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Part One: When Gangs Go to
War

 New
Millennium City, MD, 26th July, 2014.

‘What do we have?’ Cygnus asked into
her headset.

Twilight’s voice came back
almost immediately. ‘What we have is a full-scale war. Svetilo’s in
Friendship helping deal with an apartment block someone demolished.
We think that was one of the ex-Tonaldo groups taking out another
one. I’ve got reports of Fire Bug in three different locations.
There are fires in Downtown and Friendship, so he’s probably trying
to help at the most serious ones. Skadi’s in Churchton trying to
keep the low-level thugs from shooting civilians.’

‘And us?’

‘There’s a major build-up of
troops in Deale, around Dock Twelve, and there seems to be
something big brewing around an amusement arcade in Fairhaven.’

Cygnus turned in the air,
looking out across her city, the one which had decided to make her
its official protector. She was not sure how good a job she was
doing, but she could not find fault with any of the individual
steps which had got to where they were now. Here, a couple of
thousand feet above Downtown, she could see some of the fires her
partner had mentioned, and those were only the visible signs. It
had started with the destruction of the Tonaldo crime family by a
woman calling herself Diamond, and then the removal of Diamond from
the scene by Cygnus and Twilight. The remaining fragments of the
gang had begun fighting over territory, but they had kept it out of
the public eye, mostly. Then some Russian gangs had moved in and
begun trying to grab ground, and things had begun building. And
now, it seemed, the lid had finally blown off the pot and a lot of
burned stew was pouring out.

‘How about I take Deale and you
handle Fairhaven?’ Cygnus suggested.

‘Works for me,’ Twilight
replied. ‘June says to be careful. If you get hurt, she’ll berate
you with a rolling pin.’

‘Uh… Shouldn’t that be “beat
me?”’

‘She said “berate.” I’m not
going to argue with her; she’s holding a rolling pin.’

‘Right. You be careful too.’

‘Huh. I’ve got backup. You’re
doing this solo.’

‘Yeah… See you soon.’

Cygnus looped north, heading for
the docks. She was still not sure she really liked
Twilight’s ‘backup,’ but she had to admit it was effective. They
would not have managed to keep such a good handle on the various
gang activities without it for one thing. Red Huntress had her
sources, and Svetilo had been helpful when the Russian contingent
had moved in, but Twilight’s new friends were… accomplished at
uncovering secrets.

The fact that there was
definitely something going on at Dock Twelve was made abundantly
apparent as Cygnus began her descent toward the pier. Something
exploded. Debris was blown into the air and she heard screams. It
had been a relatively compact explosion, which suggested a grenade
and not anything bigger, but… They were using fucking grenades! She
was guessing at the Russians, mostly because the locals were low on
heavy munitions. Maybe Russians hitting the ex-Tonaldos.

It turned out to be even worse.
One group was holed up in a warehouse unit and it looked like
another, who did look more Russian than anything, seemed to
have come in on the seaward side in an attempt to catch them off
guard. And then the police had rolled in to try to stop the
shootout and they were now under fire from the building. The men on
the pier had less cover, but they had enough and were holding their
own. The cops, pinned behind their vehicles, were not doing so
well. One car was on its roof, on fire. Cygnus could see at least
one wounded officer.

All right, first things first.
Focussing her will, she prepared something she had been working on
for a while, just in case. Sucking power out of her physical
strength, she redirected the energy into a different form and then
dropped toward the dock. Hitting the tarmacked surface with a
resounding thud right in the middle of the Russian gunmen, which
caused several of them to look around in shock, Cygnus straightened
up and raised her arms, and a pulse of white light burst out from
her body. Around her, twenty-five gangsters collapsed on the spot.
Thirty or so yards away, inside the building, the same happened as
the energy burst passed through the walls and kept going.

One man fired a burst of bullets
at her from one of the windows and there was still a lot of fire
coming from the far end where the police cruisers were still
pinned. Cygnus rearranged her powers again as she lifted into the
air and glared at the surviving gunman until he ran away. Then she
flew down the building until she came to a halt in front of the
windows being used to hit the cops from.

‘Oh shit! It’s Cygnus.’ The
sound came from inside the building and Cygnus saw the aim of the
guns changing.

‘That’s right, it’s Cygnus,’ she
yelled back. ‘It’s a really pissed off Cygnus. First man who shoots
at me gets to spend the first six months of his sentence in
traction. Who wants to be first?’

‘She just took out all the
Russians in one go!’ That was yelled from somewhere at the back
and, because she was supposed to be mad, Cygnus had to concentrate
to keep from grinning.

‘Well?’ she shouted.

