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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / RESERVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------



  [August 30, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Que pendejo es ese Howard! Eso condenado me frego' bien! Que pendejada! Voy a quebrarse los ping-pongs! Oooooh!"


  Essay continued in this manner for several minutes, branching out into speculations on the nature of Peregryn's parentage and employing words that no one even knew outside of the part of Lost Angeles where she grew up. Finally she ran out of steam and just sat there, breathing heavily and staring at the test results.


  "Um, would you really do all that?" Doctor Ibanez cocked an eyebrow at her fuming patient. "If he was here right now?"


  Essay let out a long sigh, then shrugged. "If he was here, I wouldn't be so angry, doc. But I'd still probably bust his ass for him for not telling me earlier." She paused for a moment, and anger flashed in her eyes again. "He told me he could control that sort of thing, which means he got me pregnant on PURPOSE!" she realized.


  Doctor Ibanez could almost feel her skin being flayed by the renewed stream of inventive invective. She'd served in the Army to help pay for medical school, and she'd never heard such language, even from non-coms wounded in field exercises. In between scheduling young Miss Rodriguez for a few rounds of therapy and pre-natal care, she made sure to note down some of the more interesting turns of phrase.


  * * * *


  [August 31, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown. The words floated up from somewhere in Simon's memories, and they certainly applied to the monarch slumped in a backless throne before him.


  "I have failed," Q'Nos lowed, for perhaps the tenth time that day. Like the gods he once counted himself among, the man-bull was given to the most extreme expressions of any given mood. When triumphant, he acted as if he could challenge Zeus. But today, and every day since the ritual had been inverted, the mighty Q'Nos could barely summon the enthusiasm to berate himself. And there was no harp-playing Hermes around to break the foul mood. Even the satyrs seemed to be avoiding Olympus this week.


  "I have failed my mother, who is now doomed to Tartarus once more, and that only if fortune smiles on her. That accursed mage could have sent her anywhere, even slain her. I was a fool to think that these modern day heroes would be any less vicious, any less determined than those of the golden age. Peregryn is no doubt slain, but his death against my loss is such a small thing.


  "I have failed my people," he continued the litany Simon had practically memorized by now. "I gambled with their lives and prosperity, and lost. My own powers remain diminished greatly by both the Eye of Purity's gambit and the investments I made in the spell to release mother. I can barely hold Hellas and Crete now."


  Simon tuned out the rest of the recitation. It would not vary, and he knew better than to try to snap Q'Nos out of his funk again. Even with the extra power he had managed to gather from Peregryn's own siphons, he had been hard pressed to fend off the enraged minotaur.


  No, Q'Nos just wanted to complain, and to have a silent audience to his suffering. He would snap out of it on his own eventually...or Simon would simply exercise his power as vizier to run the young world power in Q'Nos's name.


  Rulership felt...comfortable to Simon. Especially rulership behind the throne of another, passing off his own decisions as those of a convenient figurehead. A figurehead he could...betray...when the need arose. Betray. Simon pondered the word. It wasn't quite the right word to fit his mood, but it would have to do. The word he wanted flitted just out of reach, but he knew chasing it would be pointless. It would come to him in its own time.


  Just as true power would.


  * * * *


  [September 2, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Tom didn't have to be back yet, it was only Tuesday of move-in week, and most of the activities were for the benefit of new students. But, to be honest, he welcomed the chance to get out of Chicago. The vibe there was getting unsettling, with Peregryn gone, Essay in a foul mood and Tina obsessing over finding a way to go to China. Even Peter the Satyr seemed on edge, so Tom headed for the north woods.


  "Scuse me," a hulking cyborg muttered as he brushed past Tom, carrying a huge lockbox over one shoulder like it was a duffelbag.


  The Academy was getting crowded.


  More and more paranormals were entering at the high school level, and there was even talk of opening up the junior high to non-extreme cases. Plus, a number of paragangers were growing up and deciding they needed a real education, like the human tank walking down the spiral walkway towards the most recently renovated living quarters. Probably a Rust Brother, but might even be a reformed CyberNostra.


  The successes of ASH and the Marshals were not only convincing parents to send their kids to the Academy, they were also getting the government to throw money into expansion here at Northwoods. He'd heard that the on-site living quarters were something like ninety percent full already, and they were debating whether to dig more tunnels, or just build more aboveground. They were even considering allowing some commuter students at the college level, especially those like himself with "travel powers".


  Tom spotted a familiar figure working his way smoothly through the traffic, and blinked. It was that Coulter guy, who had spent a few months in the Conclave of Super-Villains. At least he had the decency to not wear that embroidered jacket that had been part of his costume.


  Coulter turned to meet Tom's gaze, and Tom blinked before realizing that the reporter-turned-supervillain-turned-Academy instructor had spent a few months on the run before Handleman recruited him. Must have set up a routine in his cybernetic eye to let him know when he was being watched. Coulter shrugged and started moving towards the alcove where Tom had stopped.


  "I suppose it's better to have this talk sooner rather than later," Coulter sighed as he got into earshot.


  "What talk?" Tom replied blandly.


  "Come on," Coulter snapped. "You've got to have some witty snark that you've been waiting to unload on me ever since you found out I'd been hired on as an instructor. Let's have it."


  The man could certainly read people, Tom thought. In fact, he had a few, but he decided to just give Coulter one for now. "Okay...I thought journalistic ethics meant you reported on the story, not that you became part of it."


  Coulter rolled his eyes. Well, he rolled his organic eye. The cybernetic eye interpreted the signal in a more disturbing manner, and Tom tried not to look at it.


