Division. Genetic testing suggested he was still, at least technically, an X-class, but his powers were not functioning and the New Millennium City District Attorney’s office had demanded custody be retained within the city until his exact legal status could be determined. Since the penitentiary had neurotronic cells, the UID had agreed, if not exactly graciously.
As far as Jackson was concerned, the cell was more comfortable than the room he had had in his foster parents’ house. All the furniture was bolted down, but he had a bed and a desk, space to exercise, and an attached shower and toilet room. Okay, so there were cameras everywhere and the neurotronic field made his skin feel a bit funny despite his lack of powers. He was not allowed out, which was why there was the exercise space and Jackson used it. He was not sure when his powers would come back – he refused to believe they might never return – but he was going to be ready when they did. Ready to get on with his mission.
He was doing press-ups when the first shooting pain dropped him to the slightly spongy flooring. It lashed through his left arm, up into his chest, and he rolled onto his back, clutching his arm as another pain shot through him. His chest seemed to be contracting and he could barely breathe. He tried to say something, to shout for help, but the pain was too much and his vision was narrowing. He had never learned first aid and had no real idea what he was feeling, but the pain suggested it was bad, very bad, probably terminal. Then he was thinking nothing at all.
Andrews Field, MD.
Jackson was not especially religious. He had always viewed the existence of an afterlife as a nice idea, but probably wishful thinking. When his eyes opened and he saw the grey, concrete walls around him, his first thought was that Heaven was more boring than he had expected. Or Hell was a lot more boring than expected. If he was in Hell, someone needed to work on the demons.
The room was better appointed than his cell, featuring the addition of a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. The furniture was not bolted down. There was a small entertainment area too, with a reasonably sized TV screen and a couple of comfortable chairs. In one of those chairs, an old man sat watching Jackson as he began to stir. Jackson met his eyes and… There was something about those eyes that was kind of demonic: they were cold, dispassionate, and highly intelligent.
‘My name,’ the old man said, ‘is Doctor Kopf. Please, come and sit with me, Mister Thurlow.’
Jackson rolled off the double bed and, since he had nothing better to do and no idea what was going on, he walked over to take the other seat. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.
Kopf gave a small smile. ‘Officially, you died of heart failure this afternoon. Jackson Andrew Thurlow is dead.’ The German accent somehow managed to make that statement sound worse. ‘My employers wished to have me take a look at your case, so they arranged to have you removed from public notice.’
Jackson considered all the questions that statement raised. ‘My case?’ Pick the more personal one.
‘It would appear that Cygnus has managed to permanently suppress your Ultrahuman abilities, Mister Thurlow. This effect generally lasts for a few minutes without a continuous field of some kind. It is unlikely that your powers will ever return without intervention. I will determine how this was achieved and how it can be reversed.’
‘You’re going to give me my powers back?’
‘If the effect can be reversed, I will do so. The research necessary to achieve this will not be comfortable. There will be pain. Considerable pain.’
‘Doesn’t matter,’ Jackson said, determination in his voice.
‘That is a very good attitude! When I have returned your powers… Then my employers will wish you to use those powers for their purposes.’ Kopf held up his hand to forestall whatever Jackson might have said in reply. ‘I think you will not find the work distasteful. You will be asked to kill, I think, but the people you will assassinate are very likely to be criminals, terrorists, or traitors.’
‘That shouldn’t be a problem.’ It might even work for him, Jackson thought. These people could supply resources and information Jackson had no access to.
‘Good.’ There was a slight pause and then Kopf said, ‘I knew your father.’
Jackson’s eyes widened. ‘You knew Ultranova?’
Kopf gave a nod. ‘We worked together before…’
‘Before he was killed by Ghostfire.’ Jackson had never met his father. There had been times when his mother had still been alive that he had not believed her story about the great hero’s one-night fling leading to the birth of a son. Then his powers had developed. Ultranova had not had invisibility, but the light beams were the same.
Getting to his feet, Kopf gave Jackson a smile. ‘Perhaps, one day, I will tell you the full story of how your father died. For now, get some rest. Tomorrow we will begin your examination. You will want to be very well rested.’
‘I’ll be ready.’ Okay, so it was going to hurt, whatever Kopf had planned for him. At the end of it, he would have powers again and he would be able to carry on his father’s work. That was worth whatever Kopf had to throw at him. That was worth any price he had to pay.
 



Interlude: Fire and Shadows
Wearily, Andrea hauled herself up the last of the rock face and onto the lip of the volcano. She lay there for several minutes, trying to regain her strength. She had been climbing for… Well, time had no meaning here, but she had been climbing for a long time. Looking back, she could no longer see the beach she had woken up on, though whether that was from distance or the steadily thickening ashfall she was not sure. Sitting up, she took a step over to the edge of the caldera and…
It was not a volcano. There was no molten rock in the pit which formed the core of this mountain. There was fire. Heat poured up from below, lifting a column of ash and smoke high into the air, but there was no lava. Instead, fire belched up from what seemed like huge machines, furnaces. What the Hell was this place?
‘She’s trying to burn away your memories.’ Andrea’s head snapped around at the sound of the voice, familiar and yet not. ‘She’s trying to destroy you. I was easy, but you… She’s having trouble with you.’
There was no one there. The voice was coming out of nowhere, but it sounded so familiar. ‘Who…’
‘You don’t remember me? Figures. She’s really been messing with your memories. I don’t think she can really do it. I think…’ That was when Andrea noticed her shadow on the rock beside her. Her shadow was shaking its head and she was more or less sure she had not done that. Her shadow was talking to her? ‘You were always better at the metaphysical stuff. I think, if you really try, you’ll remember. I was the first to go. She needed me gone so that she could take over.’
‘Twilight?’ Andrea asked, her voice hesitant.
‘That’s me!’ Images flickered through Andrea’s mind: darkness, pain, anguish, two figures fighting and one of them falling, falling into fire… ‘You need to stop her, Andrea.’ The bright tone which had sounded in Twilight’s voice on being recognised was gone again. ‘Look, on the far side of the mountain. Do you see that patch of light?’
Andrea squinted, looking out over the sharp black rock of the landscape. Far in the distance, there did
seem to be a ray of sunlight breaking through the black clouds. ‘I see it.’
‘That’s where you need to go. You’ll need to go down into the pit. There are stairs. Go down into the pit and you’ll find a tunnel heading that way.’
‘What do I do when I get there?’
‘You’ll know,’ Twilight replied, and there was a finality in the statement which made Andrea look down. Her shadow was gone. There had never been light to make a shadow where it had been.
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, and she set off around the lip of the pit to find the stairs down. Down and into the fire.
 



Part Three: The Fire Giant
New Millennium City, MD, 31st August 2015.
‘New Millennium City is perfect for me,’ Captain Freedom said. ‘In many ways, better than New York City was. I’m closer to the seat of government, but not too close. North Beach has the advantage that I can have some space around me. It’s been known for people to try to attack me at home and there was a lot of opportunity for collateral damage around the apartment I had in New York.’
‘That’s reasonable,’ Penny commented, her eyes on the screen. The news that Captain Freedom had been moving into a house in North Beach had been all over ACPN and several other networks that weekend. Now Marta Hendry was interviewing the hero on the evening news.
‘Yeah,’ June agreed.
‘Of course,’ Hendry said, ‘the “seat of government” has moved since you last saw it. It’s operating out of Andrews and is likely to stay there for some time.’
Freedom nodded. ‘From what I’ve been hearing, no one is sure what they’re going to do about that. Not many people want to move back to a place which may still have radiation problems. Washington has been the capital for a long time, but it never used to glow in the dark. Some people want to construct a new centre for the national institutions somewhere else. Of course, that presents various constitutional and logistical issues. I try to stay out of that kind of thing. I’m just a guy with some power and a responsibility to the country. No one elected me. I leave the big decisions to the politicians and stick to handling trouble when it shows up.’
‘Does this mean we can expect to see you working with Cygnus? New Millennium City had two heroines working to protect it before you came back. Tragically, Twilight was lost in May.’
‘She gave her life to see to it that the world was safe from alien aggression,’ the Captain said. ‘That’s the way any of us who feel a responsibility to the public would wish to go out. I look forward to doing what I can for my new city. If I have nothing of a more national scope to take care of, I’d imagine I’ll be working with Cygnus and the city’s other heroes to keep the streets safe.’ He grinned. ‘It kind of goes with the job description.’
Hendry smiled. ‘I suppose it does. Thank you, Captain Freedom, and welcome to New Millennium City.’
‘I’m going to start patrolling,’ June said as the channel switched back to its regular news coverage.
Penny blinked. ‘You think you’re ready?’
‘I think I’m ready to at least help. Even if I don’t intervene too much, I can watch for trouble. My night vision isn’t as good as yours or Andrea’s, but it’s still pretty good, and I have the guilt sense thing. Plus, I get field experience.’
‘So long as you’re still going to go to the classes–’
‘Wouldn’t miss them.’ June flashed a grin. ‘I’d feel like I was missing out if I never found out what happened with Zap and Fleet.’
Penny’s lips twitched. ‘He still hasn’t said anything to her then?’
‘Nope. I think she’ll decide she can’t wait any longer pretty soon. I want to be there to see how he reacts. It’s like a real-life soap opera.’
‘Okay. We’ll go out together a few times and then work out some sort of schedule.’
June nodded. ‘We’ll go out tonight then. Should be interesting.’
~~~
June’s night vision was not as good as Cygnus’s. Cygnus could see in total darkness, presumably by sensing the flow of cosmic energy or something, though no one had ever explained it in June’s hearing. June needed light. It was just that, since her powers had expressed, she did not need much light. She figured it was another adaptation for working in space, along with the glare protection which some testing the Union had done had uncovered. Space, after all, had a habit of being very dark or very bright. Tonight was a good test: the Moon had set before sunset and the stars were partially obscured by clouds. The night was dark, and Astraea glided through it, watching for signs of trouble on the streets below her.
‘I don’t think I’m ever going to get over being able to fly,’ June said. ‘Not like this. It’s getting kind of ordinary in the gym and in the training room in Antarctica, but out in the open, under the stars…’
‘You haven’t done it that much,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘You’re not really used to being Astraea yet.’
‘I guess I’m not. What’s that?’ They were over the northern part of Churchton, the area worst affected by the riots and more prone to crime. Given the crime rate in Churchton, that was saying something. What she had spotted was a woman backing into an alley, away from a man who had not seemed especially threatening. But she had been backing away…
‘What did you see?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I’m not sure. I’m going in for a closer look.’ Dropping down, June came in to land on the rooftop of a three-storey building beside the alley and looked down, searching for the couple. Almost before she caught sight of them, she was struck by the sense of guilt coming up from below and used that to narrow her search. Now the man was holding a revolver, a small one with a short barrel, and he was definitely the source of the guilt. This was not even his first victim tonight: he had robbed three other women out on their own and felt more guilt over his choice of victims than the robberies. ‘I’ve got a mugging. I’m going in.’
‘I’m right over you, but you go ahead.’
June was already vaulting the wall and dropping. She adjusted her flight path and landed right beside the girl, narrowing her eyes at the mugger. He was young and there was something about the way his cheeks seemed hollowed and his eyes sunken that suggested a reason for his criminal activities. The sunken eyes widened as he realised he was facing off against a woman in a costume, almost certainly an Ultra. June got out, ‘I really can’t let you–’ before he opened fire.
June’s shield sprang into existence in front of her as two bullets hit it, flattening against the barrier of cosmic energy before bouncing harmlessly away. June stepped forward, raising her hands. ‘Fuck!’ the mugger exclaimed, and then he did something June had not expected, shifting his aim toward his original victim and firing. A third bullet hit the field; apparently, June could protect those beside her as well as herself. She reached out, grabbing his gun arm and forcing it up to where it was no danger. He let out a gasp. ‘Oh, God! What am I doing?!’ The gun dropped from his suddenly nerveless fingers and June let go of him to catch it. ‘What am I doing?’ he repeated. ‘I was going to– Why would I do that?’
Cygnus dropped down to a silent landing behind him, giving June a quizzical look. June shrugged and turned to the girl. She was older than her would-be mugger, mid-twenties seemed likely, and there was a suggestion of a uniform from some sort of fast food place under her jacket. ‘Are you all right?’ June asked.
‘I’m fine now,’ she said, nodding. She watched as the mugger sank to his knees, looking at his hands as though they were covered in blood or something. ‘Better than him anyway. What did you do to him?’
‘Uh… Not sure. I’m new at this. I think–’
‘I robbed three women tonight,’ the mugger blurted. ‘They weren’t the first. It’s for drugs. Coke. I do cocaine! Lots of it!
‘I think you turned him honest,’ Cygnus said.
‘I peek at one of my neighbours across the alley when she forgets to close the curtains!’
‘Really honest. Wonder how long he’ll be spewing out confessions.’
‘When I was six,’ he began.
June stepped forward and put her hand over his mouth. ‘I’m not sure about anyone else, but I think I’ve heard enough.’
‘I don’t know,’ the waitress said. ‘I could stand to hear him embarrass himself a bit more.’
~~~
‘That was fun!’ June trilled, more or less dancing into the lounge.
‘Tell me that when you’ve done it in the rain,’ Cygnus replied, but she was grinning.
Turning, June caught Cygnus’s waist and pulled her into a kiss which grew rapidly in intensity until Cygnus had to break away to draw breath. ‘It was fantastic,’ June said, ‘and educational.’
‘We learned you can make people honest with a touch.’
‘And that my shield works for people beside me. That could be useful to know.’
‘Yes.’ Cygnus squirmed as June’s hands roamed over whatever bare skin they could find. ‘You’re horny, aren’t you?’
‘God, yes. And we haven’t made love with me as a blonde. I want to test the axiom.’
‘What axiom?’
June began to pull Cygnus toward the bedroom. ‘That blondes have more fun.’
‘That’s not really what an axiom is.’
‘Don’t care. Want sex.’
‘Can’t really argue with that.’
5th September.
Whether as Penny or Cygnus, the ‘Protector of New Millennium City’ had been fuming silently since the invitation had arrived on Wednesday. The city had decided to throw a welcoming event for Captain Freedom, inviting important and famous people from the upper echelons of the city’s society. Penny did not consider herself part of that crowd, but Cygnus had received an invite, as had Svetilo. Andy Hatch, Fire Bug, had got one too, but he had managed to come up with an excuse to stay away. Fire Bug and Svetilo felt similarly to Penny: the whole thing was a – possibly unintentional – insult to the other heroes of the city.
Sitting at a table with June, Cygnus smiled and nodded to the various old, rich people around her. Many of them had been New Yorkers back when Captain Freedom had been around the first time. They had moved to New Millennium because it was the new business capital of America, but they were still New Yorkers at heart. They loved the fact that their old hero was back and now living in the city they now called home.
June barely touched her food and Cygnus barely noticed. Barely, but she did. When the speeches started, Cygnus leaned closer. ‘Something up? I’m not putting you off your food, am I?’
June gave a slight shake of her head. ‘Everyone else is.’ She pointed across the table where a couple in their late forties were listening to the mayor with apparent interest. ‘He’s cheating on her with his secretary. She’s cheating on him with the pool boy.’ She moved her hand, indicating the next man around the circle. ‘He owns a construction company and he used to own half the fire traps in northern Churchton. Insurance paid out for the ruined buildings, but he’s not putting up replacements until he can get all of the money through grants.’ Her head turned. ‘The mayor publicly supports LGBTQ rights, but he’s basically disowned his second son after he came out as gay last year. And he’s cheating on his wife with her best friend.’
‘Oh.’
‘Yeah. This place is a minefield if you’re sensitive to guilt. You’re running your social configuration. You have to have noticed how insincere everyone is.’
‘Most of them seem to be sincere about the Captain. They’re all so happy to see him here.’
‘Yeah. Kind of. The woman beside you is, but she feels guilty about it. She thinks we need a man to keep the city safe but doesn’t think she should be thinking that way.’
Cygnus rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, here we go. The big man himself.’
Captain Freedom was being plain old Alexander Harrow tonight, dressed in a tuxedo rather than his usual costume. He stepped up to the podium at the back of the hall and slipped some notes from his jacket pocket. The dinner was being hosted in the Millennium Royal; most official dinners the city hosted were. The Royal Ballroom was a majestic sort of room with a lot of gold leaf plastered over mouldings and walls covered in pale, printed wallpaper. It really only looked good when the lights were down, but it was a good venue for self-congratulatory speeches, which was what the mayor had given.
Freedom peered at his notes for a few more seconds and then folded them back up and put them away. ‘I’m not really much of a speaker,’ he said.
‘Liar,’ June muttered.
‘To be honest, I’m really just a soldier. I did my time in Vietnam, came home, and suddenly I could fly. I still had that sense of duty. I wanted to get out there and keep America safe. I grew up in Queens, so I made my home in New York and when New York was threatened, I knew I had to do everything in my power to save my city. America chose me to fight for her, so I did, and it cost me… Well, thirty years went missing and the world has changed. America has changed.’ June frowned up at the stage and the man on it, not quite sure why what he was saying disturbed her. ‘There’s a new New York, and I’m proud to call it my new home. Thank you, New Millennium City. Thanks for making this boy from Queens your own.’
The clapping started. Cygnus and June joined in a little late, but they joined in. Things were moving on toward the dancing and drinks stage of the night. Cygnus just wanted to go home but would have to stay a while longer for appearance’s sake. Well, she could get a dance out of June, which was always worth it.
While various tables were moved to give space for dancing, Svetilo and Zoe appeared. The Russian was in one of her numerous minidresses, a white one with no straps. She had obviously had a hand in dressing Zoe because the girl who frequently dressed like a goth was in a short, very tight, red dress with a cleavage window. Cygnus and June were in some of June’s creations: long, strapless gowns with side splits to the hip, white for Cygnus, black for June. The contrast between the couples was marked.
‘I have your costume ready at the house,’ June said to Svetilo. ‘Three copies, as requested.’
‘I will come collect them,’ Svetilo replied, smiling. ‘Tomorrow maybe.’
‘Any day but Monday. I have a meeting with our agent on Monday.’
‘Da. So, what do you think of new addition to our community?’
June’s eyes flicked toward the stage area where Captain Freedom was smiling a lot and shaking hands. ‘He’s… I’m not sure.’
‘He’s Captain Freedom!’ Zoe said. ‘He’s the national hero. What’s to be unsure about?’
June smiled. ‘If I knew that, I’d be sure.’
‘My attitude may be being coloured by this whole party thing,’ Cygnus said. ‘The city’s never done anything like this for me, or Dom, or Andy.’
June nodded. ‘I’m a bit peeved because everyone here is hiding something, usually something sordid. That may be colouring my perceptions a bit.’
‘Dancing soon,’ Svetilo said, grinning. ‘We get out on floor and ignore others.’
‘That,’ Cygnus said, ‘sounds like an excellent plan.’
~~~
‘He’s watching us.’
‘Who?’ Cygnus asked, keeping her voice as low as June’s had been. They were on the dance floor, moving slowly. The music was being kept relatively low and fairly slow to let people chat around the sides of the room.
‘Captain Freedom. He’s watching us. He’s watching me.’
‘You’re worth watching.’
‘Thank you, but I’d prefer it if he didn’t.’
Cygnus manoeuvred them around so that she could look in the direction June had been. The Captain was there, but he was moving, vanishing into the crowd. It seemed odd. If anything, Cygnus would have guessed he would get a better view of June that way. ‘You’re sure he was looking at you and not my ass?’
‘Quite sure.’
‘Well… Well, he has spent thirty years entombed in rock. He says he can’t remember it, but still… I mean, he’s got to have urges. You can’t really blame him for looking.’
‘Mm.’ There was silence for a second or two. ‘I don’t know what it is about him that’s making me edgy. I think it’s great that he got out. I just… can’t seem to trust him.’
‘Well, if he’s going to be patrolling the city, maybe you’ll get to meet him properly, and then you can get to know him.’
‘You’ve met him on patrol.’
‘Kind of. He said he was just passing.’
‘So, what did you think of him?’
Cygnus considered for a second. ‘He was sympathetic about what happened with Naryan Tan. He told me that President Vanlaren had been complimentary. I mean, no one in the administration has ever told me that.’
‘True. Like I said, I don’t know what’s off about him. I’m not getting guilt from him.’ June shook her head slightly. ‘I don’t know. I guess I should give him the benefit of the doubt.’
‘Probably for the best. We’ll head home soon. Dancing like this with you always makes me want to dance some other ways.’
June giggled. ‘Good. I really like the other kinds of dancing.’
‘I’d noticed.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 19th September.
There was nothing super about Master Niigaki, unless you counted the fact that he could kick butt like few other people in the Union. He fitted the image of the ancient martial arts master rather well: short, somewhat wizened, bald as a coot, and possessed of eyes which could pierce skin with just a look. Under the loose clothing he always wore, his body was all whipcord muscle. Despite his stereotypical appearance and his intensity with regard to the martial arts, he had an impish sense of humour.
For example, he was attempting to teach June how to use her flight ability to break falls. What this meant for June was that, once a week during martial arts training, she got to be tossed around a mat by an old man for several minutes. She was getting better at it, but she still tended to walk away from the sessions with a bruised butt. Thank heavens for healing powers.
Even when Master Niigaki was working one-on-one with a student, he always seemed to know what was going on with the others. While June was picking herself up after a throw, he would call out instructions. This time it was, ‘Twist hips more, Fleet. Power comes from hips.’ June was almost certain he spoke that way to sound more like his ancient Japanese archetype.
‘Those two are so cute,’ June said as she prepared for another bruising fall.
‘Fleet and Zap?’ Niigaki asked in reply. Fleet and Zap almost always ended up paired together for Niigaki’s class. The instructor made a sound somewhere between a laugh and an avalanche. ‘Young love.’
‘The funny thing is, they fancy each other and neither of them seems to realise the other one feels the same way. Zap actually feels guilty for having fantasies about her.’
‘Believe it or not, I was once a teenage boy.’
June smirked. ‘I don’t.’
‘I was, and I see some of myself in that young man.’ The fact that his English tended to get better when he was not shouting instructions seemed to prove June’s theory about him trying to sound the part.
Across the mats, Zap threw Fleet – making good use of his hips – but Fleet caught his arm on the way down. That screwed up her ability to break her fall but resulted in Zap tumbling on top of her which, June judged, had been her intention. Zap’s cheeks looked like they could be detected from space on an infrared camera. Fleet, on the other hand, looked rather pleased with herself.
‘Or maybe Fleet knows full well what she’s up to,’ June said.
‘That is also strong possibility,’ Niigaki replied and June prepared for another attack: poor grammar always meant she was about to add a purple spot to her behind.
Ruins of New York, NY, 22nd September.
Lava continued to bubble up from the vent over what had been The Lake. It had been unusually persistent for the general activity in the area and monitoring stations had been put in to keep an eye on things. There were still people living in the southern part of Brooklyn and in the Bronx who might be affected by further volcanic activity.
Still, the sudden increase in the flow of molten rock went largely unnoticed at three in the morning, as did the shift in the surface detected by the tilt monitors. At that hour, no one was watching and, while the changes were locally dramatic, no alarms were triggered to wake anyone. Even when the lava shifted and something in the shape of a man lifted up out of it, none of the automated systems responded: they were not designed to look for that kind of danger. Everyone knew that Magmatic had to be dead. If he was alive, he would have found another city to sink under molten rock.
Standing up to his knees in glorious heat, Magmatic turned his rocky head upward toward the sky. He had no idea how long he had been hidden beneath the rock. Until magma had broken into his prison, he had been dead. Captain Freedom had managed to trap him, exhausted by the fight and unable to get to the heat he needed. He thought that Freedom had been trapped too, but there was no sign of the bastard when Magmatic awoke. Either the Captain had not been trapped or he had found a way out since. Well, whatever the case, Magmatic was going to get even.
Clearly, New York was no longer worth his time. He had certainly succeeded in destroying the place. What did you do after laying waste to the Big Apple? Well, the politicians had not been ready to hand over the ransom last time. Maybe they needed a more immediate threat.
Turning toward the south, Magmatic sank himself back into the lava and began to tunnel.
Washington, DC, 23rd September.
Magmatic was not exactly an educated man, but he had gathered enough understanding of geology through practical experience to work out how to make a volcano. It helped that he could control the flow of molten rock, but his primary method of making life hot for the surface world was a rather more simple and practical one: he tunnelled.
He was very good at tunnelling. Occasionally, denser rock would slow him down, but nothing much could stop him. He did not need to breathe, and he could absorb energy from lava, so eating was not an issue. Even the immense pressure at the bottom of the planet’s crust was not a problem to him. So, he would dig his way down to the mantle, forming a mantle plume, an artificial version of the hotspot which had formed the Hawaiian islands over the course of millions of years.
By the time Magmatic was making his way back to the surface, riding the wave of magma, his exit from the New York vent had been noticed by scientists checking the data. Cameras had spotted him before he had submerged again, but no one had any idea where he was going. No one took much notice of the smoke rising up from the crater where the White House had once stood until it was still rising, thicker and darker, after more than an hour. An overflight by helicopter had been arranged and the aircraft was there just in time to see the first explosion of lava into the pit.
Volcanic activity in Washington, DC was not a normal phenomenon. By ten a.m., the UID and the military were scrambling to deal with Magmatic’s arrival in the capital.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘What do you want, Magmatic?’ Captain Freedom’s voice was quite clear as he shouted to the figure on the slowly growing lake of lava in the White House pit.
‘They must be using some pretty awesome microphones,’ June commented. They were watching the feed from an ACPN helicopter which had been granted permission to observe the meeting. If you could call it a meeting.
Captain Freedom was hovering about twenty feet in the air and a good fifty to eighty feet away from Magmatic. The Captain and the Union of Ultrahumans had been able to determine much of what Magmatic could do and staying out of his reach was absolutely the best way to avoid him snuffing out your life like a candleflame.
Magmatic looked pretty impressive: he was over nine and a half feet in height, appeared to be built out of semi-liquid rock, and no longer resembled whatever human he had once been. He looked, in fact, like some sort of lava golem out of a fantasy movie, but he was very real. Freedom was one of the strongest people on the planet, able to lift something like ninety kilotons and punch at a level that could flatten buildings. Magmatic was stronger and somehow able to take the Captain’s powerhouse punches. His face was a barely defined mask with a mouth and eyes that glowed a fiery red. Ribbons of duller red wound over his black torso and limbs like rivers of lava.
‘One billion dollars,’ Magmatic shouted across to the hero. ‘I want a billion in gold, and I want DC.’
‘What?’ Freedom shouted back.
‘I want DC. I want the humans moved out. I want to be left alone. Give me DC and I won’t take anywhere else. Don’t and I’ll sink this berg anyway and move on to New Millennium. You’ve got until noon tomorrow to decide. Give me what I want, or I start taking it anyway.’
‘I’m going to get changed,’ Penny said, getting up from the sofa.
‘What do you think they’ll do?’ June asked. ‘I mean, they’ve got a bad habit of giving in to demands recently.’
‘And they lost the centre of Washington when they did. Anyway, that was handing over someone they didn’t really want down here causing trouble. This is handing over money and land. Essentially, they’d be granting sovereignty over part of America to a villain. Not going to happen.’
‘You think they’ll call in the Union?’
‘I’m sure they’ll call in the Union. And I’m pretty sure the Union will want me there.’
Andrews Field, MD.
‘We got lucky last time,’ Captain Freedom said. ‘We can’t rely on that a second time. For starters, we don’t know what triggered his rise this time, so we can’t be sure how long he’ll stay dead if we put him down again.’
‘I believe,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘that I have a working hypothesis on that, actually.’
Cygnus had been right: the government had called in the Union after about four hours. It was now five p.m., five hours after Magmatic’s ultimatum had been given, and the Union’s heavy hitters were in a bunker under Andrews Air Force Base, with Captain Freedom and various members of the Army and UID. The first stage had been for the Army and UID to present the situation, which was bad. As in New York, Magmatic was hiding beneath the surface which made the use of nuclear weapons unlikely to be successful. No one really knew whether a nuke would stop Magmatic anyway.
‘You didn’t know that much about him in New York,’ the Captain said.
‘I would not say that I have been studying Magmatic for the last twenty-seven years,’ Ultimate replied, ‘but I put considerable effort into analysis of the observational data we had following the events in New York City. My hypothesis is that he required magma to reactivate his body. You managed to separate him from his supply. The reopening of the vent at The Lake recently must have flooded wherever Magmatic ended up. The same event gave you the opportunity to dig your way out.’
‘He came up weeks after I did.’
‘Captain, you heal exceptionally quickly. Magmatic is tough. He is hard to damage. However, there is no evidence that he heals faster than a typical being of his mass.’
‘If he gets reactivated by lava,’ Cygnus said, ‘we need to make sure he can’t get to any.’
‘Indeed,’ Ultimate agreed. ‘In New York, I had begun to formulate a hypothesis, with some evidence to back it, which suggested a better course of action than the plan we eventually had to go with.’
‘You wanted to launch him into space, as I recall,’ Freedom said.
‘I did. I believe some considerable portion of his power stems from him being in contact with the ground. I believe his considerable resilience comes from an ability to redirect energy into the ground. His rather formidable ability to trap people in lava certainly requires that both he and his target are in contact with the ground.’
‘Which is why I fight him in the air. The problem we have is that we have no way of getting him into space. He weighs… almost five hundred pounds. Adam and I can both lift that kind of weight, sure, but neither of us can get into orbit. We had the same problem twenty-seven years ago. It was going to take too long to build something which could hold him for long enough to get him up there.’ Doctor Ultimate smiled. Brightstar and Adamantium were smiling too. Cygnus was not. ‘What?’ the Captain asked, looking between the three senior Union members.
‘Twenty-seven years ago,’ Ultimate said, ‘we did not have Cygnus.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘How heavy did you say he was?’
New Millennium City, MD.
Cygnus pushed up on the bar with a grunt. ‘What’s that?’
June checked the panel beside the weight machine. ‘Four thousand pounds.’
‘Good.’ Cygnus lowered the bar into its rest position and then shifted out from under it. ‘That should be enough to let me lift him without worrying over flight speed.’ She had been trying out new configurations for an hour after coming back from Andrews.
‘This is a really crazy plan.’
‘I’m not exactly happy about it but I don’t think there’s a better option. I mean, if this is the best Hugh can come up with…’
June gave a sigh. ‘Yes, but… Distract him for long enough for you to sneak up on him, grab him, and then get him out of the atmosphere? Someone is going to get hurt and I’m worried that it’ll be you.’
‘Well, you’re not the only one, but if we can’t stop him, he’s going to turn New Millennium into a volcano.’
‘I know. I’m going to fly up when you leave tomorrow. I’ll wait for you up there. I might be able to help if anything goes wrong.’
Cygnus flashed June a grin. ‘I’m not going to argue. Just stay out of his reach. He can do a lot of damage, which I am hopefully going to avoid by keeping out of reach of his arms.’
‘I’ll stay clear. You just make sure you stay alive.’
‘I promise. I mean, if I’m dead, who’s going to get Magmatic into orbit?’
Washington, DC, 24th September.
‘You’ll need to be quite careful as you approach him,’ Doctor Ultimate said.
‘I planned to be,’ Cygnus replied.
‘I’m sure you will be, my dear, but specifically, analysis of Magmatic’s reactions in the fights in New York suggest he can sense vibrations in the ground around him.’
‘If I put a foot down, he may detect me and react.’
‘Precisely. You will need to fly in. I’ve instructed Adam to be as… clompy as possible. Hopefully, that “noise” will mask anything you may produce.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus turned to where the rest of the team were getting ready. They were in a UID mobile control room about a mile from what was now called the ‘DC Volcano.’ Monitors lined the walls of the container-like vehicle, most of them showing various views of the pit with its bubbling, leaping lake of lava. ‘Everyone knows to get clear when I grab him, right?’ she asked. ‘I’m going to be going from zero to very supersonic in, well, very fast. It’s going to be like a bomb going off.’
‘Oh, I plan to stay well clear,’ Brightstar said. ‘Honestly, I may get a couple of good hits in when things start, but as soon as Adam and the Captain engage, me firing into that melee is likely to cause more harm than good.’
‘I believe I will be sufficiently protected,’ Adamantium said. ‘I am far more worried about Magmatic’s fists, so I would appreciate a speedy resolution.’
‘I’ll do what I can,’ Cygnus replied.
‘You’re really sure you can do this?’ Captain Freedom asked, his brow furrowed. ‘Like Adam said, Magmatic is lethal. He punches harder than I do.’
‘I don’t think he’s going to be able to get any good punches in. I’ll grab him from behind and take off straight up. He’s going to be hit with about a thousand Gs when I take off. If I’m lucky, he’ll black out. Either way, I should have him in low orbit in a few seconds. And I managed to pack in some defences.’
Freedom shook his head. ‘Quite amazing. I am going to have to watch you, young lady.’
‘Yeah, well, maybe you’ll get to watch me get my head knocked off.’
‘That,’ Adamantium said, ‘is why the Captain and I will be holding Magmatic’s attention once Alison has got her hits in.’
Cygnus flashed the metal man a smile. ‘Thanks. Let’s go see if he wants to play.’
~~~
It was difficult to judge expressions on a face like Magmatic’s. He did not look pleased to see the group waiting for him when he rose up out of the lava at midday, but that judgement was largely based on the way his eyes seemed to burn brighter and his fists clenched.
‘You people just don’t get it, do you?’ Magmatic rumbled. ‘You can’t stop me. None of you can stop me.’ He raised a hand and pointed at Captain Freedom, who was hovering at the edge of the pit, maybe thirty feet away. ‘Do you really want to spend another thirty years buried under a volcano?’
‘To stop you?’ Freedom asked. ‘Sure, if it comes to that.’
‘I am going to sink every last one of you!’ Magmatic’s hand flicked toward Adamantium, standing not far from where Freedom was hovering. Molten rock erupted from around Adamantium’s feet, rapidly flowing up his body and encasing him. ‘Now you’ll–’
Magmatic was cut off as Brightstar opened fire. White light blazed out, striking the rock man in the chest. Smoke billowed from the area she was hitting as his outer skin of hardened rock was blasted away. Beneath, his ‘flesh’ glowed with the hot red of new lava. Magmatic let out a roar and charged forward, even as Adamantium burst free of his rocky prison. Magmatic was making a beeline for Captain Freedom, however. Brightstar launched another, weaker, volley of energy before Magmatic could cross the distance, her beam blazing into his glowing chest and causing him to roar, but he kept on going, raising a fist in readiness for his attack. Freedom saw it coming and let it pass by him as Magmatic closed the distance. Then the Captain hit back, the sound of the cosmically boosted impact ringing through the air. Magmatic barely seemed to notice, though the lava beneath his feet rippled as if a big stone had been dropped into it. Adamantium drove his fist in a fraction of a second later, producing a lesser shockwave and just as little reaction from Magmatic, and that was when Cygnus arrived.
Sliding in behind Magmatic, Cygnus wrapped her arms as far as she could around his thick waist before shifting her posture to bring her legs down to just above the lava at Magmatic’s feet. He just had time to say ‘What?’ Then she was rocketing upward. Below her, Captain Freedom and Adamantium flinched as the hypersonic shockwave blasted outward from her trajectory. Brightstar was pushed back a hundred feet before she regained control of her flight pattern and looked up to where Cygnus had vanished into the sky.
Magmatic did not black out. Despite what Cygnus had said, it was going to take her around fifteen seconds to get him up to orbital height at two hundred kilometres and he was not going to make that easy for her. His initial tactic was to try to slam his elbow into her arm and so break her grip. He was trying to hurt her. She imagined he was shouting obscenities at her too, but they were already at over forty thousand feet, the thin air was rushing past, and anything he might have said was lost. After five seconds, he had managed to hit her once but not with all his strength. Her force field flared as he struck, but he did not penetrate it. He began to struggle, scrabbling at her arms to free himself. With her enhanced strength and better position, they were fairly even, but he eventually managed to get his fingers under her forearms and break free, pushing away from her as he did so. Cygnus shifted her trajectory and followed about ten feet from him, watching as the realisation dawned that he was not falling back to Earth.
A blip on her radar alerted Cygnus to something approaching from behind her and she shifted her powers to her more normal space configuration. As June slid in beside her, Cygnus reached out and looped an arm around her waist, pulling her in closer and enveloping her in a force field which also happened to give them an air supply. June did not need it, but it did let them talk.
‘We need some way for these earpieces to work in a vacuum,’ Cygnus said.
‘Yeah,’ June agreed. ‘Are you hurt?’
‘Nope. I’m a little worried he might not be high enough, but he didn’t manage to get a hit in.’
Magmatic was thrashing around like a mad thing, apparently unaware that more or less all he could do was twist himself about on the same trajectory. When his twisting brought him around to where he could see the two heroines flying nearby, linked at the waist, his eyes burned brighter and he opened his mouth to rage uselessly at them.
‘He looks pretty pissed off as it is,’ June commented.
‘Sure does. And I think he’s high enough that it’ll be a while before he deorbits. I’m not really sure what Hugh wants to do with him. Leaving him up here seems a little… cruel. But having him on the planet is basically letting a walking natural disaster loose.’
‘Not our call, I guess. We could probably come up and get him down if they want him.’
‘Well, Hugh thinks he doesn’t need food so long as he can draw energy from magma. I figure that means he’ll starve to death up here. It’s not exactly a nice way to go, but…’
‘Not our call.’
‘Cygnus? Are you receiving?’ Doctor Ultimate’s voice came in over their earpieces, cutting off the conversation.
‘I’m here, Hugh,’ Cygnus replied. ‘How are you actually reaching me up here?’
‘Via a number of connections to ground stations. That also means we’re tracking Magmatic. You seem to have been successful. Were you hurt?’
‘No, I’m fine, but I’m not sure he’s high enough.’
‘That won’t be a problem, my dear. You never got to slow down to match orbital velocity and you were exceeding the Earth’s escape velocity when you let go.’
‘Uh, he managed to get free. Remind me exactly what escape velocity is.’
‘Essentially, he is travelling too fast for orbit and will continue outward. His velocity is insufficient to escape the solar system.’
‘Oh.’ Cygnus looked around at June and got a shrug in reply.
‘I’ll put a rush on a decision over what should be done with him. Frankly, I’m not sure what we can do, but we may want you or Astraea to stabilise his orbit at some point. For now, you can come home.’
Cygnus looked down at the blue-and-white ball below her. It looked rather serene at the moment and she pulled June tighter against her. ‘Okay, but I think I’ll finish this orbit and swing down when we get back to America.’
‘As you wish,’ Doctor Ultimate replied with a smile in his voice. ‘Enjoy the view.’
‘We will.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Reports on Magmatic’s trajectory from the Union of Ultrahumans and NORAD indicate that he is continuing on into interplanetary space. He is expected to pass beyond the orbit of the Moon in approximately two hours. Doctor Ultimate has stated that his orbital path is quite predictable and that he can be retrieved when necessary. However, Magmatic’s fate is currently in the hands of the government and, potentially, the United Nations.’
‘They could at least let us put him in lunar orbit or something,’ Penny said. ‘It doesn’t seem right to just let him orbit the sun until he hits something.’ She was watching the evening news with June. Magmatic was, of course, the lead story and looked like he would be taking up much of the broadcast.
‘He could hit Earth,’ June replied. ‘I’d have thought some form of stable orbit would be for the best.’
‘Doctor Ultimate also stated that the Union has more than one resource capable of retrieving Magmatic once a decision is made,’ the presenter went on. ‘Experts suggest that Cygnus, having proven herself capable of spaceflight on two occasions now, would be the likely choice. Russian astronaut Colonel Demyan Volkov, aka Zvezdnyy Volk, has worked with the Union in the past where rapid deployment into space was needed. However, it is believed that his top speed would be insufficient to catch up with Magmatic.’
‘He isn’t super-strong either,’ Penny said. ‘Not necessarily an issue, but he’d have more trouble than either of us would.’