For some reason, no one wanted
to be first.

~~~

July, Twilight mused, was not the best
of times to be the Avatar of Shadow. Eight in the evening and it
was not even starting to get dark.

‘Still plenty of shadow,’ Andrea
commented from the back of their mind, ‘and they’re fighting it out
inside the arcade. Looks like at least half the lights have
gone.’

Twilight scanned the interior
through one of the windows and nodded. ‘Yeah…’ There seemed to be
more light coming from muzzle flashes than there was from the few
bulbs still hanging on. Except for the carrousel in the middle
which, for some reason, had been started up and was revolving
around with most of its multicoloured lights still on, and its
field of wooden ponies rising and falling as they mock galloped.
Some of the horses were galloping along with missing heads or tails
or legs, or chunks blown out of them, which made the effect even
more disturbing.

‘Damn shame,’ Andrea commented.
‘Rides like that are just about antiques and these assholes are
shooting it up.’

‘Zombie ponies,’ Twilight said.
‘What will they think of next?’ She located an area of shadow near
the front, opened the door, and slid in, yanking the darkness
toward her as she went. The sound of gunfire was deafening, but in
shadow she was as safe as houses: nothing these men had
could get to her. ‘I don’t really think we need the backup. Not if
we can get to that carrousel.’

‘Agreed, but isn’t that the main
junction box? Over on the back wall to the right. Be easier if this
place was darker…’

‘And this is why we have each
other. You’re the cautious one, and I’m the loon.’

‘You’re not a loon, Twi. You’re
just… enthusiastic.’

‘Sure.’ Twilight dropped through
the shadows around her, emerging in near darkness, which was as
bright as day to her, at the back of the room. ‘I’m thinking this
lot are all Russians. We know they’ve been making heavy inroads
into Fairhaven. I’m thinking this is a treaty negotiation gone
bad.’ Despite wearing stiletto-heeled, thigh-high boots, she moved
silently across the floor and reached up to the box on the wall. No
one seemed to notice the moving darkness, not that it would have
mattered much if they did.

‘That does seem like a
reasonable supposition.’

‘Not that it makes much
difference.’ Popping the cover on the box, Twilight smiled a little
maliciously at the big lever switch she found and pulled it down.
The entire room fell into darkness.

There were a few more bangs and
then… ‘What happened to the lights?’

‘Dunno… Is it… Is it getting
darker?’

The only light was coming from
the windows at the front, and they were all east-facing. And the
light from that end of the room did seem to be fading, which
it was given that Twilight was enveloping the whole room in her
darkness.

‘What was that?! Is there
something in here?!’

‘There’s nothing here but us,
you– Oh shit!’

And the room dissolved into
chaos. There were a few sounds as though men were slumping over,
but they were largely drowned out by the shrieks and sounds of
running feet and the cries of ‘where’s the door?’ from various
people who had a sudden, massive desire to be somewhere with light
in it.

‘If you gentlemen will put your
guns down,’ Twilight called out from the, now silent, carrousel,
‘I’ll turn the lights back on and you can give up quietly.
Otherwise… Well, I have some friends who haven’t fed on anyone’s
guts in days.’

There was a loud clatter of
guns, almost overshadowed by one, presumably hardened, gangster
wailing ‘No!’ at the top of his lungs.

San Francisco, CA.

The girl in the grey hoodie shuffled
more than she walked. The hood was pulled up, but there was a
fringe of short, black hair just about visible under it. She wore a
lot of dark eyeshadow around her brown eyes. Her lips looked pale,
thin, a stark contrast to her tanned skin. The hood was up, but the
zip on the garment was not pulled up all the way, so you could see
a tattoo which spread wide wings out under her collarbones and
above the low, off-white tank top she was wearing. There was a
short red pleated skirt as well, thick black thigh-length socks,
and a pair of block-heeled boots which were not laced up properly.
Another tattoo was visible on the exposed skin on her right thigh:
something tribal.

Billy Hung took all of this in
as the girl shuffled toward him down the sidewalk, because he had
never seen her before and she looked like she was heading his way.
Billy had a regular spot on Sutter Street which he had held for the
past four years without trouble because he could always spot
a cop, and he could always spot trouble. The girl did not
look like trouble. She looked pathetic, but not troublesome. He
could see the symptoms: she shuffled, hunched, and had the
expression of a depressed cat, but she was also wired and
twitchy.

‘You Billy?’ she asked as she
shuffled up. Her voice was rough. She probably smoked the
stuff.

‘Who’s asking?’

‘Friend said you could help me.
Set me up.’ Brown eyes looked up at him, pleading. ‘Please, you
gotta.’

‘I don’t gotta do nothing. I
don’t know you.’

‘Linda. I’m Linda. I just moved
down from L.A. I got no contacts, man. I need–’ She stopped,
clamming up and looking around quickly before lowering her head. ‘I
gotta have some,’ she mumbled.

Billy made her wait, watching
her shuffle and fidget. ‘One bag, thirty. You want more, you come
back tomorrow.’

He saw her fists clench in the
pocket at the front of the hoodie. Her legs twisted together.
‘Okay,’ she said, finally. She pulled ten-dollar bills from her
pocket and counted out three.

Billy pulled a small bag from
his pocket and the exchange was made quickly and efficiently, and
the girl turned and hurried away. Billy smiled as he watched her
leave. That one would be back. Soon. The new stuff had them coming
back pretty quickly. Most of them.

~~~

The girl in the grey hoodie walked four
blocks, over Market Street and down 2nd, until she got
to an expensive-looking black sports car which she climbed into.
There, she pulled a small box from the glovebox, opened a cover on
it, dumped the contents of her precious plastic bag inside, and
closed the cover again. Then she started the car, checked her
mirror, and pushed out into traffic.

A minute later, she checked the
box. It had two indicators on it, white circles cut into the black
plastic. One of them was now blue and she smiled.

Okay, so Billy was selling the
new opiate, and she knew where he had picked up his product,
because he always got it from the same place and had done for four
years. Selling heroin on the streets was bad, but stop him and
another would spring up without a gap. If the cops could not be
bothered, neither could she.

But this new stuff… It had about
twenty times the potency of standard diamorphine and that would
have been okay if the producers were cutting it more, but they were
not. The addiction was faster, the withdrawal worse, and the
fatalities were starting to add up. Overdoses tended to result in
people just stopping breathing. The stuff was poison and it needed
to be stopped.

And that meant that Mink would
be paying a visit to someone that night.

New Millennium City, MD.

Twilight stepped out of the darkness
and immediately saw the midnight-blue town car and the two people
crouching behind it. There were police cruisers parked up with the
Ultrahuman Investigation Division vehicle, but Twilight headed for
the town car.

‘Hey, Jacob, Heather. What are
you two doing here?’

‘Huh,’ Jacob said, ‘we’re just
warm bodies. The mayor is considering calling out the National
Guard. We have manpower, so we offered the help.’

‘You’re better than the National
Guard.’

‘We’re not enough,’ Heather
said. ‘They’ve got a damn grenade launcher in there, at least one
light machine gun…’

Twilight looked up at the
apartment block. She could see at least three barrels sticking out
of windows, one of which had the distinctive shape of an M60
machine gun. ‘What are they doing in there?’

‘Best anyone can tell, one group
hit another one,’ Jacob said. ‘Some Russians trying to push out a
bunch of Tonaldo’s men. And then the cops turned up and the victors
turned on the men and women in blue. We’ve got SWAT on the
way.’

‘Can you cut the power to the
building?’

‘Huh. They did that. We
think someone dropped a grenade in the wrong place.’

‘Tell SWAT to find someone else
to play with.’

‘Wait, you– Damn it!’

Heather looked around at the
space Twilight had been occupying. ‘What are you worried about?
You’re dating some sort of dark goddess.’