  "Please. Even before your time, old man, reporters were getting involved in the story when that's what it took to get the story. You give me the story and I'll give you the war, all that. And besides, it's not like _Para_ is hard journalism. It's an entertainment magazine. Different standards...people don't exactly expect real news from us. Them. Whatever. Finally, I didn't seek out my roles in either the CSV incident or that business in Manhattan last year. My past was just catching up to me. Something you should be familiar with."


  Tom bristled at the repeated mention of his out-of-time status, but held back from taking the bait. And fair was fair...he'd poked at what had to be one of Coulter's sore spots too. He turned the issue around, countering, "I've noticed a few ex-Cybernostra in the student body this year, you know. Be careful your past doesn't catch up to you again here, or a lot of kids could get hurt."


  And with that, Tom ended the conversation by the simple expedient of leaving more quickly than even a cybernetic eye could follow.


  * * * *


  [September 2, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  JakZak put the stylus back in its holder and looked up at Tina. "Done. Consider yourself on indefinite leave, as requested. Of course, be sure to have some means of communication on you in case I need to cancel the leave to deal with some planet-shattering crisis," he smirked.


  "Thank you," Tina nodded. "Now, there's something else I wanted to ask you about..."


  "No," he cut her off. "The rumormill's been pretty clear on this point, so I need to be equally clear. I know you want to go to China and work through your personal issues. But our diplomatic situation with the People's Republic is more than a little uncertain right now, and the *last* thing we need is a superhuman running around dealing with 'issues'. And you may be on leave, but you're still in the chain of command. So...NO."


  "But..."


  "NO. I'm telling you, find some other way to deal with your China issues," JakZak turned off his computer with a firm gesture of finality. "And before you try to resign and storm off on your own, take a few days to think things through. Too many people know what you want to do for a resignation not to look suspicious. As in, you might find yourself in some sort of custody if DSHA thinks you're going to run off to China and start a war."


  Tina seemed ready to explode, then just sort of deflated. "Fine. Whatever," she snarled, and trudged out of JakZak's office.


  A few hours later, JakZak was catching up on some routine paperwork when he got a call from STRAFE HQ. When it was over, he stroked the short beard he'd been growing lately and hmmmm'ed.


  "This might work out," he muttered.


  * * * *


  [September 8, 2025 - MetaPsych, Baffin Sector]


  "Well, *this* is a pleasant change," a familiar voice chirped behind Aaron. He turned to see Gene Clark entering the reception lobby from one of the many hallways that radiated outward from its literal and organizational hub. "You're here without being ordered to."


  Aaron blushed slightly. It was intentional, as his autonomous functions had been under his complete control since before he turned eighteen. But it was a useful bit of non-verbal communication. After all, he was slightly ashamed of the circumstances that had previously brought him to MetaPsych in the past year or so.


  "I need to work on my broadcast distance," he shrugged, turning back to the computer screen for a moment to sketch out the last of the details for his "check in". Then he replaced the stylus and faced Gene again. "Next time I get stranded on a remote Pacific island, I'd like to be able to call for help over a longer range. If Mr. Kalita hadn't been vacationing in Tahiti, I would have had to wait for things to settle down before someone came to look for us." Kalita was an odd duck. He was a normal, as far as anyone could tell, and had survived 1998. In fact, he was in his fifties. But he was remarkably sensitive to telepathic sending, which made him a valuable member of MetaPsych's staff.


  "Ah. So, it's strictly business then?" Gene smirked. There was something about her, nagging at the back of Aaron's mind. Something had changed.


  "Pretty much, yeah," he replied. "So, um, how's things with you and..." he trailed off. He'd never asked who Gene was seeing, and it was rude to just scan her for the information. Especially given how rocky things had been between them recently.


  Gene made a small swatting motion with one hand. "Over. He decided he couldn't handle the level of intimacy that dating a telepath involved." She sighed, then added in a "you know what I mean" tone, "Men!"


  "Riiight," Aaron agreed, having his own theories on why a non-telepath might want to break off things with the precocious Gene.


  "Well, I'm sure I'll see you around," Gene added, tapping out a few quick codes on the computer terminal next to Aaron then breezing off down a different corridor than the one she'd entered by.


  Aaron heard Paul humming something faintly.


  +-What's that?-+ Aaron asked.


  -+An oldie, by Bobby Vee.+- He broke into singing.


  -+Come back when you grow up, girl / You're still livin' in a paper-doll world / Livin' ain't easy, lovin's twice as tough / So come back, baby, when you grow up.+-


  Realization hit Aaron. +-Ah, that's what's been bugging me. Our little Gene seems to have grown up while we weren't looking.-+


  -+Exactly. She got her very first heartbreak somewhere else along the line, as the song says.+-


  This would certainly make things...interesting.


  -+And maybe, while you weren't looking, you grew up a little yourself. Which should really make it interesting.+-


  * * * *


  [September 12, 2025 - United World Embassy, Federal Sector, America]


  "Rule one: do not try to cause an international incident. We'll see enough of those without looking to make one," Grind warned, fixing Tina with a stern glare. She had to suppress a giggle, since she remembered the awkward social misfit one year ahead of her in the Academy and one year behind her in age, and now he was playing the part of patrician with her.


  No, not playing, she realized, and the giggles died in her throat. Dan Tracey wasn't just a prodigy anymore, he had truly grown up. In some ways, he was far older than she was. Especially when you looked into those eyes.