‘Rumours of another space-capable Ultra have been making the rounds, though the Union would neither confirm nor deny them when asked. Amateur astronomers have suggested that a second Ultra could be seen with Cygnus as she overflew the nightside of the Earth on her way back to her home in New Millennium City.’ An image appeared on the screen, obviously blown up so far that there was little recognisable in it. ‘This may show two humanoid figures, but the details are insufficient to allow a definite conclusion.’
‘Thank you, atmospheric scattering,’ Penny commented.
‘My costume likely helps,’ June said. ‘Black on a black background.’
‘Probably. Mute that, please, Denny.’ The presenter was going on to discuss what was likely to happen with Magmatic. Cygnus had already heard that no one really knew, from several sources. It was quite likely that it would go to the Supreme Court – which still needed two new members after the sitting ones died in May – which could easily take months. That was assuming the UN did not decide to step in.
‘So,’ June said, ‘the coverage was not too bad. I was expecting a lot more focus on Captain Freedom facing off against his nemesis.’
‘That is the focus of much of the reporting, June,’ Denny said. ‘I have been monitoring other channels. In a few cases, it is difficult to believe that anyone else was involved.’
‘Huh. Well, that figures.’
‘I wonder what he does think,’ Penny mused. ‘I mean, Magmatic and the Captain fight each other to a rocky prison. When it comes to the rematch, the Captain gets in one good punch and then I come in and whisk Magmatic away without breaking a sweat.’
‘Well, Hugh said it, didn’t he? They didn’t have you twenty-seven years ago. Neither of us were even born.’
‘Yeah. He did say that. They didn’t really have people capable of getting Magmatic into space, so they had to make do with what they had. I just wonder whether the Captain sees it that way.’
‘Don’t know,’ June replied, frowning. ‘I’d have thought he would want rid of Magmatic, but…’ She shook her head. ‘You know what? I think it’s just the fact that I can’t seem to get along with him. I’m sure he’s fine with it.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said, nodding. ‘I’m sure he is.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 26th September.
June, still in her Astraea costume, followed Alice through the cavern beneath the Union HQ which housed the massive fusion reactors. June had seen the machines a few times now, but they were still impressive. The largest fusion system on the planet, and it just barely kept up with the load requirements for the base.
‘How are the classes coming along?’ Alice asked as they walked.
‘Oh, good,’ June replied. ‘I’m glad I can heal the bruises, but I am getting better. And not just at defending myself. The more theoretical stuff is very useful too.’
‘I’m glad to hear it. Has Zap plucked up the courage–’
June interrupted with a giggle. ‘Nope. It’s almost weird. He was confident enough to go out fighting crime without any training. He’s always pretty forward in classes. When it comes to Fleet, he hasn’t a clue.’
‘If he doesn’t figure it out soon, I’m sure she will sort it out. She seems like a girl willing to put in the effort when she wants something.’
‘Uh-huh.’
They walked through into the lab beyond the reactor room. It was split-level, and Doctor Ultimate’s lab occupied the majority of it, down on the lower floor. The great man could be seen at a workbench, dressed in a moth-eaten lab coat as he poked at something with a signal probe. As the two women walked down to join him, there was a bright flash and the smell of burning solder. ‘Well,’ Ultimate said, ‘that wasn’t it.’ He looked up as they approached, blinking a couple of times as though trying to work out who they were. Then a look of realisation dawned and he said, ‘Ah! Astraea. Yes, just pop your clothes off and we’ll–’
‘No, Hugh,’ Alice said, the very heart of patience. ‘You wanted to talk to her about the new Frostburn armour.’
It was a bit like watching a driver crash the gears on a fast car before jamming the vehicle into the right gear. You could almost see Ultimate’s train of thought derail to be replaced by another one. ‘Aha! Yes, the new armour.’
‘You’re making new armour for Jacob?’ June asked.
‘Well, the first was new idea for the use of several enhancements potential–’
‘Hugh!’ both June and Alice chorused. ‘Serialise,’ Alice finished.
Ultimate raised a finger, frowned, and then tried again. ‘The first was essentially a prototype. Something to get him going and allow him to operate in normal conditions. I always assumed that I would be able to improve upon it. I’ve come up with a number of efficiency improvements and one new idea that will give him a ranged, low-lethality weapon. I would like your assistance regarding the aesthetics, however.’
‘Sure. I’d love to. You’ll have to provide me with the technical requirements. How much space you need for components. How much material it has to have over various parts of the body. Stuff like that, you know?’
Ultimate nodded. ‘I believe I can supply sufficient data. I must admit, I find the exercise rather interesting. I’m used to just putting something together for functionality. Obviously, I aim for a bit of style, but that is not the priority. A collaboration like this should be most interesting.’
‘I’ll get a scan of Jacob done next chance I get. Once I have your figures, I can work something up.’ June giggled. ‘I’ve never had to design a helmet before.’
‘I’m quite sure you’re up to the task.’
‘Probably. Um, do we, which means you, know where Avatars get their power? I know it’s different from the way I do, for example, but I don’t know how they work.’
‘That,’ Alice said, ‘is a complicated question.’ While she spoke, her husband’s face shifted through several expressions before settling on something musing.
‘Indeed,’ Ultimate agreed. ‘The general answer is no. There is a hypothesis I favour which has recently received some interesting confirmatory evidence. However, there are competing hypotheses.’
‘Well, what’s your favoured one?’ June asked, because if he favoured it, she suspected it was a pretty solid idea.
‘The collective consciousness. As I believe I’ve indicated before, the EMX-one gene exists in a sizeable percentage of the populace. This is responsible for the ability to direct cosmic energy which Ultras, such as yourself, use to perform miraculous feats of power. In most, this gene never expresses anything that can be called a power, but it is still there and may be able to affect reality. To a lesser extent than an Ultrahuman, obviously, but still… Essentially, the hypothesis posits that Avatar-class Ultras come into existence and receive their power through the… collective will of the populace.’
June nodded, frowning thoughtfully. ‘That… was very well explained.’
‘Thank you. I’m occasionally able to explain a concept without needing Alice to translate.’ Alice smirked and shook her head at her husband, who just grinned at her.
‘I can see how that explains the national heroes. I’m not so sure how it fits with someone like Ever.’
‘Ah, but EMX-one is not a gene limited to humans. We know that it exists in genomes belonging to species across a number of phyla. There are species of archaea with EMX-one in their genomes which would seem to indicate that the gene has been around for a very long time. Uh, for our purposes, you can think of the archaea phylum as containing a peculiar form of bacteria, though they are technically quite different.’
‘Okay, but a bacterium doesn’t have a mind to form a collective consciousness.’
‘Every living thing has a desire to survive,’ Alice said. ‘Well, desire is probably the wrong word, but the most basic purpose of every living thing is to survive to pass on their genes.’
‘Which may allow such simple creatures to direct energy to some form of guardian,’ Ultimate said. ‘In such cases, the form of the resulting Ultra would come from the… the host. To take Ever as an example, Perpetua Donnelly, an ardent environmentalist, is killed by people harming the environment of the Everglades. Her dying mind wishes that she could continue to protect the place she loves, and this thought meshes with the desire of the creatures of the region to fight back against the humans destroying their habitat. Ever is born. The reason that Avatar-class Ultras seem to be immune to neurotronics, to take one example of a difference from the more common Ultrahumans, is that their power is directed through more than just their own mind, channelled to them from their… patrons.’
‘Which would explain why Ever has problems when the swamp is polluted,’ June said, grinning. ‘Her patrons, great word for it, are harmed or unhappy with her performance.’
‘Just so.’
‘You said you had new evidence for this theory.’
‘I did. The first is you and several others like you.’ June blinked, getting a smile in return. Obviously, an explanation was needed, so Doctor Ultimate went on. ‘There is no reason for you to have started exhibiting powers. I’ve come across several similar cases in other parts of the world. Using you as an example, it would appear that you embody something of a moral concept: justice. But you also appear to have powers related to a mythical woman you had never heard of prior to going looking for her. You are not an Avatar, but your genesis appears to have come about in an analogous manner. You are the result of a collective desire to see justice and the return of some form of golden age.’
‘Uh, oh.’
‘A lot to take in, I’m sure,’ Alice said. ‘Perhaps you should sit down.’
‘I think I’ll be okay. I, um, do seem to be a bit more powerful than a lot of newly minted Ultras, I suppose.’
‘You are,’ Ultimate agreed. ‘The other interesting evidence comes from our recent problems with Naryan Tan. Not entirely. I was able to sequence the genomes of several of the soldiers Tan deployed and, of course, Rho Ashigna’s genome was sequenced when we were first examining the fallen ship in San Francisco. While the genomes are quite different in various areas, they show a significant similarity to each other… and to that of humans.’
June frowned, though she had a feeling that if she had more of a science background, her jaw would be hanging open. ‘But… shouldn’t aliens have really different DNA to us?’
‘Put simply, yes. It’s not explicable, but it also does not affect the interesting part of the discovery for our current discussion. Both of these other species have the EMX-one gene, suggesting that their unusual abilities are the result of the same process of cosmic energy direction as Ultrahumans on Earth. However, their powers are more collective. The members of these species all have the same adaptations. The force fields the hodrite soldiers can generate, for example.’
‘So, humans have the collective power to manifest heroes?’
Doctor Ultimate gave a shrug. ‘It’s only a hypothesis. There are a lot of holes in it.’ He smiled. ‘Frankly, my dear, I may be a genius, but even I don’t have the ability to understand everything.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Brian.’
Brian looked up as his mother’s voice carried up the stairs. It was about four p.m. and dinner was not going to be ready for a couple of hours. He had heard the doorbell ring… Still, he could not think of anyone who would be coming to the door for him. Climbing off his bed, he opened the door to his room and started out onto the landing. ‘Coming,’ he called down. Then he heard the voice below.
‘… self-defence class. We partner sometimes.’ That was Fleet’s voice!
‘We were quite pleased when Brian said he was joining a club,’ his mother said. ‘He doesn’t talk about it too much but he did say he had made a few friends.’
Brian made it to the bottom of the stairs, almost at a dead run, and his mother turned to smile at him. And there was Fleet, standing in the doorway. She was wearing a matching top and shorts in red and black, a dark-grey hoodie, and running shoes. Brian could also see the straps of her backpack over her shoulders. She had to have run down from Bethesda, but she had left Cygnus’s house to go home…
‘Hi, Josie,’ Brian said , choosing to use Fleet’s given name in front of his mother. ‘Something up?’
‘Nope,’ Fleet replied, grinning. ‘I was at a loose end and I wondered if you’d like to go out and grab a coffee or something.’
Brian glanced at his mother. She seemed to be suppressing laughter. There was definitely a twinkle in her eyes. ‘I haven’t started dinner yet,’ she said. ‘Go on out. Grab some food at the mall or something.’
‘Okay,’ Brian said. He turned back to Fleet. ‘Okay. I’ll grab my jacket.’
‘Great!’ Fleet said, grinning.
~~~
Brian’s eyes widened as Fleet emerged from the restrooms at the Brewster Street Mall, which happened to be the closest to his house. She had dumped the hoodie and her shorts had been replaced with a plaid skirt which was… short. She had fantastic legs and, with the hoodie gone, the shape of her breasts was more obvious through the clinging, sleeveless top. Brian swallowed.
‘You look great,’ he managed to get out past the lump in his throat.
‘Thanks. A girl’s gotta look her best for a date, right?’
This was a date?! ‘I guess. What did you feel like doing?’
A playful tilt settled over Fleet’s bee-stung lips. ‘Well, it’s early for food. I figured we could wander around some. On a serious note, things are kind of up in the air about DC. The nuke was bad enough, but now there’s a volcano where the White House used to be. Rebuilding is probably not going to happen and they’re talking about having to evacuate. Cygnus put Magmatic in orbit, but the vent he opened is still smoking.’
‘Okay.’
‘Basically, my parents were talking about moving to New Millennium City, and I figured you could give me an idea of what the place is like.’
Brian narrowed his eyes a little. That sounded like a rather practical date. Also, it sounded like an excuse. ‘You could’ve got that by coming here and running around for half an hour. You could probably see the entire city in that time.’
‘But then I wouldn’t have my native guide with me and…’
‘And?’
‘Look, I have friends in DC, yeah? They’re great, but ever since the Fleet thing, everyone looks at me like, well, like I’m a freak. You’re the only person I know that’s my age who really knows what’s going on. I can talk to you about all of it. Well, the only person I know on this side of the continent anyway. Plus, I like you.’
‘Okay,’ Brian said. ‘We’ll get on the O.’ Fleet blinked at him. ‘It’s the city’s monorail. The track goes around in a loop, a bit like an O. It goes through Uptown, Downtown, and Friendship, so you’ll get to see most of the city.’
‘That sounds like a plan,’ Fleet said, grinning. ‘Which way?’
Brian pointed and then set off toward one of the mall’s exits. ‘Uh, Josie?’
‘Yeah?’
‘I, uh, I like you too.’





Interlude: The Light at the End
There was light at the end of the tunnel. After an indeterminate amount of time walking through the pitch-black interior of the mountain, Andrea was pleased to see the dim glow. Her pace quickened, and the light grew bigger and bigger…
Stepping out onto another bleak, black landscape was like suddenly finding herself at the surface of an ocean she had been drowning in. She had not realised how stale the air in the tunnel had been. Out in the open again, she breathed in fresh air and looked out on the new environment she found herself in.
It was bleak, but not as bleak as the land beside the beach. The light here had direction, which gave the landscape more depth. There were what appeared to be rolling hills, perhaps even shapes like trees, living ones not blackened stumps. Everything was focused around the beam of light breaking through the clouds in the distance. That was where the light was coming from. Andrea figured that it was generating all of the light, everywhere, diffraction carrying it to where there should only be shadows beyond the mountain. Here, however, it was bright, almost too bright to look at. And it made no sense.
‘What’s that doing there?’ she asked of no one. ‘Shouldn’t she have destroyed all the light here?’
‘She can’t do that any more than you can destroy every hint of darkness,’ Twilight replied.
Andrea looked around to see her shadow on the ground behind her, not looking quite right. ‘No shadow without light?’
‘And how would you know what light was without the contrast of darkness.’
‘But I’m supposed to destroy–’
‘You’re supposed to stop her. Take control. She’s part of you, but you have to be the one in control. Get to the light, Andrea. You’re close now. She doesn’t know it, but you’re getting stronger. Keep her in the dark and you can beat her.’
Andrea smirked. ‘No pun intended.’
There was a giggle which seemed to echo into the distance. ‘It’s nice to see you smile,’ Twilight said, but she was leaving again and Andrea could barely hear the words.
Turning, Andrea set off toward the light again. It seemed like it really was the light at the end of the tunnel. Or at the end of something anyway.
 



Part Four: Midnight in the Soul
Hong Kong, China, 3rd October 2015.
Billy Hong, Dragon Head of the 8G triad, lay face down on his bed, hips propped up on a couple of pillows. His fists bunched in the sheets, clenching each time Midnight thrust the strap-on she was wearing into Billy’s ass. It had taken him a couple of goes to realise that she did it to humiliate him. The first time had been kind of kinky; they had still been having regular sex back then, even if Midnight tended to like being on top. Billy had been quite surprised to discover that being ploughed in the ass could get him to come: he had previously regarded that as something only gays were prone to. Now… Well, at this point, Midnight had not let him near her in well over a month, but she still came to do this to him at least once a week. She got him to come every single time, no matter how much he tried not to. Except that he had stopped trying because she had a lot more stamina than he did. These days, he focused all his attention on making it quick.
She was getting crueller. She was a sadist. That had been clear from the start. Since she had gained control of the 8G, she had been getting more sadistic, more callous. She was making plans to eliminate or absorb the other triads in the city, and she had captured a number of 49ers from other triads to gather information. She would spend hours working on them, using a combination of the terror her shadows brought with them and physical torture to get what she wanted. It was pointless: Billy knew she could have learned all of it without touching anyone.
Somehow, Midnight needed to be stopped, but Billy was quite aware he was not the man for the job. She had him under her thumb. He did what she told him to do without question. The fact that he could even contemplate her fall from power was quite an achievement. Billy was not really sure any man could defeat her now anyway.
His body began to shake as the unwanted climax hit him. He would need to change the sheets again. Was this the second or third time this week?
‘Good boy,’ Midnight said, in Cantonese, as she pulled out. Her Chinese was becoming pretty reasonable. It was a shame her main use for it seemed to be insults. Billy lay still, listening to her undoing the straps and dropping the thick dildo to the floor. ‘I will see you in the morning,’ she added before heading for the door. She used the main bedroom.
There was no one waiting for her tonight, so she would sleep soundly. Billy would not.
~~~
The building had once been a factory of some sort. It was in the Kowloon Bay area and, for whatever reason, the business which had owned it had moved out. The 8G had moved in. There were offices for a small, high-tech design company on the upper floors, but the basement was given over almost entirely to storing drugs.
The figure moving through the darkness of the underground area had spent most of the last two hours pouring cans of petrol over packages of heroin. There were also crates of prescription drugs with alternative uses, some cocaine, and a random assortment of other recreational chemicals, but the majority was heroin. And the majority of it now stank of petrol.
Satisfied, the figure walked back to the staircase which led up and out. Once there, a lighter was produced, ignited, and thrown back into the storage room. The fumes ignited almost instantly, and the drug store exploded into a seething mass of flame. Of the person responsible for the conflagration, however, there was no sign.
~~~
Midnight stood on the sidewalk outside the remains of a building which had been one of the major stores of drugs for her triad. She looked calm and collected. Billy had learned that that was not a good sign.
The building had been reduced to a burned-out pit. The fire had taken complete control before the fire service could get to it. And with the current state of the city’s finances following the collapse of the central government, the fire service was not exactly up to handling something that fierce anyway. The only plus was that there was no evidence left of what the 8G had been using the place for. It was a total loss.
‘This was not an accident, Billy,’ Midnight said.
‘No,’ Billy replied.
‘We had an excellent fire suppression system here. It had to have been disabled. Question everyone who worked here. All of them.’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m not expecting any of them to be involved, however. Have our people start asking around. Forcefully, if necessary. I want to know who is responsible for this, Billy. If it’s someone new, I want them taken care of quickly. Our reputation is at stake. I want to know who did this, and I want to know yesterday!’
Everglades, FL, 8th October.
The Anhinga Trail was a raised walkway through a portion of the Everglades which allowed visitors to see the wildlife and the beauty of the landscape. Today, if they were lucky, they could also see the beauty of Cygnus, June, Svetilo, and Ever as they wandered the boards with their photographer, Rosanne Mellor. It was a hot, sunny day, so even everyone was in bikinis, even if Rosanne had shorts on over hers. All except for Ever anyway; the Avatar of the Everglades never wore clothes if she could possibly help it. They were looking for places to do impromptu, relaxed shots which might come out well, and Rosanne was just shooting pictures occasionally because she liked the look of a scene.
‘I have not asked,’ Ever said, ‘how are your efforts in your city doing?’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Badly. The money’s just sitting there at the moment. Well, mostly just sitting there. We’ve put money into some community projects.’
‘A youth club,’ June said. ‘A couple of hostels. We partially funded a project to revitalise a sports centre that was damaged in the riots. We put money into a memorial park commemorating the people who died.’
‘But the city government is not exactly rushing forward with plans to put the area back together, so there are no major grants for redevelopment,’ Cygnus went on. ‘This year, we aim to put the money into more of the community projects. Next year, unless City Hall gets its act together, we’re aiming to pick a West Coast location and see what needs funding out there.’
June smirked. ‘There will be negotiations aimed at getting Bianca in front of a camera.’
‘This is project I can get behind,’ Svetilo said. ‘Can we do that even if city does decide to stump up some money?’
‘Well, we could ask…’
‘I am surprised that the city does not wish to rebuild,’ Ever commented.
‘I think,’ Cygnus said, ‘they would prefer it if Churchton quietly went away. It’s served its purpose. It was put there to provide housing for the workers who built New Millennium. Now the unemployment rate is around ten percent. Thirty-five percent of the residents live below the poverty line. It easily has the highest crime rate in the city. Without Twilight, that last statistic is just getting worse.’
‘Let us hope she can be found soon then.’
‘Yeah, but it’s been months now. If we haven’t found anything now, she doesn’t want us to.’
Hong Kong, China, 10th October.
In one of the back rooms of the Midnight Dancer, Billy looked around at the men who were, theoretically, his underlings. He was nervous, but he was making damn sure he did not show it. That was partially because he needed to be sure that these men, forced to treat him as their leader, would treat him with respect and follow his orders. It was mostly because Midnight was watching from the side of the room.
‘We have had another attack on one of our fronts last night,’ Luo Mĭn said. He was one of the Red Poles, a big man with a bald head and a very round face. He had no powers, but he did have enough sheer mass to be intimidating. He was also known to be a misogynist and very vocal about his opinions, especially when drunk. And he had a glass of whiskey in his hand. ‘One of our processing labs was destroyed. This cannot continue.’
Billy frowned as though in thought. ‘I requested, did I not, that our people be tasked with finding out who is responsible for these attacks?’
‘And we have been searching for the last week.’
‘Clearly, insufficient effort has been put into the search.’
‘We have–’
Billy raised his voice; clearly this idiot did not realise that his boss was trying to save his life. ‘Perhaps I did not make myself clear. We will find the person or persons responsible for these attacks. We will place guards on all our places of business. We will end this threat to our operations.’
Luo glowered at Billy. ‘Or you will do what?’
Midnight was standing behind Luo now and Billy just shook his head. ‘I will do nothing,’ Billy said. ‘Personally.’ Perhaps feeling the presence at his back, Luo turned and looked up at Midnight. ‘Choose your next words carefully, Luo,’ Billy advised.
‘No woman threatens me,’ Luo said.
‘Bad choice.’
The darkness swallowed both Midnight and Luo. Luo wailed from inside the shadows and they rolled back, leaving the big enforcer staring at Midnight, his jaw hanging slack. Midnight reached out her hands and placed them on either side of his face in an almost loving gesture, but there were tendrils of blackness curling around her fingers and, a second later, around Luo’s head. His body sagged after only a second, his eyes flickering closed. His skin began to whiten, and then there were ice crystals forming a film over it. After about eight seconds, Midnight twisted her hands and Luo’s neck snapped like a twig. There were gasps from around the room.
‘Does anyone else wish to express any opinions on my leadership?’ Billy asked. The only sound was that of Leung Gāng, the accountant, retching. ‘Good. Find those responsible before Midnight is required to take a more active role. You may go.’
14th October.
To add to Midnight’s problems, the political situation was getting worse. Thanks largely to the triads, especially the 8G, Hong Kong was an island of stability. Shanghai was another such calm spot in the maelstrom. The rest of the country was a mess, at least according to the reports on the local news channels.
In Hong Kong, everything was business-as-usual because it was hard to do any kind of business, even illegal business, when society was not sure who was in charge. There had never been a meeting at which it was decided that the current political hierarchy should be maintained, but there was a sort of unspoken rule that the triads would work alongside the police in weeding out anyone deciding to use the current situation for any form of revolution. Triad membership was actually up since it had become clear that the criminal and semi-criminal organisations had re-established a strong political standing. Midnight liked the current Hong Kong model because it was far easier to take control of things when there was an obvious leadership to replace.
Shanghai was in a similar position and looked like it would end up being the new capital city. The Communist Party of China had already shifted its headquarters to the city and the few surviving senior members of the party were working to re-establish full control there. Midnight had already decided that, should they manage to achieve that control, she was going to have to deal with them. Their biggest advantage at the moment was that they had control of a major portion of the Army, and Golden Dragon was on their side.
Golden Dragon, Jīnlóng, was the Chinese national hero. He was an enhanced martial artist with the added ability to fly and breathe fire. The Chinese people loved him, so he had a strong influence on what those people thought. ‘He will have to go,’ Midnight muttered as she watched the news.
Billy looked up from the magazine he was reading. ‘Did you say something, Midnight?’
‘Jīnlóng will have to be eliminated sooner or later. Probably before the CPC can regain control outside Shanghai.’
‘That won’t be easy. He’s died a couple of times rescuing people in floods. He comes back to life. And he’s never been defeated in a fight.’
‘That was when he had the entire country backing him up. The government is fragmented and there are several charismatic Ultras wandering around, pulling people into alternative political groups. Hell, there are at least two Ultrahuman warlords setting up shop out there and carving themselves new countries out of the carcass of the old one. It looks like China is heading for another period of warring states.’
‘That doesn’t sound good.’
Midnight smiled indulgently. ‘It’s great. For now. People want strong leadership when there’s chaos all around them. People are frightened right now, so they don’t care about democracy or freedom, they want safety. When the time comes, that’ll make things easy. All I need to do is remove the leaders and take their place.’
‘Oh.’
‘It’s going to take some time,’ Midnight admitted, ‘but it’ll happen. Time is something I have plenty of.’
16th October.
Midnight was on one of the poles in the club. She had been growing her hair out for a while: strands of it now fell over her eyes and she had two respectable pigtails which swung appealingly as she danced. She enjoyed the exercise and the attention. The latter was occasionally useful for picking up some entertainment for later, but circumstances precluded that possibility tonight. In fact, it seemed likely that Midnight would not be going to bed at all, never mind with someone.
Another useful aspect of dancing was that it gave her time to think. She could pull off the various moves easily without much effort on her part, which left her mind to work on problems. Her problem at the moment was the reason she would not be taking some unsuspecting hunk home with her: there had been several more attacks on 8G businesses in the past couple of nights. They always happened at night, while she was asleep to be precise. Since that was the case, Midnight had decided she would keep a watch tonight. She could not be watching everywhere at once, but she could probably scan her attention over the most likely targets enough to catch whoever was doing it.
Her gaze swept over the table where Billy was sitting with a collection of fawning females. He was smiling, acting as though nothing was wrong and that his only goal for the night was to enjoy himself. She could tell he was acting. She could see the tension around his eyes and she had noticed that he was drinking more than usual. He knew that his position was precarious. He also knew that it became more precarious with every unavenged attack. And Midnight needed the man as a buffer between her and the frequently misogynist lower ranks. He was an annoyance at times, but he was remarkably good at his job. Perhaps, if the real culprits were not found soon, she would have to manufacture some evidence to implicate someone else. One of the other triads… That would work.
Swinging down from the pole, Midnight collected various bits of clothing from the stage and headed toward the door to the changing rooms. One of the other dancers, an extremely flexible girl named Méilǐ, walked out to take Midnight’s place, flashing her a tentative smile in passing. Midnight returned the smile. If things worked out over the next day or two, Méilǐ would be paying a visit to Midnight’s home. Yes, that would be the perfect way to celebrate.
17th October.
‘Nothing!’ Midnight snapped. Billy kept his head down and concentrated hard on his coffee. ‘It’s like they knew I was watching!’
Midnight had had no sleep and was, in fact, planning to go to bed soon. Billy was rather pleased with that. ‘They don’t go out every night,’ he said. ‘Perhaps they’ll hit again tonight.’
She glared at him, but he was right. Whoever was responsible for the attacks on her triad, they seemed to be careful. They planned. They had not attacked every night, but when they did, those attacks were quite devastating and there were never any clues as to the perpetrators.
‘I’m going to bed,’ Midnight snapped. ‘I don’t want to be disturbed before evening unless war breaks out.’
‘Of course, Midnight,’ Billy replied. He did not smile until she had left the room. If this kept up for a while, things would be a lot more pleasant for him. He frowned. Well, if Midnight failed to find whoever was doing this soon, things would get a lot less pleasant, probably for everyone. Best to spend the day putting a rocket up the asses of as many subordinates as he could get to. His peace was going to be limited until Midnight got what she wanted.
New Millennium City, MD, 23rd October.
‘You are in Churchton, are you not, Astraea?’ Denny knew full well where June was. June figured the computer was being polite.
‘Yes, Denny. Problem?’
‘There is a brawl taking place in a bar at Avenue N and Fourteenth Street. The police cruiser which responded is asking for backup. Cygnus is still dealing with that mugging in Friendship Park.’
‘Not sure what I can do, but I’ll head out that way.’ June turned, heading north and east toward the location Denny had specified. It was still a little weird to be reacting to Denny’s suggestions rather than helping to make them, but it was getting easier.
Cygnus was really the ideal person to handle a barroom brawl. She could just walk in with her Guardian aura active and everyone would stop fighting to gawp at her. It was quite an effective tactic. June was going to have to… Well, she would get to that when she got there.
The bar went by the name The Four-Leaf Clover, which was ironic considering that it did not seem to be that lucky. The fight had spilled onto the street by the time June dropped onto the sidewalk and the two cops from the cruiser outside were manhandling a couple of the combatants away from the door. Neither of the cops recognised her, but they did seem to appreciate both the arrival of an Ultra and the costume.
‘It’s crazy in there,’ one of the officers said. ‘Don’t know what started it, but they’re getting nasty.’
‘Well, Cygnus should be heading over when she’s finished in Friendship,’ June said. ‘I’ll see what I can do before she gets here.’ Taking a deep breath, June pushed through the door into the bar.
It had probably been a fairly nice place before the fight had broken out. The exterior was fairly plain brick with several large windows which had, miraculously, remained intact so far. Inside there was quite a lot of wood panelling including a broad, dark wood bar with a mirror behind it almost obscured by optics and shelves of glasses. One section of the mirror was going to need replacing along with a lot of glasses. It looked like a barstool had been involved. There were people fighting on the floor, in the booths which lined one wall, and on the bar. As June took it all in, someone smashed a bottle over someone else’s skull. That was going to need stitches. There had to be twenty or thirty of them trying to beat each other senseless.
Raising her voice, June tried diplomacy. ‘Everyone, calm down! This is no way for you to beh–’ A bottle came sailing toward her and she raised her hand. The bottle shattered against her shield.
In front of her, a red-faced man with blood streaming from his nose felt the impact of glass shards and beer on his neck and turned, swinging. ‘Shut the fuck up you–’ His fist also smashed into June’s shield and he cut off in a yelp, shaking his hand.
June frowned at him. ‘That is quite enough of that,’ she said. She raised her voice again. ‘Everyone is going to stop this. Now!’ She stamped her foot to emphasise the point, but it was not that or her tone of voice which brought the room to sudden stillness. A wave of golden light expanded out from her, enveloping everyone in the room briefly before fading away, and everyone it touched stopped in their tracks. Peace descended upon The Four-Leaf Clover for a second or two, and then someone at the back started crying. Seconds later, the people who had been fighting were sobbing, loudly proclaiming they did not know what was going on, or apologetically helping other ex-combatants to their feet.
The man with the bruised knuckles gave June a sheepish look. ‘Uh, sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I mean, I tried to hurt you! Why would I do that?’
‘Don’t worry about it,’ June said, turning and walking back out of the building. The two men the cops had cuffed were no longer struggling and even the police officers looked a little bemused. ‘Well,’ June said, still not sure what to make of it, ‘that was unexpected.’
~~~
‘You can turn crowds into pacifists?’ Penny asked. She was grinning: June had still looked weirded-out when she told the story.
‘Apparently,’ June replied.
‘That would appear to fit with your theme, June,’ Denny said. ‘Astraea was the herald of the return of the Greek Golden Age, bringing peace and justice to the world.’
‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ June admitted.
‘Well, we know who we’re sending in to handle brawls from now on,’ Penny said, still grinning. ‘When does it wear off? Do you know what your range is?’
‘Maybe fifty feet. More than thirty for sure. They were still talking like hippies when I left so… Not sure when it wears off. Maybe we could call in the morning and find out.’
‘I will make a note to do so,’ Denny said. ‘I believe the main issue with this ability would be the need to be among the fighting before triggering it.’
‘That’s why I want to know how long it lasts,’ Penny said. ‘It’ll probably take both of us to get June into position in a bad fight. I could probably come up with a counter, but if I did get hit with a sudden desire to become a Buddhist monk, I’d like to know when I’ll be able to hit people again.’
June giggled. ‘Can girls become Buddhist monks?’
‘I have no idea.’
‘Technically,’ Denny said, ‘that would not be possible. Monks are always male. There are the equivalent of nuns, however. So, Penny would need to become a Buddhist nun.’
‘Always good to know,’ Penny said.
‘You’d better not,’ June replied. ‘I have a strong feeling that Buddhist nuns are celibate, and you are not going there.’
Hong Kong, China, 25th October.
Méilǐ lay sprawled on the bed beside Midnight, exhausted. The little dancer had done a good job of tiring Midnight out too, which was impressive. The fact that Midnight felt ready for sleep meant that Méilǐ would be receiving a little extra in her pay packet this month.
Midnight had been watching 8G sites for a week now and there had been no sign of anyone attacking, or even of people watching, the locations being guarded. It was as if the mysterious saboteurs knew Midnight was keeping watch. That was simply impossible. Unless there was someone inside the triad providing information…
Shrugging aside the thought, Midnight turned over and closed her eyes. She had to take a break at some point.
~~~
Andrea opened her eyes and turned her head, checking on the cute Chinese girl lying beside her. The girl’s name was Méilǐ. She danced at the club Midnight had taken from the triad. Along with the triad might be a better term. Midnight liked the girl because Méilǐ was quite willing to indulge in a few activities which Andrea considered to be well past her comfort zone. Midnight, it seemed, had more or less no inhibitions. It sort of made sense: Midnight was not really human.
Slipping out of bed, Andrea went to the closet to get something to wear. There was Midnight’s ‘working’ outfit, but Andrea was staying away from that for now. Black jeans and a T-shirt would do fine: no one was going to see her anyway.
Dressed, she pulled the shadows up around her and shifted her perception toward an apartment block in Kowloon City. It had taken her a while to get used to the changes in her powers. She had done a little theorising over the last week, while Midnight kept her night watch. Midnight was a direct expression of the Shadow Andrea had absorbed back at Schatten Schloss. Perhaps finally gaining permanent access to a body had changed things. Perhaps the proximity to the cosmic energy burst from Naryan Tan’s ship had altered how the magic expressed. That seemed like a question for Doctor Ultimate or Viviane. Or both.
Whatever, the way things worked now was fantastic! She could see more or less anywhere there was shadow or darkness. She had been tempted to go searching for one or two people, but… It was better that she kept things local while she only had temporary control. She was strong enough to take over when Midnight slept, but not otherwise. For now, that worked because she did not want Midnight to know what she was up to. Especially tonight.
A thought had her physically entering Leung Gāng’s apartment. There were three guards here, plus the man who kept the triad’s money. Tonight, Leung was going to die. It would not cripple the 8G, but it would make Midnight look even less in control.
Ignoring the two guards on the bedroom door, Andrea shifted herself into Leung’s bedroom. It was after four in the morning and the accountant was asleep. He was, in fact, on his back, snoring loudly. Andrea shook her head: that was going to have to stop. Pulling her fist back, she braced one knee on the edge of the bed and slammed her fist down into Leung’s throat. The snoring cut off in a choking noise and his eyes snapped open. He made a grab for her, but she pulled the shadows up around her again and his fingers passed through nothing. Phasing back into reality, she slammed her fist into his throat again and the choking noises stopped. His fingers brushed her arm briefly and then he stopped moving.
That was when the door burst open and the two guards swung into the room with drawn submachine guns. Andrea shifted deeper into the shadows, becoming little more than an awareness. The guards took a second to really appreciate what they were seeing, and then they opened fire. Bullets riddled the headboard of the bed, the mattress, and Leung’s body. If there was any chance of the accountant surviving, it was now entirely gone.
Andrea swept back to Midnight’s bedroom, checking that Méilǐ was still soundly asleep before she began to undress. It would not take too long before someone came to tell Midnight that Leung was dead. Poor old Midnight was not going to get as much rest as she had expected when she took the dancer to bed. Served her right for being evil.
~~~
Midnight marched out of her bedroom with a scowl on her face, still fastening a short robe around her waist. ‘This had better be good,’ she said in English.
‘Leung was killed last night,’ Billy said.
‘How?! What were his guards doing?’
‘Whoever it was, they got into his bedroom without being seen. There were two men on the door. None of the windows were open. His windpipe was crushed. The guards say…’
‘What? They say what, Billy?’
‘They say there was a cloud of darkness over Leung’s bed. Then it just vanished and there was no one there but Leung.’
Midnight frowned. ‘That’s impossible. That’s… When?’
‘Around four fifteen.’
‘Well, I was in bed, asleep. Méilǐ is still in there. She would’ve known if I went out to murder an accountant. There shouldn’t be another like me, but… But there could easily be someone with similar powers. The attack was purely physical?’
‘That’s what the guards are saying. Crushed windpipe.’
‘Put the word out. We’re looking for an Ultra. Someone with the ability to teleport and hide in darkness. Probably has martial arts skills too. This time, I want this person found. And I want them alive.’ Turning on her heel, Midnight started back toward her room. ‘I want to personally make their life a living Hell before I kill them.’
28th October.
Midnight was dancing again. Topless, she hung on the pole and watched the upside-down world of the club, taking in the tiny shifts in its ecosystem. Things were not going well. People were tense, worried. Even the customers who were not 49ers were picking up on the tension. Traffic and profits were down: people were getting the impression that the 8G had lost it and they were staying away.
Part of the problem was that the other triads were starting to think that the 8G was not as powerful as it had been under Kuàng. Billy had become really good at playing the part of Dragon Head, but he was acting. He followed Midnight’s directions and some of the other gangs had figured some of it out. They did not seem to have worked out just how much power Midnight wielded, but the fact that Billy took advice from a foreign woman had got out and it left an impression of weakness.
Then there were the members of the 8G. The ones who had actually seen Midnight at work feared her and what she might do if someone tried to oust Billy, but the information that someone with powers very like Midnight’s had killed Leung had been widely disseminated: there were those who had begun to believe that Midnight was working against the 8G. Midnight had heard the rumours and the explanations for her duplicity varied. Some thought she was an undercover hero working with the state police. More thought she was just straight insane.
There had been no more incidents since Leung’s execution, but Midnight knew she needed to get everything wrapped up soon. If she did not, someone was going to try to wrap it up for her. Probably terminally. She was quite sure she would survive any such attempt, but it would be really bad for business. That would not do.
30th October.
Midnight stepped out of the elevator on the parking level of her apartment building and scanned the cars and concrete for any sign of trouble. Nothing. She raised a hand and waved for Billy and the two 49ers with him to follow.
Things were getting bad in the city, hence the increased security. Around the city, various 8G 49ers had found themselves on the wrong end of a baseball bat, a length of scaffolding pipe, a number of fists and boots, and a couple of bullets. No one had claimed responsibility. No one had been identified. Midnight doubted that it was the mysterious, shadowy hero, however, because random killings did not fit their MO. No, this was another of the city’s triads attempting to weaken the 8G.
Leading the way to the car, Midnight considered her options. To use an annoying common metaphor, there was blood in the water and the sharks were circling. She had three options, as she saw it. One, fend off the sharks as they moved in for the kill. Two, drop a nuke on the sharks, wipe them all out, and hope the fallout was not too bad. Three, take out a few specific sharks as a lesson to the others. She liked the last one best, but it needed the right sharks. She was starting to consider who those sharks might be when six men stepped out from behind parked cars, all of them brandishing assault rifles. They were using Type 81s, probably stolen from the military at some point. They were technically obsolete as far as the Army was concerned, but that did not reduce their lethality.
One of the men was apparently the leader because he noted the inaction in his targets and opened his mouth. ‘The New Peace Society hopes you enjoy Hell!’
Midnight inwardly winced, but she was happy enough to have the time to pull the shadows up around her just as the bullets started flying. Billy, who had developed a very healthy sense of self-preservation ever since meeting Midnight, was already flat on the floor. The two guards died as they reached for their weapons, of course, but that was your average thug for you. Midnight was going to have to deal with this herself.
The first stage was the fear. She had them in her darkness and she allowed the fear to take hold as she slipped her revolver from its holster. Three of them went down in dead faints immediately. One let out a wail and stood there, shivering and wide-eyed. Another shrieked at the top of his lungs and began madly firing his rifle while the last looked shocked but was still capable of cogent thought. That last one began to back away, presumably hoping to find some light to work with.