Inside the building, someone
screamed. ‘Yeah, I wasn’t necessarily worried about her.’

~~~

Skadi dropped into an alley off Avenue N
in Churchton, turned, and let an arrow fly. It began to glow a dull
green just before it hit its target, a man with a sub-machine gun
standing near the end, and exploded into a flare of brighter green
as it hit. The man sagged, fell to his knees, and crumpled forward
onto the tarmac, deeply asleep.

Beside him, his partner turned,
looking for the source of the light burst, and Skadi reached for
another arrow. She blinked and looked down at her hip where her
quiver hung. It was empty. Had she been out here that long?
Or was it just the volume of thugs she was having to take down?

Looking up, she saw the barrel
of an Uzi rising to aim at her… And then it was obscured by
something bright red which reached out and grabbed her, pulling her
in as the sound of automatic weapon fire echoed down the alley. The
sound stopped and the figure in red uncurled from around Skadi,
turned, and fired a bolt of white light. There was a scream and the
clatter of a gun hitting the ground, and then running feet.

Skadi looked up into blue eyes
which glowed. Right now there was an element of ferocity behind
that glow. ‘Thanks, Svetilo,’ Skadi said.

‘You are not hurt?’ the Russian
Ultra asked. She turned and started down the alley, her red
high-heeled slingbacks clicking as she went. Her red dress was a
latex tube which barely covered her behind.

Skadi followed her. ‘I’m fine,
aside from being out of ammo. I still can’t believe you go
out fighting crime in outfits like that.’

Svetilo stopped beside the
sleeping thug, but she flashed Skadi a grin before looking down.
‘It is an affectation, da? And I do not normally hunt criminals. I
am only here because Red asked me to check on you, which was not a
bad thing. This vyrodok I recognise.’

Looking down at the thick-jawed
man with a day’s growth of beard, Skadi frowned. ‘Who is he?’

‘Oh, this I cannot remember, but
I have a good memory for faces. He was one of KGB trainees at
American familiarisation facility when I was training.’

‘He’s KGB?!’

‘Is not an absolute certainty,
but it is a good chance. Both me and Red thought there might be
some involvement in this from SOP or KGB.’ Grabbing the man’s
jacket, she lifted him and slung him over a shoulder with no
apparent effort. ‘You pick up the guns. There is politsiya precinct
two blocks down. We will drop this one off and have FBI brought in,
and then I will fly you back to Red’s place for more arrows,
da?’

Skadi grabbed the fallen weapons
and set off after the Russian woman. ‘Okay. Sounds like a plan, but
no groping.’

‘You are no fun. Little
groping?’

‘Maybe, but if I get shot
because all I can think about is sex, Red’ll never let you play
with me again.’

‘Chjort! You make valid point.’
There was a short pause and then, ‘Only very little groping
then.’

~~~

Uptown was playing host to a car chase
involving two SUVs with armed thugs blasting away at each other
with automatic weapons. There were also a couple of police
cruisers. The latter seemed to be there primarily so that their
sirens cleared out the civilians from the line of fire, though with
all that was going on, only the stupidest of New Millennium’s
residents were out on the streets.

Cygnus had made her name in the
city, right back at the beginning, by stopping a car chase. She had
stolen Ultranova’s thunder that day and, thinking back on it as she
lost height to intercept, that might have been the reason that he
had started hating her guts. That and the fact that the robbers in
the car back then had been working for the secretly criminal hero
of the city. Well, today it was just thugs and there was no one
else around to do the job.

Coming in low and behind, Cygnus
swept over the roof of the trailing car, drew back a fist, dropped
lower over the hood, and slammed her fist down and through the
sheet metal. Then she felt around for anything that felt like a
cable and yanked it out through the hole she had made. The car’s
engine gave a cough and died, and Cygnus powered ahead to the next
car.

The occupants had seen what she
had done to their opponents and, being typical of the criminal
fraternity which seemed to flow into New Millennium, they started
concentrating their fire on the leggy blonde in the barely-there
costume. Nine-mil slugs felt like gnat bites to her, but they were
annoying. She lifted a little, flew over the top of the SUV, lifted
both arms, and caved in the roof over the driver. The car wobbled
alarmingly, swerved hard left, and turned over, tumbling down the
street for a hundred yards, scattering safety glass fragments as it
went, before coming to a stop on its side.

With a sigh, Cygnus checked over
her shoulder to be sure the cops were handling the first car
without trouble, and then she flew over to see if anyone in the
second was still conscious. It was not entirely impossible that she
had killed someone in there, but with the way things were shaping
up this weekend, she thought she could probably handle that. At
least until she had time to think about it. Dropping onto the car’s
side, she reached down and yanked the rear door off its hinges,
tossing it aside before looking in.

‘Anyone still–’ She stopped as a
hailstorm of lead came up from the interior and hammered into her
chest. Jacketed slugs flattened against her large breasts, pancaked
entirely against her sternum. She closed her eyes and waited for
the bullets to stop, and then looked down at the bleeding man,
lying on top of his colleague, as he tried desperately to find
another magazine. ‘Are you entirely demented?’ Cygnus asked
him. ‘Maybe the blow to your head has eradicated whatever sense you
had. I’m fucking bulletproof, you moron!’

The gunman tossed his gun aside
and coughed. ‘Amerikanskiy suka,’ he half-mumbled.