  "Rule two: you are not going to be there as a representative of the North American Combine. Or even really as a citizen. So don't try to pull rank or privilege or anything like that. This is a United World diplomatic mission to the newly-formed Central Asian Confederation, and your presence is officially at the request of Ambassador Weidan Shen. That means no costume, not even the formal uniform. But there will be formal events, so make sure you arrange for something appropriate before we leave."


  "Professor Shen really asked me to come along? I barely remember him," Tina frowned slightly. Balding, vaguely distracted air hiding a mind like a computer, kind of pudgy. That was about all she remembered about the man, who she hadn't seen since she was, oh, maybe seven.


  Grind shot her a "Don't be so naive" look. "Unofficially, I want you along as heavy support in case things hit the fan worse than expected. STRAFE lacks hitters with experience, and most of my supernormal teammates are busy coordinating training with the NAC Marshals or helping the EU try to assemble a similar program. You're the ASH member with the best excuse, since Ambassador Shen was friends with your parents during their stay at University of Michigan. He was unofficially asked to officially request your presence as a guest. Everyone involved knows the real reason you're coming along, but it's all about putting a diplomatic veneer on things."


  He paused for a moment, as if weighing what he was about to say next, then shrugged. "Eventually, I'd like to have every member of ASH go on a mission of this sort. Supernormals are starting to become important politically, and you people are going to find yourself running in diplomatic circles quite a bit in a few years, once your replacements have been trained up and you can retire from the field."


  "Short career," Tina smirked.


  "Short life expectancy too. We've been extraordinarily lucky to date. But consider: at least three major nations are now essentially ruled by or at least strongly influenced by supernormals. Q'Nos, Khadam and the Central Asian Confederation. The bureaucratic structures of the larger powers have made it difficult for supernormals to take power simply because they haven't been playing the game of politics long enough to make it anywhere, but once our generation is seasoned enough to be taken seriously by the electorate..." he let the sentence trail off. The implications were clear.


  "And since I might one day be Senator Li, it would be a good idea for me to start hobnobbing with the other world leaders, right? So, who's the one in charge of the CAC?"


  "Better to ask who is the inspiration behind the CAC. In theory, it's a true confederation, many smaller polities banded together for common defense against reabsorption by the People's Republic of China. A woman calling herself the Western Dragon is their rallying point, much like Duvalier brought the Eurasian Union together twenty years ago. We have depressingly little information on her, but the same could be said about almost every figure of importance to emerge from behind the Bamboo Curtain in the last year or so. She's extremely charismatic and rumored to be a supernatural who came into her powers when the Premier died. And it would probably *take* a supernatural to keep the Confederation together, even with the PRoC finally showing signs of reorganizing after the destruction of Bejing. The regions comprising the CAC are historically very diverse in culture, a situation aggravated by China's policy of homogenization. Most of the small states in the CAC would love to expel the 'foreigners' Beijing placed in their midst, but the Western Dragon has somehow kept them from doing so."


  Grind called up a series of images, both still and moving, on the small briefing room's screens. "You may notice that she doesn't quite look like a member of any one ethnic group. The leading hypothesis is that she's the product of a mixed union, which would explain why she's all for keeping the groups together."


  Tina let out a low whistle. "File those pictures under the textbook definition of 'inhuman beauty,' Grind. Maybe she doesn't need superpowers to be so persuasive...just an audience with eyes in their heads."


  "Actually, that ties in to the number two theory. That she's a shapeshifter at some level, and has deliberately made herself look like a mix of all the peoples who make up her desired constituency, as well as being as attractive as possible," Grind noted. "This could also explain why she's harder to get data on then most, if this isn't the face she wore prior to 2024."


  "So why not bring an Anchor on the mission instead of me?" Tina asked, half-anticipating the answer that followed.


  "They...don't like Anchors in the Confederation. They see them as a symbol of China's generation of oppression. Plus, trying to play 'gotcha' on the Western Dragon and see what her true face is would not exactly be a diplomatic move. We, meaning STRAFE and some of our higher-ups in the UW, would rather they forge closer ties to the Combine and the Union than to their neighbors in the Moslem Confederation. The Western Dragon is reportedly not happy with the oppression of paranormals in some of the nations of the MC, but dragging an Anchor along on this trip might make her willing to overlook that and ally publicly with the Moslems."


  "Fine, I'll be sure to read the white papers you downloaded to my handcomp. Any other summary points I should know before I sign on the dotted line and agree to the rules?" Tina asked, patting the slim computer tucked away in a padded pocket on her hip.


  "We can expect the People's Republic to try something while we're there. Nothing that could be officially traced back to them, nor big enough to trigger a war or anything like that. But enough to get across their displeasure that the United World is dealing with rebels. And it will probably be something designed to make sure you do something flashy and obvious in a public situation, so they can get you on newsfeeds and make political hay about 'lackeys of the Combine' and so on."


  "Lovely."


  "Indeed. So while you can't use your uniform, our Tesla Branch will set you up with some passive defenses and other tricks. And a translator implant, which should work fine given the absence of Anchors."


  Tina protested, "But I already know Chinese."


  "Standardized Chinese, yes. But the CAC has slipped back into using older western dialects as a means of expressing their independence. Not to mention that there's approximately ten officially recognized languages within the Confederation and several dozen unrecognized dialects you might run into. The implant will have the official languages, which should be enough for your part in things," Dan explained.


  "I take it you've already learned most of the languages yourself?"


  He shook his head. "Only about a third of the total. Even for me, learning a new language takes time that's in short supply."