Raising her pistol, Midnight fired at the one who was trying wildfire as a tactic. The heavy slug punched a hole in his forehead and then ripped the entire back of his skull out. Her aim shifted and she put a second round through the cautious one’s heart before the first had finished falling to the concrete. That left one standing, so she put a round in his chest and then, her shadows drifting away as she moved, she walked between each of the fallen men, putting a bullet in the back of each one’s head.
Midnight looked around as Billy clambered to his feet, glancing sourly at the two 49ers. ‘So, the New Peace Society,’ she said.
‘They’ve been trying to take over Eight-G operations for about the last five years,’ Billy said. ‘If they thought we were weak in any way, they’d try something. This is… a bit more than their usual attempts.’
‘Their mistake. I want the troops ready to move tomorrow night. By Sunday morning, the New Peace Society will all be at peace.’
31st October.
To Midnight, it seemed appropriate that it should start on Halloween. China did not really celebrate the festival, but Hong Kong had been British for long enough for Halloween to be something more than an amusing excuse to dress in silly costumes in the big cities. Not that the silly costumes were lacking, but the clubs and venues of Hong Kong went a little more all-out. Even the Midnight Dancer was offering free admission for those making a reasonable attempt at a costume.
Midnight’s combat gear would have fitted in with the clubwear on show in some of the more reputable places around the city. The bouncers might have balked at allowing her in with all her weaponry. Not that they could have stopped her, but they might have at least tried. The place she was actually going to was a gambling den owned by the Xīn Píng Huì, the New Peace Society. The place was a real classic: there was a door in a back alley with a little panel set into it through which the doorman looked to decide whether you should get in. With six men behind her, Midnight walked up to the door, rapped twice, and waited. The panel slid back and a pair of eyes looked out, right into Midnight’s black ones. The doorman let out a shriek, stumbling away from the door, and Midnight’s shadows followed him in. As the second wave of terror washed over him, he fell to his hands and knees, tossing up whatever was in his stomach, and Midnight had to step carefully to avoid slipping in the mess. Turning, she undid the lock on the door to let her people in, and then she swept on into the club.
Triad members and gamblers looked up as the wall of darkness swept down upon them. From the depths of the black, Midnight’s voice could be heard, echoing hollowly. ‘Happy Halloween, fuckers!’ And then the killing started.
~~~
‘We won’t get all of them,’ Billy pointed out.
Midnight was poring over a map of the city hung on the wall in the backroom at the Midnight Dancer. It had red and green pins stuck in it. The green ones marked Xīn Píng Huì locations which had been successfully targeted. The red ones were those yet to be hit. There were substantially fewer red pins than at the start of the night.
‘I know,’ Midnight replied. ‘We’ll make what’s left entirely inviable. It will be a lesson to the others.’
‘It’s going to draw attention to us.’
‘I’m sure it will, but the police have been warned. They’ll stay out of this. None of them will be hurt and they won’t feel the need to step in.’
Billy paused, considering for a second or two. ‘I’m not sure I’d be so confident.’
‘No,’ Midnight replied, ‘I’m sure you wouldn’t be.’
1st November.
Midnight swept through the upper floors of an office block in Kowloon City. She was alone having decided that the primary stronghold of the Xīn Píng Huì would take too many men to attack. So, she was not using men. On the floors below, ten shadow demons were busy taking 49ers apart. If her own people had been down there, the demons might do as much damage to them as to the Xīn Píng Huì members.
The upper floors still had plenty of 49ers, but there were also higher-ranking members up here. They had come in to secure the building and their boss when it was clear that the 8G intended to destroy the Xīn Píng Huì. That had been what Midnight had hoped for and expected. It put the remaining upper ranks in one place where she could get to them.
Her sword flashed out, carving into the chest of a man too scared by the darkness around him to use his handgun. Her pistol spoke, blasting open the skull of another man. They were like wheat to her, and she was the reaper. Men fell around her, her shadows sweeping ahead to make it easy.
Climbing the stairs to the top floor, she went through the fire door behind a wall of blackness. Bullets hammered into the walls and door, passing through her without leaving a mark. She materialised in time to carve up the guards and moved quickly on. Their Dragon Head was here, and Midnight meant to find him. Then he would die, as simple as that. She ploughed ahead, her sword swinging and her pistol speaking when she wanted someone to die at range. She was heading for a corner office, the one furthest from the fire escape. She knew the man she wanted was there because she had seen him earlier in the night. He was panicked, scared half to death even without her shadows. That was why she had left him until last. It was almost six a.m. now; the leader of the Xīn Píng Huì had likely been expecting to die soon for almost twelve hours.
Midnight smiled as she cut down the last guard outside the office and then slid through the door. There were two Red Poles with the Dragon Head, and they opened fire as soon as they saw the darkness creeping into the room. Midnight waited for them to empty their magazines. Then she raised her pistol and fired twice. The leader let out a scream as his guards’ heads exploded. ‘Sickening,’ Midnight said, allowing her shadows to drift away. He lifted an automatic, but Midnight was far faster. She pulled the trigger and a blast of black fire roared from her gun, slamming into the man’s chest. He shuddered, dropping back into the large leather chair behind him. He was breathing hard and shivering as she walked around the desk toward him. His arm trembled as he tried to lift it, but his body was not having it.
‘You attacked the 8G,’ Midnight said in Cantonese. ‘That was a foolish move. We are stronger than you will ever be.’
‘I–’ he began, but Midnight was not giving him a chance. Her sword sliced cleanly through his neck and she watched as his head peeled away and fell into his lap.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Halloween is the worst,’ June commented. She was overflying Churchton and it was after midnight. Still, the muggers were out in force and more than a couple had some form of Ultrahuman ability.
‘It’s worse than last year,’ Cygnus noted. ‘We’re getting more Ultras this year. I’m guessing that a lot of them are new, caused by the ships exploding.’
‘Could be. I mean, that spider-kid in Uptown? I’m sure I’d have noticed that one if he’d come up on the news.’
‘Huh, yeah. I’m just glad the web things he was making came out of his hands. That is not where spiders make web strands.’
June giggled. ‘True. What were they charging him with?’
‘Defacing public property. He was claiming the webs are biodegradable, so he might be let off with a warning if they wash away. How’s Churchton? Friendship is calming down. I could come up your way if you like.’
They had been out since seven p.m. It had been a fairly intense night, but things did seem to be getting calmer. ‘Up to you,’ June said. ‘It’s starting to get quieter here too.’
‘I’ll run one more sweep and then come up.’
‘Okay.’
June was beginning to think that was a waste of time and that she should head south instead, when she spotted what looked like a gang fight. It was in northern Churchton, in what had once been the play area of a school until the riots had largely demolished the building. Two gangs were facing off against each other and June could see the lights of a patrol car nearby. Obviously, the police knew what was going on, but there were not enough of them to stop the fight. As she got closer, she spotted another factor which would be keeping the police back: right in the middle of the fray was a tall, heavily muscled figure who had to be an Ultra. People were hitting the man with baseball bats and he barely seemed to notice.
Well, this was a situation Astraea was well prepared for. Drop in, zap them with the peace thing, no more fighting. June was about to move in when another figure zipped in from behind her right shoulder. White costume, male, tall, and attractive. June gritted her teeth.
‘Stay back, ma’am,’ Captain Freedom called out as he flew down toward the brawl.
‘Ma’am?’
The Captain was not listening. He waded into the fight, tossing gang members aside like dolls. Most of them were left crawling across the tarmac, dazed, but a couple stopped moving entirely having bounced into a wall. Freedom was tossing them completely out of the schoolyard in some cases. June considered flying in to check on some of the unmoving ones, but the chances were she would get hit by a flying thug if she did.
Then America’s national hero reached the centre of the fight and got punched in the gut by the Ultra thug. Freedom did not really seem to notice, but he did ask, ‘Care to try again?’ So the thug smashed one oversized fist into Freedom’s jaw. It did not seem to have much more effect than the gut-punch. ‘My turn,’ the Captain said. His fist came up and smashed into the thug’s face. June could tell he had pulled the blow, but even so, blood flew, and the man was thrown off his feet to land ten feet or so from where he had been standing. He lay there, shaking his head and looking up at the white-clad hero. ‘If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay right where you are,’ the Captain said. ‘And the rest of you can wait right here for the police to arrive.’
June flew down to the nearest of the unmoving boys. He looked to be little more than sixteen. His face was a bloody mess where it had scraped over the road surface, but when she checked his pulse, it was still there, if weak. ‘Denny,’ June said, ‘if there isn’t an ambulance on its way here, get them moving.’
‘Of course, Astraea,’ Denny responded.
‘Better make that… a dozen ambulances.’
‘What the Hell happened up there?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Huh. There was a gang fight. Then Captain Freedom happened.’
‘It’s okay,’ Freedom’s voice said from behind June. ‘You don’t need to thank me.’
June straightened up from her crouch and turned. Freedom was smiling and that just pissed June off more. ‘I wasn’t planning to. I could have stopped that fight without hospitalising any of them.’
His expression – which June had decided was more of a smirk – did not change. ‘I couldn’t let a young lady like yourself wade into a fight like that. The leader would’ve broken that pretty face of yours.’
‘No,’ June said flatly, ‘he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have tried. Look, I get that you’ve been out of touch for a while, but things have changed since the eighties. We try to avoid civilian casualties, for one thing.’
‘They’re thugs. They don’t deserve your compassion.’
At his core, June realised, the man she was looking at was a bully. He had all the power in the world to play with, and he was perfectly happy to use it on anyone weaker than himself. ‘It’s not compassion, it’s the law. It’s excessive force. You’re probably used to dealing with big threats like Magmatic.’ The mention of Freedom’s nemesis made the smirk fade a little. ‘You should leave the local policing to people with the training and experience for it.’
‘The people need me,’ Freedom said before turning on his heel and heading for the gathering police cruisers. ‘Whatever you may think.’
June moved on to check another fallen gang member. ‘Like a hole in the head,’ she muttered.
Hong Kong, China, 3rd November.
It had taken Andrea one entire night to arrange things, but she was ready and it was going to be good. She had had to ‘borrow’ a couple of corpses from the morgue for set dressing. The corpses had needed to be dressed in appropriate stolen clothing. Then she had needed to take a few items from police evidence lockup. All of that needed to be stashed where nothing would be found. It all took time, and Andrea only had the six or so hours when Midnight was asleep to do it.
So, it ended up being two nights after Halloween when Andrea slipped into a supposedly very secure building in Kwun Tong around four in the morning. People believed it was used for manufacturing clothing for western markets, and that was partially true. Only the 8G knew about the basement where they kept girls from mainland China prior to shipping them out to other parts of the world. Andrea had partially selected the place because she was going to have fewer qualms about killing all the 49ers who were guarding it. She had relatively few qualms about killing criminals when it was necessary, but her view on slavers made it just about conscienceless.
Not quite with a song in her heart, but certainly without any major worries, Andrea stepped into the room the guards used when taking breaks and opened fire with an assault rifle. It took her ten minutes to locate and eliminate all the triad members in the building. It was dirty work, slaughter. They had no hope against her: she was faster than they were and, where they managed to get a shot off, she could simply vanish into her shadows. The last of them was on his knees, begging, when she shot him in the head.
The light was behind her as she stood over the last corpse. She looked down at her shadow. ‘I didn’t exactly enjoy that,’ she said.
‘Good,’ her shadow replied. ‘That means you’re not her.’
‘Yeah… I don’t have to like this for it to work, I guess.’
‘No. No, you don’t.’
Turning, Andrea headed for the cages and their collection of young women destined for a life of slavery on foreign shores. This was one lot the triad would not be shipping out and that was a victory of a sort.
~~~
‘Have we identified whoever is responsible?’ Midnight asked. She was not at the factory in Kwun Tong. Instead, she was surveying the scene at the home of a 438, an Incense Master responsible for the induction ceremonies into the 8G. He had been a minor Ultra, able to create fire around his hands. Now he was a bloody corpse, riddled with so many bullets it was a little difficult to identify him.
‘Here, no,’ Billy said from behind her. ‘The factory gave us more. There was a body we were able to identify. He was a forty-niner in the Sunset Trade Group. It’s likely that they hit all three sites, but we can’t be sure.’
Midnight was silent for far too long. Billy could tell she was thinking, plotting. When she took her time over something, it usually meant things were either going to be allowed to proceed so that she could watch what happened or something really bad was about to happen. Billy’s money was on the latter and he would not have lost the bet.
‘Get everyone together,’ Midnight said. ‘We’re going to take care of this once and for all.’
‘You mean–’
‘Yes, I mean. It’s bringing the operation forward a few months, but I won’t let this continue. Whatever it takes, by next week the 8G will be the only triad in the city.’
New Millennium City, MD, 4th November.
‘Nothing,’ June said, frowning at her toast. ‘I know he killed one of those kids. I checked myself before the EMTs arrived. Broken neck, I think, so they weren’t bringing him back. Nothing on the news about it.’
‘Not much on the news about the entire event,’ Penny pointed out. ‘There was a lot going on and I don’t think they care that much about a gang rumble in Churchton.’
‘Someone died.’
‘Even if someone died.’
June looked up at Penny, her brow still furrowed. ‘Oh, come on, Pen. The UID didn’t even bother showing up. If you’d tossed someone through a wall and killed them, the UID would be all over it.’
‘The UID doesn’t exactly like me.’ June glowered. ‘Okay, so they’re treating Captain Freedom as though he’s above the law. He’s our national hero, June.’
‘I’m not sure what that says about this country. Our national hero is a bully who thinks he’s above the law and, apparently, is.’
Penny allowed a small smirk to show. ‘That sounds just about right.’
June allowed a little grin to show too. ‘Yeah, I guess so. But it’s not how it should be.’
‘If everything was the way it should be, we wouldn’t need heroes.’
June frowned again, but it seemed to be with better humour. ‘Damn! Stop using your reason on me. I’ve got absolutely no defence against it.’
Hong Kong, China, 5th November.
‘Is everything ready?’
Billy wondered at times how Midnight managed to see out through the back of her head. She always seemed to know when someone walked up behind her, even when it was daylight. If he had been trying to kill her, it would have been really frustrating, but Billy had realised a long time ago – or what seemed like a long time ago – that his fortunes were now inextricably tied to Midnight’s. ‘We’re ready,’ he said.
Midnight looked out through the picture window of her apartment. Around three hours until it was dark. There were places she could go before then to do damage, but the initial phases of the operation did not call for her direct involvement. The first volley would be broad and shallow. She would cut deeper and with greater precision tonight.
‘Tell them to go,’ Midnight said. ‘Let’s get this started.’
Briefly, Billy considered arguing. Yes, he was bound to Midnight’s fortunes. Yes, he would do anything she said. But this seemed like it was going to cause more trouble than it would solve. The 8G had their share of corrupt cops, but so did the other triads. Make too much noise and the police might have to act, and the 8G’s bought ones would be outvoted by the other bought ones. Or the situation might get worse than that…
But it was not really Billy’s decision. ‘I’ll give the order,’ he said, and turned away.
~~~
The Dragon Head of the Sunset Trade Group was on the phone when Midnight stepped into his office and cut down his guards. She had been watching for a while and knew that he was talking to someone in the police. He had been demanding that someone do something. His people were being cut down in the streets and the police were slow to respond. What did he pay them for if they were just going to stand around and watch the violence spread? He put the phone down when Midnight started walking toward him.
‘Why are you doing this?’ he demanded. ‘We have done nothing to you. Why have the 8G begun this war?’
‘Nothing? You hit our people first. We lost dozens, some of them important. We lost merchandise. We know it was you.’
‘Your information is wrong,’ he said, leaning away from her and her bloody sword. ‘We did nothing.’
The weird thing was that he seemed to be sincere. Not that it mattered. Things had gone too far to stop now. ‘If that’s the case, then I’m sorry. This would have happened eventually anyway.’
‘You don’t–’ He was cut off, literally, as Midnight’s sword sliced through his neck.
6th November.
Midnight walked out of her room, belting her robe together as she went. Billy had not even been aware that she was back, though it was light outside so he should have guessed.
‘News?’ Midnight asked.
‘It’s more or less become open war,’ Billy replied. ‘The other triads are out trying to get our people, but we’re better armed and we have far more Ultras. We’ve lost people, but they’ve lost more.’
Midnight nodded. ‘I’m going to grab a few hours of sleep. I don’t want to be disturbed unless the sky is falling.’
Billy nodded back. ‘Sure, Midnight. At this point, the tactics are pretty simple anyway.’
‘They should be. I spelled them out clearly enough.’ Turning, she walked back into her room and closed the door behind her.
Billy heard the key turn in the lock and sighed. Six or so hours of relative quiet. If it was not for the number of people dying all over Hong Kong, it would be quite peaceful.
~~~
The daylight was limiting what Andrea could do, but there were places where it was always dark and shadows in many places where it was light. She had no intention of doing anything physical anyway: today she was out to watch.
She was watching the Deputy Commissioner of Operations a lot, because he was in charge of handling, well, operations. He was a large, self-important man, unused to situations where his forces were unable to handle things. That meant he was sweating a lot given that the city had turned into a war zone on his watch. He was also shouting into the phone a great deal or bawling at his inferiors at his desk. It was always interesting to see someone so much in control losing it when that control slipped. Andrea suspected his subordinates massaged the crime figures a little to keep him thinking everything was going precisely according to plan.
When his office door opened, slamming against the wall, the Deputy Commissioner raised his head and opened his mouth to shout, and came to a grinding halt when he saw who was walking in. Andrea had only ever seen pictures; the Chinese national hero was more impressive in person, but not someone she had ever expected to see up close.
‘Jīnlóng!’ The man behind the desk got to his feet as though royalty had just walked in. In some ways, that was not far from the truth. ‘W-what brings you to Hong Kong?’
Jīnlóng, the Golden Dragon, was not an especially tall man, though he had a couple of inches on the deputy. He was also not heavily built; his body was all whipcord muscle, lithe and powerful. He wore a golden gi with dragons embroidered onto it in red, but even the loose cloth could not disguise the tight musculature under it. He was a good-looking man, a bit like Bruce Lee at the height of his fame: a narrow face with hollowed cheeks, a mane of jet-black hair, and dark eyes which seemed to shine as he looked over the owner of the office. Actually, Jīnlóng’s eyes seemed just a little manic to Andrea. She had never noticed that in the pictures.
‘I am here to clean up your mess, Deputy Commissioner. Due to this emergency, I have brought a contingent of special forces with me. We will require a complete overview of the current situation, and then we will begin putting down this… uprising of criminal activity.’ Jīnlóng turned and started out of the room again. ‘Get someone competent to give us the briefing.’
Andrea shrank back into the shadows and made the jump back to Midnight’s bedroom. She started to get undressed. Sooner rather than later, word was going to get out that the Golden Dragon was in town to kick triad butt. When that happened, Billy was probably going to have to wake Midnight up.
Andrea smirked as she climbed back into bed. ‘Sure sucks to be evil,’ she said, and then she closed her eyes.
~~~
‘Golden Dragon and a bunch of commando types?’ Midnight frowned and pressed the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. ‘Okay. What are they doing?’
‘You look tired,’ Billy commented.
‘I am tired. How long was I asleep?’
‘Three, almost four hours.’
‘Feels like ten minutes. What are they doing?’
Billy sighed. ‘They’ve been hitting triad businesses more or less at random. Not many survivors at any of the locations. They aren’t being subtle.’
‘Any of ours?’
‘One. That turned into quite a firefight. We’re not sure, but we think at least four of the troops went down, but… Golden Dragon is pretty much impervious to gunfire. Once he goes in, no one comes out.’
‘I have a few tricks he may find less easy to resist. Tell our people to go on the defensive. Hole up and wait this out. If we’re lucky, Golden Dragon will take care of the others for us.’
‘I don’t think our luck is that good. He’ll come after us eventually.’
‘Probably. Get some forty-niners up here to keep watch. I’m going to try to get some more sleep. Wake me as soon as they show. If they show.’
Billy nodded. ‘Yes, Midnight.’ He watched her return to her room and then reached for his phone. He would get people in to stand guard, but they both knew none of their people could stand up to the great Golden Dragon and a bunch of spec ops soldiers. He was calling in men to die slowing down the enemy. The only person in the entire triad, even including the Ultras, who had a chance of standing up to China’s national hero was Midnight. It was all going to rest on her.
~~~
Andrea watched the interplay between Midnight and Billy with interest. The little thug Midnight seemed to have dragged out of the gutter to be her proxy was obviously brighter than he looked. Then again, he looked like he was in over his head and well aware of the fact. Had he figured out that ‘Midnight’ was the one who had started all this? He could have looked in on her while Andrea was out causing trouble. Would he have said anything if he had?
‘I doubt it,’ Twilight commented.
Andrea glanced back at her shadow. ‘He’s in too deep. If she falls, he knows he’ll go with her.’
‘That’s my reading. Are you going out again?’
Andrea waved away the image hanging in the air in front of her. ‘No. She needs some rest. She is probably going to have to face Golden Dragon tomorrow, maybe tonight. She’ll need her wits about her.’
‘It’s a good plan.’
Nodding, Andrea turned away and then paused. ‘I hate what she did to you. I wish you were really here.’
Twilight giggled. ‘I’m still here. Always will be. You can’t lose your shadow.’
‘No,’ Andrea said, looking up at the shaft of light still burning through the clouds. ‘I guess you can’t.’
~~~
‘Your glorious Golden Dragon is not what he used to be,’ Midnight said. It was late evening and she had been up for several hours. She had been out watching the progress of the war for several of those.
‘You think he’s weaker?’ Billy asked.
‘He may be. He’s certainly more deranged. I’m sure the official news reports I’ve seen have cast him in the most legendary light possible, but he always looks serene when he appears on TV. The guy wandering around Hong Kong is a wild-eyed fanatic. He’s killing people because he wants to. He seems to be taking great pleasure in wasting Ultras and he beat some guy to death who had nothing to do with the triads. As best I could tell, it was because the guy wasn’t Chinese.’
‘Uh, you’re an American Ultra.’
‘That combination of attributes had not escaped me, Billy, but I don’t think he knows that’s what I am yet. I don’t think it’ll make that much difference, to be honest. He’ll want me dead anyway. Luckily enough, I’m not that easy to kill.’
That was certainly true enough. ‘Are you going out?’
‘Yes. I’m going to thin the herd a little and keep an eye on Jīnlóng. Have you ever read Sun Tzu, Billy?’
‘No.’
‘I have. I need to know my enemy.’
~~~
Jīnlóng stepped forward and drove his fist through the 8G 49er who had been trying to riddle him with bullets. The man made a convulsive gulping nose, a look of surprise on his face, before the light went out in his eyes. Jīnlóng pushed his victim off his arm, ignoring the gore dripping from his hand, and looked around.
The safehouse was in the Quarry Hill district and there had been some twenty 8G members hiding in it. Now there were none. None living anyway. Jīnlóng had been taking a more active role in the combat since he had lost three men to a grenade: one of the triad members had set it off to take some of his enemies with him. Such a tactic might have hurt the great Golden Dragon, but not seriously. There was another reason too, a reason which had cost him even more men since night had fallen.
Stepping out of the room he had finished the last man in, Jīnlóng looked around, checking his people. They all seemed to be there, including Seeker. Officially she was Dǎo Yǐn Tóu, but most referred to her by the English version of her name. She was a moderately pretty Chinese girl – straight, shoulder-length, black hair and brown eyes, and a slim build – who had grown up on the streets of Shanghai until the Ministry of Public Safety had discovered her talent. Given a chance to create a psychic ‘lock’ on someone, Seeker could find them more or less anywhere in the world. Given that someone with a remarkable ability to vanish seemed determined to kill his men, Jīnlóng had decided to bring Seeker in to trace the assassin to whatever hole they called home.
There was a scream from the doorway and Jīnlóng turned in time to see one of his soldiers standing there with a sword blade sticking out of his chest. Black flames curled around the metal. The blade was withdrawn, the body fell, and… Clearly, the assumption that the assassin was male had been wrong; Jīnlóng saw a slim woman clad in what looked like a bra and leggings. She seemed almost to be part of the shadows which now seemed to fill the hallway and her eyes… She flicked blood from her sword, smiled, and stepped back, vanishing into the darkness.
‘Cào!’ Jīnlóng snapped. His gaze shifted to Seeker. ‘Tell me you have her.’
Seeker shrank back a little, shaking her head. ‘She… was not there. I saw her, but I could not feel her mind at all.’
Someone – Jīnlóng could not identify the man, which was lucky for the speaker – said, ‘Like a ghost.’
‘No,’ Seeker said immediately. ‘Not like a ghost. I have encountered “ghosts” and been able to sense their minds. This woman is something else. She is part of the darkness, it seemed. We need more light.’
Jīnlóng smiled. ‘Now you are earning your pay, Seeker. Flare grenades. We need flare grenades.’
~~~
‘Clever,’ Andrea commented with a smile. Midnight had just discovered that the Golden Dragon’s troops were now covering their entry into buildings with flares fired from handheld grenade launchers. The bright beacons were meant to illuminate battlefields and were almost too bright in an enclosed space. They did a relatively effective job of cutting out shadows, or they did if the soldiers stuck to the illuminated areas. The shadows the flares cast were often darker than those caused by the room lights and that was allowing Midnight to watch.
‘It is,’ Twilight said, ‘but he doesn’t know she can–’
‘Yes, but she’ll save that for when it’s needed. She won’t show her full hand until she has to.’ Andrea cringed at the card game analogy and vaguely wondered what Diamond was up to. Not her problem just now.
‘They’ll wait for dawn to take her on.’
‘Almost certainly. I would. Well, I wouldn’t, obviously, but… Anyway, she’s still pretty effective in daylight. She’s not nearly as damage-resistant as Goldy, but I think she’s actually faster. It’s going to be interesting.’
‘You realise that you’re relying on her for your own survival.’
‘Yes,’ Andrea agreed, ‘but I think if there’s one thing I can rely on her to do, it’s to save herself.’
7th November.
Midnight stared out at the lightening of the sky and then closed the curtains. ‘They’ll come soon,’ she said. She knew that the Golden Dragon and his people had figured out where she was. The fact that they had not yet arrived suggested they were waiting for dawn. They would come soon because there was no one else left to come for.
‘We could leave,’ Billy suggested. ‘They’ve more or less wiped out the 8G. Those left alive are in prison. There’s nothing left here for us.’
‘You’re right, but it’s too late now. If I can stop him, then perhaps we can salvage something.’
Billy was not exactly hopeful, and he had the strong feeling that Midnight was the same. Still… ‘Yeah, maybe,’ he said, and then the waiting began.
The sound of automatic weapons fire came about ten minutes later. ‘Stay here,’ Midnight told him, and then she vanished into the nearest shadow. Billy picked up his pistol. It was a chrome-plated .45 ACP which he was rather proud of. Midnight had told him that more modern cartridges gave better penetration for less recoil, but he liked the weight and general intimidation factor of the big handgun. It seemed less impressive when he was going to be facing off against trained soldiers with the latest assault weapons. Still, there was the possibility that Midnight could take out the soldiers before they got to–
There was a crashing sound and Billy turned to see a man landing lightly on his feet having smashed through one of the windows. Jīnlóng. Of course, the Golden Dragon could fly. Why would he need to come up the stairs? Jīnlóng’s eyes narrowed when he saw Billy’s pistol. ‘Put it down and get on your knees.’ The command was delivered in a calm, even tone which nevertheless brooked no argument. Billy was on his knees before he realised what he was doing. ‘Good. Now stay–’
Darkness enveloped them like a shroud, filling the room completely. Billy knew that darkness and hated it, but Jīnlóng had never met it before. The great national hero of China found himself lost in the blackest of nights, but not alone. There was something in here with him, something so ancient that it predated even the creatures he was named for. It had been there since there had been people to fear it, except that now it had a new shape. The woman was there with him and she wanted his soul…
The door crashed open and there was a scream, probably as the first of the soldiers blundered into Midnight’s darkness. Then there was a chorus of loud thuds and light blazed through the room, blinding and white. Midnight flinched back from it, away from Jīnlóng. The great hero’s costume had been slashed open and there was a line of red on his chest behind it, but it was the look of weariness on his face that really spoke volumes about what Midnight had managed to do to him. The soldiers froze for a fraction of a second, and that was all the time Midnight needed. She glanced once at Billy, and then she bolted for the nearest door, the door to her bedroom. Bullets flew after her, followed by a flare, but when the men had worked up the courage to enter the room, she was gone.
By that time, Billy was lying on the carpet, more or less hoping that the Golden Dragon had forgotten him. He looked up as a woman walked into the room and made her way over to him. The first thing he saw were her rather unassuming shoes, but he looked up to see a pretty young woman in the uniform of an MPS officer. They were not generally seen in Hong Kong. She peered down at him for a second, glanced in the direction of Jīnlóng, and then started barking orders. ‘Get those fires out! Search the building. She may still be here. If she is, find her. Someone get this one in cuffs.’ Seeker turned and watched as her boss lurched out onto the balcony through the window he had broken. She followed, waiting until he stopped, his closed eyes lifted toward the rising sun before speaking. ‘Are you well, Jīnlóng? She managed to cut you.’
‘Flesh wound,’ he replied. He was keeping his voice low to avoid the soldiers overhearing. ‘She did something else to me. I feel as though I’ve been frozen down to my core.’
‘That is an… unusual power.’
‘There was a report of an American who cast shadows about her and carried a sword which flamed like this woman’s. She was one of their heroes, however. Twilight, they called her.’
‘Why would she come here to work for a triad.’ Behind them, in the once-opulent lounge, the flares finally burned themselves out.
‘I have no idea, but I want her found so that I can eliminate her. I owe her a lot of pain.’
‘We have her Dragon Head. Interrogating him may lead us to her hideout.’
‘Yes.’ Looking like a man who had just run a marathon and come in last, Jīnlóng turned to return to the lounge. He stopped when he saw the soldiers standing around looking as though they had suddenly become very confused. ‘What are you men doing?’ he asked in what might have passed for a shout.
One of the soldiers lifted his head, his face obscured by a gas mask. ‘It’s the prisoner, sir. He’s gone. He was right here, and now he’s gone.’
A growl began in Jīnlóng’s throat, but Seeker silenced him with a word. ‘Excellent.’ He turned to look at her, frowning when he noticed that she was smiling. ‘She took him,’ Seeker explained. ‘I can’t get a lock on her for whatever reason, but I have him. I know exactly where he is.’
‘Again you earn your pay,’ Jīnlóng said. It was about as much of a compliment as she could expect from him. ‘Have this place searched. I will await the reports before we follow.’ Sighing, he started for the apartment’s front door and the elevators. ‘I need a hot shower.’
Shenzhen, China.
Billy staggered out of the shadows, his breath frosting the air. His hands were still cuffed behind his back and it left him unbalanced. He fell, sprawling onto rough, cheap carpet. Turning, he looked up at Midnight. ‘You came back for me. I thought–’
‘No,’ she said. ‘She was going to leave you. I came back for you and she is going to be really angry. So, just listen to me, okay?’
‘What? Who? I don’t–’
‘Just shut up and listen. You don’t need to understand. I took control and went back to pull you out. She is not going to like that, but she’s going to like knowing I’m in here worse. You need to persuade her that she needs you. She’s going to need someone to keep an eye on her while she’s trying to get rid of me. You need to tell her that. Okay?’
‘I don’t–’
The woman who was clearly not Midnight grabbed Billy’s collar and yanked him to his feet. ‘I told you, you don’t have to understand. I can’t keep her locked up for long yet. She’s coming back and you need to say what I told you or she will kill you. No understanding, just talking. Clear?’ Billy gave a dumb nod and she let go of him, stepping back and turning. A shudder ran through her body and she spun on the spot. ‘You!’ She was already reaching for the knife on her left thigh.
Billy staggered back. He would have raised his hands, but they were cuffed. Even that one word had made him realise that he was dealing with someone else now. The Midnight he knew was back, and she was not pleased. ‘You need me!’ he yelped.
‘Oh, do I? I think I need you like a hole in the head. She went back to get you. She risked my life to save yours.’
‘But you need someone to guard you while you take her on.’
The knife paused, half out of its scabbard. ‘Told you that, did she?’
‘Yes.’
Midnight pushed her blade back into place. ‘She’s right. I have food, water, money, and a few other supplies here. It’s secure, even if they trace us. We can both get some rest and then move on this evening. I want to be well clear of Hong Kong before I finally nail that bitch for good. Shanghai. We’ll try Shanghai, I think.’
‘Who is she?’ Billy asked. He suspected asking was a bad idea, but he had to know. He was a little surprised when Midnight did not seem bothered by the question.
‘She’s who I used to be and it’s time I ditched her entirely.’
Hong Kong, China, 10th November.
Reality ripped apart on the sidewalk on Arsenal Street, rearranged itself into a swirling doorway, and allowed Cygnus and Frostburn to step from one part of space–time to another because it preferred not to look that way while it was happening.
The display inside Frostburn’s helmet settled on a temperature and he let out a groan. ‘Seventy-five. It’s November and it’s seventy-five degrees. I’m not going to spend too much time with my helmet off around here.’ It was a good twenty-five Fahrenheit above his comfortable range. Not good, but the suit would keep him cool.
‘Might want to take it off for a couple of minutes,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Here come our liaisons.’ Frostburn gave a grunt, but he reached up to take his helmet off anyway.
There were two people walking rapidly toward the newcomers, both in Hong Kong Police Force uniforms of pale-blue shirts and dark-blue cargo trousers. One of them was obviously not a regular officer, however: her irises glowed in the night. She was far from tall, but trim, fit, and moderately attractive. He dark hair was kept short and the glowing blue eyes looked sort of wrong set amid her Asian features. They had been briefed on her: she was Lán Yǎnjīng, Blue Eyes, and she was a UoU member, their liaison in Hong Kong. Her sensory abilities also made her a valuable addition to the police force; she specialised in crime scene investigation.
Lán Yǎnjīng spoke first. ‘Welcome to Hong Kong. We were, of course, told to expect you. Please call me Mei-Xing.’
‘Thanks, Mei-Xing,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’m Cygnus, this is Frostburn. You probably knew that.’
‘Call me Jacob,’ Jacob said. ‘I’m still not used to the code name. Uh, I’m going to put my helmet back on. It’s a little warm for me here.’
‘Of course,’ Lán Yǎnjīng said. ‘This is Senior Constable Jiang Jié. He will be accompanying us on our investigations. The past few weeks have been… stressful. Our superiors are concerned about the current situation here in the city.’
‘I can understand that,’ Jacob said, his voice turned slightly hollow by his helmet.
‘Shall we go inside and begin?’ Jiang suggested. He was a moderately good-looking Chinese man in his late twenties or early thirties. Black hair, brown eyes. Intelligent brown eyes. This was not someone to underestimate. His physique suggested he worked a desk more than a beat but, just like Lán Yǎnjīng, he wore a sidearm.
‘Yes,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’d like to get started as soon as possible. If Twilight is in Hong Kong, we’d very much like to find her.’
~~~
‘We have very limited information on the woman,’ Jiang said. ‘She called herself Midnight, we know that.’ Cygnus and Jacob exchanged a look and then turned back to the policeman. They were in a small conference room. There was fresh coffee and some reasonably good biscuits, but neither of the Americans were that interested in the latter. It had been nine in the morning when they had left New Millennium City and after ten p.m. when they had stepped out of the warp conduit in Hong Kong. The coffee was welcome.
‘As best we can tell, she arrived in the city around the time the alien ship exploded over China,’ Jiang went on. ‘We are not sure of the exact date. The first indication of her presence here was in June, on the twelfth, when she killed a four two six of the Eight-G in a club.’
‘Sorry,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘A four two six?’
‘The triads designate the ranks of their members with numbers,’ Lán Yǎnjīng explained. ‘A four two six, or Red Pole, is an enforcer. Not someone of senior rank, but higher than the general members who are known as forty-niners. The Eight-G are a– Pardon me, they were a quite powerful triad, known for taking Ultras as members. Jīnlóng saw to it that there are few members of that group left.’
‘So,’ Jacob said, ‘he’s killed off the majority of people who might know something about Twi– Midnight?’
‘Unfortunately,’ Jiang said. ‘However, we believe that she set up a man named Billy Hong as their new leader between the twenty-sixth and twenty-eighth of June. She appears to have acted as Hong’s personal enforcer, but we now believe she was simply employing Hong as a figurehead. She was the real power behind the throne. We discounted her role initially. She was working…’ Jiang paused to hand out some photographs. ‘She was working as a dancer in the nightclub they took over, the Midnight Dancer.’
‘She’s grown her hair,’ Jacob commented as he looked over one of the pictures.
‘It is definitely her?’ Lán Yǎnjīng asked.
‘It’s her,’ Cygnus replied.
‘But this woman, Midnight, is psychotic. We have records of a number of deaths at her hands. The Union would not accept such a person–’
‘One of the reasons the Union took her on as an associate member is that she has, or had, a rather complex form of split personality. Her powers appear to come from one of her personalities, though her other ones could direct them. Her dark side has only really got out once before, but she slaughtered dozens of people that time. She’s actually being pretty restrained, as far as I can tell.’
‘Something changed around Halloween.’ Lán Yǎnjīng nodded to Jiang, who took up the story again.
‘Several Eight-G businesses and establishments were hit by an unknown agent during the first two weeks in October. Then, in the early hours of the twenty-fifth, Leung Gāng was murdered. He was… the principal accountant for the triad. It appeared that the Eight-G were searching for someone with powers similar to Midnight’s. Several rumours were heard to that effect.’ Jacob frowned within his helmet, though no one else could see the expression. ‘Tensions grew among the other triads in the city. They believed that the Eight-G were showing weakness. We presume that one group, the New Peace Society, decided to make use of the perceived weakness because the Eight-G engaged in the near extermination of the New Peace Society over the course of Halloween night.’
‘But that didn’t stop the attacks on the Eight-G, right?’ Jacob asked.
‘Apparently not. A few bodies of Eight-G members turned up on the third of November, and on the fifth, the Eight-G began attacking all the other triads.’
Jacob turned his head to look at Cygnus. ‘I think Twilight’s taking control at times.’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘You think she was the mysterious Ultra with powers like Midnight’s?’
‘Who else has powers like hers? I’m not even sure anyone could have powers like hers.’
‘She hasn’t tried to contact us.’
‘I’m not sure she would if she can’t be sure of keeping control. You know better what this Midnight personality is like. I wasn’t there when she got out at the castle.’
‘Yeah…’ Cygnus looked back at Jiang. ‘So, the fifth is when this war started and Golden Dragon became involved?’
Jiang nodded. ‘Things got worse rapidly. The triads were well-armed and… and we were having trouble maintaining order. Then Jīnlóng arrived in the city, bringing soldiers with him.’
‘This is not normal,’ Lán Yǎnjīng said. ‘Under the “one country, two systems” principle, the mainland does not interfere with our operations. However, since Beijing… It has become difficult to say that China is still one country. Jīnlóng seems to have decided that he must act with authority to return the country to an ordered state and previous policies are of little concern to him. When he began “cleaning up the mess,” it rapidly became a massacre.’
‘There is little organised crime left in Hong Kong,’ Jiang said. His face screwed up a little as if he did not want to admit the next bit. ‘However, it will take months to re-establish order in the city and ensure that our system of government is retained.’
‘And what happened to Midnight?’ Jacob asked.
‘Jīnlóng attacked her apartment early on the seventh,’ Jiang said. ‘We believe he was injured in the attack. He generally does not allow any injuries he sustains to become public knowledge. We know that Midnight somehow escaped with Billy Hong because Jīnlóng left to track her down that night.’
‘We missed her.’
‘I am sorry,’ Lán Yǎnjīng said. ‘If I had made the connection sooner… But Midnight was very secretive. We did not really understand what she was capable of until recently and I did not connect her to Twilight until after she was gone.’
Jacob nodded. ‘Not your fault. I’d like to see the apartment, maybe the club too. And if we could talk to some of the people there? If she was dancing in the place, she must’ve talked to other dancers.’
‘We will make arrangements,’ Jiang said. ‘The club has been closed, but we have the names of those who worked there.’