Cygnus reached down into the
car, grabbed the man’s jacket, and yanked him up and out. Then she
punched him in the nose. ‘I know what that means, mudak.’

~~~

Twilight watched the grenade bouncing
down the corridor toward her, closed her eyes, and sighed. There
was the sound and the light, and she felt the floor vanishing from
under her feet, but it was dark in the corridor and she was just a
mass of shadow: gravity was not an issue.

‘Yeah,’ Andrea said, ‘but now we
have nothing to walk on.’

‘I should cut his head off for
the inconvenience,’ Twilight replied, looking down to where the
grenade’s owner was picking himself up off the carpet. He had,
apparently, misjudged the effect of letting off explosives in a
confined space. Flicking out a hand, she tossed a pair of shadow
darts into his chest and watched as he fell, curling up on the
floor.

‘I can’t hear any more gunfire,’
Andrea said.

Taking a short port and a very
long step to where there was solid ground, Twilight bent to check
her latest victim’s pulse. Not exactly strong, but it was there.
‘Might be he was the last. This is the last corridor and we’re
close to the end.’

Twilight moved down to the last
door because there was a dim light showing under it. It was nowhere
near bright enough to stop her, but it indicated that someone was
probably in there. And the door being unlocked was another sign, so
Twilight opened it and her shadows flowed into the room beyond,
killing the light as they went.

‘That’s far enough!’ The voice
was male, and it sounded desperate. ‘Come any closer and they get
it!’

There were four people in the
room. The owner of the voice had a handgun, a .38 Special, and a
wound in his left shoulder. From the way he was holding his left
arm, it was basically useless, but he was waving his pistol at a
woman and two kids, a boy and a girl, huddled together and sobbing
in the way kids do when they knew what fear is. What had taught
them that was not Twilight’s immediate concern.

The shadows pulled back and
Twilight stepped out of them. ‘If you kill them, I’m going to make
sure you spend your entire time in prison eating your meals through
a straw. And you know you can’t stop me, so it looks like we have
something of a stalemate.’

‘That’s right, so you stay
back.’

‘Except that you’re bleeding. I
can smell it, taste it. You’re bleeding out. Maybe fifteen minutes,
probably less. You must’ve been hit before I entered the
building.’

‘So?’

‘So, all I have to do,’ Twilight
said, her voice getting softer as she went on, ‘is wait. I wait for
you to fall over and the only person who gets hurt is you.’

The gunman blinked. ‘It’s going
to be a lot less than fifteen minutes,’ Andrea said.

‘Look, Marco,’ Twilight went on,
and the gun shifted, pointing at her, which was better.

‘How’d you know my name?’ Marco
asked.

‘I know a lot of David Tonaldo’s
people. I used to watch him pretty closely. He was the only real
game in town after Ghostfire died.’

‘Then that bitch came and it all
went to shit. Jonny’s in prison. We tried to get Tonaldo’s son in.
We practically begged him to come in and take over his
father’s empire. He’s family… Someone got to him. He just
vanished.’

‘David Junior is in Italy, with
Lena, and quite safe. I arranged it. Got him and his family out
over a month ago. He’s helping Lena handle something for me. He
never wanted any of this, and I’m seeing to it that he doesn’t need
to worry about it. If we don’t get some paramedics to look at you
soon, Marco, you’re not going to have to worry about it either.
Give me the gun.’

‘Well… shit,’ Marco said, and
then he lowered the pistol, letting it hang from one finger for
Twilight to take.

‘That’s a win,’ Andrea said.

Twilight stepped forward and
took the revolver from Marco’s hand. ‘Yeah,’ she replied silently,
‘this one worked out okay. Not sure about some of the others I took
out on the way up.’ She stepped over to the window, looked out, and
yelled, ‘We’re clear. Get some paramedics up here, pronto.’

‘They decided to start a war,’
Andrea said. ‘In a war, there are casualties. Hopefully, mostly
among the bad guys.’

‘You know I’m supposed to be the
one coming out with that kind of line, right?’

‘I know. Thinking like you is
the only way I’m going to get through this, so I figured I might as
well supply the platitudes.’

‘And there I was trying to be
reassuring.’

‘Nights like this, reassurance
is kind of pointless. What’s the next disaster we need to deal
with?’

San Francisco, CA.

Chinatown was still busy at two in the
morning. People walked the streets, hopping between the drinking
establishments which were still open, as well as a few less
salubrious entertainment venues. The Nine Kings tong ran plenty of
places outside their supposed home turf, but they still had many of
their more prestigious operations here, and for those who knew what
to find and where, almost any form of vice could be obtained in
those houses.

Mink was only interested in one
fairly nondescript building located in a back alley off Clay
Street. It looked like any number of apartment buildings in the
area, and there were actually apartments on the upper floors: six
of them, all occupied by members of the tong who acted as security
for the activities on the floors below.

Getting in was fairly trivial.
Mink located one of the apartments where the resident thug was on
duty or otherwise out, cut the window glass to get to the catch,
and slipped inside from the fire escape. She was not worried about
her intrusion being discovered, not with what she had planned.

Her high-heeled boots were
silent as she stepped out of the apartment and into the corridor
beyond, senses straining to detect any sign of life around her. She
paused outside a door, listening. Three male voices. They were
playing cards and it seemed a shame to interrupt them… for now
anyway. Mink moved on down the corridor to the stairwell at the end
where she stopped again to listen. Silence; not an unsurprising
situation given that the front door was closed and locked. Smiling,
she started down the stairs.

The upper floors were used to
handle distribution and were empty now. Picking the locks on a
couple of offices took little time and netted a complete list of
the current street vendors selling the new drug which was carefully
photographed using the micro-camera she carried tucked inside her
costume. They were starting to ship outside the city, it seemed:
there were dealers listed in San Diego and Los Angeles, but the
records indicated that the new drug had only begun shipping there
within the last week. That definitely suggested that this was the
primary distribution point, but she was pretty sure it was more
than that.

She heard a boot scrape on
concrete as she got to the top of the last flight of stairs. There
was someone on the floor below, almost certainly a guard and likely
the one who now had a hole in his window. She took her rope dart,
with its odd metallic cord, from where she carried it as a belt
around her hips, looping the end of the rope around her left hand
and letting the silver dart hang on a couple of feet of cord from
her right. Then she moved down, twirling the weapon slowly as she
descended.

The guard spotted her as she set
foot on the floorboards at the bottom. His eyes widened: every
member of the Nine Kings tong knew Mink, at least by description.
They both feared and hated her, and for good reason given that
whenever she came calling, they knew their criminal career was, at
minimum, about to take a severe downturn. He went for his gun,
which told Mink he was not too high up the ranks: the more
experienced of them knew not to try shooting at her. He was maybe
five yards away and she turned, spinning as she stepped closer, and
then set her dart loose. It punched through his jacket and shirt,
and into the flesh of his right bicep. It was hardly a lethal
strike, but the man’s eyes rolled back and he was slumping to the
floor even as Mink yanked her weapon back. The dart only carried a
couple of doses of the drug, but it was effective. She stepped over
the sleeping guard and into the lab he was supposed to be watching
over.

It was very high-tech for
something hidden away in a ratty apartment block basement. Benches
with various types of chemical apparatus occupied the back while
machines of some sort took up much of the room nearer the door.