  "Only about a third," Tina sighed.


  * * * *


  [September 21, 2025 - Guam, Pacific State]


  George zigzagged between the trees at the edge of the beach, where they grew most densely in competition for the sunlight that was there for the taking. If the shadow hounds had taught him anything, it was that speed without maneuverability isn't much use in a fight.


  Of course, this sort of training was as much fun as just goofing off. The past few weeks could be described that way, really. Sure, he was steadily getting better at using his new body, helping rebuild the parts of the island shattered by that giant serpent, and so forth. But it was also a tropical paradise, a feast for the eyes...even if that was all that it was a feast for in his case. He doubted he'd ever regain a sense of smell or taste, but at least he wasn't uncomfortable in the afternoon heat, either.


  And the locals loved him. He could see the attraction Sal had to staying in Mexico City, where he was a darling of the public. Green was the new "in" color to be wearing, and the streets looked like a strange St. Patrick's Day parade without the shamrocks. Some children had even taken to using bodypaint to go green all over, in emulation of The Mighty Beacon.


  Yeah, he missed Chicago, but he didn't miss it enough yet to want to leave. Maybe he could convince Scott and Julie to honeymoon here...by the time they finally got around to getting married, the island would probably look pristine ag...


  Wait.


  George came to a full stop and turned to look back down the beach at something that had caught the corner of his eye. They told him he could probably see in all directions at once with practice, but for now he clung to the old human habits.


  A glittering figure, shimmering with flashes of all colors, but mostly a pale rose color, was striding out of the surf.


  "A leftover scale warrior?" George said to himself, proud to note a total lack of underlying buzz or hum. Then he flew over to the shore to meet the newcomer.


  Now he could see her more clearly. Definitely a her. She was a very feminine form hewn roughly from rose quartz, with occasional hexagonal rods jutting out from joints and the top of her head. She had a breathtakingly inhuman beauty about her...if George still had breath, she would have taken it away.


  "Are...you...Combine?" she asked, her words forming haltingly. Her voice was like windchimes, but with a strong accent that George couldn't quite place.


  "I am Beacon, member of the Academy of Super-Heroes and representative of the North American Combine, yes," Beacon replied, drifting just above the water and schooling his expression to stern authority. She might be beautiful, but so was a thunderstorm or a tiger.


  "I...Moslem superhero. Request asylum from North American Combine," she said, the last words sounding very rehearsed. "Can no longer hide gender, or human...ity," she gestured at herself. "Will be killed by own people as abomination."


  Beacon furrowed his brow. There weren't any Righteous Flame members who even remotely resembled...wait. "You're...the Base of the Pillar? The one who's supposed to be a stone brought to life by Allah?"


  She nodded.


  "Oh, boy," George buzzed.


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  The United World team arrives in Tibet and has their first encounter with the Western Dragon, while the Base of the Pillar tries desperately to avoid being sent back to the Moslem Confederation and certain death! Be here for "Journey To The East"!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  The opening lines were composed with the help of "Mierda! The REAL Spanish You Were Never Taught In School" by Talavera Berger. And no, I'm not providing translation here. Suffice to say they're fairly profane, and "los ping-pongs" is an East LA-ism that should be pretty easy to figure out.


  Y'know, sometimes irony and coincidence just decide to walk up and kick you in the shins. Jayson Blair, the guy who was fired from the New York Times for making up stories, is now being paid speaker fees by universities (such as Winston-Salem State University) to talk about journalistic ethics. Of course, Blair's shenanigans never happened in the ASH universe, so you won't see Coulter being compared to the guy. :)


  Fair warning on the upcoming stories: if you know a lot about Asian naming, you will probably be annoyed by the mistakes I'm going to make. Some of the "mistakes" will actually be in-story stuff (i.e. a southeastern Chinese name showing up in the far west is not an accident, it's a result of a deliberate ethnic mixing policy), but others will just be me not knowing what I'm talking about.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #52 - Journey To The East


  Copyright 2004 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover is done to look like an old Chinese woodcut illustration.Breaker, Lightfoot and Grind are on foot, helping lead a baldChinese monk down a wooded hillside on his donkey. Breaker isin the front, holding a staff, Lightfoot is carrying a rake andGrind an odd-looking poleaxe of some sort. Demons lurk in thetrees surrounding them.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / RESERVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [September 21, 2025 - Guam, Pacific State]


  Guam is one of those places you can just vanish, George mused. Not because of its size (it's tiny) or its jungles (modern technology can track you pretty well through those). No, it would have to be the numerous disguised or outright hidden military bases on the island. Being at the far western end of the Pacific State of the Combine had a number of advantages, not the least being relative proximity to China. Oh, the NAC military still had a presence on Okinawa near Japan's AstroDrome, but since Japan was nominally allied to the Eurasian Union, that base had to be squeaky clean.


  No so little Guam.


  And it was in one of those secret underground bunkers that George now found himself, along with Major Rosa Padilla and the crystalline woman who had once been a member of the Righteous Flame under the name Base of the Pillar.


  "Yes, government knew I was human," she explained in English that was slowly getting smoother and less strongly accented. George empathized with her...she was probably still learning how to make stone talk in the first place. "But official story was...Allah made stone walk. Illegal to be an abomination in my country. People would stone to death for being one. Yes, I do see irony there. Also stone family, they are not so hard to kill," she added.


  "Couldn't the cover story still hold?" Major Padilla asked.