‘Great,’ Cygnus said. ‘This is the first definite sighting of her we’ve had. Hopefully we can get somewhere this time.’
~~~
The apartment was a mess. It looked like a herd of bison had been through the place, maybe flamethrower-wielding bison. There were large burn marks on the carpet in the lounge and something had burned through the mattress in one of the bedrooms. Furniture was pushed over or smashed. Bullet holes riddled the walls in the corridor outside and a sort of reception room just inside the front door. There were bloodstains all over the reception room too.
‘Magnesium flares,’ Jacob said, waving a hand at one of the burned carpet patches. ‘They were trying to stop her using her powers.’
‘She’s not here, so they failed,’ Cygnus replied. Her gaze swept the room and she narrowed in on part of the carpet toward the middle, crouching down. ‘Blood. Not much, but someone was cut here.’ She looked around at the two cops. ‘You said the Golden Dragon was injured?’
‘We suspect so,’ Lán Yǎnjīng said. ‘He was not seen for several hours after the raid here.’ She walked over, crouching down beside Cygnus. Her eyes began to glow a brighter blue and she reached down to touch some of the blood spatter. ‘Male. It is also the right blood group. I’ve never sampled Jīnlóng’s DNA, so I cannot say for sure that it is his.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘That is a cool trick. I can see why the police like you.’
Lán Yǎnjīng flashed Cygnus a smile and got to her feet. ‘It is quite remarkable that Midnight managed to wound Jīnlóng.’
‘He is quite impervious to physical damage,’ Jiang said. ‘Obviously not completely impervious, but…’
Jacob had wandered into the damaged bedroom and opened the wardrobe. ‘This is not generally the kind of thing Andrea would wear,’ he said when he heard footsteps behind him. ‘Twilight maybe, but Andrea’s a little more conservative.’ He considered that and then added, ‘In public, anyway.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said. She knew that Andrea would wear whatever worked for a particular purpose when she had to, but the clothes here included nothing so prosaic as a pair of slacks. There was nothing to wear when loafing around on a sofa. ‘No men’s clothes. This Billy Hong guy had his own bedroom.’
‘Looks like it.’ Jacob scanned the room. It was nice enough, aside from the ruined bed. There was a lot of dark wood, a lot of reddish shades in the paint and the wood. ‘Nothing really personal. We should look over the rest of the place, but we’re not going to find much here.’
‘Probably not. I think Midnight is a little like Twilight. Twi was always a little less mature than Andrea.’
‘Sometimes a lot less mature.’
‘Huh, yeah. Midnight has had even less of a chance to grow up. She doesn’t value personal possessions, random memories. There’s nothing here to say much about her because she’s still trying to work out who and what she is.’
‘Maybe,’ Jacob agreed. ‘I’d rather she didn’t get much more of an opportunity to figure that out.’
11th November.
Chan Méilǐ was an attractive woman, lithe and fit with very long black hair and eyes which were almost the same colour. Sitting in a small apartment in the Lai Chi Kok neighbourhood, dressed in a thin silky wrap, and with a cigarette pinched between her fingers, she looked less good. But she was more informative than most of the other people who had met Midnight, even if Jacob did not really like what he was hearing.
‘She’s a sadist,’ Chan said. ‘I mean, a real one. She likes inflicting pain. Weird thing is, she wouldn’t let anyone touch any of us. The girls, I mean. She killed a guy just for pawing at one of the girls. But she just killed him. Someone like that, you’d expect her to play with the guy, but no. When she killed, she was all business.’
‘So the sadism was–’ Cygnus began.
‘Mostly confined to the bedroom. Though the way she treated Billy was sadistic in its own way. First time she took me home, she made him watch. I don’t think it stopped there.’
‘She was definitely the one running things then?’
‘Oh, Hell yes! She didn’t mind us girls knowing. Billy was there so that the older guys in the Eight-G didn’t blow a fuse at being run by a woman. So, she would torment him and he just took it. She was like that. You just knew. Whatever she was doing to you, she could do a whole lot worse. Those shadows of hers. No one wanted to find out what was in those shadows. I heard she froze a guy to death for disrespecting Billy. All she did to him, but she wouldn’t let anyone else do it. Froze the guy so much that his head snapped off in her hands.’
‘That’s new,’ Cygnus commented.
‘She seems to be able to take people with her when she shadow-steps,’ Jacob said. ‘Her powers have obviously changed in some ways.’
‘Mm. Thank you, Miss Chan. I don’t suppose she ever mentioned where she might go if she had to leave Hong Kong?’
Chan shook her head. ‘If I was her, I’d leave the country. Jīnlóng is after her and he wouldn’t be able to follow her out of China.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus waited until they were outside the apartment before she put a hand on Jacob’s shoulder. ‘You okay?’ she asked in a low voice.
‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’
‘Because you just found out your girlfriend has been banging strippers?’
‘It’s not Andrea. Or even Twilight. I got used to her having two personalities. There were differences and I got to enjoy them. Now… Have to take the rough with the smooth. We’ll get her back.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Yes. We will.’
New Millennium City, MD.
It was dark when they stepped out of the warp conduit and onto the drive outside Cygnus’s house. It had been light when they had left Hong Kong, and now it was dark because they were arriving at three a.m. Well, it was one way to relive a day.
‘I’m not entirely sure what we got out of that,’ Jacob said once he had lifted his helmet off. The temperature was down in the mid-forties and winter had never felt so good.
‘Well, we–’ Cygnus began.
Jacob held up a hand. ‘I’ll go through my notes and talk it over with Heather. We spent about eighteen hours there, there has to be some useful information.’ He looked north, in the general direction of his house.
‘Stay the night here,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m not quite ready to go to bed yet, and I’m sure June will be up by the time we get inside. You can sleep here and head home in the morning. Which is in about three hours if you go by the sun.’
‘Huh. Yeah, okay. I am kind of bushed, but also wired.’
‘Time zones suck.’
The door of the house opened before they got to it. June was in a silk wrap and looking a little bleary-eyed, but she was, as Cygnus had predicted, up. ‘Hey, how was Hong Kong?’
‘Hot,’ Jacob replied.
‘Chinese,’ Cygnus added.
June let out a yawn. ‘Did you go there to investigate rumours, or to eat your weight in noodles?’
‘Okay, you got me,’ Cygnus said, holding up her hands. ‘I just went for the noodles.’
Cháohú City, China, 13th November.
They had been running for days. Billy had lost count, but Midnight said it was Friday now, so… Almost a week? Or was it two weeks? Did it matter?
Jīnlóng had been chasing them for the entire time and Midnight was not sure how he was doing it. When they arrived in a new place, she would immediately search ahead to find the next location to jump to. From Shenzhen, they had moved to Guangzhou, and then to Qingyuan, Shaoguan, Hengyang… And it was about there that Billy had lost track of where they were as well as the day it was. Wherever they went, Jīnlóng and his soldiers turned up. Sometimes it took a while, but never more than about twelve hours. Rest was hard to come by, sleep was harder, and Midnight’s temper had been fraying.
Now, according to Midnight, they were in Cháohú, beside the lake, in a currently disused warehouse. ‘I took us to Xi’an last,’ Midnight said as she prepared for what she had planned. ‘That’s almost nine hundred kilometres away so it’ll take a while for Goldy to get here. That should be plenty of time to get this done.’
‘You’re going to do it now?’ Billy asked.
‘Here and now.’ She lay down on a blanket she had folded and placed on the concrete floor. The only light came from a battery-powered camping lamp set on a desk which had seen far better days. They had set up in an office, or what had once been an office. Now, it looked like the only occupants were likely to have more than two legs, probably several more. ‘I’m going to be out of it for as long as it takes.’ She nodded toward a shotgun. ‘Keep that handy and be ready to use it.’
‘If Jīnlóng turns up–’
‘He won’t.’
‘If he does, I won’t be able to stop him.’
‘Then you’d better hope I’m awake before then.’
~~~
‘She’s coming,’ Twilight said.
Andrea glanced down and then lifted her eyes back up to the beam of light which still shone through the clouds. ‘I know.’
‘What do you plan to do? You have to have some sort of strategy.’
‘Yes, I think I do. The first stage is hiding. She’ll be expecting it anyway. She thinks she’s so much stronger than I am. She thinks she’s already won.’
‘If you don’t get moving, she might have.’
Andrea flashed a smile at her shadow before turning and running off into the darkness. ‘I don’t think so.’
~~~
Midnight opened her eyes and looked out upon the arid, blackened landscape that was the inside of her mind. She frowned. The light she could not extinguish seemed brighter. Did it cover more area? She was near the edge of it and she looked down to see what looked like grass. Grass! There was life in this place which she had spent so much time keeping lifeless. She was about to do something about that when she heard the voice.
‘Well. Are you coming to get me or what?’
It was her own voice, shouting out of the blackness, but it was not her doing the shouting. Of course, it was her. Somehow she had survived to cause problems. She had been the one who attacked the 8G and set this whole mess underway, and now she was going to pay for it.
Midnight ran, setting off in the direction the voice had come from, and things got weirder. There was a forest. There was a forest where there should have been barren land. There had not been so much as a grass blade here when she had put the mountain in place to begin the destruction of all that was Andrea Morgan. Now there was a forest.
The trees were a little strange, aside from the fact that they should not have been there at all. The bark was smooth, almost like glass. The leaves glittered in the light like multifaceted gem stones. They were catching the light from the column and refracting it down to the ground, scattering a plethora of narrow, ephemeral light beams down onto the obsidian ground. Shadows shifted randomly under the trees as Midnight ran after the woman she thought she had destroyed. Andrea had to be responsible for all this.
‘When I’ve finished you,’ Midnight called out, ‘I’ll lay all this to waste.’
There was laughter. ‘You’ll need to catch me first.’
Midnight’s head snapped to the right. She turned and sprinted toward where she thought Andrea was. She could see perfectly well in the darkness, but the trees were a problem. Was that why Andrea had made them? Had she been getting ready for this conflict for that long?
‘You’re not the best at hide-and-seek, are you?’
Midnight turned left toward the voice, twisting through the trees, ready to attack at any sign of her quarry. There was no sign, just more trees.
‘Oh, I forgot, you were never a kid.’
How had the bitch got behind her?! Midnight turned, her boots scrabbling on the smooth surface, and then she was running again. When she caught up with Andrea, she was going to make it a slow death.
‘For an ancient nightmare monster,’ Andrea called out, ‘you suck at being scary.’
Another tight turn. ‘You can’t keep this up forever. When I have you, I’ll show you just what scary is.’
‘You can try.’ There was no time to react to the sudden proximity of the voice because there was a tree branch swinging into Midnight’s face before the words had fully registered. There was an instant where pain blossomed over her forehead, and then everything went black.
~~~
Groaning, Midnight opened her eyes and looked around. She was a little surprised that she was alive, never mind conscious, but she was not going to question it for now. She was alive and…
She was just outside the tunnel which led down into the base of the mountain. Down there, in the depths of a brand-new, ancient volcano, Andrea’s memories were being burned, constantly. Or that was the theory. Looking down, Midnight thought she could see light at the end of the tunnel. Not the red-orange light of the furnaces, but white, flickering light almost like the light cast down from the leaves in the forest but moving faster. Something was wrong.
She took more care as she jogged down the tunnel. Andrea had surprised her in the forest, and that was not going to happen again. There was nowhere for someone to hide here, but Midnight was being cautious. So, she jogged, making her way down the tunnel at a reasonable pace but watching everywhere as she went. It turned out to be a waste of time; there was nothing waiting for her along the tunnel because the surprise was right at the end.
There had been furnaces here, huge machines set to burn away the remains of the memories from before. Now there were four huge columns of flickering, crystalline light. Each climbed up from the rock, up into the sky high above. The flickering, she realised, came from the images tumbling and turning in the shafts. Each was a memory, a shifting image of things from the past, from the life of Andrea Morgan.
‘I destroyed them,’ Midnight said softly. ‘Every one of them was burned.’ Her voice rose to a scream. ‘I destroyed them!’
‘You can’t.’ Midnight’s eyes snapped down to the space between the columns of light. Andrea stood there, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Her eyes were brown instead of the jet black of Midnight’s, and her hair was shorter. ‘They’re my memories, Midnight. You can’t get rid of them, because you can’t get rid of me.’
Midnight took a step forward. ‘I got rid of the other one. I can get rid of you.’
‘You didn’t. She’s part of my personality. She’s not around like she was, but you haven’t killed her.’ Andrea pointed toward one of the columns and Midnight looked. Twilight danced through the light, turned to blow Midnight a kiss, and then vanished into the swirling memories.
‘I can kill you,’ Midnight hissed. ‘I’ll prove it.’ And she charged in to throw the first punch.
14th November.
Billy took another look at Midnight, sighed, and went back to his lonely vigil. She had jerked once, not too long after closing her eyes, but there had been little movement since. She just lay there, like she was asleep, and he had no idea what was really happening.
Or… Well, maybe he did. It seemed like there were two versions of Midnight. Two personalities? There was the one he knew, and there was the other one. The one he knew was a sadistic bitch, a murderer, and she had left him to whatever Jīnlóng had intended to do to him. The other one had somehow been going out to wreck the 8G, but she had also somehow gained control and rescued Billy. He was not entirely sure who he hoped won, but Midnight was a piece of work and was unlikely to lose.
Something, a movement, drew his eyes back to Midnight. She was… twitching. Her muscles were bunching and relaxing almost like she was fighting. That kind of made sense. They were fighting in there. He had just not expected it to be quite so physical. He turned his head back toward the doorway just in time to see Jīnlóng step into it.
‘Shit!’ Billy pulled the trigger convulsively and three 12-gauge slugs left the barrel, only one of them hitting its target. The bullet flattened against Jīnlóng’s chest and he gave a grunt of displeasure. The smile never shifted from his features, however. Then he was moving, grabbing the front of Billy’s shirt, turning, and Billy found himself flying through the air. He was still in the air when his back slammed into a wall. He had no idea where his shotgun was, or where he was for a brief interval. He was fairly sure he had broken ribs, probably internal injuries, but he was still conscious, still aware, and Jīnlóng was still there.
Turning his head was an effort, but he managed it. The great hero was standing in the office, looking down, looking at Midnight. Then he reached behind his back and produced a grenade of some sort, pulled the pin, and dropped it. With supreme effort, Billy managed to get into a sitting position as Jīnlóng walked out of the office. Light blazed as the grenade began to burn: another flare.
‘You have led me a long chase,’ Jīnlóng said. He had come to a stop about fifteen feet away and was just standing there, looking at Billy. ‘Now that I have her, I no longer need you.’
‘You don’t have her until she’s dead,’ Billy said.
‘She’s dead. I simply haven’t killed her yet. You on the other hand…’ Jīnlóng took in a breath through his nose, opened his mouth, and exhaled. Fire roared toward Billy and he screamed. He felt the blast envelop him and his skin cooking, crisping. It seemed that the fire was still around him and some part of him realised that his clothes were burning. The pain was incredible for about a second before Billy Hong finally died.
~~~
The fight had been going on for a while now. They were, of course, very evenly matched, but Andrea was barely attempting to hit Midnight. Andrea parried, dodged, retreated, and shifted around the cavern at the bottom of the volcano. Midnight was getting frustrated, angry. Well, she had already been angry, but now she was furious.
‘Fight, damn you!’ Midnight yelled.
‘Why?’ Andrea replied. She slapped aside a punch to the face and then stepped back to avoid a kick.
‘I want to kill you!’
‘You can’t. I can’t kill you either. We’re the same person. The only way either of us can kill the other is with a bullet to our head.’
‘I am not you.’ The ‘not’ was emphasised by a spinning kick which Andrea ducked under. ‘I am the Darkness. Older than–’
‘You were the Darkness. When we merged, you built a personality based on mine with all the compassion ripped out. You thought.’
‘I thought?’
Andrea nodded, slapping a punch aside. ‘The number of times it would’ve been easier to let Billy die. The way you reacted to that dancer. The way you reacted to people disrespecting all the dancers. You’re not as monstrous as you’d like to think. Here, let me show you.’ Timing her parry of another punch to the torso perfectly, Andrea grabbed Midnight’s arm, yanking it hard and rolling backward. Together, both women fell and Midnight let out a shriek as she realised they were about to fall into one of the memory columns.
Light blazed around them and Midnight screamed again as memories of her time within Andrea flashed through her mind. The shadow demon attacking Cygnus outside Diamond’s house and Midnight had stepped in to stop it. The anger she had felt at the sight of some useless 49er pawing at the girls as they danced. The hesitation she had felt before leaving Billy to Jīnlóng’s mercies. The slight hint of pleasure she had felt when she realised that Andrea had saved him. Just a hint. Pleasure and… relief. He had been her companion almost since she had woken up after…
And then there had been the Guardian ship hanging over China. She had destroyed it because it was in her way, breaching its reactor to cause another cosmic energy burst. She had almost convinced herself that it was purely selfish, but there had been that little hint of duty. Left in orbit, the ship could have caused enormous damage, and she had needed to see it destroyed.
‘You’re not the perfection of evil you’d like to think you are, Midnight,’ Andrea said from somewhere within the swirling cloud of light. ‘And I’m no paragon of virtue. But I can’t let you go on like this. It’s time for you to go where Twilight has gone, back into my psyche. It’s time I took responsibility for some things I’ve been avoiding. I’m the Avatar of Shadows, and I need to take control.’
‘No,’ Midnight said, but her voice sounded thin, reedy. She was fading and she knew it, washing away in the river of Andrea’s memory.
‘Yes,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m the original. Whether the Darkness likes it or not, I’m what you and Twilight came from. I’m the one that remains when you go back.’
There was a subtle shift, a fleeting motion, and Andrea was standing, alone, in the column of light beside the forest. It was over, and there was just one thing left to do.
‘You’ll never be rid of me.’ Midnight’s voice. Andrea was not really sure how she could tell the difference, but it was definitely Midnight speaking.
Andrea looked down at her shadow and smiled. ‘Why should I want to be?’
‘Though I think you could learn to be a little more civil,’ Twilight suggested.
‘Brat,’ Midnight scolded.
‘Ghoul,’ Twilight replied.
‘Quiet, children,’ Andrea said. Her feet lifted off the black ground as she rose up toward the light. ‘Mother has work to do.’
~~~
Andrea opened her eyes and wondered whether she was actually still inside her mindscape. Bright, white light blazed around her. She turned her head. Magnesium flare on a concrete floor. The real world then, but no Billy. Magnesium flare…
She sprang to her feet just as Jīnlóng walked back through the door. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘you are awake.’ He was speaking Mandarin, slowly. Andrea’s knowledge of the language was basic, to say the least: Midnight had focused on Cantonese. ‘I will enjoy killing you more.’ He stepped in, unleashing a flurry of blows to her face which she dodged, mostly. One of them hit home and she heard bone crack before she fell backward onto her butt.
‘He’s going to kill you if you don’t get a move on,’ Twilight commented.
‘I had him on the ropes in a couple of seconds,’ Midnight added. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to–’
‘No,’ Andrea grumbled.
‘Speak a civilised language,’ Jīnlóng said, which was when Andrea realised she had used English. ‘Let me help you up.’ He reached for her and Andrea reacted. The light was too bright and she needed to be out of this room. But he was in the way of the door. She needed darkness. She focused on the brilliant light from the flare and, quite suddenly, that light was gone. She rolled sideways, sliding through the suddenly thicker shadows and across the warehouse to the far wall. The blaze of light from the flare came back as quickly as it had stopped, but the roar of anger from Jīnlóng put a smile on Andrea’s lips.
Still, it was hardly over. She looked around, spotting the burning corpse ten or so feet away against the wall. The smile vanished and her features hardened. ‘You did not have to kill him,’ she called out.
Jīnlóng appeared in the doorway, spotted her, and dashed toward her. ‘I wanted to,’ he said.
‘Not very heroic.’ Andrea waited, allowed him to close the distance. Her shoulders sagged as though she could barely move. That was not far from the truth. She let him close in, let him reach out and grab her throat in one hand. ‘Chǔn zhū,’ she said, which Billy had told her meant ‘dumb pig.’ Billy would not be helping Andrea learn more Chinese. It got Jīnlóng’s attention; he looked up, into her eyes, his lip curling into a sneer.
Then he froze, has hand dropping away from her throat as the terror swept over him. A trickle of heat flowed through from him and into Andrea. Her nose stopped bleeding, which was nice, but he was still standing there and he was still a threat. And she still felt like she might collapse at any instant. She pulled the shadows up around them both and faded into them. As far as she knew, he had no way of seeing in total darkness. If she could keep him at this long enough, the darkness would heal her…
Jīnlóng shook off his daze and growled. ‘You cannot escape me.’ Andrea remained silent, a shadow within the darkness. He moved, slowly, carefully, turning as though searching for her. He had some sort of ability to sense things in the dark, some form of hypersensory effect, she guessed, using his other senses to try to place her. So long as she remained inside her darkness, he could not hit her anyway. ‘I will find you,’ he said, and he reached behind his back to produce another flare.
The flare in the office chose that moment to burn out. Andrea looked that way, toward the newly darkened office. Her weapons were there and with her weapons… She stepped through into the office just as Jīnlóng tossed the grenade a few feet away. Light blazed outside, but it was dimmed by the single dirty window the office had. Crouching, she grabbed her revolver and raised it, pointing it at the door. She heard the Golden Dragon cursing as the light from the flare burned the shadows away. There was blood in her mouth and she swallowed, waiting for him to make an appearance. He would figure it out soon enough.
He did. She fired as soon as he appeared in the doorway. He had not yet looked in her direction and the burst of black flame hit him right between the eyes before he could react. He fell backward, stumbling and then falling, and Andrea remained where she was for what felt like an eternity, waiting for him to reappear. She decided he was not going to when the second flare he had dropped burned out.
‘He may not be dead,’ Midnight said. ‘You should finish him.’
‘I’m pushing myself to keep going as it is,’ Andrea replied, pulling the darkness up around her and settling back onto the blanket. ‘He can wait until I feel like I didn’t just go fifteen rounds with a tank.’
‘He killed Billy.’
‘Of this, I am aware. Now, shut up so I can get some rest. I’ve had a long day.’ Andrea closed her eyes, but she knew she would not sleep, not yet. She had had a long day. She had finally taken control of her life, of the Darkness. That was a problem as much as it was a good thing. She still had a little Midnight in her soul and she was not sure how that was going to affect her. Well, there was only one way to find out.
~~~
Four soldiers led the way into the warehouse. Seeker came in behind them with a pistol in her hand, though she doubted she would need to use it. More men swarmed in behind her and began to fan out, searching the building. The four point men headed straight across the open floor and Seeker followed.
The smell of burning flesh hung in the air and Seeker’s nose wrinkled. Someone, she suspected, had got on the wrong end of the Golden Dragon’s breath. She had lost the ability to trace Hong over four hours earlier which meant that he was dead. The problem was that she had also lost Jīnlóng a few minutes later. The man had died before and come back, but…
‘Ma’am,’ one of the soldiers said, pointing. Seeker stepped around her guardians, her eyes flicking over the scene. There was a charred corpse, which could have been Hong, over by a wall but it was the other body that drew her attention. Jīnlóng lay on his back on the concrete floor, not far outside the door to a small office. His costume was unmarked and there did not seem to be any obvious damage to his skin. The latter was difficult to be sure of, however, as his face was coated in a thin layer of ice and there were patches of it on his chest.
Walking over to him, Seeker crouched down and felt for a pulse. His skin was cold, clammy, and nothing seemed to be beating beneath it. ‘Have him wrapped in blankets. We’ll take him to the nearest Army base.’ Seeker got to her feet and started into the office, pulling a flashlight from her pocket to look around. There were scuffmarks in the dust on the floor, a suggestion a blanket had been put down there, and what looked a lot like the scorch patterns of a magnesium flare.
Seeker turned and walked out of the office. ‘Make him ready for travel quickly. Midnight is gone and I have no way to track her. If Jīnlóng wakes up, I assume he will wish to pursue her, but for now, our job is done.’
 



Part Five: Politico
New Millennium City, MD, 23rd January 2016.
The snow was up to about twenty inches and New Millennium City was, to a reasonable degree, shut down. The O was not running. Starblaze International had been closed down for the last day. It was hardly out of the ordinary: most of the north-eastern part of the United States was in the same shape. There were tornados hitting the Gulf Coast and snow in the southern states hitting record levels. One of the upsides, as far as June was concerned, was that Captain Freedom was in Pennsylvania helping to handle a pileup near Bedford. There had been a few conspiracy theories suggesting that an Ultra with weather-control powers was responsible, but the meteorologists were quite sure that the blizzard was down to natural, if freakish, conditions.
New Millennium City’s Ultras were out in force, though one of them was not in costume. Jacob had finally received his new Frostburn suit, but he was out on the streets in jeans and a sweater, plus his heaviest pair of boots: the cold was absolutely his element, and no one would mistake him for a normal with glowing, blue eyes. He was working with Astraea to bring in supplies to shops which had been almost totally looted of food and other basics when the blizzard warning had gone out. She would drop him off at a shop or mall and he would clear the snow from the delivery doors while she flew back for pallets of supplies. He would then carry the pallet into the building while she went back for another.
June was perfectly happy flying around in her skimpy costume: she could stand up to the cold of space. Various news channels had sent out reporters – idiots as far as June was concerned – to the supply centres, so Astraea was getting seen by the public for the first time. Well, there had been a couple of blurry, dark photographs before, but now she was really out in the open and the news crews were trying to get as much video of her as possible. Okay, so she was an attractive blonde in a mask and a semi-transparent costume, flying around in a blizzard. That might have drawn attention anyway.
Cygnus and Svetilo were out trying to keep roads open for the emergency services. Svetilo was grumbling a little because she also had a new costume to show off, but she did not have Jacob’s tolerance to the cold. She was wearing her new jumpsuit, but she was wearing a thick coat over it, along with a woolly hat and a thick scarf. Zoe had, apparently, insisted. Mostly, what Cygnus and Svetilo were doing involved moving vehicles which had become stuck or been abandoned, but Cygnus was also flying snowploughs between locations in the city which needed immediate attention.
‘Gah! Can’t they see I’m working here?’ June sounded exasperated, even over the radio.
‘Camera crews?’ Cygnus asked. She was two hundred feet above north-west Uptown, flying a snowplough toward Deale Harbour.
‘Yeah. I mean, okay, I’m a blonde in a swimsuit…’
‘A transparent swimsuit.’
‘… flying supplies about, but what the Hell? And it’s only transparent in places.’
‘I think it looks great,’ Zoe said. She had been given a radio in much the same way June and Heather had been given one initially: it let her listen in and make sure Svetilo was okay. She found it fascinating and was sometimes glued to the thing even when Svetilo was at home with her.
‘I think it’s just deserts,’ Cygnus said. ‘You put me in a stripper outfit and I got all those loving photographs of my ass in the news. Now it’s your turn.’
‘You are used to attention, Astraea,’ Svetilo said. ‘This should not bother you. Give them a few minutes for an interview and they will leave you alone.’
‘Yeah,’ June allowed, grudgingly. ‘I guess I could talk to some of them after this round of supplies. I could use a coffee anyway.’
‘Coffee?’ Cygnus almost squeaked. ‘I’ll drop this truck off and I’ll be over.’
~~~
About the only warm place in the warehouse June and Jacob were using as a distribution centre was the break room. That meant that Jacob was standing outside it with a mug of coffee in his hands when Cygnus arrived, and he was being interviewed by a camera crew from ACPN.
‘I do an irregular patrol around the Friendship Park area,’ Jacob was saying as Cygnus slipped past, ‘and I’m on call for emergencies like this one. Mostly, I stick to my job which is handling private cases with my partner in Fortuna Investigations. We specialise in cases with an Ultrahuman involvement.’
‘I thought you were supposed to be getting interviewed,’ Cygnus said to June as June handed over a mug of coffee. ‘Also, you are a blessed angel.’
‘I think angels wear white,’ June replied. ‘I told them that I’d give them a few minutes if they let me grab a coffee first. And Jacob gets to plug Fortuna this way. I mean, he’s not really much better known than I am.’
‘True. How are you managing? You’re not as strong as me and you’re toting around some pretty heavy weights.’
June gave a shrug. ‘I’m resting up between runs. The weight is fine but carrying it over distance is tiring.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘I came up with a new load-hauling configuration for this. I lost a bit of speed, but that’s really not a problem, and I can shift heavier loads.’
‘How heavy?’ Jacob called out from outside the door.
Cygnus cringed a little: she hated making Jacob sound like a wimp in comparison. ‘A bit over a million tons,’ she called back.
Jacob had obviously turned back to the camera crew. ‘And that is why we let Cygnus handle the heavy lifting.’
‘You seem to know Cygnus well,’ the reporter said.
‘I registered her back when she started and I was in the UID.’
‘And you have a connection to Twilight as well, I believe. Is there any news on what happened to her?’
‘Uh, no,’ Jacob said. ‘We have no additional information on her.’
June drained her mug. ‘Time for a rescue, I think.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus replied, ‘he’s lapsing into “police spokesman.”’
Giving a grin which had a bit of a bleak edge to it, June set off out of the room, putting on her best Astraea look as she went.
24th January.
‘You seem very comfortable in the cold, Astraea.’
June watched herself up on the wall screen where her interview was showing on the morning news. ‘It is weird seeing myself on TV,’ she said.
‘Well,’ Astraea said from the screen, ‘I’m one of the few Ultras who can operate in space. I don’t really feel the cold.’
‘And it’s weirder hearing my own voice.’
‘That’s always weird,’ Penny replied.
‘I guess. The next question was weird, whoever asked it.’
‘You can fly in space,’ the reporter said, ‘but you aren’t from there?’
On screen, Astraea developed a quizzical smile. ‘Odd question, but no, I was born in Flushing.’
‘I think aliens have become a thing to worry over,’ Penny said. ‘Captain Freedom mentioning them didn’t help, even if that was months ago. You mentioned space. The reporter jumped to a conclusion.’
‘Yeah…’
The report had shifted over to the main studio, with a backdrop of weather maps. ‘… snowfall will continue today. We can expect breaks in the weather as the heaviest of the snow moves north this evening. Travel bans are still in place throughout most of the North West.’
June gave a sigh. ‘More heavy lifting, I guess.’
Penny smiled. ‘A hero’s work is never done, love.’
‘Yeah, but when you get truth and justice powers, you do not expect to spend your time shovelling snow.’
‘Well, the worst should be out of the way by Monday, so that means some idiots are going to be out trying to loot what they can in Churchton. You can punch some looters. That should be cathartic.’
Beijing, China, 31st January.
There were looters on the streets of Beijing. They were hardy people since the sun was just starting to lift above the horizon and the temperature was well below freezing. There was a biting wind coming down from the north, but it was not threatening snow: it did not rain much outside the summer months.
The cold did not bother Andrea, of course. She stood on the roof of a hotel about a mile east of what was left of the palace. Naryan Tan had dropped his missile right on top of Tiananmen Square. Some of the Forbidden City had survived, especially on the north side, but much of it was flattened or burned, or both. Mao’s mausoleum, the Great Hall of the People, and the National Museum were no more. The Monument to the People’s Heroes was just part of the crater. Andrea doubted she would have ever got the chance to see sights like that – the Forbidden City had been around for six hundred years and now it was best suited to conversion to a car park – but she would have liked to have had the option.
The looters did not bother Andrea either. The city had been essentially abandoned following the nuclear explosion and a later event which had caused more destruction. There were still people living in the northern divisions, but they were struggling. Some of them braved the dangers of the southern city to get tinned food and other supplies. If they were lucky, they wouldn’t have their finds stolen by other citizens on the way home. Andrea was going to be looting a few stores herself shortly, though most of her ill-gotten gains would be given to the family she was living with in Nándúlèhé. They had been nice to her, and she was getting them what they needed in return. Well, what they needed and a toy or two for their daughter.
Shifting her gaze, Andrea looked south and west where the initial trail of devastation from the emergence of Guàiwù could be seen. It was an unimaginative name, meaning ‘Monster.’ It had come, or so people said, from the crater of the explosion. Estimates of its size ranged from fifty feet to two hundred! It was reptilian – everyone seemed to agree on that – with a head like a crocodile, or maybe a T Rex, or a horned demon. It destroyed buildings with a sweep of an arm and breathed out some form of energy beam which burned men to dust. Even those who somehow survived the beam’s initial touch died days later in horrible pain. The monster had demolished huge swathes of the city, killed tens of thousands, and then wandered off toward the west. It was more of a legend than a fact, but there were all those flattened buildings to prove it.
Guàiwù had gone west. Andrea had been moving north, but now Mongolia and Russia loomed ahead of her and she was reviewing her plans. She would follow the path of the monster, generally anyway. To the west was Tibet; maybe if she headed that way, she could find a guru on a mountain to give her advice.
‘That is a crazy idea,’ Twilight said.
‘Who asked you?’ Andrea replied without looking around.
‘She’s right,’ Midnight noted. ‘You’re nuts.’
‘That is not what I said!’ Twilight squeaked.
‘She’s not going to find anything in Tibet. She’s not going to prove she’s nice by trailing that monster.’
‘She might! Wait, I was the one that said it was crazy.’
‘Shut up, the both of you,’ Andrea said, though there was no real bite in it. ‘That’s where we’re going.’ She turned, looking around for buildings which might have been department stores. ‘Now, where are we going to find a My Little Ultra doll in this place…’
San Francisco, CA, 16th February.
Diamond looked discreetly around the interior of the bank before glancing across the room at Rex and giving a small nod. Around the room, four men drew silenced pistols and shot out four cameras. Rex drew his own weapon as the guard began to react, putting a bullet in the man’s forehead.
‘Listen up,’ Rex called out into the stunned silence which followed. ‘Everyone on the floor. If anyone lifts their head, everyone dies. We want the bank’s money, not heroes. Stay still and quiet and you won’t be hurt.’ Diamond settled onto the tiled floor, knowing that the little speech was largely a lie. Many of the people here were going to die, whatever anyone did about it.
In the rear of the bank, Cherry Blossom walked into the manager’s office, escorted by Jack. The manager was overweight, not too tall, and scared out of his mind. Cherry Blossom smiled at him and the fear seemed to just evaporate from his mind. He smiled back, a little tentatively. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘we want to get into some of your deposit boxes. We know that you have a master key to open them.’
‘That’s only for use when ordered by a court,’ the manager said, but he sounded a little hesitant. Was it really that important when he used the key?
‘I know, but it will make things so much easier for me if you give me that key. And Jack won’t need to hurt you, which I’m sure you’d prefer. It’s not your money we’re after. Why should you risk your health over someone else’s possessions?’
It just seemed so obvious… Turning, the manager walked over to a safe on the office wall, punched in the code to open it, and took out the key. Still smiling, he turned it over to the pretty Chinese woman.
‘Thank you,’ Cherry Blossom said, and then she turned and walked out of the room. Jack stayed right where he was, staring at the manager with what seemed like malign intent.
Detonatrix was waiting in the vault with three of Diamond’s suit. ‘Come on, come on,’ she muttered as Cherry Blossom handed over the key to a man in a pristine suit who immediately set to work opening deposit boxes.
‘You’re impatient,’ Cherry Blossom commented.
‘The fun doesn’t start until we’ve cleared this place of everything we want,’ Detonatrix replied.
Cherry Blossom gave a shrug. ‘It’s all going according to plan. I’m a little surprised. Robbing a bank is not something I ever thought I would do.’
‘I’ve knocked over a couple. I’m generally a little more violent about it.’
‘You’ll get to be violent before we leave.’
Detonatrix smiled. There was something of a manic light in her eyes. ‘I know.’
It took ten minutes for the boxes they were interested in to be cleared and the contents put into bags for transport. By then the staff were probably wondering why the silent alarm had not summoned a horde of police vehicles. Cherry Blossom checked the vault and the men and then pressed a finger to her ear. ‘We’re clear,’ she said.
Back in the manager’s office, Wraith stepped in behind Jack and carried on to where the manager was continuing to look nervous. He managed to pull his mouth into a smile on the arrival of the new, strange woman. She said nothing, but she did give him a smile in return. Then she pulled a small knife from a sheath on her left wrist and the manager flinched back.
‘You don’t need to worry about this,’ Wraith said, holding up the blade. It was barely three inches in length, but it could still do damage. It did do damage: Wraith lifted her left hand and drew the blade across her palm. Both she and the manager winced, but then she put her hand on his chest and his expression changed. His eyes widened and his mouth opened and he screamed. The screaming continued for a second or two before his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed onto the floor of his office. Wraith glanced at her healed palm and then bent to check the manager’s pulse. Then she straightened up and marched out of the room, followed by Jack.
The explosion which followed a second later had all of the people in the front of the bank screaming, but Rex’s voice bellowed over them. ‘That is simply to eliminate evidence in the vault. Stay right where you are until we have left the building. Anyone who follows before we are away from here will be shot.’ Then he started for the door.
At that point, Diamond got to her feet and went with them. For once, she was not too worried about people identifying her. She almost wanted them to. The entire group walked out to board a van which had just pulled up on the street, but Diamond paused at the door and looked at Detonatrix. ‘Go ahead, sugar. I know you want to.’
Detonatrix grinned and raised a hand toward the glass doors of the bank. A burst of energy lanced out from her palm, blasting easily through the reinforced glass. Then the entire front of the building exploded outward. ‘That is what I live for!’ the tall woman shrieked. Then she put a second blast in through the shattered frontage before leaping into the van.
‘Well done, everyone,’ Diamond said as they pulled away. ‘That went just perfectly. When we’ve liquidated those bonds and other items, we’ll have the capital for the next phase, as well as a nice little bonus for personal use. And, of course, we’ll have given the San Francisco Stars and Mink something to think about. Not a bad day of work, if I do say so myself.’
Ordos City, China, 6th March.
Ordos City was not a bad place. The locals did not seem to be especially used to foreigners there. Of course, the city was a municipality in Inner Mongolia and it was largely rural. It had taken Andrea a while to figure out where she could go to stay a while, but she had found a family with a spare room in the house. There was no happy reason for that: the room had been their son’s until he had died recently, but they seemed happy to have someone to look after under their roof and she was helping.
Plus, her Mandarin was getting better. ‘I have fruit,’ she said as she carried a crate in through the front door. ‘There are some vegetables. And I managed to get some fresh fish.’ She put the crate down on one of the small counters in the kitchen. ‘I think things are getting better. More supplies coming in.’
‘Thank you for going,’ Mrs Pan said, smiling warmly. She started to lift the crate before Andrea could warn her, and immediately stopped. She was a small woman, on the elderly side of middle age and not that strong. ‘That is too heavy for me.’ She began unpacking the contents rather than moving the entire thing. ‘You are stronger even than you look.’
‘Yeah.’ They had never asked about her eyes, or anything else. She had arrived and asked if she could pay for room and board with work. There was plenty of work and Mister Pan no longer had his son to help take care of things. Not since Guàiwù had paid the city a visit.
The monster had spent some time ploughing through the city of Shuozhou after leaving Beijing. Army units had tried to stop it, even bringing out experimental energy weapons. The reports Andrea had heard suggested that the beast had seemed stronger, more energised, after being hit with a laser. Soldiers and civilians alike had died in droves; there were still people dying of what Andrea thought was radiation poisoning weeks later. The thing was unstoppable.
Its path had shifted northward when it got out of Shuozhou’s suburbs, and it had found its way to Ordos as though drawn to the concentration of people. As far as anyone could tell, it did not eat or drink. It slept for about four hours whenever it got tired, but when it was awake, it was looking for something to destroy. It had come to Ordos and ripped a long gash of destruction through the southern part of the city, into the core where many of the newer buildings were, and then out toward the west. Mister and Mrs Pan’s son had been in the city, working in an office, when Guàiwù had torn through. Someone came to tell the Pans that their child had died bravely, helping to get others out of the building, but he was still dead. They were, unfortunately, far from the only family in that situation.
‘I’ll go help Mister Pan with that fence,’ Andrea said, heading for the kitchen door. The Pans had a small amount of land behind their house which they used to grow vegetables, when there was rain to water the soil anyway. The fence at the back of their land had needed some work for most of the last year. Mister Pan had laughed when he said how his son was always ‘just about to come help’ with that.