Mink figured these were automated processors of some sort: they had
industrialised the production process.

There was a burst of rapid-fire
Cantonese from the back of the room: someone was asking why the
guard had entered the room, and whether there was a problem. Mink
started through the machines and a second later, a head appeared
looking down toward her. She almost smiled: a Chinese man with buck
teeth and bottle-bottom glasses working in a drug lab?

‘You cannot be here! Why are you
here? You must leave now!’ All in Chinese, all spoken with words
that tumbled over each other. The man was in a lab coat, working
away in front of various kinds of glassware and Bunsen burners.
Mink’s dart whipped out, smacking the chemist on the side of the
head and knocking his glasses off. ‘Yah! What do you want?’

‘Not from around here, are you?’
Mink replied.

‘You are an Ultra. You cannot be
here.’ The word he used, Guàiwù, meant monster or freak and
it was the commonest Chinese word for Ultrahumans. Mink found it
offensive, even if she was not one.

‘My name is Mink, and I’m not an
Ultrahuman, but I don’t like that word.’ Her dart flicked out
again, and glass shattered in a wide arc over the workbench. Flames
burst up as the chemist burst into angry shrieks. He turned hard
eyes to Mink which widened as he saw what she was pulling from her
costume. She smiled at him, pulled the pin from the small grenade
she was holding, and said, ‘Run.’

Mink followed him at walking
pace as he ran for the door. The fire on the workbench was really
starting to set in, but she wanted the lab thoroughly trashed, so
she tossed the grenade back in and closed the door behind her
before dragging the sleeping guard toward the stairs. The
explosives were not powerful in themselves, but the incendiary
filling would make the room into an inferno pretty quickly and she
did not want the man caught in the flames, even if he probably
deserved that fate. The guard began to stir and she dropped him. If
he was awake, he could run, and she had better places to be, like
out of here. She hit the stairs as a dull thump announced the
detonation of the grenade.

The chemist had got to the top
floor. You could tell that because of the running feet on the
stairs above. Mink turned for the back of the building where there
was another door onto a narrower alley. Her dart swung up, the cord
extending as it flew, to loop around a pole fifteen feet in the
air. She jumped and the line snapped back, propelling her upward to
catch the pole, swing up and balance on top of it in a smooth,
practised action. Another jump powered by the strangely elastic
rope and she was catching the edge of the roof, and then up onto
it, and then there was no chance that anyone was following her.

Another successful operation.
Another job done with no one spotting Mink aside from the bad guys,
and she did not care about them. She wanted the criminals to
know who had destroyed their lab. It was everyone else that Mink
hid from.

New Millennium City, MD.

‘They’re calling it the Red Weekend,’
June said. She was perched on one of the sofas in the lounge with
the big TV showing ACPN, a network which specialised in live and
recorded crime reports. Their helicopters had been very, very busy.
The cushion June had been cuddling for most of the night now lay
beside her because her housemates were home, unharmed.

‘That’s… unoriginal,’ Andrea
said. She was slumped on the other sofa, still in most of her
costume. The mask was gone and Twilight was taking a well-deserved
rest in the back of Andrea’s mind. ‘I think it was more orange and
black, personally.’

‘Do you think it’s over?’

‘Hard to tell.’ Penny was
belting her wrap around herself as she walked out of her bedroom.
Glasses perched on her nose, she was now far from the shape of the
stunningly attractive Cygnus, and oh so glad of it. ‘Things have
cooled off out there, and I’m hoping we get some sleep now, but
they might kick off again later. Pretty sure we haven’t locked them
all up. Also pretty sure the ones we didn’t get weren’t all killed
by the others.’ She dropped indecorously onto the sofa beside June.
‘Did we lose anyone?’

June gave a little grimace.
‘David Chou. He was shot six times trying to save a hostage. They
declared him DoA at the hospital, but I think taking him there at
all was wishful thinking.’

‘Oh,’ Penny said. She did not
like the leader of the Walter Knights: he had refused to train
Cygnus when Penny had first got her powers, but then she would
never have met Bobby Lee if he had said yes… ‘The hostage?’

‘Skadi was there. Chou refused
to let her help, made her wait outside, but she took the guy out
with one arrow after Chou was shot.’

Penny closed her eyes to stop
herself rolling them. ‘I’m having a lot of trouble stopping myself
making comments about poetic justice.’

‘I’ll make them for you. Chou
was the only hero hurt, that I’ve heard of, but three cops are
dead, another twenty or so injured. It’s been a bad night. I was
worried about you. Both of you. Hell, I was even worried about Dom
and Skadi.’

‘We were in absolutely no
danger,’ Andrea said. ‘Neither was Dom. None of the goons out there
were armed for Ultras.’

‘Skadi nearly got herself
shot,’ Penny said. ‘I ran into Dom at one point. She had to rescue
Skadi when some guy got the drop on her. Red gave her such a
chewing out for not being more careful.’

June really tried to keep
the grin off her face. ‘Oh. What a shame. Not that I want her
getting shot, and the make-up sex is probably going to be wild, but
I can’t feel sorry for her getting yelled at.’

‘Don’t see why you should,’
Andrea said. ‘She stole your girlfriend. And when you two finally
stop pussyfooting around and get on with it, I hope you remember it
was Skadi that made it possible.’ She knew she had hit with that
one when both Penny and June blushed.

‘How’s Jacob?’ June asked,
hoping to deflect the conversation.

‘The UID were helping the NMCPD.
I ran into Jacob and Heather at an apartment block siege.’

‘I saw that on ACPN. How many
did you take down in there?’

‘Twenty, twenty-five. I stopped
bothering to count.’

‘And three hostages
rescued.’

‘Yeah… That was a good one.
Mostly it was just scaring or beating assholes. Jacob seemed to be
doing okay. I’ll call him when I can think straight. I’d imagine
he’s in bed by now. I sure hope so.’

‘You should get some rest
yourself.’

‘We all should,’ Penny said.

‘Yeah,’ Andrea agreed, ‘but I
don’t think I can move.’

‘Oh. Uh… maybe I shouldn’t have
changed back. With super-strength, I might have been able to crawl
to bed myself.’

June looked between them. ‘Well,
I’m not carrying either of you.’

‘Meany.’

San Francisco, CA.

Detective Damian Inman looked up at the
apartment building in Chinatown and shook his head. ‘Robson, do you
hate me for some reason?’ he asked wearily.

‘No, sir,’ Robson, the patrol
officer who had called in Narcotics and Vice, replied. He sounded a
little perplexed. ‘I went in with the firefighting team and we
found what looks a lot like a drug lab in the basement, where the
fire started, and I figured–’

‘Look up at this building and
tell me what you see, Robson.’

‘Uh… It’s a three-storey
building, brick construction. Signage in Chinese–’

‘Exactly. It’s a drug lab in
Chinatown. So if I even walk into this building, TAATF will chew me
out. They’re on their way already, you can put money on it. I’m
amazed they didn’t get here before me. Anything related to the
tongs is theirs.’ Inman sighed. ‘How did the fire start?’

‘Well…’

‘Out with it, Robson.’

‘One of the ones we caught says
he saw Mink.’

Inman’s face darkened. ‘Mink…
He’s sure?’

‘It sounded like her, but the
description was a bit… basic. Short black hair, some sort of mask,
and there were a lot of comments about breasts.’

‘Nothing about the legs?’

‘No… just breasts, but he went
on and on… Uh, he wasn’t sure exactly what she did, but there were
a lot of burned-out machines down there. This place had to be
something pretty big.’

‘A freak like her wouldn’t hit a
place like this unless… There’s been some new form of heroin
hitting the streets recently. A lot of overdoses from it. This was
probably where they were processing the stuff and she torched
it.’

‘Uh… At least the stuff’s off
the streets…’

‘But for how long, Robson? For
how long?’