  "It wouldn't wash," George interrupted. "A common interpretation of one of Islam's tenets is that any sort of representation of a person is sinful. As long as she was an almost formless lump, no problem. But I'm sure some people would have trouble accepting that Allah would create a graven image so clearly like a person. Oh, many would accept it...He's Allah, after all, it's fine for Him. But the more reactionary types would get suspicious. Especially those who cling to the old tribal sexism. They'd be actively looking for reasons to destroy a female supernormal."


  Base just nodded agreement, looking relieved that she hadn't had to explain it all. "If I am thought destroyed by the great serpent, my family is safe. If someone makes connection..." she trailed off sadly.


  "So," Major Padilla pulled a chair over and straddled it backwards. "You don't really need asylum."


  "No?" Base cocked her head.


  "No," the Major replied. "Asylum includes making it clear who you are and why we're protecting you. But letting people know who you are would defeat the purpose. Your family would still be in danger...more danger, in fact, since you're not only an 'abomination,' you're also a tr...abandoning your nation," she hastily corrected herself. "You'll need a new identity, new history."


  "Well, she already has a new identity," George gestured at the faintly rose-colored quartz that made up most of her body. "The stone's been cracked open to reveal the crystal inside, like a geode."


  "Geode..." the woman repeated to herself. "Yes, I am Geode now," she asserted.


  * * * *


  [September 25, 2025 - Lhasa, Tibet]


  "The roof of the world," muttered one of the diplomatic staffers as the group debarked the small jet that had carried them from Japan. It was a long flight for anyone to be cramped in a plane of that size, but at least everyone had had a window seat on one of the world's most impressive views.


  "The roof is high, but few live on it," Dr. Shen noted wryly. Like most of what had been known as Western China until recently, Tibet had a great deal of land, but very little that could support its populace. Most agreed that China had only really wanted it to make sure no one else could have it. It made a most excellent buffer against short and medium range missiles, after all.


  Tina followed Dr. Shen from the jet, still picking nervously at the impact fabric bodysuit she wore under her pants suit. The black fabric was sheer, and anyone catching a glimpse of it behind the pale rose cloth of her suit would likely presume it was simply a thermal suit, rather than a last line of defense against an assassin's bullet. But she hadn't gotten used to it yet, and felt self-concious whenever she wore it.


  A youngish man in elaborate silk robes and his hair pulled back into a ponytail stepped from the small airport's terminal and approached the plane, flanked by a pair of soldiers in clearly ceremonial uniforms. Tina was quite sure that the equally ceremonial rifles fired purely practical bullets.


  "The Central Asian Confederation extends its warmest welcome to the United World's envoys," the man proclaimed as he got close enough to be heard over the sounds of construction. It was not going to be a small airport for long, now that Lhasa had been chosen as the capital of the CAC. The man stopped and bowed. "I am Resplendent Phoenix, the Confederation's Minister of State."


  Dr. Shen raised an eyebrow. The minister caught the motion and chuckled.


  "Oh, I know you must have many questions...aren't I young for such a position, how did I acquire such an outlandish name, and so forth," Resplendent Phoenix nodded. "But let us get out of the wind first. It may only be Autumn on the official calendar, but winter comes early to the Himalayas."


  The group was led to a shuttle bus parked nearby, and got settled while their baggage was loaded on board.


  "I will save you the awkwardness of wondering how much of your basic intelligence on our alliance to reveal," Resplendent Phoenix smiled. It was a comfortable, natural smile. Not the practiced mask of a career diplomat. Not that he looked old enough to be one of those. "Yes, choosing Lhasa as our capital is a rebuke to the People's Republic. A reminder that they could not hold all of Tibet in their grasp, even though they still hold some of our lands. Less dangerous, however, than siting our capital in Xinjiang, which still holds some of their nuclear arsenal. Constantly reminding them of THAT point would be...reckless.


  "In lesser matters," he continued, "I was born with the name Deng Xiaoping 2478, and I am sure you are familiar with the oh so creative naming scheme implemented by the State. But it has become the fashion, especially among those of us with political ambitions, to follow the lead of the Western Dragon and choose for ourselves new names. This way, we cast off the rule of the People's Republic over our lives in a symbolic fashion, just as we have done so in a very real fashion with this new polity of ours."


  And so Malcolm Little becomes Malcolm X, Tina mused.


  "As for my age? Rebellion is a game for the young, no offense intended to the Ambassador Doctor Shen," Phoenix nodded deferentially.


  "None taken," Wade chuckled. "And you are right. You will find very few old men in the governments of breakaway republics such as yours...if only because it is very hard to live to be an old man if your heart burns with the fire of freedom in a country like the People's Republic of China."


  Tina considered that point. She could think of some older revolutionaries, but most of the famous ones were pretty young at the time of the actual revolutions. For every Benjamin Franklin or Ho Chi Minh, you had a dozen Che Guevaras or Lenins or Marats. Not to mention all the young men and women who never got to be famous because they fell before the revolution was even fully underway.


  The bus had started moving by this point, and was heading away from the airport and towards the city proper.


  "But the Dalai Lama supports you, yes?" asked a staffer Tina hadn't yet memorized the name of. Carl...something.


  Resplendent Phoenix nodded. "The monks in general support the idea of the Confederacy, although they are of course restrained in their actions. The Dalai Lama himself has endorsed the Western Dragon, but he is a young man himself in this incarnation, and given to the same burning fires as myself and my peers."