Mrs Pan gave Andrea a smile. ‘You are a good girl.’
‘Maybe,’ Andrea conceded as she stepped outside. She spotted her shadow out of the corner of her eye but waited until the kitchen door was closed before saying, ‘And whatever you have to say, you can just shut up.’
‘You’re going to have to take care of those bandits sooner or later,’ Midnight replied.
‘She’s right, you know,’ Twilight added.
The bandits in question had a base in the ruins of the southern part of the city and they were responsible for the relative paucity of supplies. Andrea knew she was going to have to deal with them since the remains of the local police force had either joined them or had no idea what to do about them. Still… ‘I know that. I’m going to handle it. But you can still shut up.’
Her shadow fell silent as she made her way to where Mister Pan was considering a fence post and what he might do with it. She could tell they were brooding and that was not the last she had heard on the matter, but at least they were quiet.
San Francisco, CA, 24th March.
Dressed in a hoodie and dark jeans which had seen better days, Mink walked the streets of San Francisco trying to keep the worried look off her face. Well, she did not try too hard because her current persona lent itself to worried looks. Someone had picked up the drug business in the City.
Ever since she had taken down the Nine Kings tong along with Cygnus and Twilight, the drug supply in San Francisco had come in through bit players and the cops had been very diligent in dropping the hammer on any such group they found. It had been too good to last, obviously. Someone had been bound to move in eventually and there had been rumours of such an organisation operating for a while. It was just that they had really stepped up their game in the last week or so.
It was going to have to stop. The only problem was finding out where the supply was coming from.
5th April.
Almost two weeks of investigation had netted Mink next to nothing in the way of information. Suspecting that Diamond was somehow involved, she had tasked the Stars with seeing what they could get out of some of the street dealers. Lament could be a pain in the ass, but she could be really useful when she wanted to be. For all the charm of Lament’s singing and all the dealers Fuego and Bonehead supplied for her to work those charms on, they had got about as much as Bianca’s various personas had got: nothing much.
So, direct action was called for and Mink was on the prowl. All that effort had suggested a couple of locations where the drugs were being handed out at the street level. Mink was watching one of them, a place in the Tenderloin off Larkin Street. It worked well for Mink’s general mode of operation: find somewhere high nearby to watch from. She lay on the roof of a four-storey building – with a deli down at street level – and watched the comings and goings in the car park across the way.
There were plenty of dealers, but she was not really interested in them. There were three men in street clothes hanging around a ten-ton truck who did not really bother Mink either. It was interesting that they were not bothered by police in all the time they waited around, handing out packages and collecting other packages. That was likely low-level bribery rather than the institutionalised corruption which had plagued portions of the SFPD before the Nine Kings had been removed from the picture.
Settling down for a long wait, Mink once again considered the advisability of the huge vent in the front of her Mink costume and wondered why she never remembered to bring blankets on stakeouts.
San Jose, CA, 6th April.
Finally, the hours of general discomfort and having to fish grit out of her costume had paid off. It was also lucky that she had not brought a blanket, but she did have her car not far from the parking lot she had been watching. The men with the van had packed up not long after midnight, Mink had put a tracer on the roof of the van with her rope dart, and now she was following them south.
As befitted a little-seen heroine such as Mink, she was not following them directly. She followed her beacon, the car’s computer plotting her a route along side roads while the truck took the freeway. For quite a while, it looked like they were heading for San Jose and, at least technically, that was where they ended up. It was just the southern edge of San Jose around Coyote.
Mink stopped a couple of blocks away from where the truck had come to rest and made her way there on foot. She was not entirely sure what to expect when she got there, but what she found was another parking lot. This one belonged to Aces Shipping. One quick internet search later, she knew that Aces Shipping was a privately owned company registered as operating in Los Angeles. Their San Jose location was simply a local distribution centre. There was nothing especially interesting about the listing for the company. They seemed legitimate. Well, aside from the fact that they appeared to be distributing drugs to dealers in San Francisco and maybe a few other places in the Bay area.
It was after one a.m. and the place seemed to be shutting down for the night. Mink smiled. A little breaking and entering seemed to be in order. Maybe she could find some information on who was running this operation. And if not, she could try the Los Angeles offices later.
Los Angeles, CA.
The L.A. offices of Aces Shipping were in the Canoga Park area. They consisted of a short office block attached to a warehouse and beside a parking lot. It all looked very legitimate, but Mink’s computers had been doing some work on the organisation while Bianca Fullerton had been out being a CEO during the day. Aces Shipping had been floundering for the last three years and had recently been bought out. Most of the original staff had been given severance packages and happily walked away, and someone had pumped a lot of money into the company to get it back into operation, but only with its L.A. and San Jose offices.
Mink finished picking the lock on a side door and slipped inside. For a transport company, Aces operated a pretty strict nine-to-five schedule in L.A. That was particularly weird, given that the San Jose office was open until one a.m. From Mink’s point of view, it just meant the only thing she had to worry about was a pair of guards who patrolled the building about every two hours. Though, considering she thought the company was up to no good, the lax security seemed a little odd too.
She located a computer and plugged in one of her hacking devices. She was on her way to the office door to keep an eye on the corridor when the device gave a soft beep. It had got in? That quickly? The security on this place was lax for a shipping company; for a drug distribution operation, it was criminal. Mink allowed herself a smirk at the internal pun and began going through the computer’s filing system.
Jokes aside, there was something not quite right about Aces Shipping. They were clearly shipping drugs into San Francisco, but it was almost like they were a smokescreen for something else. It had been a little too easy to discover them and certainly too easy to get at their secrets. It was a good thing Mink had brought along some surveillance gear. A few bugs in the right places might well uncover a few secrets whoever was behind Aces did not want known.
Zhongwei, China, 15th April.
Guàiwù had not been to Zhongwei, but someone had. The monster had passed to the north, wading through Yinchuan, but then sticking to the desert as it headed toward Xining. That was interesting, because that was where the people who had come to Zhongwei had come from.
Andrea was keeping her presence in the city a lot more quiet than she had in Ordos. It was like living in an occupied country. Troops in almost-Army uniforms patrolled the streets and stood guard around the local power station. The uniforms had once been regular Army uniforms, but each of them now had red epaulettes and any flag patches had been removed. Camouflage gear with bright red shoulders just looked wrong.
From what Andrea had been able to work out so far, they were in Zhongwei to secure the Tengger Desert Solar Park. The place was almost seventeen square miles of photovoltaic cells, the largest such site in the world. There were military engineers busy stringing heavy-duty cable across the landscape toward Xining. No one in Zhongwei knew what would happen to them when the project was completed, but it seemed like there was more than just Guàiwù to be worried about in this corner of the country.
Los Angeles, CA, 17th April.
The mansion – well, certainly a large house built on a large plot of land off Mulholland Drive – was staffed exclusively by young, attractive women with vacantly happy expressions. From Mink’s current viewpoint, this was not entirely a bad thing since none of the girls appeared to care much about a stranger walking through the corridors past them. They all had their jobs, and they went about them with single-minded determination.
Clearly, Mink’s target for this evening had psionic abilities, but that was expected. Sooner or later, Mink would need to deal with what was going on here, but that would have to wait. In all probability, no matter when these girls were freed, they were going to need help from psychiatric professionals. Waiting a while longer would not make that much difference, even if it made Mink grind her teeth to do it.
She made her way to a huge lounge at the back of the building, and there she found the man she was looking for. His name was Randal Totteridge, and he was possibly the most odious individual Mink had ever laid eyes on. It was not just that he was morbidly obese, though that was certainly a factor. His body was a misshapen lump with thick arms and legs. His cheeks hung as flabby jowls and he had at least three chins. His eyes were sunken and dark. And with all that mass, he was watching TV with a bowl of candy and a bowl of potato chips within easy reach. Beyond the gross mass, Totteridge smelled. It was like being in a hot room with the contents of a fast food restaurant’s dumpster, an unholy combination of BO and rot.
And then there were the two girls waiting on him, dressed in little white aprons and high-heeled pumps. They were there because Totteridge had done something to them. And because of what he had done, they just stood there while Mink walked across the plush carpet and out in front of the fat man.
His piggy eyes narrowed. ‘You. What are you doing in my home?’
‘I’d love to say I was here to put you behind bars,’ Mink replied. She did not flinch as Totteridge launched his bowl of sweets at her, missing by four feet. The bowl hit the wall under the TV set, leaving a dent in the plaster. It seemed that the fat man was quite strong, even if his aim was lousy. ‘That is no way to greet a guest, Mister Totteridge. Or do you prefer Belphegor? The Prince of Gluttony?’
‘I’d prefer you got out of my house.’ He reached for the second bowl.
‘I came all this way to tell you about a competitor, and you just want me to leave?’
Belphegor paused. ‘What competitor?’
‘There’s a new game in town in San Francisco. They seem to be calling themselves the Four Queens and they’re shipping drugs in, in bulk. They’ve taken control of the old networks the Nine Kings operated.’
‘So? We’re not interested in–’
‘Please don’t take me for an idiot, Mister Totteridge. You’ve been trying to move in for a while, but that’s not the problem we have. These “Queens” have gone to a lot of effort to make it look as though you are behind the new shipments. Their main distribution facility is in Los Angeles, a company called Aces Shipping. Security there is just bad enough to make it easy to get into and all the obvious leads end with you. I only found out the truth because I’m far better than your average vice cop. They want me or the cops to come battering down your door. They want me or the cops to take down the Princes so they can move into L.A.’
‘And you’re telling me this, why?’
‘So that you can take care of their distribution channels, of course,’ Mink replied.
‘I do that, I have a way of getting drugs into San Francisco.’
‘Not really. I can shut it down any time I want. Cards on the table, Belphegor. The Princes are weak and in no position to push into my turf. You’re the L.A. Angels’ problem. I know exactly what you’ve got on them, by the way, so I know they won’t be doing anything about you, but that’s not my problem. The Four Queens are my problem, but they’ve made themselves your problem too.’
‘Are you trying to start a war between us and them?’
Mink laughed and started back the way she had come. ‘I doubt I’ve got that much good karma coming my way. Next time we meet, I doubt it’ll be such a civil experience. So, if I were you, I’d do my best to avoid us having to meet. Keep your grubby little fingers off San Francisco and tell your friends to do the same.’
‘Or?’
‘Or I’ll see to it that you go on a diet of prison food for the rest of your natural life.’
Ordos City, China, 22nd April.
It was dark when a warp portal dropped Cygnus, Frostburn, and Lán Yǎnjīng off in the centre of Ordos. For a second, it was hard to believe they were actually standing in a city since huge sections of it were rubble.
‘What happened here?’ Cygnus asked. ‘It looks like a war zone.’
‘They call it Guàiwù,’ Lán Yǎnjīng replied. ‘The word means monster, or freak. It was used as a common name for Ultras, but now it has a specific meaning.’
‘We heard rumours of something coming out of the crater in Beijing.’
‘The same monster. I have only read reports, and those appear exaggerated in many cases, but when you see the devastation first-hand…’ The Chinese cop gave herself a shake. ‘It will be some hours before we can talk to civilians, but we should be able to talk to the police before then.’
‘Okay, let’s get moving.’
~~~
The local chief of police had decided that important foreign visitors were worth getting out of bed for, even if one of them was actually from Hong Kong. His English was far from perfect, but Lán Yǎnjīng was not actually needed for translation, mostly.
‘I did not meet the woman personally,’ he explained, ‘but this picture matches the description my men gave me.’
‘Do you know what she was doing in your city?’ Jacob asked. Of the three of them, the policeman seemed most nervous of Jacob. Maybe it was the glowing eyes. Unlike Hong Kong, Jacob was well at home in Ordos. The outside air temperature was around thirty-five and he was only wearing his armour for the heated police building.
‘I know what she did. We were having trouble with bandits raiding our supply shipments. Since Guàiwù came through, we have had trouble feeding our people and there were those who decided robbing the relief convoys was a prosperous way to live. I did not have the manpower to take them on, but she… She went alone to their camp. They either died there, or they are still running. One of them ran to us! He demanded that we lock him up “to save him from the demons.” I’m not a superstitious man, but I believed him.’
‘Did she give you a name?’ Cygnus asked. ‘Or do you know what name she was using?’
‘No. No one mentioned her name, but you should go to the north.’ The policeman produced a notepad from his pocket and jotted something down. ‘She was living in this neighbourhood. I’m not sure exactly where, but you can ask around.’
‘Thanks,’ Jacob said, nodding. ‘This means a lot to us.’
‘It is my duty,’ the chief said, ‘and she did us a very great favour while she was here.’
~~~
Mrs Pan was obviously not comfortable having the two foreigners and the woman from Hong Kong in her home, but she had frowned at Jacob and then said that, yes, she did know the woman in the picture. She spoke no English, so Lán Yǎnjīng was translating.
‘She says that their… guest was calling herself Mù,’ Lán Yǎnjīng said. ‘It means ‘twilight.’ Andrea does not translate well into Chinese. Midnight would be Wǔyè, so it seems that she has gone back to her original nickname.’
Jacob nodded. ‘That sounds good. Can you ask what she was like? How she was behaving?’
‘She was here for almost a month,’ Lán Yǎnjīng translated as Mrs Pan spoke. ‘She was very good, helping with chores around the house and going to the market for food. She was… private. She spoke little of where she came from. She did mention that she had a boyfriend who was tall and strong, and that he had blue eyes which glowed.’
‘It sounds like she’s back to being Andrea, or Twilight,’ Cygnus said, frowning. ‘Did she say why she was not going home?’
There was the pause for questions to be asked and answered. ‘No. Mrs Pan thinks she was worried about something. She heard her talking to herself on several occasions. Arguing with herself. She thinks Mù is very troubled. She thinks that Mù is trying to atone for something. When she left, she said she would be following Guàiwù west.’
‘She’s following a monster? Why?’
Jacob gave a slight shrug. ‘If she’s trying to atone for what Midnight did in Hong Kong, maybe this is how she hopes to do it.’
‘I can’t help but think it’s something more specific than that, but… Okay. She’s gone. We’re trailing behind again.’ Cygnus smiled at Mrs Pan. ‘You’ve been a great help. If there is anything we can help with before we leave…’
Mrs Pan’s eyes widened upon hearing the translation. Lán Yǎnjīng smirked on hearing the reply. ‘She says that her husband has been moving sacks of seed and fertiliser to the back of their land for a couple of days. He could really use the help.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘I think we can probably handle that.’
‘Yeah,’ Jacob agreed, ‘but when you’re doing that with one hand, what are you going to do with the other one?’
New Millennium City, MD, 27th April.
‘Landslide victories across the board for Senator Roger Kilmer last night in what is being called Super Tuesday Three.’ The presenter had a happy sort of voice, though ACPN tended to try for a balanced political viewpoint. ‘The Senator from South Carolina is now showing an almost insurmountable position for the Republican nomination. The Democratic race is closer with Francesca Hart continuing in the lead. Supporters of Senator Sanding still believe that he can rally enough support for a win.’
‘I’m not sure I thought she’d get that far,’ June said as she buttered her toast.
‘She’s the obvious reaction to Kilmer,’ Penny replied.
‘Senator Kilmer made further news last night at a rally in San Antonio, Texas, where he called for the construction of a new maximum-security prison for Ultrahumans in space.’
‘Mute!’ Penny yelped. ‘What is that man smoking? We don’t have the kind of technology necessary to build something like that. Well, not in general use anyway. I know the Fortress was cutting edge, but this would be bleeding edge. It would be “raw and bleeding stump of a severed limb” edge. It would–’
‘I think we got it, Pen,’ June said. ‘Denny? I’m sure you’ve watched the whole thing. Does Kilmer say anything about how this is supposed to happen?’
‘Only that the brightest minds would come together to solve the problems. If mankind can reach the Moon, they can put a prison in space.’ There was a slight pause and then the computer added, ‘Having some idea of the requirements of long-term space habitats, I have to say that humans could build such a station, but the likelihood of it performing to specifications would be extremely low.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said. ‘Let’s put The Freak in an orbital prison and see how long that lasts.’
‘It’s sort of what we did with Magmatic,’ June pointed out.
‘He’s dead and in space. If we feel like getting him back, we can probably revive him. We’ve no absolute proof that even The Freak could survive re-entry. Most of the prisoners in the Fortress and all the staff would definitely die if anything went wrong up there. That’s setting aside the cost of keeping a station like that functioning. They’re not roping us into ferrying supplies up there. The entire concept is ridiculous.’
‘And yet,’ Denny said, ‘it went down exceptionally well with Senator Kilmer’s audience.’
‘I bet it did,’ Penny said sullenly. ‘People really do believe the stupidest things at times.’
18th May.
Up on the wall screen, the great and the good were standing for a minute’s silence. It was eleven thirty on May the eighteenth, and America was mourning the nuclear death which had claimed so many the year before.
In New Millennium City, Cygnus, June, Jacob, and Heather sat in silence, but their thoughts were more focused on one person who had been lost on that day. Up on the screen, gunshots rang out; someone had decided that the firing of weapons – technically a salute – was an appropriate ending to the silence.
Heather pulled in a long breath through her nose. ‘They didn’t ask you to attend?’ she asked, looking across at Cygnus.
‘Nope,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I guess you could argue that I precipitated it.’
‘Bullshit!’ Jacob snapped.
‘Naryan was here for me. Subjugating Earth was just something he felt he had to do once I was out of the way.’
‘Bullshit,’ Jacob repeated. ‘You and Andrea are the reasons we still have a planet.’
‘And the Guardians would’ve found Earth sooner or later,’ Heather added. ‘The fact that your, um, predecessor found us first meant we had a way to fight back when they did.’
‘You can’t blame yourself, love,’ June said.
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Maybe not. Rationally.’
‘Uh, any more news on Andrea?’ Heather asked.
‘Nothing. We know she’s alive. We know she’s managed to get control back from Midnight. We know she was in Ordos City. We don’t know where she is now or why she hasn’t just come home.’
‘Maybe she hasn’t got control back,’ June suggested. ‘I mean, not fully. She’s still worried Midnight could take over again.’
‘Then why not go to Viviane?’
‘Oh. I suppose Viviane could help…’
‘I think she’s hurting,’ Jacob said. ‘It’s like Mrs Pan said in Ordos, she’s trying to atone for what Midnight did in Hong Kong, or maybe for something we don’t know about. We’ll keep looking, but I think it’s down to her. She’ll come home, or make contact, when she’s ready.’
Pingliang, China.
Andrea sat atop Kongtong Mountain in the dark, looking out into the night with a small flask of really bad whiskey to sip from. One year. She had been away from home for a year. That seemed to need some form of event to mark it, so she was sitting on a mountain which was sacred to Taoists, drinking bad whiskey.
‘You could have got something better to drink,’ Midnight commented.
‘I hate to agree with her,’ Twilight said, ‘but that stuff is terrible.’
Andrea ignored them.
‘There’s nothing really stopping you from going home,’ Twilight tried after a minute or so.
‘Yes,’ Andrea replied, ‘there is.’
‘The monster isn’t anything to do with you,’ Midnight snapped.
‘No, you were the one who blew up that ship. You caused the second burst, so it’s your fault there’s a monster trashing China.’
‘You would prefer there was still a Guardian ship in orbit? Or that it had gone home to report what happened?’
Andrea was silent. She had been over the logic of the situation a thousand times, but she was still left feeling that she needed to do something about Guàiwù. The monster was a consequence of Midnight’s decision to destroy the second ship. Andrea agreed with that decision, but she felt she needed to face up to that choice and its results. And then there was the matter of Billy…
‘We can’t go back until Guàiwù is dealt with,’ Andrea said.
‘You won’t hear me arguing,’ Midnight replied. ‘If you go back, you’ll want to waste our time fighting crime and being the good guy.’
‘Yes. Yes, I probably will.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Why do we watch the news?’ June asked.
‘Today in particular?’ Penny asked. ‘Or at all?’
‘Well’ – June waved a hand at the wall screen – ‘today is just going to be the memorial and rehashing old stuff from last year.’
‘Probably.’
‘But in general, really. Denny could let us know if there is anything important on, and it’s just depressing most of the time. Even the fluff piece at the end is depressing when you realise it’s just there to make the rest of it more palatable.’
Penny shrugged. ‘I guess I feel like it keeps me in touch with things.’
‘Following the memorial service,’ the presenter said, ‘Captain Freedom gave a speech in which he seemed to echo some aspects of Senator Kilmer’s recent “space prison” speech.’
‘And then there are things like that,’ Penny added, frowning at the screen.
ACPN had cut over to a shot of Freedom standing at a podium with the flattened DC skyline in the background. ‘We now know that the threat from alien aggressors is real,’ the Captain was saying. ‘We know that we are not alone and that our neighbours are armed and belligerent. We need to defend our people, our country, our world against those who might wish to harm us. I believe the first step in that defence should be to build structures in orbit and train men to fight in space.’
‘Nuts seems to be going around,’ Penny commented.
June gave a little grimace. ‘I think he’s lying, or not telling the whole truth.’
Penny pursed her lips. ‘He’s the Avatar of America, basically. He could be pushing this as a screen for getting weaponry in space. But it’s a bit like the space prison. It sounds good in theory, but the economics and practical issues make it kind of a stupid idea.’
‘It’s campaign season,’ June said. ‘This is the time when crazy ideas get floated to see whether the voters are going to buy any of it.’
‘Yeah, I guess. The trouble is, I think they probably will buy into this one. What is the Captain up to?’
Haidong, China, 1st July.
Haidong was basically a subjugated city. It had been upgraded from a prefecture to a prefecture-level city a little more than three years earlier, but now it might as well have been considered a district of Xining.
The people of Haidong were afraid. As many of them as could manage had left the area: the last census had reported a population of over one point three million and, if forced to estimate, Andrea would have guessed that over a quarter of those had run. As far as Andrea was concerned, that was fine because it gave her a choice of places to stay and even allowed her to move locations if she thought she was in danger.
Andrea had spent the last sixteen days in Haidong, and most of the last fifteen nights spying on General Xue’s army in Xining. The general, it seemed, had developed powers of some sort thanks to the energy burst, and those powers allowed him to take control of a substantial contingent of troops. He was basically a super-powered warlord and he was trying to take control of large swathes of the country. Maybe with just the troops he had, that would have been difficult, but Xue had somehow managed to turn Guàiwù into his pet monster. Faced with a ravening, radioactive lizard-creature and an army, people were electing to give up rather than fight.
Xue was another product of the Guardian ship exploding over China, a pompous, self-aggrandising petty dictator. Andrea was going to have to deal with him before she left the country.
The sound of boots outside the door pulled Andrea’s attention from the bowl of rice she was eating. The house had no lights on, since she did not need light to see. The neighbours did not come to visit here and probably did not know she was there. This was probably someone else. The door was pushed, the lock holding it shut, and Andrea pulled the darkness around her, reached out for her sword, and then got to her feet, waiting.
The door was smashed open and three men in Chinese Army uniforms rushed in. Each was armed with the latest QBZ-95-1 assault rifles. Andrea smiled. The uniforms had red epaulets: these were Xue’s people and she had seen enough for now. As the men realised that the blackness inside the room was more than just a normal lack of light, she let the fear slide over them and allowed them to realise they had stumbled into a situation they were not prepared for. They had come looking for insurgents, spies. They had found something far worse.
Two of the men fainted on the spot. The third let out a wail of terror and lifted his weapon, spraying bullets into the darkness as he turned, trying to find a target. The rifle’s bolt slammed down on an empty chamber and the soldier fumbled for the magazine release. Andrea stepped in before he could find it and sliced through his neck in one, clean swipe of her sword.
Someone was shouting from outside. ‘What is going on? Report!’ Sergeant or lieutenant, the leader of the squad had waited outside as his men entered.
Andrea headed for the door, her shadows sweeping out ahead of her. She saw the fourth man’s eyes widen as a cloud of black exploded from the door and swept down on him. Then his eyes rolled back in his head and he crumpled to the ground.
Andrea paused, scanning around for signs of life. There were no more soldiers. Her neighbours had not come out to see what the shooting was about. Good enough. She would see that these men never bothered anyone again, and then she would pack up and leave. It was time to move on again. She had things to do.
New Millennium City, MD, 2nd July.
Denny was a very powerful computer. Compared to the run-of-the-mill systems she occasionally interacted with, Denny was some form of silicon goddess. Not that there was an excessive amount of silicon in her core processing elements, but she felt that the analogy was applicable. She frequently had to slow herself down alarmingly when communicating with external equipment, even the systems belonging to the Union of Ultrahumans.
She was also exceptionally reliable. The fact that various external devices she talked to were not was another source of occasional irritation, but she had learned to be patient. She had learned that, when something failed, it could take some time for a human to intervene to correct the problem. Still, an hour to reset a router was a little much.
‘Penny, I have an operational problem I should make you aware of.’
Penny looked up at the wall screen – which was not where Denny was, but it had become a habit – and frowned. ‘Is there something wrong with you?’
‘Not with my systems. I am currently not receiving various municipal camera feeds, including the ones at the airport and important street cameras. I am, therefore, unable to provide the watch coverage I normally do.’
‘Oh. Do you know what the problem is?’
‘It would appear that the router providing the streams has failed. It is not responding in any way. It has been down for one hour, three minutes, and thirty-seven seconds.’
Penny smiled at the accuracy. ‘I guess you should call through to the city’s IT department and tell them it’s down.’
‘I will do so immediately.’
Nodding, Penny returned to the book she was reading. After a minute or so, she looked back up. ‘Does this happen a lot, Denny? Router failures, I mean.’
‘More frequently than I would like,’ Denny replied sourly. ‘That said, a complete failure like this has never happened before. I have recorded two instances of software errors blocking all feeds. In those cases, I could still access the router at a protocol level. It is far more common for individual camera feeds to fail for short periods.’
‘Okay. Maybe they’ve got a serious problem with that router then.’
‘I have notified the help desk of the situation. They indicated that they would see what they could do.’
‘Uh-huh. That sounds like something a help desk would do. Did they suggest power-cycling the equipment at our end?’
‘Why yes, they did.’
‘That definitely sounds like something a help desk would do.’
22nd July.
The big headline of the day had shifted slightly when the evening news came on. It all seemed like it was going the same way, until the presenter dropped the bombshell.
‘Having received the official nomination of the GOP, the Kilmer/Montrose ticket received a massive boost when Captain Freedom came out in support of Senator Kilmer this afternoon.’
Penny’s head snapped around. ‘He what?’
‘This is unprecedented for the national hero, who avoided political affiliations in prior elections. Asked about this change of policy, Captain Freedom had this to say.’
The image changed to show Freedom at a podium. ‘I have never before felt a strong affinity for the policies of a candidate. I have spoken with Senator Kilmer and I believe that he will make an excellent president for this nation.’
‘Mute!’ Penny squeaked. ‘Oh Hell.’
‘It’s not exactly good for Hart,’ June said, ‘but why are you so upset?’
‘Because the other candidates are going to come asking for Cygnus to endorse them. Because Captain Freedom shouldn’t be stuffing his nose into national politics. Because this is going to mess things up good and proper. Take your pick.’
‘The current polls suggest that Captain Freedom’s endorsement has put Senator Kilmer well ahead,’ Denny said. ‘A fully audited reaction will not be available until tomorrow, but the trend is toward a large Republican win at the election.’
‘Swell,’ Penny grumbled.
‘There is another matter I wished to bring up,’ Denny went on, ‘and now would seem as good a time as any.’
‘What is it, Denny?’
‘My monitoring of internet activity is indicating a downturn in Cygnus’s popularity.’
‘Why?’ June asked, frowning. ‘I haven’t noticed–’
‘She remains popular on most of the sites you read, June,’ Denny said, not mentioning that June mostly read the slash-fiction sites. ‘There has been a rise in negative sentiment regarding “aliens” and the possibility of alien invasion. Senator Kilmer is riding this wave to some extent. He has enthusiastically backed Captain Freedom’s call for defensive systems in space. A number of posters have described Cygnus as an alien and appear to be reluctant to change their opinion despite the evidence against it.’
There was a moment of silence. ‘On the bright side,’ Penny said, ‘if the other candidates are monitoring that kind of thing, they won’t be interested in me endorsing them.’
‘I never took you for that kind of optimist, Pen,’ June replied.
Penny shrugged. ‘I work with what I’ve got.’
29th July.
‘There are cars approaching,’ Denny announced, and the screen changed to show two black town cars on the drive up to the house.
‘UID?’ June asked.
‘No idea,’ Penny said, heading for their bedroom. ‘I’ll get it.’
‘I do not believe these are UID vehicles,’ Denny said. On the screen, the picture changed to an angle from the front of the house. The two cars were coming to a stop, and then they were disgorging men and women in dark suits, all of them wearing sunglasses. ‘These are Secret Service agents,’ Denny said. Another woman stepped out of the rear of the two cars, dressed in a short, pin-striped dress and holding a small black purse. She did not look like any sort of agent. ‘And that,’ Denny added, ‘is Francesca Hart.’
‘Crap,’ Cygnus muttered as she emerged from the bedroom in an emergency sweater-dress. ‘I bet I know what this is about.’
The Democrats had held their convention through the week and Hart had won their nomination with a comfortable, if not huge, majority. The pundits were suggesting that her choice of running mate was helping: Stephen Walker was a former senator for Vermont, politically experienced, and well liked. Penny and June had avoided much of the coverage of the convention, as they had done with the Republican one, but they had had trouble avoiding all of it. The Democrats were in a weak position and needed all the help they could get. Perhaps Hart had been persuaded to come to see Cygnus, perhaps it was her own idea, but either way, the woman was after an endorsement from perhaps the second-best-known hero in the country at the moment.
Cygnus opened the door just as the bell rang. ‘Mrs Hart,’ Cygnus said, smiling, ‘what can I do for you?’
Francesca Hart was an attractive woman. Five-foot-ten in flats, fit and shapely. She had a longish face with prominent cheekbones and a slim, straight nose. Brown hair with just a hint of red in it fell in curls to her shoulders. She had deep, dark-brown eyes under quite heavy eyebrows and full lips. She wore minimal makeup, but her coat-dress was mid-thigh and showed off her figure well. Black pumps with a couple of inches of heel made her an inch or so taller than Cygnus, who was in bare feet.
She smiled warmly. ‘I was hoping we could have a little talk about big things.’ She had a pleasant voice with a hint of a Californian accent. She was a lawyer, and a fairly good one, and that voice had to work for her.
‘I guess you’d better come in,’ Cygnus said, glancing back at her Secret Service detail.
‘Oh, they’ll be staying outside,’ Hart said. ‘We had this discussion. If I’m not safe with you, who am I safe with?’
‘I’m not sure the Secret Service has the same opinion of me that you do.’ Cygnus stepped back and ushered the Democratic candidate inside. ‘It’s straight through to the lounge.’
‘This house is unusual.’
‘Yeah, I guess. It was designed by an Ultra who could fly. The middle floor is a dojo and aerobatics gym. The master bedroom is at the top, but we don’t use that. My partner can’t fly.’
June was standing in the kitchen area when they walked into the lounge. She had changed out of a robe and into a minidress, and she was putting a pot of coffee together. ‘Ah, yes,’ Hart said. ‘June Summerfield, I believe. Model and dress designer to the stars.’
June flashed a bright smile. ‘That’s me. Good morning, Mrs Hart. Coffee?’
‘Thank you, yes. Black, no sugar.’ Cygnus waved Hart to one of the sofas and then sat down opposite, saying nothing. After a second or two of silence, Hart decided that she was supposed to speak. ‘As I’m sure you know, I’m running for president. I don’t have political experience – as my competitors continually point out – but I have a strong running mate and a constitutional lawyer for a husband, so that’s died down a little. I’m seen as someone who could bring in new ideas. I’m a woman. I’m an Ultra.’
‘And I probably shouldn’t say this, but you have my vote,’ Cygnus said. ‘Well, technically, you have my alter ego’s vote. I can’t actually vote.’
‘You have mine too,’ June added happily.
‘Thank you, both. I need more than that.’
Cygnus tried not to sag. ‘Kilmer has Captain Freedom on his side and you want an endorsement from me.’ Definitely not a question.
‘That’s basically it,’ Hart said, nodding. ‘I wouldn’t ask. Really, I wouldn’t ask, but with the Captain coming out for Kilmer… Have you seen the polls?’
‘Senator Kilmer currently leads the aggregated polls by seventeen points,’ Denny announced, and Hart jumped. ‘The five-day trend suggests that this could increase to twenty points over the weekend.’
Smirking a little, June walked down from the kitchen with three mugs of coffee. ‘That’s Denny. She’s our house.’
‘An alien artificial intelligence,’ Cygnus explained. ‘She’s very good with numbers. Among other things.’
‘Oh,’ Hart said. ‘Well, thank you, Denny.’
‘It was my pleasure, Mrs Hart,’ Denny replied. ‘I am sorry I could not provide nicer news.’
‘That’s fine. It’s accurate. If this keeps up, the GOP are going to walk away with this election and I hate to think what other lunatic ideas Kilmer is going to try to push if he gets in. His views on Ultras are… conservative.’
‘The space prison idea had Cygnus laughing,’ June said. ‘Well, banging her head on the table, but I could tell she was laughing inside.’
‘That one is going down very well with his supporters. They’ve started chanting “send them to space” at his rallies.’ Hart grimaced. ‘I suppose it might be a solution to the Fortress problem, but–’
‘It will cost billions,’ Cygnus said. ‘We don’t currently have the technology to make a prison in space viable. We have one space station up there, sure, but that only works because everyone in it wants to be there. Can you image The Freak in a ship he could rip apart with a shrug of his shoulders? The only viable support mechanism you’d have is me. There’s a new hero, Astraea, who can fly into space, but that’s about it. Captain Freedom can’t get into orbit. And what does it solve? The Fortress was destroyed from space. If you put the new one in orbit, it just makes it easier to get to.’
‘You’ve thought about this,’ Hart said, smiling. ‘Mind if I use some of that in the debates?’
‘Be my guest. If you asked Doctor Ultimate nicely, he could probably give you precise figures on how stupid it would be.’
‘I’ll keep that in mind. I could really use your endorsement, Cygnus.’
‘I’m not so sure you want it. My public image has taken a dive since Naryan Tan nuked DC. Captain Freedom is going on about needing a military force in space to fight alien invasions and half of the internet thinks I’m not human. If I endorse you, you’re going to get backlash from a lot of people.’
‘People who probably weren’t going to vote for me anyway.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘I don’t want to be involved in politics. I have enough trouble with the UID.’ She held up a hand. ‘I’ll think about it. Maybe when I’ve heard more of the kind of policies you and Kilmer have, I’ll be better able to make a decision.’
‘I guess that’s all I can ask.’ Hart settled back on the sofa and sipped her coffee. ‘Oh, that hits the spot. Okay, so did you really capture drug smugglers by lifting a submarine out of Chesapeake Bay?’
Cygnus laughed. ‘Why is it always the submarine?’
3rd August.
It took five days. At a rally in Albuquerque on the first of August, Kilmer proposed lifting the federal reserve status of the DC area, which everyone aside from his supporters seemed to know was hanging onto life by a thread anyway. In his next breath, he put forward a plan to ‘ensure the security of the entire nation’ by making the registration of Ultras mandatory for anyone exhibiting Ultrahuman powers. That had gone down a storm in a city which had faced an attack from The Freak the year before. No one mentioned that it had been three Ultras who had stopped the monster’s rampage. Or if they did, no one was listening.
In L.A. the following evening, Hart had stated flatly that a universal registration of Ultras was unconstitutional and would simply drive Ultrahumans underground. It was hardly a surprise that she was against such a policy – she was not registered because she had no desire to enforce the law, which was more or less the only reason for registering currently – but it had set down the first really major policy difference between the two candidates, and it was one Cygnus could not ignore.
At midday on the third, Penny called through to L.A. where it was nine in the morning. It was almost as though Hart’s people had been expecting the call because she was put straight through.
‘Cygnus?’ Hart asked. ‘Obviously, I was hoping to hear from you.’
‘Yeah, well. Kilmer has pretty much forced my hand. You know the polls are suggesting people like the idea.’
‘I know. It’s my job to make them understand what it would actually mean.’
‘Then I hope you do your job well. I’ll call ACPN as soon as I’m done here. They’ll send someone out to hear what I have to say. I’d expect the report to go out on the evening news.’
‘You don’t sound pleased about doing this.’
‘I’m not. I don’t put on a costume and fly around the city looking for trouble so I can make political speeches. But I’ll look really convincing on camera.’
‘Well, I know this sounds like I’m just boot-licking, but thanks for this. The fact that you’d rather not be doing it means I have more to thank you for.’
Penny sighed softly. ‘See what the polls do. Then you can thank me, or curse me.’
~~~
‘Most of the policies Senator Kilmer has put forward have been ill-conceived,’ Cygnus said from the wall screen. The backdrop was the trees outside the house; the camera crew and reporter had turned up and been perfectly happy with that arrangement. ‘I can actually get behind his proposal to lift the DC federal reserve status. I’ve been quietly suggesting that for quite a while. But his universal registration idea is a step too far. I believe he is an inadvisable choice for the presidency and I am endorsing Francesca Hart for president.’
‘You look amazing,’ June commented.
‘I tweaked a few settings,’ Penny replied.
‘Cygnus,’ the off-screen reporter said, ‘you are registered yourself. Why would you be against the registration of other Ultrahumans?’
‘I chose to register,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I made a decision to use my talents to uphold the law and help people. I was able to do so without the need to reveal my real identity, which allowed me to go out and do what I do without putting my friends and family in danger. What Senator Kilmer is proposing is an involuntary registration without that anonymity.’
‘He hasn’t stated that the anonymity clause would be revoked.’
‘He has, because he proposes it as a replacement for the federal exclusion zone. How can the UID keep track of Ultras in the DC area if they only have information on a masked alter ego? Has anyone considered how a mandatory registration system is going to be enforced at all? There are ways to detect Ultrahuman activity. Are we going to have UID patrols scanning for Ultrahuman powers and then checking IDs? How about scanners in schools? That’s how the Superhuman Orientation Programme in the Soviet Union works. Is that what we want in America?’
The scene cut back to the studio and the presenter appeared, looking concerned. ‘That was New Millennium City heroine Cygnus confirming her endorsement of Mrs Francesca Hart’s campaign this afternoon.’
‘That’s not faked,’ June said. ‘You actually got to her with that little speech.’
‘In further good news for the Hart/Walker campaign,’ the presenter went on, ‘Fullerton Technologies announced this morning that they will be making a contribution to their funds described as “substantial.”’
‘Huh, I can’t imagine Damian is keen on the idea of mandatory registration.’
Penny shook her head. ‘No, he wouldn’t be, but I’m betting that’s not Bianca’s only reason for this.’
The presenter appeared to be listening. ‘Bianca Fullerton appeared at a press conference this afternoon where she had this to say.’
‘I’m sure you’ll all be expecting me to come out in favour of Senator Kilmer,’ Bianca said. She was at a podium in what was probably a press room somewhere in the main FTI building. ‘I’m quite sure my company could bleed the national coffers of a small fortune attempting to put a super-max prison in orbit. Frankly, we don’t need the bad press that will come when it fails. I’m a businesswoman, and I refuse to see hundreds of billions of dollars of taxpayers’ money flushed away on a vanity project. Beyond that, I refuse to see this country haemorrhage talented individuals who just happen to have Ultrahuman genetics as they run for Canada or Europe, where they won’t be forced to reveal themselves. I’m putting my money where my mouth is. Francesca Hart for president.’
‘Mute,’ Penny said. ‘That was certainly telling them.’
‘Well, Bianca’s that kind of woman,’ June said. ‘How are the polls, Denny?’
‘Unchanged, June,’ Denny replied immediately, ‘but they will not have taken these latest developments into account. Ask me again in a couple of days.’
‘Oh, I will. Trust me, I will.’
4th August.
Fleet sucked on her slushy, her face a little pensive even without the pursed ‘sucking lips.’ Brian could have watched her doing that for hours: she had a way of sucking semi-frozen liquids that made ungentlemanly thoughts float through his head.