~~~

Lying on the roof across the alley, Mink
was wondering that herself. The problem was that the Nine Kings
could probably start up the operation somewhere else: the
chemist had got away. She had information which could be used to
drive further nails into the distribution network, but there was no
one to give it to.

Inman had hit the nail on the
head again there. She knew the man, knew his history. He had been
part of the SFPD’s Tong Affirmative Action Task Force, so he knew
they were not going to do anything about that lab, and they would
not be touching the Nine Kings’ distribution network. And handing
the data to Vice would just result in the TAATF stepping in and
claiming it was theirs.

Not that she really felt like
handing information over to someone who was prone to describing
Ultras as ‘freaks.’ He was a good cop, excellent at picking up
clues at a crime scene and entirely wasted in Vice, but he had a
thing about Ultras. He had a real bug up his butt about Ultras,
actually. Maybe worth looking into, but it was not an immediate
priority. She could do something about the distribution outside of
San Francisco; taking care of that business would have to be enough
for now.

Her attention returned to the
alley as a new cop arrived. This one had a strut in his step, an
arrogant swagger that suggested he was about to enjoy himself.
‘Inman,’ he said as he approached the building, ‘what are
you doing here?’

‘Robson here says there’s a drug
lab in the basement,’ Inman replied. ‘I’m just standing here
waiting for you to turn up, Venkman. Haven’t been inside. I’m
sure this one belongs to you.’

‘It’s a Red Flag front. We’ve
been watching it for a while.’

‘Red Flag, huh?’

‘Yeah, Red Flag. What
happened?’

‘One of your witnesses says Mink
happened. She must be after the Red Flag tong too.’

Mink smiled. Inman might be an
asshole, but he was almost the right kind of asshole. The task
force had been bandying the name ‘Red Flag’ around quite a lot.
There had never been a Red Flag tong, but they supposedly
had links to China and communist leanings, which gave the TAATF
even more sway since they were supposedly dealing with potential
terrorists.

‘Who knows what she gets
up to,’ Venkman said. ‘She won’t work with the Stars. Goes off on
these… crusades against whoever she thinks is a criminal,
right or wrong. Woman’s crazy, a loose cannon. Not unlike some
other people I can think of.’

Mink could hear the sour note in
Inman’s voice as he turned away and started down the alley. ‘Good
luck with your crime scene, Venkman. Though I’m sure you don’t need
it.’

‘Because I’m such a damn good
detective, right?’

‘Of course, Venkman. Of course.
What else would I mean?’

Mink slipped back from the edge
of the roof and got to her feet. Inman was far from pleased
with the current state of affairs. Maybe he was worth some study
sooner rather than later. But not today. In a little more than an
hour, it would be getting light and Mink tended to prefer the dark.
Anyway, it was about time she got some rest. At least it would be
Sunday and no one cared much if you had a lie-in on a Sunday.

New Millennium City, MD.

Penny opened her eyes a crack and then
closed them again. She was snug and warm in bed, and at some point
June had crawled into bed with her, spooning against her back. Firm
breasts pressed through the camisole Penny was wearing, and
smoothly muscled thighs cradled her own, rather less developed,
limbs. It was, Penny had to admit, not even slightly
unpleasant.

It had been happening with
increasing frequency. If June awoke in the night, or just before
Penny did, she would walk over to Penny’s room and cuddle up. Not
once had she tried to do anything more and maybe Penny was starting
to find that… less to her liking than she would have thought. Mind
you, Penny had been sleeping as Penny pretty much every night and
June knew that Penny was straight. Penny was straight.

Well… stuff that.

‘Oh…’ June grumbled as Penny
began to move. ‘Don’t get up; it’s early.’

‘It’s half past one,’ Penny
replied. ‘In the afternoon.’

‘Oh.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll be back. Just
have to… y’know?’

There was a mumbled reply and
Penny slipped out of bed and headed for the attached bathroom.
Closing the door behind her, Penny did not y’know, but she stripped
off her camisole and panties, and focussed her will. The world
shifted around her as she grew several inches. Long,
platinum-blonde hair fell down across suddenly larger breasts. The
whispering of distant, alien voices which she had not even really
heard starting suddenly cut off. Okay, so Penny had been a little
nervous. Cygnus’s beautiful, angular face grinned back at her in
the mirror because nerves were the last thing Cygnus felt.

Opening the door, Cygnus padded
lightly across the thick carpet to the bed. Leaning over June, she
pulled strands of long, dark hair away from June’s face, and then
slid the sheets down from her shoulder until the brunette made a
mumbling, giggling sound and turned onto her back.

‘What are you up to?’ June
asked, grinning.

‘This,’ Cygnus said, leaning in
closer. She heard June’s breathing quicken, felt her breath
against her lips as June parted her own lips in preparation.

And the phone started
ringing.

‘You have got to be
fucking kidding me,’ Cygnus said, not moving from where she was,
lips hovering barely a quarter-inch from June’s.

‘Andrea will answer it,’ June
whispered.

‘And when it turns out to be the
UID calling about some emergency?’

‘Not fair…’

Cygnus straightened up and then
pointed a finger at June. ‘Rain check. That’s all.’

‘There’s no hurry, you know?
Otherwise I’d have done something.’

‘Yeah, well…’ Cygnus marched
around the bed, heading for the door. ‘Rain check.’ She walked out
just as Andrea stepped out through her own bedroom door, rubbing at
her eyes. Cygnus went on walking, unabashed at her nudity, to pick
up the phone. ‘This had better be world-shaking,’ Cygnus said into
the receiver.

Andrea yawned, watching an
annoyed Cygnus listen to whoever was on the other end. She was not
really bothered about a naked Cygnus either. It was not as though
the woman wore a whole lot in costume.

‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’ll be
down there in… thirty minutes.’ She slammed the phone down with a
little more force than was necessary. Andrea was a little surprised
the offending instrument survived.

‘So?’ Andrea asked. Her eyes
flicked sideways: June was coming out of Penny’s room.