  Tina looked out the window and noticed a rather strong Western influence on the people walking the streets of the ancient city. Some people were wearing clothing that had been fashionable back home last year, but was totally inappropriate to the temperature. "Does the Dalai Lama approve of all of this," she gestured at a neon sign advertising...hamburgers, she thought. The implants gave her a good grasp of spoken languages, but she had to fall back on her own learning for written.


  Resplendent Phoenix shrugged. "It is the official position of the government of Tibet that this surge of Western influence is mostly a backlash, after decades of official discouragement. While not strictly illegal under the People's Republic, excessive interest in Western culture and products would tend to get one transferred to an exciting new career in desert reclamation in the Gobi. Once the initial enthusiasm fades and we start establishing our own culture as a Confederation, this is all expected to die down."


  Good luck with that, Tina thought. But she kept the thought quiet... this was a diplomatic mission, after all.


  "Ironically, most of those involuntary career changers are now citizens of the Central Asian Confederation," Resplendent Phoenix added with a smile. "And much happier for the change."


  * * * *


  [September 26, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  "...and that's the essence of John Stuart Mill's Principle of Utility," Robert Coulter told the class. "That which generates more happiness than unhappiness is ethically correct." He'd gotten better at not spending so much time looking at his borrowed notes, Tom realized, although he was still pretty obviously putting off getting to any personal and practical information in this ethics course. "Of course, there's a lot of holes that can be poked in Utilitarianism, but if there was an ethical system without flaw, I think we'd probably all be using it now," he chuckled.


  A few of the other students joined the mirth. Most of them were suckups, as far as Tom had determined from previous meetings of the class. But a few just shared Coulter's sense of humor. Or, at least, the sense of humor of the person who had written the notes.


  Tamika Dupree raised her hand in a jangle of silver-plated charms. One of those charms on her bracelet was a stylized letter psi, an affectation of some of the telepathically talented students at the Academy. "Mister Coulter?"


  "Yes?"


  "I know John Stuart Mill didn't have to consider this, but what about mind control? How does the Principle of Utility apply when there are people who can simply *make* you be happy?"


  Tom smirked. If Tamika hadn't brought it up, he certainly would have.


  "That was the theme of Para back in, oh...March 2022, I think. A friend of mine did the research for the cover piece, and he told me that there's two main schools of thought on that," he stepped out from behind the podium. He was much more comfortable speaking without notes, Tom noticed. "One is that happiness is happiness, it is a Good on its own. Using a telepathic power, or superscience invention, or whatever...doesn't matter. Happiness is its own reward. A big problem with this is that totally short-circuiting someone's brain makes it less likely they will survive very long. If they can't be unhappy, they will tend to starve to death, cheerfully walk into traffic, and so forth. There's also the drug issue, which Mill *did* have to think about. Mental domination is no more 'true' happiness than the effects of drinking to excess, and most philosophers don't consider living a life of drugged out bliss to be in keeping with the spirit of Utilitarianism.


  "The other take comes from this observation. While mind control doesn't usually have the physical side effects of drug use, it still can't grant true happiness. Proponents of the first view call this BS, that it's just an attempt to try to make something commonly taken to be bad...negating the free will of others...shoehorn into Utilitarianism. In fact, many serious proponents of the first view use it as an argument that Mill was wrong, not that mind control is a good thing."


  Tom raised his hand. Coulter suppressed a sigh. "Yes, Mr. Dodson?"


  "What about the use of mind control to manipulate the ruling class into treating people better? If a bunch of warring tyrants could be forced to make peace and start devoting their combined resources to improving the lot of the people, wouldn't that result in an overall increase of true happiness, at the expense of the happiness of a few people who everyone agrees are jerks anyway?"


  There was a pause, as Coulter considered his answer and the class waited for one. "That's a very dangerous line of thought," Coulter finally replied. "I think Utilitarianism would support this...it is the greatest happiness for the greatest number. A lot of ethical systems allow this sort of 'damn the few to save the many' behavior. And perhaps, that's another argument against Utility being the best ethical system to use, because it tempts us to do bad things in the name of good...."


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2025 - Lhasa, Tibet]


  The applause was slowly dying down, and Tina stopped her "polite for appearances" clapping. She caught Grind's eye and gave him a curt nod, acknowledging that his theory had been right: the Western Dragon clearly had some level of psi power that boosted her charisma. That speech had been pretty standard "Welcome to our fair land, honored guests" boilerplate, and while the delivery had been professional, that was it. Western Dragon's oratory simply didn't justify the wildly enthusiastic response that even came from members of the UW team who lacked defenses against telepathic intrusion.


  Tina, Grind, Wade and a couple of upper level attaches (Felicity Carella and Jorge Bermudez) had varying levels of anti-telepathy training or implanted defenses, mostly stemming from the whole Mr. Strings affair of the previous year. Even the three with significant diplomatic training looked out of place in their lack of enthusiasm, among the cheering throngs. Meanwhile Carl, who Tina had seen over the past few days to be a hardcore cynic, was behaving as if this was the finest piece of public speaking he'd ever seen.


  Interestingly, the speech had not been recorded for public broadcast, which made Tina think back on the conversation she'd had with Grind at the hotel earlier in the day....


  "She's a real stump politician," Tina remarked, nodding to the television screen where she'd been replaying some tapes of the Western Dragon.


  "Did you notice something odd about those?" Grind asked.


  Tina thought for a moment. "Not really. Standard political soundbites, nothing too strange about those. Why? Is there weirdness in the full records?"


  Grind's face briefly flickered into an expression of dark amusement. "There are no full records, Tina. That's what's odd. The cameramen get their cue, record the snippet, then stop. SOP for newsmen, I'll grant, but there aren't even any archival tapes that I can find."