She stopped, somewhat to his disappointment, and licked her lips. ‘I’ve never asked,’ she said. ‘What are you planning to do now high school is over?’
‘College,’ Brian responded automatically. ‘Uh, just the local one. I’ve got courses lined up on being an electrician.’
Fleet grinned. ‘That’s certainly focusing on your strong points. So, you’re going to New Millennium College?’
‘Uh-huh. It’s on the rail extension out to the airport, so I can get there easily enough and save money on housing. Even if that means staying at home for another year or two.’
‘No, that’s a good idea. Financially, I mean. Student loans suck.’
He grinned. ‘No kidding. You?’ Brian had a sudden sinking feeling that she would be moving away from the area. This was Fleet, so if she moved to L.A. she could still visit pretty regularly, but… Was this about to be a break-up talk?
‘I’m leaving home.’ Brian’s stomach sank a little further. ‘Not far, but I’m getting my own apartment in, uh, Uptown. Not far from the college. I’m doing dance and some acting courses. At New Millennium College.’ When Brian just blinked at her, she decided to keep talking because she was not really sure what the blinking meant. ‘My parents are paying for the apartment. They said I should get out on my own and they’re not moving to the city for at least another year. Dad has a position lined up at Friendship General, so they’ll probably get a house in Friendship anyway. So, um, I’ll have a place of my own. In New Millennium. I thought that might be good.’ Pause. ‘You’re not saying anything.’
Brian closed his mouth. ‘It’s your birthday today. I thought I was supposed to get a present for you.’
Fleet giggled and sucked on her drink. ‘I’ll be moving in on Labor Day. I was sort of hoping you could come over and help. You’d, um, meet my parents.’
Cringing, Brian managed to say, ‘That’ll be fun then.’
‘Don’t be silly. They’ll love you. It’s not like we’re sleeping together, so Dad won’t have anything to worry over.’
Brian’s cheeks coloured. ‘Well, no, but–’
‘I really want you to meet them before we do christen my new bed.’
Oh yes, meeting Fleet’s mother and father was going to be enormous fun.
5th August.
‘This morning’s aggregate polls show a significant narrowing of the margins,’ Denny said. The morning news had been watched and grumbled about. June had asked about the polls, as she had promised. ‘Senator Kilmer is ahead by five point eight points. There has also been a reduction in negative comments about Cygnus.’
‘Small victories,’ Penny said.
‘It’s an improvement,’ June said. ‘It may be the start of–’
‘Denny, have you enough poll data to make a prediction on the outcome of the electoral colleges?’
‘My data is more limited,’ Denny replied, ‘but my current analysis suggests a win for Senator Kilmer in all but three states.’
‘Oh,’ June said.
‘That’s representative democracy for you,’ Penny said, adding a bleak smile for good measure.
‘Why do we still do it that way?’
‘There are various arguments, but I suspect it’s because it benefits the two major parties. You see–’
‘Penny, my connection to NMCPD dispatch has been shut down.’ Denny sounded annoyed. That was new.
‘Shut down? That implies something deliberate.’
‘There was a full protocol shutdown. When the camera router went down, that did not happen. The camera feeds have never been re-established. Now the dispatch feed appears to have been deliberately closed. I was not made aware of any planned maintenance operations.’
Penny frowned. June frowned. Penny said, ‘Give it an hour and then remind me. If it hasn’t come back, I’ll make some calls.’
~~~
It had taken a couple of hours to get to speak to the one man who seemed willing to actually give Penny answers. Police Commissioner Harold Mainworthing sounded uncomfortable under his usual gruff demeanour, but he seemed willing to talk.
‘I’ve been arguing this for a month,’ Mainworthing said. ‘The council finally forced my hand.’
‘A month?’ Penny asked. ‘It was about a month ago we had a mysterious, unrepairable router failure blocking the camera feeds the city finally organised for us.’
‘They could turn that off themselves. The dispatch connection required that they talk to me.’
‘Okay, but why–’
‘Captain Freedom asked for and received a city-funded communications connection to the police department. We have him on call. He… expressed certain security concerns. He didn’t exactly state that he wouldn’t work with the department if you were still connected to it, but that was the basic message.’
‘Thank you for your honesty, Commissioner,’ Penny said. Then she disconnected the call. ‘Denny, monitor the police frequencies for any indications of problems we can deal with. Emergencies only.’
‘It’s not some kind of mistake?’ June asked.
‘No. It seems as though Captain Freedom has decided that Cygnus is a threat to the security of the city. The police have him on call, so they don’t need us. We patrol as usual, right up until the time the people of New Millennium tell me I’m not wanted. Then… Then, I’m not sure what I’ll do.’
10th August.
Penny poured herself fresh coffee and attempted to establish a philosophical viewpoint on things. The police dispatch feed had been dropped on Friday. The camera feed from the banks had died on Monday morning. In a little over a week, she would be twenty-six. Somehow, the fact that she was getting older had become another indication that the world was quietly working to piss her off. Which was silly: the world was not doing anything of the sort, but Captain Freedom seemed to be.
A movement pulled her attention to the real world. No, not a movement: the big screen was showing Denny’s sensor display with a flashing marker on the eastern edge. She had just taken in that the icon did not have the usual details beside it, which marked it as a commercial flight, when Denny spoke.
‘I am detecting a space vehicle entering the atmosphere on a ballistic trajectory,’ Denny announced.
‘Do you have an identification?’ Penny asked.
‘Not at this time. If the vehicle does not correct its fall, it will impact the ground approximately five kilometres southwest of here, in the vicinity of Brighton Woods.’
Penny bolted for the bedroom. ‘Crap. How long?’
‘The trajectory is fluctuating. I believe the vessel has a partially functioning antigravity system.’
‘Denny?’
‘Approximately five minutes.’
‘Right. June, get changed and follow me out there. We might need your healing.’
June walked into the bedroom, stripping out of her shirt. ‘I’m on it.’
Cygnus pulled her suit up her legs. ‘Let’s just hope I can get there in time.’
~~~
The alien ship was a rather pleasing shape, smoothly changing from a slightly bulbous prow to a triangular aft. It was streamlined, if not exactly aerodynamic, the hull a gleaming white except where the surface had been scuffed, pitted, and/or burned. This was a vessel which had been through a rough time.
‘Denny?’ Cygnus asked as she angled herself in under the ship. ‘How long?’
‘Thirty to forty seconds,’ Denny said into her ear. ‘The vessel’s flight path has become purely ballistic. I believe that any crew are unconscious. Cygnus, the design would appear to suggest the vessel is from the Asharem Congress.’
The name triggered memories. ‘If the crew are asharem… Put a call through to the Union. We’re going to need an environment chamber for any survivors.’
‘Confirmed, Cygnus.’
‘Right.’ Flying in under the nose of the vessel, Cygnus lifted until her back was against it. ‘Let’s see if we can arrange for there to be some survivors.’ She began to lift.
She had configured herself to her heavy-lifting mode, the one that could shift a million tons or so. The ship weighed a lot less, but her estimate suggested that it was travelling around six times the speed of sound and she needed to slow it down very quickly. With the hull of the vessel pressed against her back and shoulders, she applied all the thrust she could manage to push backward. It seemed to be working fairly well until they were down to around fifty feet and she needed to duck out or get crushed. Cygnus shifted to the side above a forested area, which she hoped was unoccupied, and the ship dropped, ploughing into the trees and then the earth beneath with a noise like a bag of hammers dropped into a collection of church bells.
Cygnus shifted to her search and rescue configuration as she flew down to see whether there was anyone alive in the fallen ship. Almost immediately, she could tell that she was going to have trouble with the forward section: it seemed like the vessel had been designed to handle the heat of re-entry by having a heavily reinforced forward section with thinner walls on the midsection and aft. Her search radar was not penetrating the laminate structure, but she could see into the sections further back. The midsection seemed to be almost entirely empty space: cargo and fuel from the substructures. The rear part had a big engine of some sort, a lump of machinery she could not identify, and more fuel tanks. The ships Rho Ashigna and Naryan Tan had used had been equipped with reactionless drives, but this one had some kind of high-tech rocket engine. Which was great, but she was not seeing people.
She could see an airlock, and she was ripping the outer door off when June arrived in her Astraea costume. ‘Survivors?’ June asked.
‘Not yet.’ Walking into the airlock, Cygnus proceeded to smash her way in. ‘It’s highly likely that we’re dealing with asharem.’
‘Is that bad?’
‘For us, no. I wouldn’t say they were entirely peace-loving, but totally pacifist species don’t tend to survive well. The problem is that they come from a planet with two-fifths of our gravity and about sixty percent of our atmosphere. On their home planet they can fly. Here they’re going to have trouble walking. Plus, they could do damage to their lungs from the oxygen concentration.’ The door buckled inward and air rushed past them. Another blow sent the door skittering across the deck. ‘We should work quickly. Take the forward section. I’ll work my way back.’
As Cygnus set off into a corridor which seemed to be heading through the core of the middle section, she could hear June’s commentary over the radio. ‘This place looks like an airliner. Banks of seats. Well, airplanes don’t have a tree trunk rammed through them. Usually. It did a lot of damage, but… No, I can’t see anyone here. I’ll continue forward.’
Cygnus’s radar pierced the walls ahead of her and picked something up with a shape she recognised. Asharem were humanoid. Not especially tall and light for their size, they tended to look skinny. That was definitely one, lying on the floor, inside one of what looked like a set of cabins. It made sense: deep in the core of the ship, away from harmful radiation and possible impacts. The ship had been crashing, so this person had headed for a location where survival was most likely. No other shapes were showing up; Cygnus headed for the cabin door and began to smash it in.
‘I’ve got cabins up here,’ June said.
‘I’ve got an alien. Come to me. I’ll go up and check the front while you see if you can get this guy on his feet.’
‘On my way.’
The ashar was unconscious. From what Cygnus could remember of their physiology, this one was male; the skinsuit he was wearing did little to disguise the fact. Where she could see skin, it was dark blue with brown spots mottling it. His face was laid out in a relatively typical humanoid format, though the nose was flattened and narrow, and the forehead sloped more than a human’s did. He was breathing, rather laboriously, but he was breathing. Alien he might have been, but his right arm was not the right shape: likely broken.
‘You know,’ June said as she appeared in the doorway, ‘most healers can only do their own species.’
‘You’ve been reading up. His arm’s broken. See what you can do. If you can’t… Well, standard medical treatment should work.’
Slipping through and crouching down beside the fallen alien, June reached out to lay her hands on him. ‘Okay. I’ll do my best.’
‘Right. I’ll go check the forward sections and then I’ll get a warp conduit set up from Antarctica.’
‘He does seem to be having some trouble with his breathing.’
‘You would too if you had the equivalent of a teenager sitting on your chest.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘You were able to heal him of his injuries?’ Doctor Ultimate asked. He was standing outside one of the Union’s medical rooms which were set up to provide various environmental conditions. The air pressure in the room where the alien was lying had been reduced. Unfortunately, they could not do much about the gravity.
‘Yes,’ June replied. ‘I just did what I normally do.’
‘Interesting. That may be another talent we could make use of here. Our patient is waking up. Would you care to try talking to him, Cygnus?’
Cygnus nodded and started for the airlock. The lowered air pressure would not bother her. Not by the time she was inside anyway. She was walking up to the bed when the ashar noticed her, his eyes widening. He spoke, but whatever the language was, Cygnus did not know it. She tried the language she had learned from Denny, or perhaps she had remembered it when Denny had exposed her to it. Whatever, it was supposed to be a common trade language. ‘You’re safe. We got you out of your ship after it crashed, but we healed your injuries and you’re safe.’
His eyes narrowed, more in something like a frown than in suspicion. ‘You Guardian?’
‘Yes. I’m a Guardian, but–’
‘Stories true.’
It was Cygnus’s turn to frown. It seemed that he did not speak that language well, but he had a basic grasp. ‘What stories?’ she asked.
‘Stories of… Stories tell of distant Guardian not…’ He shook his head sharply. ‘Not speak Palnesh good.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus pushed an intercom button beside the bed and switched to English. ‘Hugh, we are going to need Polyglot. His Palnesh isn’t good enough to handle more than a few reassurances.’
‘I’ll request that she comes over immediately,’ Doctor Ultimate responded.
‘We are getting a translator,’ Cygnus said to the alien. She was rather pleased to find out what the name of the language she was speaking was; for some reason, that memory had escaped her. ‘Someone who speaks your language.’
His eyes widened. ‘How?’
Cygnus smiled. ‘Oh, Polyglot can speak any language she needs to.’
~~~
Polyglot was almost stereotypically French. She had tanned skin, dark flowing hair, and brown eyes. Her features were sharp and Latin, and she was a fit, attractive woman who dressed in smart skirt suits and low heels. She had loved languages even as a child and could speak seven different ones even without her Ultrahuman talent. That talent was the ability to communicate with anyone she came into contact with, picking their language out of their own heads as soon as she heard them or saw their writing.
Wearing a face mask to cope with the lowered air pressure, she had walked into the room and begun talking. She had been talking for over an hour before she re-emerged from the room, pulling her mask off and reaching for the mug of coffee June was handing her with a look of appreciation. ‘Thank you, Astraea. It is not easy working in these conditions.’ She had a rich voice with a reasonably strong French accent, not that you could tell when she spoke most languages. She sipped her coffee and sighed. ‘His name is Quillant Vedro. He is a refugee.’
‘The Guardians invaded his home?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Yes. He managed to flee on that ship and has been running since. Recently, he heard rumours that there was a world with a Guardian who still followed what he describes as “the old ways” and who had vanquished the Guardian forces sent to capture her. You, obviously, but the stories were clear on the subject of gender, less clear on the subject of where you could be found. It was luck that he came across Earth when he did. His ship had no fuel and had been damaged in a battle with pirates. Or he described them in a manner which suggests pirates. Perhaps brigands.’
‘There are rumours out there about me? I mean, how did anyone find out about me?’
‘That he does not know. Only that there are stories, some of them exaggerated from what I can tell, circulating out there. He is requesting asylum.’
Everyone looked at Doctor Ultimate. He sighed. ‘Alison will be annoyed. This is going to take all sorts of messy diplomacy and a huge amount of paperwork.’
‘This is not going to go down so well back home either,’ Cygnus said.
June smirked. ‘Yeah, probably, but you’re missing the important point.’
‘I am?’
‘Yeah. This means you’re famous on an interstellar level. How awesome is that?’
New Millennium City, MD, 12th August.
‘Senator Roger Kilmer, Republican candidate for president, has raised concerns over the recent crash-landing of an alien vessel in Maryland.’
‘I know he did,’ Penny grumbled. ‘Watching the evening news has become a really masochistic experience lately.’
‘Speaking in Tucson,’ the presenter went on, ‘the senator asked how Cygnus was able to get to the crash site so quickly, why UID agents were initially kept from the site, and why Cygnus evacuated the single survivor of the crash to the Union of Ultrahumans HQ in Antarctica before officials could talk to him.’
‘He’s pushing all the paranoia buttons,’ June said with a sigh.
‘ACPN has been able to confirm that neither the UID nor Captain Freedom, who also attended the site, had arrived before Cygnus and New Millennium City Ultra Astraea removed the injured pilot to Antarctica. At no time were officials denied access to the crashed spaceship. The reason for the hurried evacuation was revealed by Doctor Ultimate in an interview filmed this afternoon at the Union’s headquarters.’
The image shifted to show the medical facility where Quillant Vedro was being treated, though initially it was Doctor Ultimate and Brightstar on the screen. ‘Our guest belongs to a species called the asharem,’ Ultimate said. ‘Their home environment has less than half our gravity and a little more than half our atmospheric pressure. The results of exposure to Earth-normal conditions are potentially very hazardous. High partial pressures of oxygen can result in damage to the lungs, but frequently result in coughing. The comparatively high gravity results in further difficulty in breathing. Cygnus and Astraea acted swiftly to bring Mister Vedro here where we can, at least, provide him with atmospheric conditions more to his liking. Unfortunately, we do not have the technology to provide him with lower gravity, so we are keeping him here to allow his body to begin adapting while we monitor his condition.’
‘Mister Vedro does not speak any Earth language,’ Brightstar said, picking up the story. The camera panned as she walked toward the observation window of Vedro’s room. ‘Luckily, Union member Polyglot is able to speak any language she has a need to.’ Polyglot could be seen inside the room, wearing a mask and sitting beside Vedro’s bed. ‘She has been interviewing him concerning his home and why he has come to Earth. He is a refugee seeking asylum and we have been discussing his case with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.’
Vedro, seemingly at Polyglot’s suggestion, climbed out of the bed and walked slowly over to the window. He moved with hunched shoulders, taking his time. He was now dressed in a white T-shirt and some grey sweatpants, and he looked slim, small, and more than a little vulnerable.
‘As you can see,’ Brightstar went on, ‘Mister Vedro is not a threat. On his home planet, he is able to fly, but our gravity makes that impossible. He has no more offensive abilities than a typical human. His muscles are adapted to low gravity, so he is no stronger than a human child. We are a far greater threat to him than he is to us. He needs our compassion, our humanity, not our suspicion and intolerance.’
‘Mute that please, Denny,’ Penny said as the picture cut back to the studio. ‘That was a nice speech. Hope it works.’
‘I suspect that depends on who’s listening,’ June replied. ‘That poor man is never going to be able to function properly on Earth, is he? He’s picked entirely the wrong planet to seek refuge on.’
‘Hugh said his heart and lungs will adapt to the gravity, given time. He’ll probably put on some muscle mass too. His lungs can’t adapt to the air pressure, but Hugh can build him a suit to let him cope with the air and the gravity. But… He’s always going to need some sort of special environment, a little like Jacob. Except that Jacob might be able to learn to control his abilities better and Vedro can’t just learn
to breathe again.’
‘Poor man.’
‘Yeah. Let’s hope more people than you can see it that way.’
13th August.
When the reports of Senator Kilmer’s latest tirade had appeared on the morning news, it had appeared that showing the world their latest alien visitor had not been a good idea. Kilmer had rounded on the Union, describing them as ‘alien loving’ and then bringing up their support for the Amazon Queen and their sanctions against America when Cygnus and Twilight were suspended. Penny had been grumpy all day. The evening news had something of a surprise for her.
‘Senator Roger Kilmer’s campaign took a two-point dip in the polls today following his remarks about the Union of Ultrahumans last night.’
June grinned. ‘My faith in Americans has gone from none to “a little bit.”’
The presenter was not finished. ‘Further polls suggest that the senator from South Carolina’s personal appeal has also dropped. Confidence in Senator Kilmer fell to just forty-eight percent, down eight points from mid-week polls. Voters indicated his willingness to antagonise an organisation which has done a lot to help the country was a strong factor in their opinion. Senator Kilmer’s extremely negative position on Amazonia and his strong backing of the currently unpopular UID were additional factors.’
‘It’s an improvement,’ Penny said, ‘but they’ll have forgotten about this by November and Kilmer’s still ahead.’
‘Sourpuss,’ June replied. ‘It’s your birthday on Thursday. Cheer up, you’re getting older.’
‘Oh thanks! Pile existential anxiety on top of political pressure, why don’t you.’
Gānnán, China, 24th August.
‘Another place we’re too slow getting to,’ Jacob commented as they flew back toward the centre of Gānnán.
‘We’re closer this time,’ Cygnus replied. ‘She was here fifteen days ago.’
‘Yeah… How are you suddenly able to speak Chinese?’
‘Oh, I learned it from Marie, uh, Polyglot. She basically borrows languages from those around her. I watched her with the ashar we pulled out of that crashed ship and figured out how to do it.’
‘Is there anything you can’t do? Could you mimic my powers?’
‘I could copy yours, sure. I’m not sure about something like Twilight’s powers though. I mean, I could probably do stuff like what she does, but it wouldn’t be the same. Basically, I could mimic magical abilities, but I can’t duplicate them. Or I don’t think I can.’ Cygnus paused. ‘This army the locals are worried about seems interesting.’
‘General Xue’s people? I had a thought that Andrea might be following them for some reason, but Mrs Pan said she was following that monster.’
‘Yes, but one of the people here said Xue had a monster with him.’
‘Great, so now she’s tracking a monster aligned with some sort of mad Ultrahuman warlord who has an army of trained soldiers.’
‘You have to admit, it sounds like just the kind of thing Twilight would do.’
‘No, that’s the kind of thing you would do.’
Cygnus considered that for a second. ‘You may have a point.’
New Millennium City, MD, 26th August.
Penny scooted down an aisle in her local supermarket, dropping products into her cart with a deftness the old Penny would never have managed. She had to admit that she had taken a few liberties with her Penny shape when she had gained the ability to pick the features. There were the really special additions which were there just to make sure she was safe like a force field and something which suppressed her cosmic energy signature and, after meeting the Amazon Queen, she had added the ability to fade out of people’s perceptions, effectively becoming invisible if she wished. There were also the convenience additions: added lifting capacity and oxygen uptake. She had also eliminated her lousy coordination, turning herself from a klutz into someone with slightly above-average dexterity. That was especially useful when gliding down a supermarket aisle on a shopping cart and plucking boxes from shelves.
She had, in fact, made another improvement: her hair had gone from a nondescript brown to a vibrant chestnut. June had pursed her lips on seeing the change but had come to the conclusion that hair dye could achieve the same effect. No one would really have noticed if the generally unnoticeable Penny had gained a couple of inches, developed a real waist and hips, and become a bit more attractive overall, except for June. Despite everything, Penny still could not really fathom why June liked the way Penny looked, but she did, so Penny stayed the same basic shape.
‘I’m just saying, with Captain Freedom here in New Millennium, maybe we don’t really need people like Cygnus and Twilight.’
Penny stopped her trolley and cocked her head. The voice had come from the next aisle over. A woman’s voice and the slight New York accent suggested someone older.
‘The Captain used to keep things safe in New York,’ the voice went on. ‘We didn’t have much trouble back then and I don’t see why we need more than him now.’
‘You’ve got your rose-tinted specs on, Gloria,’ another voice said. Another woman, younger and likely from somewhere more local originally. ‘I’ve noticed that about you. Everything was always better back in New York.’
‘Well it–’
‘Except that the crime rates were higher than here, and Captain Freedom wasn’t the only Ultra in the city. He didn’t really patrol that much, not like Cygnus does and Twilight did. It was all the Ultras no one bothers remembering that did the work on the streets. The Captain spent most of his time jetting about to handle big problems, the kind of thing that made the headlines. We haven’t had a successful bank robbery in this city in over a year. The criminals don’t even try these days. That’s thanks to Cygnus and Twilight, bless her soul.’
‘The Captain’s patrolling now, isn’t he? You’ll see. Crime in this city is going to stop with him here. We don’t have to rely on aliens now.’
‘Sure, Gloria. And I’m going to win the lottery next week.’
Penny pushed her cart forward again. At least some people were on her side. How many more of them were out there thinking of Cygnus as an alien, not to be trusted? She hurried down the aisle, wanting her shopping trip done with. Being out among the populace of New Millennium City had lost its appeal.
~~~
‘You have got to be kidding me?’ Penny grumbled.
‘I am sorry, Penny, but I am not,’ Denny replied. ‘Analysis of the statistics for the last two weeks of phone calls made to and from this building indicate that someone has tapped the phone line and may be watching our internet traffic.’
‘Wonderful. Send a message to Mink via UltraNet. Let her know that calls to us may be monitored. I don’t want her giving anything away by accident.’
‘Message sent. I have checked the calls which may have been monitored and almost all of them were June talking to her agent. Our connection to the Union is, of course, encrypted and it is highly unlikely that anyone listening could break that encryption.’
‘Thanks, Denny,’ June said, ‘but why are they tapping our phones?’
‘How easy was it to detect, Denny?’ Penny asked.
‘I suspect that a conventional computer system would not spot the discrepancies I am seeing in traffic,’ Denny replied.
‘So it’s an official tap, which means NMCPD, UID, or FBI. Probably. As to why… I have no idea, but they cut the NMCPD feed because of “security concerns.”’
‘This is getting ridiculous,’ June stated flatly. ‘What else are they going to start doing?’
Penny sighed. ‘I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.’
~~~
The idiot with the sap was almost falling over himself in his rush to give himself up to the two cops who had turned up to take him off Astraea’s hands. The guy he had hit before Astraea had got to them was being taken to hospital, but it was more of a precautionary thing than a necessity. Especially since Astraea had already healed the bruising.
‘Thanks, ma’am,’ one of the cops said as his partner bundled the thief into their patrol car. ‘We’ll take care of him.’
‘My pleasure,’ June replied, but her eyes were on the black town car about a hundred feet down the street. Two men were sitting in it, both in suits. As she lifted into the air, the driver spoke, paused for a second, and then started the engine. It was, she thought, odd behaviour. ‘Cygnus?’
‘I’m here, Astraea,’ Cygnus replied immediately over the radio. They had decided to stick firmly to codenames; if people were tapping phones, they might eavesdrop on radio comms. The radios used encrypted signals, but that encryption was not uncrackable.
‘I think I’ve got a couple of agents watching me.’
‘That wouldn’t entirely surprise me. They’ve got a drone in the air tracking our movements. It’s about twelve thousand feet up.’
‘How did you spot that?’
‘Saw the guys in the car and got suspicious. NMCPD don’t have a drone like that, so this is UID or FBI.’
‘What are they expecting to see us do?’
There was a laugh, broken up by the microphone’s noise-cancelling filter. ‘I have absolutely no idea. Maybe they’re expecting us to meet up with alien sleeper agents.’
‘Damn, this is getting crazy,’ June said, her eyes now on the streets below as she looked for more trouble.
‘Yes,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Yes, it certainly is.’
30th August.
By general agreement, Heather went out to meet people who came to the Fortuna Investigations office unannounced. Jacob’s office was cooled down to a temperature he could comfortably work in in shirt sleeves, so he did at least sometimes. Or he worked in his undersuit anyway, which was rather tight and not the kind of thing you wore in public.
So, it was Heather who stepped out of her office to find two men in blue suits standing in the reception room. She pegged them as law enforcement of some sort more or less immediately, but she smiled and set off with the usual spiel. ‘Good morning and welcome to Fortuna Investigations. How can we help?’
Both men reached into their jackets and produced ID. The one standing slightly closer to Heather – white, clean-cut, strong jawline, blonde hair – spoke. ‘Special Agents Bradley and Oscarson, FBI. We need to speak to Mister Jacob Dannon.’
‘Just a moment.’ Heather picked up the desk phone handset and punched a button. She waited. ‘Jacob, there are a couple of FBI agents here to see you.’ She listened and then hung up the phone. ‘He’ll be out shortly. Coffee?’
‘No thank you, Miss Bryant,’ Bradley said.
Heather nodded and sat down at the reception desk. FBI. What did the FBI want with Jacob? They were not going to tell her, so she was not going to ask. The UID generally dealt with Ultras, so this was not directly related to Jacob being one. What else would the FBI want with him?
After a couple of minutes, Bradley broke. ‘We could go into Mister Dannon’s office.’
‘I wouldn’t recommend it. Jacob’s body needs to be kept below fifty Fahrenheit. The air conditioning in there is set to about forty to let him work comfortably and you’re not dressed for winter. He’s putting his suit on so he can come out here without freezing us all. It shouldn’t be too much longer.’
Almost on cue, Jacob opened the door and stepped out into the reception room. Bradley took an involuntary step back and Heather suppressed a smile. Jacob was pretty imposing. He had been imposing before: six-foot-one and a hundred and eighty-five pounds of muscular body. Now his glowing, all-blue eyes counterpointed his smooth, dark-brown skin and he was dressed in what amounted to segmented blue-and-white armour. Even without the helmet, he looked badass.
‘Special Agents Bradley and Oscarson,’ Heather said. ‘They need to talk to you.’
Jacob regarded them with literal cool, blue eyes. ‘Generally, it’s the UID who come around to talk to me.’
‘This is not a matter involving your status as an Ultrahuman,’ Bradley stated. ‘Could we speak in private?’
Heather was starting to move when Jacob said, ‘Heather’s my partner. I don’t keep secrets from her. We’re both ex-UID, so security clearance shouldn’t be an issue.’
‘As you wish. The FBI is concerned about a number of visits you have made to the People’s Republic of China since November of last year. Could you explain why an American citizen has been visiting an enemy state, Mister Dannon?’
Jacob’s eyes glowed a little brighter, but the way his lips quirked, Heather got the impression it was amusement rather than annoyance. ‘Actually, that would be an associate member of the Union of Ultrahumans visiting the Republic of China under international treaty. Under that treaty, the correct protocol would be for you to request the mission parameters and after-action report from Union HQ.’ He held up a hand as Bradley opened his mouth. ‘I’m feeling generous. Cygnus and I have been following up leads on the whereabouts of Twilight. She’s been sighted in a number of Chinese cities. We’ve been to those cities.’
‘You expect us to believe that you’re just over there looking for someone believed to be dead?’ Oscarson asked. He was taller than Bradley and a little more heavily muscled, but he was just as blonde and blue-eyed. His chin showed a slight stubble at eleven a.m. He seemed to be the more belligerent one, which was likely why Bradley did more of the talking.
‘Who believes she’s dead?’ Heather asked. ‘The Union is quite sure she’s alive and there are eyewitnesses to her appearing in a number of locations in China. She’s not the sort of woman you get mistaken-identity problems with, especially when some of the witnesses had her under their own roof for a month.’
‘Besides,’ Jacob said, ‘the People’s Republic of China really doesn’t exist at the moment. The place is falling apart. Maybe you should read the UoU reports on our trips. Quite a lot of useful intel there, if you want to accept it.’
‘Thank you, Mister Dannon,’ Bradley said, his face shifting into what might have been a genuine smile. ‘We’ll request the details as a formality, but that should be just fine. Thank you for your time.’
‘Weird,’ Heather commented when the two agents were out of the room.
‘Yeah,’ Jacob replied. ‘I’m going to drop Cygnus a message on UltraNet. If they’re looking at me, they may be looking at her.’
‘And if they’re not, why not?’
‘Something like that.’
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‘Da, da. Keep shirt on.’ Svetilo padded to the door of her apartment in bare feet, wearing a short blue wrap which Zoe had bought her for her birthday. The buzzer had gone twice and was working on a third time when she opened the door to see two men in blue suits standing outside.
The nearest flipped open his ID. ‘Special Agents Bradley and Oscarson, FBI. Could we speak to you, Miss Zuyev?’
Stepping back, Svetilo ushered them in. ‘What is this about? Take seat.’ Really, she had to work on her accent; Zoe encouraged her to slip far too much.
‘We’ll stand.’
She was not going to dissuade them, but she was not going to join them either. She dropped onto the sofa, adjusting her wrap and noting that only Bradley had the expected reaction; Oscarson just looked vaguely annoyed.
‘The FBI is currently investigating certain visits to the People’s Republic of China by the Ultrahuman Cygnus,’ Bradley went on.
‘Yes. She looks for Twilight. Her and Frostburn.’
‘We have reason to believe there may be more to it than that. Considering your status in this country, we would like you to seriously consider staying away from Cygnus until this matter is resolved.’
Svetilo’s eyes flared a brighter blue and her concentration on her speaking pattern went right out the window. ‘You think Cygnus is spy? Are you all smoking drugs you capture?’ She got back to her feet and, rather like Jacob, the six-foot blonde Russian looked down on the two FBI agents. ‘I have good relationship with FBI. I provide intelligence on Soviet infiltration here during riots and other times. I am trained as spy, yes? If Cygnus was one, I would know.’
‘We’ve received information–’
‘What information? What source?’
‘That’s none of your business,’ Oscarson snapped.
‘Is my business. You make it my business. You tell me to stay away from trusted friend without evidence.’
‘We could make life a lot harder for you, Zuyev.’
‘Da, you probably could. And when you do, I return favour. Wonder how many channels I can get interview on?’
‘That’s enough, Mal,’ Bradley said. ‘You’ve been warned, Miss Zuyev. If you continue to associate with Cygnus, we’ll be forced to review your status. Thank you for your time.’ The two agents headed for the door and Svetilo followed them, fuming quietly.
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‘Jacob and Dom?’ June said, her tone somewhere between annoyed and confused. ‘What the Hell is going on?’
‘Really not sure,’ Penny replied. ‘I figure this means that the goons following us and the phone tap… Denny, are the phones still being tapped?’
‘Yes, Penny,’ Denny replied. ‘The Union of Ultrahumans has not received a request for the reports on your Chinese trips as of this time. I checked.’
‘Thanks. Okay, so the FBI is following us, tapping our phones, and trying to scare off our friends. Why?’
‘I have insufficient data to hypothesise.’
‘That was rhetorical, Denny. They have to know that Jacob and Dom were going to contact us. Revealing the investigation like that only makes sense if the purpose of the investigation isn’t really to uncover espionage.’
‘Then what?’ June asked.
‘That, my dear June, is the question.’
‘If you start wearing a deerstalker hat, I am going to divorce you.’
5th September.
The apartment building Fleet’s parents had found to house their daughter was no more than half a mile from the college. Right up in the north-west corner of Uptown, it was not up to the standards of the housing deeper into the area, but it was still way more upmarket than Brian figured he could afford. Fleet’s parents were not exactly rich, but they were a couple of rungs higher up the ladder than Brian’s. The building was only ten storeys – low for Uptown – and not too old. All the rooms seemed to have small balconies outside their windows. It was a bit bland in a designed-to-be-unique way, but it looked clean and kind of nice. And Brian had been leaning against a streetlight outside it for fifteen minutes.
The arrival of a U-Drive van – a fairly small one, thankfully – caused Brian to straighten up and do a mental stocktake prior to the now-inevitable parental meeting. He was shifting boxes, not having dinner, so he had worn a T-shirt and jeans, but it was one of his better, plain T-shirts and his best black jeans.
Mister Shelley turned out to be a tall man, clean-shaven and square-cut. He had a strong jawline and a fairly fit, lightly muscled body, sandy-blonde hair cut short, and blue eyes which scanned over Brian as though assessing a new recruit: Mister Shelley was really Major Shelley, and Brian thought he should probably remember that.
Striding forward, Major Shelley thrust out a hand. ‘You must be Brian.’
Brian took the offered hand. ‘Yes, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Major.’
‘No, it’s not. I remember meeting my first girlfriend’s parents for the first time. It was terrifying.’
‘Well…’
‘Stop scaring him, Cary.’ The speaker was Fleet’s mother, a pretty woman significantly shorter than her husband. Her hair was more like Fleet’s, a shimmering blonde, and her eyes were green. Fleet’s eyes had that strange rainbow colouration, but you could see both of her parents’ shades in there. Mrs Shelley walked over and offered her hand. ‘I’m Ellie.’
Fleet was walking up behind her mother, dressed in shorts and a cropped T-shirt, and the ubiquitous running shoes. Fleet was almost always in running shoes. She looked incredible with the late-summer light shining in her hair. Brian did his absolute best to keep his mind off what they might be doing once the box-shifting was done with.
‘Let’s get inside,’ Major Shelley said. ‘Then we can work out where things are going and plan our campaign.’
‘That’s my dad,’ Fleet said, ‘always with the battleplan.’
Tactics did seem to be the major’s thing, even if he was a doctor. He waited until they were in the apartment – up on the top floor, but there was an elevator in the building, thankfully – before turning to Brian. ‘So, obviously we know where Josie met you. Also obviously, it’s your secret. You don’t have to worry about us saying anything. What can you do?’
Brian glanced at Fleet and she gave him an encouraging nod. ‘Uh, well…’ He raised a hand and crackles of electricity danced between his fingers. ‘I can sense and control electricity. I can use it offensively, but it’s a little dangerous. I’m working with Doctor Ultimate to see whether I can do other things with it.’
‘And your parents don’t know?’ Mrs Shelley asked.
Brian gave a little grimace. ‘My father doesn’t really have a high opinion of Ultras. I’ve been putting off telling him his son is one.’
‘It’s probably better they find out from you rather than on the news or something.’
‘Yeah… Sooner or later I’ll have to tell them.’ Maybe. If he really had to.
‘Enough seriousness,’ Major Shelley said, flashing Brian a grin. ‘I just needed to know. Call it professional curiosity. I’ve taken more of an interest in Ultrahuman biology since Josie started outrunning our car. Now, the boxes are labelled, so… Let’s work out where all the rooms are.’
~~~
Fleet stood on the sidewalk and waved her parents off in the van, Brian standing beside her and also waving. His heart was hammering in his chest because Fleet was holding his hand right now and she had been giving him this look she sometimes got for the last hour. It was the sort of look he imagined some people got when contemplating the unwrapping of a particularly tasty chocolate.
‘Okay,’ she said, turning a grin on him. ‘Come on. Mom and I already made the bed.’
The apartment was not large, but it came with the full array of rooms. The lounge was big enough for the little flat-screen TV, a cabinet for that to sit on, and a sofa. The view from the balcony was not too terrible. The kitchen could fit three people comfortably enough, if they were friendly. The bathroom had a moderately large shower, but no tub. The double bed and wardrobe fitted in the bedroom with enough space to move around. The furniture had been moved in by a delivery company on the previous Friday.
Brian allowed himself to be dragged into the lounge before he put up a little resistance and Fleet turned to look at him. ‘What?’ she asked, laughter in her eyes.
‘Are you really sure we should be doing this?’ They had kissed. They had kissed hard enough to make Brian’s toes curl and he got the impression that Fleet had felt it too. He was pretty sure… No, he was sure that he loved her. He was also insecure enough to worry that she might not feel the same way. And there was the other thing. ‘I mean… I’ve never…’
Fleet narrowed her eyes a little. Her full lips pursed. ‘That makes two of us.’ Then she reached for the hem of her shirt and pulled it off over her head, tossing it onto the sofa. ‘And I’m absolutely sure about this, yes.’
Brian was not really sure what an appropriate answer was to that: all the blood had rushed out of his brain.
23rd September.
The Huntress’ Den was humming tonight. It was a Friday, so that was not entirely unusual, but it was also Regina Jacoby’s forty-fifth birthday, so there were more than the usual number of celebrities, which led to more than the usual number of customers. Everyone seemed to be a little more excited too. The Red Huntress was celebrating forty-five years, and it seemed like half the city was celebrating with her.
‘Good crowd,’ June said, though it was an assumption of sorts: you could not really see the crowd from the bar due to the wall of people in the way.
‘Yeah,’ Red replied. ‘Well, it’s my birthday and if I know ten percent of these people, I’ll be amazed, but I guess it’s nice to still be thought of when I haven’t been active for almost ten years.’
‘Doing the calendar reminded everyone how hot you are,’ Skadi said. ‘Even if you are getting old.’ Skadi was not quite twenty-four. She was perched on a stool beside Red, wearing a dress which barely covered her behind or her chest.
‘Not so much of the old,’ Red replied.
‘What? I’m almost the youngest one here. Zoe’s six months younger than I am. Everyone else is ancient.’
‘You’re only about two years younger than me,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘Plus, I don’t age. Technically, I’m probably younger than you.’
‘Bringing super-cosmic ultra… something else descriptively overpowered into it is not fair.’
‘Them’s the breaks. And speaking of people who should look older than they do…’
Everyone turned to where Cygnus was looking, which was toward the club’s entrance. The dance floor was lower than the entrance level, so incoming people were obvious even over the human wall. Captain Freedom was walking in, dressed in a casual shirt, jacket, and jeans. He looked utterly unlike his heroic persona, but he was still so obviously Captain Freedom. There was a sense of presence that rolled off him, a charismatic pull which drew the eyes and made people smile.
Most people, but not June. ‘Still don’t like that guy,’ she muttered.
‘Everyone else does,’ Cygnus replied. ‘He’s bound to come over. Try to act like it’s not too much of a chore.’
‘I’ll give it my best shot.’
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It took a little more than thirty minutes for the Captain to make his way to the bar and find Red. He smiled as he approached; to June, it looked entirely fake.
‘Red Huntress,’ Freedom said. ‘It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.’ He turned the handshake she offered into a kiss to her fingers.