‘Someone hijacked a bus with a
kiddie-league baseball team on it. Bus and kids are missing. NMCPD
are out hunting for them and they’re asking for our
assistance.’

Andrea looked at the light
showing through the blinds. ‘It’s broad daylight. I’m next to
useless.’

‘Jacob wants to take you out in
a car. You know the Tonaldo hideouts better than pretty much
anyone. I don’t think it’s an excuse to get you alone in a car with
him.’

‘We’d better get some clothes on
then. You more than me.’ Andrea sniffed. ‘They interrupted
something.’

‘No, not really. We were
just–’

Andrea turned and started back
to her room, waving the rebuttal away as she did so. ‘I might not
have Red Huntress’s nose, girl, but I know you were up to
something. Good.’ She paused to yawn before adding, ‘The sexual
tension was starting to get to me.’

~~~

‘I don’t buy it,’ Twilight said as they
drove through Downtown. ‘This isn’t the kind of operation David
Tonaldo would have authorised. Not kids. If Jonny had taken over…
yeah, but no one wanted Jonny in charge.’

Jacob shrugged. ‘Things change.
David Tonaldo was sliced into cold cuts by Diamond. Maybe some of
his men aren’t as upstanding and moral as you thought.’

‘They’d have to be roasting
their own babies over a spit to be less moral and upstanding than I
thought, but I still don’t think they’d kidnap a busload of
kids.’

‘You think Tonaldo would have
let this weekend get started at all?’ Heather asked from the back
seat.

‘It wouldn’t have been needed.
The Russian goons would never have dared move in here with David
around. He was an utterly ruthless bastard. He bought a guided
missile to take out Cygnus, for God’s sake. But he was a family
man, in both senses of the word. Kids were off limits. Well, aside
from selling them drugs.’ She looked around. ‘Next left. Lennie
Belissa managed to pull a fairly big group together on Third
Avenue.’

Jacob turned the car at the next
junction, frowned, and pulled over to the side of the road, right
behind a school bus. ‘That’s the right plate. You sure Belissa
wouldn’t kidnap kids?’

‘His daughter’s six. He’s got a
four-year-old son. He dotes on both of them. I don’t like
this.’

‘The weird thing is,’ Heather
said, ‘that this road is on a patrol route and no one reported
seeing the bus before now.’

Twilight frowned. ‘Patrols come
past here every forty-five minutes or so. It can’t have been here
longer than that. I’m guessing someone dumped it here to point the
blame at Belissa. Can we keep this under wraps until–’

‘Nope,’ Jacob said, pointing
across the street.

Twilight followed the direction
his finger was indicating, and saw the police cruiser. One of the
occupants was talking into his radio with a lot of
animation. ‘Damn. This is going to turn into a real
clusterfuck.’

~~~

‘Opening fire on the cops when they
turned up outside his building did not make Belissa look innocent,’
Red Huntress pointed out. Twilight had gone to Red’s office, with
Cygnus, to discuss the situation.

‘But you’d agree this isn’t his
style?’ Twilight asked.

‘Yes, I’d agree. Belissa has
stayed out of the conflict thus far. He’s been letting the others
fight it out and staying behind locked doors.’

‘But then he shoots at cops
who’ve just knocked on the door,’ Skadi said. Of course, she was
there too. ‘And he’s not negotiating. So… why?’

‘Dirty Harry,’ Cygnus said.

‘Huh?’

‘There was a Dirty Harry movie
where someone wants Harry and some crooks dead. So they send Harry
to serve a subpoena and they tell the crooks someone is coming to
kill them, and that the killers will announce themselves as cops.
Hilarity ensues.’

‘Think someone watched the same
movie?’ Twilight asked.

Cygnus shrugged. ‘It’s got Clint
Eastwood in it. And with all that happened yesterday, I figure a
tip like that would provoke anyone’s paranoia.’

‘So they park the bus where
it’ll be found and linked to Belissa, and we have a siege. Who’s
competing with Belissa for Downtown?’

Red frowned. ‘The only group
with the manpower for this kind of operation is Yanesh Tolnikov’s
mob. They’re pressing for control of Uptown, but I’d imagine they
want Downtown too.’

‘Dom mentioned that name,’ Skadi
put in. ‘Tolnikov. She thinks he’s KGB.’

‘He has demonstrated
considerable organisational skill.’

‘Oh…’ Twilight grumbled. ‘This
just gets better. Do the Feds know?’

‘Dom was talking to them about
it,’ Skadi supplied.

‘They won’t be pleased if we
bust up Tolnikov’s operation.’

‘There are children in danger,’
Cygnus said. ‘They can go spin on it.’

‘Oh, I didn’t say I cared what
they thought.’

~~~

It was late in the afternoon by the time
Red’s contacts along with Twilight’s ‘new friends’ located the
missing children in a warehouse Tolnikov had purchased through a
cover company. The siege was still going in Downtown, a complete
stand-off though the police were preparing a full-scale
assault.

‘I’ve got confirmation that the
kids are on the second floor,’ Twilight said. Everyone had gathered
on a roof opposite the warehouse, which was in Deale Harbour.

‘And there are three men on the
roof that I can see,’ Skadi said.

‘Not to mention the squad in the
main warehouse area. I’m told there are twelve, including
Tolnikov.’

‘Told?’

‘You could say I have inside
information. Anywhere there are shadows anyway.’

The copper-haired archer turned
from her examination of the opposite roof and looked at her dark
companion. ‘That’s kind of scary.’

Twilight grinned. ‘Want me to
tell you what time you went to bed last night?’

‘I’m going to assume that’s a
joke. So, how do we handle this?’

‘Can you take out the guys on
the roof?’

Skadi looked back to the other
roof. ‘The way they’re operating… Yeah, I can do it without raising
an alarm. I assume that’s what you want.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Twilight turned to
Cygnus and Svetilo. ‘Then we run a reverse Cygnus and Twilight
op.’

‘A reverse one?’ Svetilo
asked.

‘Normally,’ Cygnus said, ‘I run
distraction while Twi sneaks in the back and reduces grown men to
quivering lumps of boy-flesh.’

‘And I still plan to do that,’
Twilight said, ‘but now that’s the distraction while you two
get the kids out via the roof.’

‘It’s daylight.’

‘There’s enough shadow in that
warehouse. They’ve got lights in there, but they’re not strong
enough.’

Cygnus nodded. ‘Okay. You’re
sure you can keep them talking long enough?’

‘I’m sure that once I get in
there, they won’t be bothering checking upstairs.’