  "Wait...she doesn't want anyone having a solid record of the entire speech? Why not? From all reports, she gives a damn good stump speech, I'd think they'd sell like concert videos."


  "Exactly, Tina," Grind tapped the playback deck with his index finger. "But what if those are impressions that are only possible if you're there in person? If she's a psi talent, her speeches might seem astounding in person, but play back as hum-drum on tape. To maintain the illusion that she's merely brilliant and not mentally manipulating people, she'd want to limit access to objective accounts of her appearances. People who she's convinced of something in person might have second thoughts if it looked like it was more than her words that swayed them."


  That made a certain amount of sense. She'd met a lot of public officials from the various member nations of the Confederacy over the past few days, and it didn't seem possible that they could work together as smoothly as was clearly the case. A few telepathic nudges here and there from the Western Dragon would certainly smooth out petty rivalries, though. Still....


  Tina shrugged. "Maybe. Not every mystery is solved by invoking the supernatural, though. She might also just be really paranoid about controlling her public image. Remember Airik Portre, when he got really big in the late teens? He got pretty insane about making sure he controlled every piece of media involving him, not just the music."


  "His music stank anyway," Grind shrugged.


  Looking back, Tina decided Grind was probably right. About the Dragon, that is. Airik was pretty good, if pretentious. Slightly less pretentious than the decor of the banquet hall, mind you. The silver and gold dragon sculptures twined together to make centerpieces at the tables were a bit ostentatious, as was the holographic ceiling display of a summer sky in a peach grove.


  The applause had died down, and it was time for Wade to take the podium.


  "Well, I can't compete with our host in oratory, so I'll keep it short so as to bore you for as little time as possible," Wade opened, drawing a few chuckles.


  The chuckles turned to gasps as the dragon sculptures suddenly untwined and came to life! Their eyes glowed green, and a faint "neeeeem" sound emanated from what were probably heavily-shielded power sources.


  "Down!" Grind shouted in Chinese, echoed by several more or less unobtrusive security men scattered around the hall. Most of the dignitaries present hit the floor, but a few tried to run for the exits.


  The tiny mecha-dragons targeted the runners first, firing strange, rippling waves of energy from their antlers that knocked their targets flat but didn't seem to be immediately fatal.


  Tina thanked the STRAFE tailors who had designed her dress to be breakaway, so she could get free of it without having to destroy what was, after all, a rather attractive outfit. The dragons were now targeting anyone who seemed to be trying to fight, and she hoped that her impact suit would be enough to stop anything that got past TK shields.


  One dragon let out a tinny roar and flew at Tina like an arrow, only to be stopped by a golden aura around it.


  "Try to save one, Tina!" Grind shouted as he threw a pair of table knives at two of the robots. He was no Teller, but at this range he was still pretty accurate. One shattered, the other managed to ride with the impact and seemed okay. "We'll want to look at it later!"


  She nodded and kept a firm grip on her catch without crushing it. A few force blasts emanated from its antlers, but she was able to hold on despite the dragon's efforts to escape.


  "The rest of you are fair game," she smirked, sending out a wave of golden force to smash several mini-drakes into pieces. A few more had fallen to the gunfire of various bodyguards, and Grind had managed to pick up and table and use it as a fairly effective flyswatter. Like most paranormals, Grind was a lot stronger than he looked, although he still had to worry about the physics of swinging a table around.


  In a few moments, it was all over. The floor was littered with bits of robot, and the room was silent. At some point, the holo-display on the ceiling had been turned off or simply destroyed by a stray shot. Tina looked at the robot she held in her TK grip and sighed. Smoke was coming from several seams.


  "Self-destructed, Grind. Sorry."


  He shook his head. "Don't worry about it too much. I'm just glad this wasn't a serious assassination attempt."


  "It wasn't?" Carl asked incredulously from under the table. "I mean, it was maybe a little silly, but they did seem to be trying."


  Grind put down the heavily damaged table and shook his head. "No, Mr. Canto. They could have smuggled bombs in here as easily as they did robot assassins, or equipped the robots with more lethal weaponry such as nerve gas dispensers. A serious attempt would have ended with at least the Western Dragon dead, and," he gestured as the stunningly beautiful woman was helped up from the floor, "she's not even scratched. No, this was a feint, or a message, or something else. It was *not* an attempt to kill anyone."


  Tina could think of an obvious message, even if it wasn't the one the robot-makers had meant to send: it's not that hard to get an assassin next to the Western Dragon, and without her psi talents holding everything together, the CAC would fall apart pretty quickly.


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2025 - Internet Relay Chat]


  * Now talking in #HornyBastards


  * Topic is 'Load from the Bull'


  * Set by PipeLayer on Tue Sep 30 02:23:01


  <PumpkinEater> Hey, guys, sorry I'm late. Did I miss anything?


  <CrookedLegMan> nah were still wating on pipelayer to get back from stuff


  <oldgoat> You still hanging around with those heroes, Pete?


  <PumpkinEater> Yep. The ladies dig sidekick types, whodathunk? }->


  <BigHoof25> WTF is that thing supposed to be? ---------------^^^


  * PumpkinEater sighs. "It's a satyr smiley, dummy. See the horns and beard and stuff?


  <BigHoof25> Oh.


  * PipeLayer has quit IRC (connection reset by peer)


  <CrookedLegMan> ah crap


  <oldgoat> Idleout, looks like. Guess who went back for seconds?