‘Charmed, I’m sure,’ Red replied, not sounding especially charmed. ‘I think you know Cygnus and Svetilo.’
‘Of course.’ He flashed a smile at both women.
‘Then we have Zoe Quaid, Jennifer Cooper, and June Summerfield.’ Red indicated each in turn, but Freedom only seemed to pay real attention when June was introduced.
‘Ladies,’ he said, still smiling. ‘Of course, I’ve seen Miss Summerfield on those calendars that seem to be all over Andrews.’
‘That’s me,’ June said. ‘And Cygnus and Svetilo, of course. We’re all in it, plus a few others.’
‘Raising money to help regenerate Churchton. Very noble.’
‘I’m glad you think so. Some don’t.’
He waved the comment away. ‘We all make sacrifices to do our jobs.’
Purposefully, June turned her head to look at Cygnus. ‘Yes, we do.’
There was a slight pause. ‘I should mingle,’ Freedom said. ‘I’m sure I’ll see you all later.’
‘Not if I see you first,’ June muttered once he was gone.
‘It’s kind of weird,’ Cygnus said, ‘but he reminds me a little of Ultranova. Tries a bit too hard.’
‘Ultranova was a clean-cut sort of all-American type,’ Red said. ‘They have that in common. I’m sure that’s as far as it goes.’
‘Hope so.’
‘Mm. More drinks! It’s my birthday and I’d like you all drunk enough for an orgy later.’
Zoe’s cheeks heated to the temperature of a blasting furnace in just under a second. Svetilo patted her arm. ‘Don’t worry, myshka. Red is just joking.’
‘Yeah,’ Zoe said, ‘I’m sure–’
‘Probably. She’s probably joking.’
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June checked herself in the restroom mirrors, decided she was probably still about as beautiful as she could be without the kind of weird aura Cygnus projected, and headed for the door.
‘Miss Summerfield, we meet again.’
June looked around, knowing who the voice belonged to before she saw him leaning against the wall outside the restrooms. That was subtle. ‘Captain,’ she said, acknowledging his existence at least.
He gave her a slightly timid smile. She was not buying it for a moment. ‘I was wondering… Well, I was wondering if I could buy you a drink. Maybe we could chat for a while…’
June put on her best professional smile. ‘I’m here with Cygnus.’
‘Yeah, I saw that, but I figured you might want to get out of here, go somewhere a little quieter. You’re really attractive. I’d love to–’
‘Captain–’
‘Alexander. I’m not in uniform.’
‘Captain, I’m here with Cygnus, who is my girlfriend. I’m a lesbian.’
His expression did not shift much. There was more amusement in it. Like he had heard that one before, sure… ‘Huh, yeah. That doesn’t mean–’
‘Yes, it really does. I realise you’ve been out of touch for a few decades. Maybe you haven’t caught up on modern attitudes yet. Believe me, it means I’m not interested. Even if I was, I wouldn’t dump my girlfriend to be with you. Goodnight, Captain.’ Turning, she stalked out onto the dance floor and kept walking until she got to the bar.
Baltimore, MD, 26th September.
Cygnus stood in a hall in the Johns Hopkins University campus in downtown Baltimore and wondered again how she had come to be there. The actual truth of the situation did not seem to make any sense, so there had to be more to it. She just had no clue what the more was.
She had been called by the Secret Service the previous evening and told that Senator Kilmer had requested that she attend the presidential debate the following night, i.e. tonight. That had seemed a little weird; if Hart had asked for her, she could have understood it, more or less, but why would Kilmer want her there. So, she had asked and been told he wanted her to suppress psionic activity in the hall. Kilmer was worried about Hart’s empathic powers. As far as Cygnus had been able to find out, Hart’s empathy was just what it said on the packaging: she could sense emotions. Yes, it might give her a slight advantage in a courtroom or a debate, but not much. Having Cygnus there to block it seemed overkill. Kilmer had to be up to something more. Unless he really was that stupid.
The producer in charge of the debate seemed more than a little annoyed that he had to have an Ultra standing there, right on the stage. Kilmer had demanded that Cygnus be where he could see her. That way he could be sure she was there and not somewhere out of range so that Hart could use her powers. It seemed that no one had explained that she could just turn off the jamming field. It was not like he would know. Hart might know, maybe, but Kilmer was as normal as they came and would not have a clue.
In deference to the setting, Cygnus was wearing a gown rather than her working costume. The producer was happier about that. ‘Try to be unobtrusive,’ the man said, peering at her over half-specs. The gleaming white gown with the low front and to-the-hip side split did not lend itself to fading into the background. Especially when the background featured a lot of red, white, and blue in various combinations of stars, stripes, and stars over stripes.
‘I’d happily be invisible,’ Cygnus replied, ‘but Senator Kilmer seems a little paranoid.’
‘You have no idea,’ the producer grumbled before hurrying off the stage.
Cygnus reached to her right ear and tapped her earpiece. ‘How are things in New Millennium?’
There was a slight pause and then June replied. ‘About the usual. Jacob took down a mugger in Friendship Park earlier. Skadi stopped another one in Churchton. I got two guys trying to burgle a shop in Deale. I’m not sure, but I think the crime rate’s up a little.’
‘Seems like it to me,’ Jacob added.
‘Ditto,’ Skadi put in. ‘I know I’m probably getting more business because Twilight isn’t beating me to them, but it feels worse than that.’
‘Violent and property crime are up five points in Deale Harbour and Churchton,’ Denny supplied. ‘Compared to last year at the same time, obviously. Friendship is showing a two percent rise. The other city areas are up, but not by a statistically significant amount.’
‘Thanks, Denny,’ June said. ‘Nice to know I’m not imagining things.’
Cygnus heard chatter in her left ear. ‘I have to go. They’re getting started.’ They were actually letting in the public and prepping the equipment for the broadcast; Cygnus had a link to the production booth via an earbud.
‘Good luck,’ June said and Cygnus tapped off her earpiece.
‘Cygnus,’ the producer’s voice said into her ear, ‘you’re go for… whatever it is you do.’ She shuffled her powers to her social configuration and then activated her suppression field. Then she gave a nod; they had said they would see her. ‘Thank you. Let’s check for interference, people.’
Cygnus rolled her eyes and settled down to wait.
~~~
‘For all the research into Ultrahuman powers,’ Kilmer was saying, ‘we don’t know what these people can do. We don’t know how they do it. We don’t know what kind of threat the next generation of Ultras will represent, and now we’re seeing aliens coming to our world. Aliens with unknown powers. We’ve seen that aliens are hostile. We’ve seen that aliens lack any sense of honour.’
He paused. Cygnus had noticed that having said he would not do the debate if she was not there, he had spent the entire time so far not looking in her direction. She was having a lot of trouble not rolling her eyes at half the things he was saying. She was not really sure how he was coming over to the television audience, but to her he seemed to be a paranoid loser with no real policies and the audience in the hall did not really seem to be warming to him.
‘We don’t know what Ultras can really do,’ he went on, and now he did raise a hand toward Cygnus, and also toward Captain Freedom who was standing beside her, in uniform. ‘We have Cygnus here tonight to suppress psionic influence in this hall. Captain Freedom is here for added security.’ Which was, Cygnus was fairly sure, a lie: Freedom was there to watch Cygnus because Kilmer wanted her in the room but did not trust her. ‘This is why we need a mandatory registration system for Ultrahumans. We need to know who they are and what they can do. We need a secure, off-world facility to house Ultrahuman criminals. We need to start building ships in space to defend us from threats beyond our skies. We cannot be caught with our pants down again!’
Someone had decided to put Marta Hendry in the moderator seat for the evening. She was doing her best to seem efficient and fair, and her best was pretty good so far. Hendry’s auburn hair was pinned up behind her head and she was wearing one of her usual smart suits. Green eyes regarded the senator as he headed back to his podium. ‘Mrs Hart?’ she said, inviting Hart to reply.
Hart stepped forward and looked out at the crowd. Cygnus had noticed that she took notes through her opponent’s speeches. Then she ignored those notes almost entirely when she replied. When she was first to speak, she never seemed to work from anything she had written down either.
‘Perhaps the good senator would have a better idea of what we know about Ultrahumans if he actually read any of that research he mentioned,’ Hart said. ‘Then we could send Cygnus back to doing the job she is so good at. For example, he would know that, as a receiving empath, all I can do is sense emotions. That lets me know when other people are near me. It lets me sense threats. Mostly, it helps me do something any politician worth his salt should be able to do: read people. Most Ultras are like me. They have some minor ability, some talent which lets them be better at something than a normal human. Many don’t even realise they have a power, and these are the people Senator Kilmer wants to seek out and force into registration. The senator’s voting record shows that he has consistently voted against any regulation proposing universal registration of firearms. He refuses to mandate the registration and licensing of deadly weapons, but he’s happy to force citizens of this country, many of them in their early teens, to register an accident of birth.’
She paused for a second, a slight smile playing over her lips. ‘Then we come to the practical matters. How does the senator hope to enforce his registration policy? Are we to have detectors on every street corner? UID agents patrolling and constantly checking IDs? And while I’m sure that NASA will appreciate the tenfold increase in their budget, can we really afford the massive cost of developing a space station bigger than anything we have ever put into orbit? Can we afford the extensive supply requirements or the cost of sending someone into orbit just to keep them prisoner? This military force in space has similar issues. I’m not here to say that these ideas are necessarily wrong, but they will take time and a lot of money. What are we going to cut from the budget to let us forge ahead into space? There are existing, ground-based solutions for all of these problems. We need to look thoroughly at those and find them wanting before we chase after pie-in-the-sky solutions.’
Cygnus allowed herself a small smile. Yes, endorsing Hart had been the right thing to do. She glanced at Captain Freedom and found him looking daggers at Kilmer. It sort of made sense: Hart was calm and considered while Kilmer was coming over as just short of a frothing madman. If Kilmer did not get his act together, the Captain’s anti-alien agenda was likely to fail. Cygnus was sure he did have an anti-alien agenda: he had basically said so on national TV. June still felt there was something wrong with the Captain, and maybe she was right.
‘Let’s move on to another controversial subject,’ Hendry said from her desk at one side of the stage. ‘The Union of Ultrahumans, the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China, and the World Trade Compact have recently recognised Amazonia as a nation state. The United Nations are currently discussing recognition. What position do our candidates take on this matter, and other matters of foreign policy? Mrs Hart, if you would?’
‘Put simply,’ Hart said, ‘the only reason we have never recognised Amazonia in the past is a grudge we hold on behalf of another nation. Even our own Secretary of State believes that recognising Amazonia would be to the benefit of both the citizens of that region and ourselves. There’s no doubt in my mind that we should bring Amazonia back into the community of nations.’
Cygnus smiled again as Hart went on. Yes, endorsing Hart had been a good idea, no matter how much Cygnus wanted to stay out of politics.
Sêrxü County, China, 2nd October.
General Xue’s army was on the march. What they were marching through was about nine and a half thousand square miles of grassland populated by about sixty-three thousand humans and almost six hundred thousand grazing animals. There seemed to be a lot of yaks. Andrea was not sure she had really known what a yak looked like before, but she was now very familiar with them; they looked a lot like someone had laid a fur rug over a humpbacked cow. Contrary to popular opinion, they did not smell, at least not before some idiot with an assault rifle gunned them down for meat, or because he thought they were dangerous.
Andrea had been following the army for about seven days. Xue seemed to be the kind of man who attracted a devout following. His people were not quite fanatics, most of them anyway, but they did believe quite thoroughly that their general was going to carry them forward to victory. General Xue was going to rule China and bring back a golden age of prosperity. He might even end up ruling the world, depending upon who was talking. Okay, so things were not exactly glorious right now, but they would be in the future. Oh yes, they would.
Several hours of watching the general from within her shadows had brought Andrea to the conclusion that Xue was a classic megalomaniac. He was not an entirely useless general, as it happened. He seemed to understand strategy and tactics, but his strategy seemed to follow whim as much as any specific plan. For whatever reason, he wanted to take Tibet before he obliterated all opposition in China. Andrea had been unable to uncover his reasons, but he seemed to hate the place. He was a bully and something of a letch. He had around half a dozen female officers he had promoted purely on their looks and he seemed to enjoy forcing them to justify their positions by entertaining him of an evening. He could have persuaded them in other ways, as far as Andrea could tell. He had at least some ability to control minds: he had a squad of six bodyguards he had brainwashed into fanatical loyalty. He had also persuaded Guàiwù that they were the best of friends, which was no mean feat when you were talking about a monster that seemed to care about nothing other than destruction.
Perhaps Xue’s most dangerous ability was his precognitive flashes. He saw glimpses of battle and other future events. It seemed he was able to use that talent to plot his campaign and adapt his tactics during battles. No wonder he was winning. Andrea had considered the possibility that this was why he was heading for Tibet. Maybe he had seen something suggesting a threat to him and was going there to eliminate it. It was Tibet after all: the place probably had ‘Chosen One’ types popping out of the ground amid throngs of monks spurting prophecies.
At first, Andrea had just observed things. For the last couple of nights, she had been taking more direct action. She could now shift over five hundred pounds of stuff with her when she sank into the shadows, so she had emptied two supply trucks of ammo, quietly whisking the crates fifty miles away to leave the quartermasters scratching their heads in the morning. Three food trucks had been emptied the night after. Now the guard on the supplies had been tripled and she was wondering what Xue was going to say when more supplies went missing tonight.
At some point, she thought as she whisked two more crates through the darkness, she was going to have to take on Xue directly. But she needed to somehow neutralise Guàiwù as well, as otherwise the monster would be set free to rampage across Tibet. She needed a plan, and right now she did not have one.
New Millennium City, MD, 4th October.
It had to be admitted that meetings with her agent had become more pleasant since June had sacked Maurice. The agency Svetilo used was professional, efficient, and actually listened to her. They had not even suggested that she give up the calendar, of course; they considered it good publicity. Her bookings were on their way up again. Things were looking up.
Her meeting was in Uptown and several blocks from the O, but the exercise was good for her, even if long walks in heels were not so good. City streets could be murder on the calves.
‘You. The brunette with the legs. Get in here.’ Then again, so could chromed automatics such as the one some thug was aiming at her from the alley she was walking past. There were actually two men in dark clothing – jeans and hoodies – and both had guns. The second held a revolver with a large barrel. ‘Move it, lady,’ the first thug said, twitching the barrel of his weapon to signal her into the alley with them.
June looked blankly at them for a second and then stepped toward the alley. ‘Are you two insane? It’s broad daylight and you’re mugging someone?’
The alley was more of a service passageway, quite narrow with little space for them to operate in. The talkative one waved his gun again. ‘You’re coming with us. Don’t scream. Don’t even speak.’
June’s eyes widened. ‘You’re kidnapping me? I don’t think so.’
The first thug reached out to grab her arm. ‘You’re coming–’ June met his hand halfway, her fingers grazing his palm, and he cut off, blinking. ‘What…’ He looked down at the gun in his hand as though it were a snake. ‘What am I doing?’
‘Sitting down and waiting for the police, I’d imagine,’ June replied. She turned her gaze to the second man. ‘What about you?’
His attention was on his friend, who had now dropped to his knees. ‘What the Hell are you doing, man? Get up. Get the fuck up!’ He was distracted. His next words were more like weird, grunting strangled noises after June’s fist slammed into his crotch. He dropped to his knees, clutching his bruised manhood, and she slammed her fist into his face. Blood flew from his bust nose and he swayed, then collapsed onto the dirty tarmac of the alley.
June put her foot on the man’s shoulder and tapped at her earpiece. ‘Denny, could you get some police to my location? I seem to have a couple of kidnappers that need to be picked up.’ Then she leaned forward, putting her face right in front of the one who was still upright. ‘Now, who sent you?’
~~~
Penny stood up as June was ushered out of the back of the police station. June was looking a little frazzled and a little more annoyed, so Penny said nothing until they were walking out of the building to where she had parked the car.
‘So, that took a while,’ Penny said eventually.
‘There were a lot of questions,’ June replied. ‘It’s not like I knew any of the answers.’
‘Oh. What kind of questions?’
‘Why would someone want to kidnap me? A lot of questions about Cygnus.’
‘About–’
‘I told them that was irrelevant and that they should ask the goons about why someone would want to kidnap me. They’d pretty much concluded that it was because I’m Cygnus’s girlfriend and that I deserved what I got.’
‘They said that?’
‘No, but one of them had the good grace to feel guilty about it.’
‘They’re probably right, you know. The reason, not the deserving it bit.’
‘Maybe. The one I asked before the cops arrived…’ June paused and frowned. ‘It’s weird. I have never wanted to call police officers pigs before, but now it seems appropriate. Seriously, I think part of the reason it took so long was that I’m wearing a short skirt. Anyway, the one I asked didn’t know why they were grabbing me. They were hired anonymously.’
‘They were hired to kidnap you? In broad daylight?’
‘They were hired to kidnap me. The daylight thing was because they hadn’t been able to spot me out of the house at any better time. They were hired a week ago. Their employer was getting impatient, so they took the chance. But they don’t know who hired them, just where to take me when they had me.’
‘Which was?’
‘A disused pier in Deale. We can check it out, but I’m betting we’ll find nothing there. They were supposed to call when they had me.’
‘The number–’
‘Burner phone. Untraceable.’
‘Turned off?’ June nodded a reply and Penny frowned. ‘Whoever it is knew his goons were in custody pretty quickly. I don’t like this.’ She stopped at her car, parked at the side of the road. ‘You’re not going out without Ultrahuman protection for a while.’ There was a bleep as the doors unlocked, punctuating the sentence.
‘I think that’s overkill,’ June responded, opening the door.
Penny waited until they were both sitting down and the engine was running before speaking. ‘Any sort of kill is exactly what I’m trying to avoid. If they avoided the house, they’re worried about Cygnus intervening. If Cygnus is with you when you go out, they won’t have the opportunity to try again.’
June sighed. ‘Having a secret identity sucks. If I was just Astraea, I could just beat up bad guys with gay abandon.’
‘Welcome to my world,’ Penny replied with a grin. Then she pulled the car out and started for home.
9th October.
‘The debate has started,’ Denny said over the radios.
‘No request to fly out to St. Louis for this one, Cygnus?’ Zoe asked. Svetilo had flown out to L.A. that afternoon for a shoot, so Zoe was listening in on the ‘interesting local news,’ as she called the radio traffic. To be fair, Heather listened in from time to time for the same reason.
‘Nope,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I can’t say I’m sorry about that.’
‘Looks like Captain Freedom isn’t there either.’
‘Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure he was there to keep an eye on me rather than as “additional security.”’
‘Maybe,’ Zoe said. ‘Oh, did you watch the VP debate?’
‘Denny watched it and gave us the highlights,’ June put in. ‘She’s very self-sacrificing.’
‘Thank you, Astraea,’ Denny said.
‘I thought Montrose looked uncomfortable most of the time,’ Zoe said.
‘My analysis suggested that she does not really agree with Senator Kilmer’s policies,’ the computer agreed. ‘She did not really defend them in the debate and avoided discussion of some of them as much as possible.’
‘She’s only on the ticket to attract moderate and female voters,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’ve met her. She’s not the rabid anti-Ultra type that Kilmer is. Hell, it was supposed to be her going for president this year, but Washington got nuked and the GOP went for the more extreme option. I’d imagine they think Montrose will be a moderating influence.’
‘Fat chance,’ June replied.
‘Yeah, I think you’re probably right.’
12th October.
New Millennium Third Mutual was fairly quiet. It was nine thirty on a Wednesday morning, so that was not entirely unexpected. The arrival of four men armed with assault carbines was a shock to the system for many of the people in the bank, so the two uniformed guards were disarmed before anyone could really react.
When they did react, the customers and staff lay down on the floor without complaint. Most of the staff had been through this before and they knew what had happened last time. Of course, Twilight would not be coming this time because Twilight was missing or dead, but Cygnus was quite capable of handling a bank robbery on her own and there was the new one, Astraea, to lend a hand.
It was as the robbers were heading for the doors with no sign of any Ultrahumans that one of the guards made a mistake. He had a backup piece in an ankle holster and the robbers were not watching him. He pulled the gun and started to take aim. Two carbines opened up on full auto. Bullets buzzed through the air, cutting down the two guards, a customer, and a couple of bank staff behind the counter. There were screams and shouts. Sirens could be heard getting closer, but of Cygnus, there was no sign.
~~~
‘Penny, you should see this,’ Denny said, and the big wall screen lit up to show ACPN. They had a helicopter following a car chase through the broad streets of Uptown. A dark-blue sedan was being followed by three police cruisers, all of them weaving through the traffic.
‘The men in the car robbed the New Millennium Third Mutual bank ten minutes ago,’ Denny explained. ‘Police and EMT radio broadcasts indicate that there are casualties there. The robbers are quite heavily armed. Further radio chatter indicates that a call was placed to Captain Freedom.’
Penny was on her feet, but she paused at that. ‘Any indication that he’s answered?’
‘We have reports of Captain Freedom in the area,’ the on-air reporter said as though answering her. ‘We can’t see him from the helicopter, but– No, there he is!’
On screen, the white-clad shape of Captain Freedom flew in from up the street, dropped down onto the road in front of the sedan, and braced himself. The car slammed into him, coming to a dead stop without shifting the nation’s favourite Ultra by any discernible amount. The windscreen exploded and one of the men inside flew out, past Freedom, to land on the tarmac, bouncing and flailing like a ragdoll. Penny winced.
‘Captain Freedom has stopped the getaway car,’ the reporter announced unnecessarily. ‘Police are surrounding the vehicle now, but it looks like at least one of the robbers will not be making it to trial.’
‘What a mess,’ Penny grumbled, settling back onto the sofa. Then she stood up again and started for the bedroom. ‘I’m going to go join June in the gym. Let me know if anything worse happens.’
‘I feel responsible,’ Denny said from the bedroom speaker as Penny walked in, stripping off her T-shirt.
‘You’re not.’
‘If I still had–’
‘But you don’t,’ Penny snapped. ‘The banks decided to cut the feeds, so you can’t monitor their cameras. The city decided to call Captain Freedom instead of Cygnus, so the death of that robber isn’t on us either.’ Having stripped off her jeans, Penny got back to her feet and Cygnus said, ‘If this city wants to put all its trust in a guy with a military background and attitudes three decades out of date, that’s their problem, not ours.’
~~~
Apparently, the city still wanted answers. Or ACPN did. Penny was sick of changing the house’s number when some idiot at the UID gave it out to reporters. She had simply told ACPN that if they called her up for any trivial reason, she would have Denny screen and block their calls, no matter what. This call was borderline.
‘This is the first major bank robbery for over a year,’ Ian Coltrane said. ‘The citizens of New Millennium City will want to know why Cygnus was not there to stop it.’ Coltrane was a crime reporter, young and hungry for better ratings. Penny had never really liked his reports, which seemed too sensationalist for the usual ACPN style.
‘The citizens had better ask their elected officials,’ Penny replied.
‘Would you care to elaborate, Cygnus?’
The correct answer was ‘not really,’ but she figured she might as well say something. ‘Until recently, the NMCPD cooperated with me and other Ultras working alongside me. Certain other organisations and institutions also cooperated to give us a method of detecting crimes in progress. That cooperation has been withdrawn without explanation. In the case of the police, I was told that pressure was applied to cease their connection to us. Instead, the city has decided to rely on Captain Freedom for support.’
‘Can we quote you on that?’ Coltrane asked. It sounded like he could taste a juicy story being handed to him and did not want it slipping through his fingers.
‘Sure,’ Penny replied. ‘Just remember that I record phone calls too. Don’t misquote me.’
~~~
‘The first bank robbery in New Millennium City in nineteen months occurred this morning, at the same bank hit last year.’ The presenter on ACPN was all professional dispassion. ‘Three bank employees were confirmed dead at the scene, and two customers were taken to hospital where they are listed as being in critical condition. The robbers made their escape by car which was stopped by Captain Freedom after the NMCPD requested his assistance.’ Behind the presenter, the footage showing Freedom stopping the car was rolling. ‘One of the criminals was confirmed dead by police at the scene.’
Penny was glowering at the screen and June leaned over to hug her. ‘Take your own advice,’ June said. ‘This isn’t your fault.’
‘I know,’ Penny grumbled.
‘At a joint press conference at City Hall,’ the presenter went on, ‘Captain Freedom had this to say.’
Sure enough, the screen cut over to an image of Freedom standing behind a podium in one of the City Hall press-briefing rooms. ‘The citizens of New Millennium City can sleep safe in the knowledge that I am here to ensure their safety. No one in this town will get away with criminal acts on my watch, and the local criminals should get used to that.’
The presenter reappeared. ‘There have been questions raised regarding the nonappearance of Cygnus at the bank. Together with Twilight, Cygnus was there to stop last year’s robbery.’
‘Here we go,’ June said.
‘A city spokesman addressed this issue at the same press conference.’
June’s jaw dropped open as the scene shifted to the same podium with a smartly dressed man standing behind it. ‘Recent changes to security protocols and call-management systems may have caused some diminution of the breadth of Ultrahuman response to major crimes within the city,’ the spokesman said. ‘However, the police department is working closely with Captain Freedom to ensure that these situations are resolved in a timely manner with minimal loss of life. Crime in New Millennium City does not pay with Captain Freedom on the job.’
‘And now, politics,’ the presenter said, reappearing.
‘Mute,’ Penny commanded.
‘They didn’t use you at all?’ June asked as if confused.
‘Apparently not.’
‘But–’
‘It seems that ACPN has just joined the list of organisations I can’t trust.’
‘Maybe, but why?’
Penny frowned. ‘I’m not entirely sure I care.’
13th October.
The morning news was just repeating the story from the previous evening, so Penny was ignoring it as she ate breakfast. Denny decided that then might be a good time to mention something which might cheer up her owner.
‘There has been some interesting traffic on the internet, Penny,’ Denny said, trying to sound cheerful.
Penny did not seem to be going for it. ‘What now?’
‘There have been several blog posts and other messages talking about the robbery yesterday and discussing why Cygnus was not there. Some are negative.’
‘I’m sure.’
‘But there are also a number with alternate theories. These alternatives appear to be trending more than the negative ones.’
Penny pursed her lips, then she sipped some coffee, and then she pursed her lips again. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. What are these alternate theories?’
‘The summarised version would be that the comment given yesterday by the police spokesman suggests that the city has decided to cut ties with Cygnus in favour of Captain Freedom. Reaction to this hypothesis varies between those who think it’s a bad idea to sideline any resource the city has, and those who state openly that Captain Freedom is not up to the task. The latter opinion is gaining traction despite strenuous arguments stating that Captain Freedom is stronger and more invulnerable because even your critics have to agree that you are more adaptable.’
Sipping more coffee, Penny considered that. It was true that the Captain was tougher than she could be. Or, if she focused all her power into defence, she might match him, but then she would have no way of defeating his defences. Similarly, she might match his physical power, but would be largely defenceless. But she could do just about anything and he was stuck with what he had.
‘I guess I am,’ Penny said.
‘Better than that,’ June said, having put down her own coffee, ‘the city officials might think Captain Freedom is the answer to their prayers, but the general public isn’t so sure. You still have supporters.’
Penny smiled. ‘I guess I do.’
16th October.
Cygnus opened the front door and frowned as Marta Hendry, wearing a large floppy hat and sunglasses, stepped out of a small sports car – which Cygnus did think suited her personality – and hurried over.
‘I need to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Can I come in?’ She lifted the brim of her hat and pulled her glasses down her nose. ‘It’s me, Marta.’
Keeping the smirk from showing was too much to ask; Cygnus smirked. ‘I know. What do you…’ There was no camera crew, Hendry was not carrying anything, and the short, tight dress she was wearing could not have hidden a microphone. ‘Okay, come in.’ Cygnus stepped back and let the reporter in. Well, Hendry was not really a reporter. She was trying to break into more serious roles, but Marta Hendry was known more for presenting gossip and chat shows. Aside from anything, it would be interesting to find out what she wanted.
Hendry looked up at the hole in the ceiling as she walked through to the lounge. ‘This place is… unique. Pretty amazing, but definitely unique.’
‘Yeah. That’s pretty much everyone’s attitude.’
‘Hello again, June,’ Hendry added as the lounge came into view.
‘Marta,’ June replied, putting down a magazine. ‘What brings you out here? What brings you out here looking like you’ve been watching bad spy movies?’
Grimacing, Hendry pulled off her hat and glasses. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know I was here. I suppose this was overkill.’
‘Not sure,’ Cygnus said. ‘Denny, have they got a drone in the air?’ Waving Hendry to a sofa, Cygnus walked over to sit beside June.
‘There is a drone operating at fifteen thousand feet,’ Denny replied. ‘It is observing an orbital flight plan approximately one mile in diameter.’
Hendry’s eyes widened. ‘Someone has a drone watching your house?’
‘The FBI, probably,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’ve been looking for Twilight in China. The Feds seem to think that I’m a Chinese spy now.’
‘That’s what– Okay, that sort of fits. I came to tell you that city government seems to have it in for you, but I guess that’s the least of your worries.’
‘I’m not really that worried. Is this why ACPN seems to be toeing the line? Coltrane got a comment from me about that robbery and it wasn’t used.’
Hendry nodded. ‘There was some sort of meeting in the afternoon after the bank was hit. I don’t think there were any police there, but there were people from the mayor’s office and Captain Freedom. I wasn’t, but I… obtained the general gist of things.’ She got a smile from Cygnus: everyone had their little secrets. ‘Basically, we were going to be frozen out of local press calls if we didn’t give out the story they said we should. I’m not sure that would’ve done it, but Captain Freedom threatened to never give the station another interview.’
‘That explains a lot.’
‘I’m just wondering how they hope to ever get a comment out of Cygnus again,’ June said. She rose to her feet. ‘Do you want a coffee, Marta?’
‘Uh, yes, please. I don’t normally get up this early on a Sunday. I don’t think they’re worried about Cygnus. They might be. At some point in the future. Maybe even now, but you’ve seen the Captain, right? Heard him talk? He’s charismatic, kind of charming.’
‘No, I pretty much think he’s a jerk. Certainly a liar.’
‘Huh?’
June glanced over her shoulder. ‘I just have this feeling. I don’t think he’s telling the truth about being unconscious all that time. Plus, he tried to pick me up at Red’s birthday party. He’s one of those men who thinks “lesbian” means “woman waiting for just the right man to come along.” I don’t like him.’
‘You never mentioned that,’ Cygnus said.
‘Didn’t want to bother you. You already knew what I thought of him.’
‘True, but, June aside, he does tend to charm people, I agree, Marta.’
Marta nodded. ‘I think he talked management into thinking losing him was way more important than losing anyone else. Now you told me about the Feds, I assume someone mentioned “national security” at some point too.’
‘I shouldn’t be surprised.’
‘Why does everyone in authority seem to hate you?’ Hendry was frowning. It seemed like a genuine question.
‘Because they’re scared of her,’ June replied before Cygnus could say anything. ‘They’re scared of Twilight too. I bet they’re secretly as pleased as Punch that Twilight’s not around currently.’
‘Mm. Is there any news about her? You said you thought she was in China?’
Cygnus nodded. ‘She is in China. She keeps moving and we don’t get word of sightings until too late because China’s a mess at the moment. We’ll find her. We’re getting closer. I think we’ll find her sooner rather than later. And then the government can be scared of both of us again.’
18th October.
Hanging over Friendship, Cygnus looked down on the pattern of lights which was about all that was visible at ten thousand feet. Somewhere below her, Frostburn was walking through the park, primarily serving as a deterrent to anyone who might have had the idea of mugging someone. He did not catch too many criminals, but he had seen more than a few unhappy-looking people in dark clothing walking smartly away from him rather than risk anything with an Ultra about. To the north, Skadi and Astraea were watching the streets of Deale and Churchton. Both of them caught more: they were sneakier, one way or another. Things would be better when they had Twilight back, but they had pretty good coverage, when all was said and done.
Cygnus was about to head out for a loop around Uptown and Downtown when she heard the voice behind her.
‘You’re not wanted here.’ Turning in the air, Cygnus found herself looking at Captain Freedom, hanging in the air behind her. She mentally kicked herself for not paying better attention to her surroundings. ‘You’re not needed, and no one wants you. Get out of this city. Get out of this country. Go back to wherever the Hell it was you came from.’
‘New Jersey,’ Cygnus said.
‘Yeah, sure.’
‘I was born in a town in New Jersey, but this is my home. More than yours.’
‘Well, they don’t want you here any more.’
Cygnus smiled. ‘I know you’ve persuaded the city government that they don’t want me. The people aren’t so sure. You don’t have them all on your side. Getting my comment cut from the ACPN piece was stupid. All that did was start people speculating. Some of them can think for themselves and they’ve seen what I can do. They aren’t so sure that you can solve all their problems singlehandedly. New Millennium City is my home. America is where I was born. I’m not leaving.’
He turned in the air, paused, and looked back at her. ‘You’ve been warned.’
‘If you try to do anything to June again, I’ll find a way to kill you that you won’t wake up from.’
His eyes narrowed, but then he simply turned and flew away.
22nd October.
The morning was going swimmingly. The morning news had revealed the latest polls and Kilmer was well ahead. This was despite the fact that other polls indicated that Hart had slaughtered her opponent in the debates. The last of those had been on Wednesday and, either despite or because of Kilmer’s political experience, Hart had come across as having policies while Kilmer had soundbites. It was possibly very clever: never really say what your important policies are and everyone can think you are going to give them what they want.
Penny had decided that she wanted to beat something up. The people of America would be voting in an incompetent bigot in two weeks and then maybe she would be considering leaving the country. June had suggested some sparring. Penny, now Cygnus, had considered this a bad idea in some ways: she was afraid she might get angry enough to do some real damage, but June did not even need super-powers to know that she could defuse Cygnus’s anger when she wanted to. By midday, they were both naked and lying in a rumpled heap on the floor mats in the gym.
‘I still think we should consider what would be required to move to the Antarctic,’ Cygnus said.
June turned her head and pursed her lips at her partner. ‘I am not moving to Antarctica. Penguins are not big on pinups, for one thing. Don’t make me come over there and start another round.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Maybe I just said that so you would.’
‘Maybe, but–’
‘A vehicle is approaching with UID plates,’ Denny announced.
‘Now?!’ Cygnus shrieked. ‘God! We probably smell like hookers.’ She rolled upright. ‘Where are my shorts?’
‘Uh, I threw them over by the free weights,’ June supplied.
Somewhat dressed – her sports bra and briefs were on the small side since June was the only one intended to see them – Cygnus headed down to the front door and opened it just as one of two agents she did not recognise stepped out of their car. She was about to say something when she saw the telltale shimmer in the air which indicated that the force screen was going up around the house.
‘Cygnus,’ Denny said, ‘I have detected an in-flight missile headed in this direction.’
‘What? Shit!’ Cygnus looked out at the two agents still getting out of their car. ‘You two, get undercover! There’s–’ And that was when something moving very fast plunged down from above and slammed right into the UID sedan. The car exploded. Bits of it hit the force screen along with one body. Burning gasoline rained down on the nearby trees. Cygnus turned back to the house. ‘June! Get down here. You might be needed.’
‘I have identified the approximate launch site,’ Denny said. ‘I believe the missile was launched from the Solomon Airfield.’
‘Okay, I’m going out there to see if I can spot anything.’ There was another shimmer in the air as the screen collapsed. Cygnus grabbed her earpiece from the table beside the door.
‘Be careful,’ June said as she dropped to the carpet beside Cygnus. ‘If they’re throwing missiles around…’
‘I’ll take precautions,’ Cygnus replied as she lifted into the air. Below her, June rushed out to see whether there was anything she could do for the fallen agents.
Cygnus had made it to about three hundred feet and was starting west when Denny’s voice cut in over the radio. ‘I am detecting a humanoid form approaching you from the north, Cygnus.’
Cutting her flight speed, Cygnus turned and spotted the white shape approaching. Silently, she began reconfiguring her power set. ‘Are you coming to help?’ she yelled at Captain Freedom. The shout stopped him about twenty feet away and, for a second or two, he just hung in the air, smiling at her.
‘I am detecting another missile launch,’ Denny said into Cygnus’s ear. ‘I am currently unsure, but the size and flight characteristics suggest a Night Lance. ETA is now nine seconds.’
‘Someone seems to be firing missiles from Solomon Airfield,’ Cygnus called out. ‘They blew up a UID car, possibly two agents as well.’
‘No,’ Freedom called back. ‘You destroyed the UID vehicle. I came up here to stop you doing more damage.’
‘You think that story’s going to fly?’
‘Yes. The UID have evidence that you killed two people in Uptown last night. You resisted arrest. I don’t even have to kill you.’
‘Oh?’ Cygnus smiled. ‘You think that Night Lance is going to do it? There’s just one little problem with that.’
The roar of rocket engines was suddenly very loud as the missile shot toward the two Ultras. Freedom had a fraction of a second to realise what was about to happen before he was hit in the stomach and a lance of high-temperature, armour-piercing plasma exploded through his stomach. The light was briefly blinding and then Cygnus could see Freedom, still hanging in the air though most of the front of his costume was gone, along with a lot of the tissue beneath it. She could actually see daylight through his torso, but the man was still functioning.
‘I can’t be detected on cosmic energy scanners,’ Cygnus said. ‘The missile was homing on you.’
‘Looks like I’ll have to kill you myself then.’ The holes in his flesh were already beginning to heal. Cygnus raised her arm, spread her fingers, and fired a beam of incandescent energy at him. It hit him squarely in the chest, blasting clean through him, and his flight pattern faltered. ‘You…’ he got out before he started falling.
It was not going to keep him down for long. The man had almost instantaneous regeneration, even when he was technically dead, and she was pretty sure that he was just unconscious. The impact with – she grimaced – someone’s pool house roof was not going to make much difference. She had less than ten seconds before he was going to be coming after her.
‘He’s down,’ she said, ‘but he’s not going to stay that way. I need a plan.’
‘He thinks you’re a threat,’ June responded almost immediately. ‘There has to be some way for you to stop him. Can you get him into space, or out to sea? He’d be powerless once he’s away from American soil.’
‘Yes. Maybe. But if I kill him… He’s worked up some sort of frame job. Maybe it relies on me being dead and unable to defend myself, but if not… And anyway, if I kill him, I really will have to leave the country.’
‘What else can you do? He’s going to keep coming after you until you’re dead. You can’t survive a full-strength punch from that bastard.’
Cygnus looked down and spotted ‘that bastard’ rising up from the hole in the roof of the pool house. He spotted her hovering and accelerated up toward her. ‘If you think of anything, let me know,’ she said. ‘He’s coming after me again.’ She took aim again, waiting until the last moment to fire. The beam lanced out, missing him as he jinked aside, and the unfortunate roof took another blast. Steam rose up through the hole in the tiles as the water beneath boiled, but by that time, Cygnus was already moving. She had changed her ‘gunship’ configuration to allow for Fleet’s instantaneous acceleration and she was half a mile away from him before he knew she was leaving. Turning, she unleashed a massive stream of energy in an arc across his flight path. He tried to dodge it again but could not avoid all of it. For a brief instant, Captain Freedom seemed to burn as bright as a star, and then he was tumbling back down toward the ground.
‘This is ridiculous,’ Cygnus said. ‘I can knock him down, but he’s just going to get back up again. He hasn’t a chance in Hell of getting close enough to hit me.’
‘I… I might have an idea,’ June replied.
‘But I’m not going to like it?’
‘Not really. Let me see if I can set this up first. Can you keep him busy for a while?’
‘I think so. You know, if I can’t beat him, Astraea can’t either.’
‘I know that, but June Summerfield might be able to. Just keep him busy.’
On Cygnus’s radar, a blip appeared. It was not really like a blip on a radar scope, but a small, fast-moving shape appeared in her vision. He was keeping low, trying to use the ground clutter to stay hidden until he could come up at her. Well, that was not going to work. Another blaze of energy ripped out toward the ground and the radar image dropped off as he crashed. ‘Keeping him busy,’ she said.