~~~

‘Guards are down. We’re moving in.’

Cygnus’s voice sounded in
Twilight’s ear and she opened the side door of the warehouse and
stepped inside. ‘Give me a minute to engage,’ Twilight said.

‘Understood.’

There was little in the
warehouse to indicate it was being used. A few crates decorated the
concrete floor near the main loading area. A couple of larger piles
occupied the far end. Lighting came from single bulbs hung from the
ceiling twenty feet up which gave the place a dull, flat quality.
It was actually quite a good tactic since it effectively eliminated
much in the way of shadow. Soft light was the worst.

‘I count nine of them,’ Andrea
said as Twilight advanced toward the men at the back, gathered
around various tables. ‘That makes three upstairs watching the
kids.’

‘Let’s see if we can’t get them
down,’ Twilight suggested. Then she took a leaf out of Cygnus’s
playbook and raised her voice. ‘Hey guys, how’s it hanging? I’m
doing a tour of historic warehouses in Deale Harbour and this place
is noted for its distinctive wildlife.’

Men started yelling things in
Russian, some of them swear words Twilight recognised from
listening to Svetilo, and a they scrabbled around for their
weapons. One of the men raised his voice louder than the others and
things suddenly got more organised.

‘That’s Tolnikov,’ Andrea said.
He was a big man, handsome in a rugged, slightly slab-like way,
though the buzz cut did nothing much for him. He certainly seemed
to have authority and a degree of tactical skill: men with
sub-machine guns spread out along a line to cover more ground and
make it harder for anyone to take them out in bulk.

‘You have made a mistake coming
here, shadow girl,’ Tolnikov called out. He had a perfect American
accent.

Twilight kept walking, keeping
it casual as though she actually was out for a stroll on a Sunday.
She spotted two men appearing through a door on the left, one of
them running for a scaffolding rig while the other ran to join his
comrades. Up on top of the scaffold something had been hidden under
a large tarpaulin. ‘One guard left upstairs,’ Twilight said, sotto
voce. Then she raised her voice again. ‘Really? There’s no
interesting wildlife here?’

‘There is just us and we do not
like visitors in foolish costumes.’

Twilight stopped, apparently at
random, and struck a pose, cocking her hip and grinning.
‘Seriously? You don’t like the costume? I suppose Russian Ultras
wear thermal underwear a lot. Though I hear it gets pretty warm in
Moscow this time of year.’

‘The guard’s out of the
picture,’ Cygnus said into Twilight’s ear. ‘We’re starting to move
the kids. They look unharmed, mostly. Couple of bruises and they’re
scared.’

Up on the scaffold, the
tarpaulin was pulled aside and Twilight realised that they had put
more effort into this than she had initially thought. A second
later she had to shade her eyes as a huge spotlight was directed at
her.

‘We have studied you, Twilight,’
Tolnikov said. ‘You need darkness for your powers to work.’

‘That’s amazingly clever of you,
Tolnikov,’ Twilight called back. ‘We can come back to that in a
minute. So, what I really wanted to know is… Well, what were you
hoping to do? Take over organised crime in the city… and then what?
You have to know you’d have every agency in the country breathing
down your neck in a week, right? That’s without me and Cygnus, and
Svetilo has taken it as a personal insult that the KGB is taking an
interest.’

‘KGB? What do they have to
do–’

‘Don’t bullshit me, Yanesh. I
can call you Yanesh, right?’ Twilight gave him a smile. ‘Let’s not
be formal. You’re Yanesh Tolnikov, born in Klin, inducted into the
KGB from the army, trained in infiltration and assassination. Your
first kill was a CIA agent in Moscow four years ago. You’ve been to
the US once since then. You successfully assassinated a Soviet
defector in Wisconsin. God knows why, the guy was a nobody. This op
is, however, your big moment. Your superiors were a little dubious
about sending you, and they figured you wouldn’t actually last too
long, but they viewed you as expendable and you were likely to
cause at least some disruption. But what did you
think you were going to achieve?’

‘We’ve moved all the kids out
onto the roof,’ Cygnus said over the radio. ‘We’re moving them
across now.’

‘I mean,’ Twilight went on,
‘kidnapping schoolchildren? What’s with that?’

Tolnikov smiled and shifted the
MP5 he was holding: he was getting ready to end things. ‘A
misdirection. The police have fallen for it too. They are preparing
to assault the last of my competition. And you will not live to
inform them of their mistake.’

‘Really? Okay, well, two things
before you start shooting. First, the cops already know about your
“misdirection,” so there won’t be an assault. Second, your data on
me? You need to update it. I don’t work alone.’

‘Cygnus cannot save–’

‘Not Cygnus.’

There was a sound from the back
of the room, something like a low growl, but it seemed to come from
something huge. Men said things in Russian which Twilight
imagined was probably ‘What was that?’ or something similar.

‘Shouldn’t have taken those
kids, Yanesh,’ Twilight said, and then she dropped behind the crate
beside her.

‘Fire!’ Tolnikov ordered, but
what he got in reply was a lot of screaming. He let off one volley
of shots which thudded into Twilight’s cover, and then he made the
mistake of turning around.

There were four of them: big,
maybe eight or nine feet at the shoulder, each one a little
different, but all of them looking like misshapen, demonic,
ape-things with heads out of a Lovecraftian monster movie. Bulging,
overlong arms ended in ten-inch talons, and they had mouths filled
with far too many teeth. And while they were visible, and
terrifying just to look at, they somehow seemed to be unreal, not
quite solid, as though they had been constructed out of shifting
shadows.

Gangsters collapsed at the sight
of them, falling to the concrete and gibbering like mad men. Others
fired their guns only to see the bullets pass through with little
effect. Those who fired were hit with the talons, an experience not
unlike having all your energy pulled out of you in an instant.

Bulbs exploded as the
dark-loving monsters sought to eliminate what light there was in
the room. The spotlight moved as its operator swung it toward the
back of the room and Twilight risked poking her head out to throw a
stream of shadow darts at the man on the scaffolding. There was a
roar of pain as the searchlight’s beam hit one of the demons for an
instant and then swung up to point at the ceiling. And Twilight
dropped back behind the crate and waited for it to be over. She was
their mistress, the Avatar of Shadow and the leader of the Shadow
Court, but even she did not want to look at four shadow
demons at work.

Silence fell, aside from a few
groans coming from the back of the room
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