~~~
‘Hendry.’ The word had come out a little harder than Marta had intended, but she was annoyed. As far as anyone could tell, Cygnus and Captain Freedom were duking it out over North Beach and Marta was at her desk reviewing scripts for another exciting programme about the latest Ultrahuman fashion trends in California. The rumour was that Cygnus had gone nuts and the Captain was trying to bring her in, and Marta did not believe a word of it. But no one was listening to her, so…
‘Marta,’ June said from the other end of the phone connection, ‘it’s June. Would you like the scoop of the century?’
‘You know what’s going on with Captain Freedom and Cygnus?’
‘I know exactly what’s going on, but I can do better than that. How would you like to have close-up, live video of what happens when she lets him get close enough to hit her? Because right now, this fight is kind of boring. She keeps blowing him out of the air, and he gets up to try again.’
‘What do I have to give to get it? My right arm? The soul of my firstborn child?’
‘I just need to make sure this goes out to as many people as it possibly can, live. No delays. If this is recorded and played back later, Cygnus, or me, or both of us, are going to be dead.’
Marta bit her lip. ‘Give me ten minutes.’
‘We can manage that. Hopefully.’
‘I’ll call you back.’ Shutting off the phone, Marta got to her feet, undid two of the buttons on her blouse, and headed for the station manager’s office. She might have to sell her soul for this one yet, but it might be worth it.
~~~
‘There are now four fighter aircraft in the air,’ Denny said. ‘They are not closing their distance. They appear to be in a holding pattern above Andrews Air Force Base.’
‘Probably on standby,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Oh, I see them, yes. Not a problem for now. Keep an eye on them for me.’ She rechecked where Captain Freedom had got to, decided he was getting too close, and shattered the sound barrier as she jetted off to a new position over the southern edge of Friendship. She hit him with another blast of high-energy particles as soon as he broke cover and watched as he smashed into the trees on the edge of town.
‘Cygnus?’ June’s voice.
‘I’m here. He’s regenerating again. It occurs to me that I need food and water and sleep, and the toilet. He doesn’t. I don’t want to die taking a potty break.’
‘Hopefully, you won’t have to. I want you to lead him back here.’
‘And then?’
‘And then you get inside and I… I talk to him.’
‘He doesn’t strike me as being a reasonable person, love.’
‘No,’ June agreed. ‘That’s kind of what I’m counting on. But if you could stand ready to blast him again if I’m wrong about this, I’d feel more comfortable.’
There was movement on the ground at Freedom’s last crash site. Captain Freedom was back on his feet and would be lifting off in a second. ‘Okay. I’ll be there in a few seconds. It’ll take him a bit longer since he doesn’t have my acceleration.’
‘I’ll be waiting.’
Cygnus watched the Captain climbing toward her, still grimly determined it seemed. He knew he just had to wear her down. He would, she figured, be perfectly happy if she just packed up and left. He wanted her out of the way. Why? A question for later. She pointed herself toward home and took off with a crack of exploding pressure. In six seconds, she had covered the three and a half miles. She pulled a right-angle turn to go down and then came to a stop that defied at least two laws of physics before dropping to the drive and rushing toward the house door.
June was waiting for her, wearing a short lemon-coloured dress and looking nervous. ‘Get inside and wish me luck,’ she said as Cygnus approached.
‘Are you sure about this?’ Cygnus asked.
‘No, but I think it’s the only chance we have of stopping him.’
‘Thirty seconds,’ Denny announced.
Cygnus leaned forward and kissed her girlfriend, her lips lingering for a second before she broke away and stepped inside the hall. June turned and looked up at the sky, waiting.
Maybe fifteen seconds later, Captain Freedom came roaring in to land with a bone-crunching impact on the drive. Cygnus had always taught June that three-point landings like that were murder on the knees and a stupid idea. Freedom obviously did not care. It was dramatic, you had to give it that, but it was also sort of expected so it lacked the shock value he was probably hoping for. He straightened slowly and glared at June. The fact that barely any of his costume was now attached to him detracted from the intensity of the glare, but there was not a mark on his skin, despite everything that Cygnus had done to him.
‘Where is she?’ Freedom said.
‘Inside,’ June replied. ‘Why are you doing this?’ He took a step forward. ‘I know you lied,’ she said quickly.
He paused, still glaring. ‘Captain Freedom doesn’t lie.’
‘Captain Freedom might not, but Alexander Harrow lied. You said you didn’t remember all that time in the rock. You do, don’t you?’
‘I–’
‘All that time sealed up in volcanic rock. No light. No way to move. No way out. Almost thirty years, almost half your life, with nothing but black rock for company. I’d have gone mad. What did you think about? How could you possibly stay sane down there?’
‘So would I. If I remembered–’
‘You remember. I can see it in your eyes.’ He had not stepped closer and the glare had shifted away from her face. She was getting to him. ‘So, why lie? Why didn’t you want the sympathy? You might as well tell me. I know you’ve set Cygnus up, so you’re going to have to kill me too.’
‘Why would they sympathise?’ He raised his eyes to hers again and took another step forward. ‘They left me there while the world changed. They forgot about me. They didn’t even try to get me out.’ Another step. ‘Do you want to know what I thought about? Revenge. I thought about what I would do when I finally escaped. I thought long and hard about how I could destroy the country that gave up on me.’ Another step; he was barely six feet away. ‘Kilmer made it easy with his space army. He’ll get nuclear weapons in space. It’s the only way we can attack alien ships up there. He’ll do it, and then I’ll arrange for them to fall.’ Another step and he was clenching his fists, ready to hit her. ‘But Cygnus… Cygnus could stop it. She could stop me. I saw what she did to Magmatic. She could stop me, so she has to die.’ He pulled back his right arm, ready to strike. ‘And so do you.’
June smiled. ‘Well, if I’ve got this right, there’s just one little problem with that.’
‘Shut up,’ he hissed, and punched her in the face.
June blinked once, licked her lips, and punched him in the guts. He seemed to fold around her fist, all the air escaping his body in one, sharp gasp. Then he was stumbling backward and falling onto the gravel. ‘That,’ June said, ‘was for trying to have me kidnapped.’
He looked up at her, eyes wide. ‘What the Hell are you?’
‘Me? I’m just a normal human being. And so are you.’
‘I’m Captain Freedom! My power comes from the soil of–’
‘No, you’re Alexander Harrow. Your power comes from the people of America, not the country. You just confessed on live TV that you want to destroy the American people. Without even knowing they were giving you the power to do that, they’ve taken it away from you.’
Behind June, the door opened and Cygnus stepped out. ‘Do you know what the really funny part of this is?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Do tell,’ June said, grinning as the man who was once Captain Freedom tried to sit up.
‘America never forgot about him. As you’ve just demonstrated, if they had forgotten about him, he’d have died down there in the dark. Even while they thought he was gone, everyone kept hoping he would return. Every year, they would commemorate his loss and keep the flame alive. Huh, every time Doctor Ultimate came up with a new method of searching for stuff underground, he took it to New York and tried to figure out where this useless bastard was. No one forgot him. Maybe it would’ve been better if we had.’
Harrow struggled to his feet and stood there, glaring at the two women. ‘I don’t want your pity.’
‘You’re not getting any,’ June told him. ‘Any pity I felt for you, I got over when you decided to kill me.’
He pulled back his fist and Cygnus stepped forward. ‘Don’t make me hit you,’ she told him. ‘I’m not sure I’d be able to pull the punch.’ He swung at her anyway, except that the blow went wildly off to one side as his body gave out under him, and Cygnus caught him as he fell. ‘Unconscious,’ she said.
‘Meh,’ June replied. ‘Leave him there. Garbage collection’s on Tuesday.’
25th October.
‘The fallout from the revelation of Captain Freedom’s real mental state on Saturday is still causing problems in a number of circles,’ the ACPN presenter said from the big screen.
‘Big shock,’ Penny commented.
‘Polls revealed today by several agencies indicate a near total collapse of support for Republican candidates Senator George Kilmer and Secretary of State Rachelle Montrose,’ the presenter went on.
‘Which is a shame for Montrose. She should never have accepted the VP slot. She’ll never get a chance for president now.’
‘Francesca Hart and Senator Stephen Walker are now leading the polls by an average of nine points. Senator Kilmer’s team have been trying to distance themselves from Captain Freedom, but the Captain’s endorsement of Kilmer is now being seen in an extremely negative light.’
A splash screen of badges appeared over the presenter’s shoulder. FBI, UID, and NMCPD were represented, which was an interesting but not unexpected mix. ‘Alexander Harrow, the ex-Captain Freedom, is still being held in custody in New Millennium City while jurisdictional issues are sorted out.’
‘Ha!’ Penny barked. Both the UID and local police had turned up to take Harrow away. The UID had got in people’s faces and demanded that the man was handed over to them since they had jurisdiction over Ultrahuman crimes. Cygnus had agreed, but since Harrow was no longer an Ultra, she had handed him over to the NMCPD. It had not been an entirely kind act since there were now two federal agencies trying to get their hands on the ex-hero.
‘You’re enjoying this too much,’ June suggested.
‘At this time, the only confirmed crime Harrow has been charged with is conspiracy to murder two UID agents,’ the presenter said. ‘It seems likely that he will be handed over to the FBI this week, but the UID is still attempting to have him placed under their jurisdiction since he was an Ultra when the crime was committed. The UID has come in for some criticism recently over corruption in their ranks. However, evidence has come to light recently indicating that the FBI accepted uncorroborated evidence from Harrow suggesting that Cygnus was engaged in espionage activity for the Chinese.’
‘At least that’s one more thing we don’t need to worry about,’ June said.
‘Yeah,’ Penny agreed. ‘No more drones watching us and FBI agents failing to follow us.’
‘Are ACPN back in our good books? I mean, they did help with the Captain, and Marta did a pretty good interview with me yesterday. Plus, they didn’t push you for an interview when you told them you didn’t want to give one.’
Penny pursed her lips. ‘I’m more inclined to be nice to Marta. She was the one who persuaded her management to run the feed from the house.’
‘That could work. Still no sign of those feeds coming back, I take it?’
‘My external connections to the city are still down,’ Denny supplied, cutting in over the presenter. ‘Except for the fire department’s feed, which was never cut.’
‘I’m not sure we should accept them if they do come back,’ Penny said. ‘This city made its choice. They jumped on Cygnus like vultures on a carcass when Ultranova died. Along comes Captain Freedom and they jump ship. They didn’t even have the courage to talk to me before they cut the feeds.’
June shrugged. ‘We’re doing well enough with Denny listening to the police radios. If we could improve coverage in Uptown, Deale, and Churchton, I’m not sure the police feed is necessary.’
Penny nodded. ‘We’ll see how it goes.’
31st October.
‘Penny,’ Denny said as Penny walked out of the bedroom to put the coffee on, ‘the camera and police dispatch feeds have been reenabled.’
‘Oh, have they now…’ Penny busied herself with the coffee machine and Denny appeared to recognise that the sentence which sounded like a question did not require an answer.
Nothing had been said about the cutting of the feeds. There had been nothing on any of the news or community channels. No one from the city’s government, the banks, or the police had turned up to talk about it. It had taken a lot of talking to get the feeds put in in the first place. The fire department had been the first to get on board and had apparently fought to keep their link harder than the police had. Well, perhaps the commissioner had tried: he had announced his retirement on Friday, citing difficulties in communicating with the mayor’s office as his primary reason for leaving. And now everything had been turned back on, just in time for the usual chaos of Halloween.
‘Did I hear Denny say the feeds were back on?’ June said as she emerged from the bedroom. She went straight for the coffee machine, which was just finishing the dripping of delicious brew into the carafe.
‘Yes, you did,’ Penny said, her tone musing.
‘What are you going to do? You’ve my support either way.’
Penny flashed her girlfriend a smile. ‘Thanks, love. Denny, shut them down. All except the fire service feed.’
‘Done,’ Denny announced without any inflection in her voice.
‘We’ll look into getting some networked receivers put in in the north of the city. That’ll let you monitor radio traffic better. And as for the feeds… If they apologise for cutting them, then maybe we’ll consider reconnecting them.’
8th November.
Penny walked out of the privacy booth with her ballot and looked around for the machine she was supposed to feed it to. Voting, she thought, should be handled in some manner which did not involve all this stupidity. Then again, voting should be handled without the rather undemocratic process of the electoral college system. It probably made sense when the delegates had to ride to Washington to decide who would be president. The polls suggested this one was a foregone conclusion anyway.
With her vote cast, she stepped out of the way and waited for June. Voting was taking place in a school in northern North Beach so they had driven up there in Penny’s terribly conservative, very economical car. June had threatened to buy a Ferrari or something, but she never had. And now they could both fly.
‘Penny for your thoughts?’ June asked from right beside her and Penny jumped. June giggled. ‘Sorry.’
Penny waved the apology away and started for the door. ‘I was just thinking about… stuff. It’s Andrea’s birthday tomorrow, for example.’
‘That’ll be the second one we’ve missed. I hope she’s got a cake or something.’
‘Cake would be good. I’d just like to find her soon.’
‘Yeah, there’s that too.’
Honai, Chamdo Prefecture, Tibet, 9th November.
‘Happy birthday,’ Andrea said to the dark hut she currently called home. There was no cake.
‘Happy birthday to you,’ Twilight sing-songed, giggling.
‘We’re wasting time with this,’ Midnight said. ‘Xue has taken Chamdo and we know he’s going to come here sooner rather than later. We need to eliminate him now. Waiting is not going to help matters.’
‘She might be right,’ Twilight agreed.
Andrea sipped from the little clay pot she used as a drinking glass. The whiskey in it had been stolen from General Xue’s personal supply. It was still not that good. ‘I agree,’ she said after a few seconds. Xue seemed to be working from some prophecy, one of his visions. He had decided that his greatest battle would take place in this region. He had narrowed that down to the village of Honai, which was where Andrea had settled. It seemed to be one of those prophecies that could not fail: Andrea had selected Honai because she recognised it from his description, and then he had decided that Honai was the site of his battle because Andrea was there. But he was holding back, waiting for some sign to tell him the time was right. It had given Andrea some time to consider things. ‘I agree, but we can’t do this alone. It’s time we called some friends.’
‘We don’t need–’ Midnight began.
Twilight cut her off. ‘It’s about time. How are you going to contact them?’
‘Oh, if I put the right word in the right ear,’ Andrea said, ‘I’m quite sure it’ll get back home. I just have to hope they’ll come looking before Xue comes calling.’
 



Part Six: Just Click Your Heels Together
Honai, Chamdo Prefecture, Tibet, 19th November 2016.
‘And I guess it worked,’ Andrea said. ‘You’re here, and you beat General Xue.’
‘And he’s why you can’t come home?’ Jacob asked. At some point in the story, he had stripped out of his armour and was sitting there in his undersuit, perfectly happy in the cold night air.
‘He became the reason. At first I just wasn’t sure how integrating Midnight’s personality would affect me. But we both decided that ship needed to die. It was not in a high orbit, but we blew it up. General Xue and Guàiwù are kind of my responsibility.’
‘Assuming that’s true,’ Cygnus said, ‘that makes them our responsibility. I assume you want me to take on the monster?’
Andrea nodded. ‘I could probably chip away at him until he falls over, but you have more chance of actually taking him down without half of Tibet getting demolished. He’s very tough, but he’s actually more resistant to energy attacks than physical ones. He’s also strong in a way that’s hard to describe. If he hits you, you’ll be looking for a new body.’
‘Okay… I think I have something which should stop him. It almost stopped me.’
‘And me?’ Jacob asked. ‘What am I doing?’
‘Keeping the villagers safe,’ Andrea replied. ‘Handling the troops Xue will bring with him.’ Cygnus got to her feet. ‘Where are you off to?’
‘New Millennium. I’m going to get June over here. Well, I’m going to get Astraea over here because she’s got some pretty cool crowd-control powers and she can heal.’ Cygnus headed for the door. ‘Besides, I think you two could do with a little time alone.’
‘You said you could still talk to Midnight,’ Jacob said when Cygnus was out the door and the crack of a sonic boom had marked her departure from the area.
‘Yeah. I think I have something a little more like classic schizophrenia. I hear voices. I think those voices are my subconscious voicing things I don’t want to face, or haven’t realised I know, or whatever. I can’t let go of Twilight, don’t want to, so I can’t let go of Midnight either.’ Andrea gave him a small smile. ‘Mind you, Midnight isn’t just a dark, brooding evil any more. She tends to voice my blacker thoughts, but she’s even cracked the odd joke.’
Jacob frowned for a few seconds, then his lips twisted into a quirky grin. ‘I guess I got used to you being literally in two minds about everything, I can cope with this.’
‘I told you he’d be okay with this,’ Twilight commented from the shadows behind Andrea.
Andrea ignored her. ‘I hope so. I’ve missed you.’
‘Well,’ Jacob said, his grin broadening, ‘when we’ve taken care of this general of yours, we can go home and you can show me how much.’
‘Are you sure about that? I’ve got about eighteen months of catching up to do. It could get… interesting.’
Jacob gave a shrug. ‘It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.’
‘Men,’ Midnight commented, ‘always thinking with their gonads.’ Andrea ignored her too.
20th November.
The chittering of an imp announced that there was news. The little creature was not visible, but everyone could hear it. June giggled. ‘It’s weird, but I missed that. I never thought I’d miss those things.’
‘They’re useful,’ Andrea said, ‘if ugly.’ There was some more chittering from the darkness in the corner of the room. ‘You’re ugly in an adorable way. Xue’s coming. As I figured, his main force is coming down the road from the west. It looks like he’s helicoptered units to the east and north. The northern unit is small. They’re aiming to mount a surprise attack with sniping and RPGs from the valley walls. I think the eastern unit is there to cut off escape.’
‘The monster?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Is taking point for the main group. Xue is in a command vehicle toward the rear with his bodyguards. In about thirty minutes, it’s going to start getting light. There’s no moon and it looks like it’ll be a sunny day, so I want this done with fairly quickly.’
‘But we need to keep the villagers safe,’ June said. ‘I can probably take out the snipers. Well, I can make them forget any desire they have to shoot at people. And there’s light enough out there for me to see by.’
‘Okay, if you’re sure, you’d best get started.’ Andrea turned to her boyfriend. ‘Jacob, that suit’s bulletproof?’
‘More so than the old one was. I’m pretty confident against small arms fire.’
‘Then you take the eastern road. Hold off any of the troops who might come in that way. The villagers will help. Stopping them from helping is just a waste of effort, but try to keep them alive.’
‘I’ll join Jacob when I’m done in the valley,’ June said from the doorway. ‘My shield works for more than just me.’ Then she stepped out of the door and lifted into the air.
‘It’s going to take a while to get used to that,’ Andrea commented. ‘But at least she didn’t skimp on her costume.’
‘Don’t you mean she did skimp?’ Cygnus asked, smirking.
‘Or that. So, I’m going after Xue and you’re going after Guàiwù. Xue has a couple of tanks, so be careful. What are you planning to do to stop Guàiwù anyway?’
Cygnus smiled. ‘Do you remember Ripple Effect?’
‘Yeah, I remember… Oh! You think you can do that?’
‘I’m going to give it a damn good try.’
~~~
Men in red uniforms sat around the sides of the command AFV Xue was using. Each of them was wearing a radio headset and receiving updates from the units around the village. The uniforms were red to match General Xue’s, except that his had a lot more gold decorating various parts of it. His was also decorated with a lot of medals, most of which he had not earned but thought he should have.
So far, Xue was happy with the progress of this operation. It was all going as he had foreseen. Soon, Guàiwù would engage the American woman in the white costume. She was powerful, but she would be distracted from her attack by the assault on the village from the slopes above the valley and, when Guàiwù was able to close with her, she would die. The woman with the shadow powers would engage with Xue directly and she would discover that his abilities were far greater than hers. She would make an excellent concubine. The male with the black skin and the glowing eyes would die with the villagers when the two women were down. The entire exercise would take no more than thirty minutes.
‘Great General,’ one of the men sitting nearby said, ‘unit two is not responding.’
‘What?’ Xue asked, his brow furrowing. Unit two was the group on the northern side of the valley. They should have been ready to unleash bullets and rockets on the village below them by now. There had been no indication in his visions that they would be countered. ‘Regain contact with them, immediately!’
‘Yes, sir!’
‘Have unit three move up,’ Xue ordered, knowing his command would be relayed to the group on the eastern road. ‘I must attempt to see our future. No one is to disturb me.’ Then he closed his eyes and concentrated, pushing his mind out to see what had changed and how it would affect him. Something had certainly changed since his last vision, and forcing another always took far too long, but…
~~~
June looked around at the various soldiers who had recently thrown down their weapons in a show of commitment to peace. It was not going to last forever, but they would spend at least a couple of hours singing ‘Kum Ba Yah’ and not attacking the village. Not a bad bit of work.
She turned and looked down the valley to the east. Jacob would be down there by now, trying to keep the villagers from doing anything too dangerous while also making sure Xue’s troops did not flank Cygnus and Twilight. June briefly considered whether she should refer to Twilight as Andrea now, given what had been said about the woman’s state of mind, but then she decided that names did not matter anyway. Especially now when she could just make out a column of troops marching toward the village. Andrea had thought they would hang back, but they were approaching.
Gathering up as many rifles and grenade launchers as she could carry, June lifted into the air and headed for the eastern end of the village. Maybe the villagers would stand a better chance with some modern weapons.
~~~
Five hundred feet up, Cygnus circled the company of troops who were marching toward Honai. She figured there were about a hundred. There were three armoured vehicles: the command vehicle at the back and two just behind the monster. Those two AFVs had turret-mounted machine guns that looked like they might be painful, but it was the hulking form of Guàiwù that Cygnus was interested in.
The creature – it might have been human once but, like The Freak, it was hard to imagine that now – was around sixty feet in height, a tailless, reptilian monster with a body built somewhat like a human who had abused steroids to the point of idiocy. Its head was massive, especially in the jaw which was elongated and came equipped with rows of very large teeth. It likely had a prodigious bite. It had forward-facing eyes, more so than you saw on most animals, which added to the impression that this was some twisted form of human rather than a mutated animal. Thick, heavy fingers ended in ten-inch, razor-sharp talons. Andrea was right: getting hit by that thing was going to be fatal. Well, she would just have to not get hit.
Flying out until she was around three hundred feet ahead of the column, Cygnus dropped to the ground and lifted her arm, fingers spread. Doctor Ultimate had suggested a likely mechanism for how Ripple Effect’s direct attack worked. Somehow, he had been able to reach inside her, ignoring her defences, to crush organs and rend flesh. Ultimate had suggested a focused gravitational pulse. No one had seen her, so she took her time and aimed. Then she let the energy she was holding go and a shimmer of light sprang forward, hitting the monster right between the eyes. For a brief instant, a massive gravitational force existed inside Guàiwù’s skull, tearing at the grey matter within. The monster let out a roar of pain and collapsed, crashing forward onto the rough road surface.
Cygnus pushed up into the air as chaos erupted among the troops. They knew they were being attacked, but not precisely from where. Then again, despite all the damage it had taken, the monster was not staying down. It lurched to its feet, pushing itself up on its huge arms, and let out another roar. Cygnus took aim for another attack, and that was when the two machine guns opened up. Bullets zipped through the air past Cygnus as she focused on the monster and the monster lurched toward her. Another burst of energy hit Guàiwù in the chest and he roared in pain, but this time he kept up his steady plod toward her, slowly picking up the pace.
‘Damn thing,’ Cygnus muttered under her breath, and set to firing again. Guàiwù was around two hundred feet away now and still accelerating. She would have to break off if he got too much closer. How far could those arms reach? He was moving really fast now; by the time she was ready to fire, he was no more than thirty feet away. She was aiming for a head hit and she got one, and the monster’s eyes rolled up and it crashed to the ground as Cygnus pushed herself upward to avoid being hit as it fell. Its jaw carved a huge rut into the broken tarmac of the road, and Cygnus figured it had to be down this time. Its arm moved, pushing it over onto its back. She watched as it drew back that same, massive limb ready to take a swipe at her as she hovered above it.
‘What the Hell do I have to do to kill you?!’ Cygnus screamed, snapping her hand out to blast once again at the monster’s head. There was a truly sickening crunch as the upper part of Guàiwù’s skull collapsed inward and one of his eyes vanished into its socket. The huge arm continued its upward swing for half a second and then dropped to the ground. Cygnus felt a lurch in her stomach at what her attack had done to the monster but, well, it was a monster. ‘Apparently, that’s what I have to do to kill you,’ she said.
~~~
There were a dozen soldiers making their way up the road toward the eastern side of the village. They were using whatever cover they could find, but there was not very much of that; even though they had turned off the flashlights they had been using further down the road, June could spot them easily enough. She dropped into the cover of the overturned cart the villagers had said they could use as a barricade. ‘They’re coming. Maybe fifty or sixty feet away, at a guess.’
Jacob was checking over one of the RPGs June had brought down with her. ‘That’s quite close enough,’ he said. Then he hoisted the weapon onto his shoulder, stepped out from behind the wagon, set his feet, sighted, and pulled the trigger. Flame roared out of the back of the launch tube and there was a sound like a bottle-rocket on steroids followed by an almighty explosion. The wagon rattled and Jacob gave a grunt as the concussion hit him. Then he was stepping back behind the cart. ‘Your turn,’ he said, grinning behind his faceplate.
June stepped around the other side of the wagon, leaving enough room for a villager to stand beside her. A second man moved to her left and both of them raised their new QBZ-95-1 assault rifles. They were a little nervous, standing there with no obvious protection and, if she were honest, June was a little nervous too. She was fairly sure she could take most of the sting out of the rifle bullets the soldiers would be firing their way, but something might get through. Andrea had explained to the men that there was a risk; they had said that there was a risk either way.
The soldiers seemed to be in a state of disarray. Jacob had landed the rocket just behind the lead pair, knocking them down but not killing them. The RPG was designed for anti-tank work, not anti-personnel, so most of its force had been directed into the roadway. Still, there were bruised, burned, and battered men struggling to get their act together as the villagers opened fire. Unfamiliar with the odd bullpup design of the rifles, the villagers weren’t hitting with every shot, but the two fallen soldiers were killed in the first attack and another went down before there was return fire. Bullets spattered against June’s shield and the villagers seemed to brighten as the jacketed lead flattened and dropped harmlessly to the ground in front of them. Their shooting grew more confident and faster.
On the other side of the cart, Jacob stepped out with a second rocket grenade. Ice had formed over the surface of his suit, providing another layer of armour; he had plans for when he had fired this shot. Picking his spot, he took careful aim, ignoring the three bullets that blasted into his chest, and fired. The soldier standing more or less where the rocket hit the ground was blasted into the air and did not move after hitting the ground. Others staggered and let out oaths. When they recovered from the shock, they looked around to see Jacob running toward them.
He came to a stop as he saw them raising their weapons and lifted his right arm. A beam of blue-white light burst out from an emitter on his wrist and hit one of the men in the chest, the light then flaring out into a sphere about twelve feet in diameter. The three men caught in it let out gasps, their breath frosting in the air. Their hands began to shake as they lifted their rifles to fire.
Back at the wagon, one of the villagers hissed as a bullet managed to break through June’s shield to score a line along his ribs. The second flinched as a shattered bullet hit his chest. Two rounds aimed at June broke through, one bruising her ribs, a second ripping a hole in her suit and cutting the skin beneath. It was a little surprising to her that the wounds did not hurt as much as she might have thought, but things were getting dangerous. ‘That was really cool, Frostburn,’ she yelled, ‘but we need to take them out.’
Jacob fired off another beam of freezing cosmic energy, dropping the three soldiers he had previously cooled. ‘Great,’ he yelled back, ‘but I have no idea how to ask them to surrender.’ He turned his aim toward the last group of soldiers and…
The last four of them threw down their rifles, dropped to their knees and raised their hands over their heads. June reached out and put her hands on the barrels of her personal marksmen. They turned their heads to look at her, nodded, and lowered their weapons. June gave them a smile and, a little tentatively, they smiled back. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘let’s get those wounds tended to and we’ll see how everyone else is doing.’
~~~
The shadows at the back of Xue’s command vehicle shifted and then spoke. ‘Your monster’s dead.’ Four pistols were aimed at the rear doors. No one fired because they could not see anyone there, which was likely a good thing since they would be firing at a metal surface in a closed box. ‘Your two armoured cars are trashed,’ the voice went on, ‘and your troops are dying, which is really not something my friend wants to be doing. Give up now and all we’ll do is take your powers away.’ The two men closest to Xue, the ones not on radio duty, drew long, serrated knives and prepared to defend their leader.
‘I saw you coming,’ Xue said, his voice still confident. ‘I saw you entering this vehicle. You will not win.’ His English was pretty good, if thickly accented. ‘You cannot know the power I hold!’
‘Right,’ Andrea said, and the room was plunged into darkness. Someone let out a wail which was cut off suddenly. Something swished through the air in the confined space of the AFV and there were the sounds of bodies hitting the metal floor. Then the light came back and Andrea was standing in the middle of the floor, surrounded by six bodies. Not a shot had been fired, but three of the guards had had their heads removed entirely. Andrea flicked the blood off her sword and looked up at Xue. She had kept the fear away from him deliberately; she wanted him to sweat. ‘Well? Now do you give up?’
His hand was shaking as he raised it toward her. ‘I do not. You will… You will bow before me.’
‘Don’t do it,’ Andrea warned him.
‘You will–’ he began as he pressed his command into her mind… And he found himself standing in total darkness. ‘Where…’ He could see nothing, not even his hand in front of his face, but he could feel and hear. He could feel the cold breath on his neck and hear footsteps as something walked around him. Not something, someone.
‘I hope you aren’t afraid of the dark, General.’ It was Andrea’s voice, but harsher. There was a cruel edge to it. ‘Because you’re going to be locked in here for a long, long time. Here. In the dark. With me.’ Xue let out a scream and tried again to force his mind upon the woman he could not see. ‘That won’t do you any good, Xue,’ the voice purred. ‘I’m going to be playing with you forever.’
General Xue fainted.
Back in the command vehicle, Andrea watched Xue fall to the deck and shook her head. She slid her sword into its scabbard and turned toward one of the radios.
‘You’re not going to let him live, are you?’ Midnight asked. ‘You know what will happen if you do. This country is in chaos. He’ll be back with another army in days. He’ll be forcing more women to–’
‘That’s enough,’ Andrea said. She drew her revolver. ‘Yes, he deserves to die. You realise that I won’t be listening to you when we get home, I hope?’ Midnight did not reply. ‘Good.’ Then Andrea pulled the trigger, putting a bullet through Xue’s right eye and splattering his brains across the metal floor.
~~~
The villagers insisted on a celebration of some sort. It was a little weird sitting around eating yak meat and sundry Tibetan delicacies which Andrea refused to identify to any of her friends. There was singing and dancing. It seemed as though the people of the village, not used to westerners in strange, often brief, costumes, did not really care about that: these people had saved their village from the army which had taken control of such a lot of the district. There was every chance that Tibet could once again control its own fate instead of being a vassal of China.
Cygnus was not entirely happy about having to kill the soldiers leading Xue’s force. Then again, she had not had to kill as many as might be expected. Once she had reduced two armoured vehicles to scrap and cut down ten men with a burst of high-energy particles, the others had turned around and run. They had likely been running past the command AFV even before Andrea had killed Xue and his guards. And an afternoon spent taking the children of the village for rides along with June had settled Cygnus’s feelings about the deaths.
It was sunset when they finally decided that all the necessary goodbyes had been said and they could leave. Dechen, the little boy who had run ahead of Cygnus and Jacob the night before and had ridden in Cygnus’s arms, giggling like a maniac, walked with them to Andrea’s little house. ‘What will we do if someone else comes?’ he asked Andrea. He was, of course, speaking Tibetan, and only Cygnus and Andrea could understand him.
‘You’ll have no more trouble with people like General Xue,’ Andrea replied. ‘I’ll keep an eye on things in this area. If the Chinese Army comes back here, I’ll come back.’
The boy smiled. ‘Okay, Mù. We’ll miss you.’
Andrea smiled back. ‘Maybe I’ll drop by for a visit now and then anyway. Goodbye for now, Dechen.’
‘Bye,’ Dechen called back, waving at all of them before he turned and ran toward his home.
‘Should I get on to the Union for a portal?’ Cygnus asked.
Andrea shook her head. ‘I can get us back.’ She walked into the house and the others followed her. There was barely any light in the room. ‘Just don’t freak out.’
‘Wha–’ Cygnus began and then the darkness closed in around her and June.
Jacob blinked at the empty space, wondering what had just happened, and then Andrea was stepping out of the dark again, heading for the small chest of drawers in one corner of the room. ‘Uh…’ he said.
‘I can only take two at a time,’ Andrea said. ‘Once I’ve got my stuff together, I’ll jump you too.’
‘You can do that? I guess you can since you said Midnight jumped someone into the air over the sea.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Andrea threw things into her bag. There did not seem to be much, but she emptied the drawers. Then she turned and looked around at her boyfriend. ‘Would you like to stay the night at my place? Uh, well, the morning. It’s going to be about five-thirty in the morning when we get back.’
‘I hate time zones,’ Jacob said, ‘but I like that idea.’
‘Good,’ she said, stepping forward and putting her hand on his chest. ‘I like that idea too.’ Then the darkness wrapped around them and they were gone.
New Millennium City, MD.
The night was a dark and wintery one. The sky was overcast and there was no moon in the sky. The temperature was cool without being really cold. Marty Koslowski thought it was a good night for business, and Marty’s business was scaring money out of people. He had taken a few other jobs for a while, mostly working on building sites in Churchton, but that was hard work. Mugging was a lot easier, and now that Twilight was gone, Marty had gone back to doing what he liked best. Oh, you had to keep an eye out for the Skadi girl and the new one, Astraea, but neither of them were Twilight.
Right now, Marty’s chosen source of funds was a waitress walking home from some place in Deale. She would have tip money. Plus, waitresses were often used to being robbed. They did not put up much of a fight, especially when Marty waved his pistol at them. Marty loved his pistol. The girl looked pretty good in her short pink dress, but Marty considered himself a professional: he was after the money, not any fringe benefits.
‘I-I only have a couple of bucks,’ the girl whimpered as he waved his revolver under her nose. ‘It’s been a bad day. Honest, I don’t–’
‘Don’t give me that,’ Marty said. ‘You give me what you’ve got or–’
A hand landed on Marty’s back and, before he could really take in what was happening, darkness swallowed him. The night was dark, sure, but this was something else. This was a darkness he had been in before, but somehow worse. This was… ‘Noooo!’ he wailed, sinking to his knees. ‘You can’t be back! No! You can’t be! Noooo!’
The shadows shrank away from Marty Koslowski and Andrea looked down at him as he continued to shriek and wail. She had transported him up onto an apartment block across the street from the alley she had found him in for a chat, but it looked like it would be a while before he was competent to listen.
At a sound from behind her, she turned and saw Skadi loping across the rooftops. The archer came to a stop beside her and looked down at Marty. ‘He doesn’t seem pleased to see you,’ Skadi observed. ‘I heard you were back in town, wanted to see it for myself. This place has been getting hard to handle, even with Astraea working it.’
Andrea gave a shrug. ‘Well, I’m back and, if I do say so myself, better than ever.’
‘I like the new hair.’ There was a grin in Skadi’s voice.
Reaching back, Andrea pulled one of the shoulder-length pigtails around so that she could look at it. ‘I considered cutting it back, but I think I’m going to keep it. Gives me more of gothic, scary look.’
‘He certainly seems to think so.’
‘Oh, Marty hasn’t even seen me yet. Have you, Marty?’
Marty looked up then, his eyes finding Andrea. ‘You can’t be back,’ he said.
Andrea leaned down, locking her eyes on his. ‘But I am, and you’re going to tell everybody just how bad it’ll be for them if they don’t start behaving as though I am.’
Marty let out a whimper as his vision seemed to narrow until his whole world was nothing but Andrea’s jet-black eyes. He let out a scream, which echoed through the streets of Churchton, and then he scrabbled away from Andrea, desperately trying to get away. It took most of her enhanced strength holding onto the collar of his jacket to stop him running off the edge of the roof.
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said, grinning at Skadi, ‘Twilight is back.’
 



Epilogue
New Millennium City, MD, 5th December 2016.
Smoke poured from the left-side engine of the aircraft and the one on the right was sputtering as though it might give up at any time. Cygnus flew in from the starboard side and did one loop around it to see what she was dealing with.
Denny had noticed the aircraft squawking an emergency code and begun listening in on the surface-to-air radio traffic. The plane was on a routine flight between London and New Millennium City. It was reporting the loss of one engine and loss of pressure in the second which was, to say the least, unusual. The cause of the failures was something for someone else to deal with, however. Right now, the problem was that the aircraft was carrying around three hundred passengers and was going to have to make an emergency landing on just one partially operational engine.
There was a noise like a car backfiring and smoke began pouring out of the right-hand engine. Make that no engines. Cygnus slid in under the two-hundred-ton glider, rose up until she had her back under the fuselage between the wings, and lifted.
‘Denny, I need to talk to the pilots,’ she said through gritted teeth. She was having to increase her strength with cosmic energy, and that took effort. She could handle it for a while, but they were going to get exactly one try to get the plane on the ground.
‘Uh, this is Captain Hawker aboard flight UK seven two six. Over.’ The voice sounded like it belonged to a stereotype of a pilot, rich and resonant, but also as if that pilot had just discovered that all those simulator hours were not enough when things really did go horribly wrong.
‘Captain, this is Cygnus. I’m–’
‘I know who you are, Cygnus. Are you why we seem to be holding altitude without power? Over.’
‘Yeah, I’m under your fuselage right now and I can only keep this up for a limited amount of time, so listen up. I need you to steer. We’re heading straight for Starblaze, so tell them to clear a runway. Call out if I’m going too fast or slow. And if this takes longer than about twenty minutes, both of us are going to be in a lot of trouble. Over.’
‘Understood, Cygnus. We’ve a landing pattern set already, and the emergency vehicles will be waiting. Starting approach in five minutes. Hawker out.’
‘Great,’ Cygnus muttered. ‘I can do this. No problem. Just carry a bust-up passenger aircraft down and hope we don’t screw this up too–’
‘Hi there!’ a bright-sounding voice said from just below Cygnus. ‘I don’t suppose I could be of some help.’
Kicking herself for not paying attention to her radar, Cygnus looked down and blinked to be sure she was not imagining it. Flying along beside her was a woman in a long-sleeved leotard-like outfit with a cleavage window and very high hips. It was mostly blue with white stars scattered over it, but the right shoulder had red-and-white stripes and the sleeves were a swirl of red, white, and blue. Very patriotic. Her blonde hair was cut into a bob and was fluttering in the wind, and her eyes were blue. She was beautiful, no question about it, but she was a flying Ultra and Cygnus had never seen her before.
‘I don’t know,’ Cygnus said after a second. ‘Can you help me?’
‘Well, maybe I could take some of the weight…’
‘Right. Sure. Go up toward the nose. Make sure you’re not in the way of the landing gear.’
The blonde snapped off a jaunty salute and powered ahead, settling into position behind the wheel hatch before pushing up. Whoever she was, she was certainly strong. And her over-the-knee boots were red, white, and blue too.
‘Captain Hawker, this is Cygnus. You just got an extra engine from somewhere. I think our chances of pulling this off just went up. Cygnus out.’
~~~
Cygnus stood on the concrete of runway 1L with her hands on her knees and watched passengers being disembarked via rubber slides. Astraea was over by one of them with the paramedics, making sure no one was injured, but the landing had been pretty perfect, considering, and everyone seemed to be okay.
Turning her head, Cygnus saw the blonde woman striding over. She did not look in the least bit tired and there was a big grin on her face. Cygnus waited for her to get closer before speaking. ‘Thanks for the assist. I think I’d have managed without, but you made that a lot easier and safer.’
‘Oh, it was my duty. Not too bad for my first time out. And working with you… I’m a bit of a fan.’
‘Okay. If you don’t mind me asking, who are you?’
The grin grew brighter. ‘I’m Miss Liberty. I’m the new American national hero!’
###
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