  * PipeLayer has joined #HornyBastards


  <PipeLayer> Sorry, everyone. Stupid piece of junk connection dropped. Back now.


  * beardboy snickers. Didn't take him long, did it, oldgoat?


  * beardboy is now known as BeardBoy


  * PipeLayer calls this meeting to as much order as is gonna happen.


  <CrookedLegMan> hear ye hear ye


  <PipeLayer> Right. Anyway, Polykaon couldn't get to a machine. Q'Nos's vizier guy Simon Smith is doing a big accounting thing, inventorying resources and that sort of thing. Net connections are being watched, if I didn't have this old Blueberry thing I wouldn't be able to get on either.


  <PumpkinEater> Couldn't ol' PK just say he needs to get online for pr0n? * PipeLayer shakes his head. "He tried. Simon says wait until everything gets sorted out. I don't *think* he suspects, though.


  <CrookedLegMan> no pr0n? damn thats cold


  <PipeLayer> Yeah. Still, it seems to be distracting Simple Simon from putting the screws to us satyrs. Unless he's thinking of using net access as a carrot.


  <BeardBoy> Dude, I'd like to use a carrot on HIM. Prig.


  <PumpkinEater> I wish, PL. He's still trying to blackmail me into spying on ASH for him. I've been giving him the runaeaound, but....


  <oldgoat> How in Hades's name can he be blackmailing you? What could he possibly know about you that isn't common knowledge to anyone with a Bullfinch?


  <PumpkinEater> Let's just say I didn't know MIssouri Sector had changed their age of consent to 19 when I met those triplets, and leave it at that, okay? I'm too pretty for jail.


  <PipeLayer> Wait...if Q'Nos can sniff that out about you, why does he need a spy in the first place? * PumpkinEater shrugs. "I think Howie put some kind of wards up on the ASH bases or something. Or maybe he doesn't need me as a spy, just wants to get me spying so he has even worse threats to hang over my head later.


  <PumpkinEater> "


  <Fuzzbuster> Hi guys, sorry I was idle. Peter, I think that Missouri thing can be challenged under the Full Faith clause of the Constitution. Or whatever the NAC is using in its place...been a few decades since I really had to study American law. }:/


  <PipeLayer> Yeah, maybe ask ASH's legal people to look into it for you. Heck, you're so old that it's all cradle-robbing, one year shouldn't make an ethical difference. If you can get that cleared up, it's one less lever bull-head has over you. And us in general. Hell, there's some countries with overly broad bestiality laws I'd like to see overturned.


  <oldgoat> Are you sure about that, Fuzz? I don't think Full Faith applies to age of consent laws.


  <Fuzzbuster> Well, I said I was rusty. I wish ageofconsent.com was still up.


  <PumpkinEater> Thanks for the advice, guys. I'll bring it up next time I'm at one of the bases. Maybe lawyers can be good for *something*.


  <PipeLayer> NP. BTW, could you look into getting some palmtops smuggled into Greece for us? Preferably with satellite hookups?


  <CrookedLegMan> and pr0n1


  <oldgoat> ... You're typing with one hand again, aren'y you?


  <CrookedLegMan> hehehehee


  * * * *


  [October 1, 2025 - Lhasa, Tibet]


  Grind set a box down on the table in front of Tina and opened it to reveal several pieces of the mecha-dragons that had attacked the other day.


  "Ah, finally managed to pry loose some of the physical evidence?" Tina peered into the box.


  He nodded. "They reluctantly agreed that the target might have been a member of the UW delegation, and that we should have access to the raw material as well, not just to their analyses. Once I give this a look myself, I'll send it to Canberra for a closer examination, although I doubt they'll find anything the local forensics didn't. These things are pretty sanitized."


  "Right," Tina agreed. "A lot of offworld tech, but you don't have to be Khadam or the PRoCcies to get that. Both of those nations are officially denying having anything to do with this, but they'd deny the sky is blue if it seemed to their advantage. The systems that let them hide from sensors were supertech, but that no longer rules out the People's Republic." She paused for a moment. "Do you seriously think one of us may be the target? An attempt to derail the negotiations by killing the delegates?"


  "No," was his emphatic and too-quick response. "Sorry, been a long day. I just used that as a lever to pry loose the evidence. I don't think it was intended to kill *anyone*, as I said the other day. Someone wants us to know they unofficially disapprove of things, with China being the main suspect. And we can probably expect more of these nuisance level attacks in Ulaan Baatar next week."


  Whatever Tina was going to say in response was cut off by the dragon pieces detonating in a violent explosion....


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  The tour of the Central Asian Confederation continues (possibly minus one or two members of the delegation!), and so do the attacks on the Western Dragon! Be here for "Angolmois Energy" in ASH #53!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  Yay, a cliffhanger! Wasn't originally planned that way, but then I saw a clear opportunity staring me in the face and neeeming softly. :)


  The cover is based on a page from an illustrated copy of "Monkey King vs. the White Bone Demon" that I got as a kid. It's a story from "Journey to the West", which one might call China's equivalent of the Canterbury Tales, except that it was written a long time before Chaucer. :) I draw a LOT of story inspiration from Journey to the West, as anyone who's read much of my work probably already knows. Anyway, I'd scan in the page, but that book is already on its second binding, and I don't want to stress it further by putting it on the scanner plate.


  Yes, IRC still exists in 2025, just like Ham Radio still exists in the real world in 2004. Very few use it, but it's useful when you DON'T want people just dropping in on an online conversation. It's also insanely low bandwidth by 2025 standards, so it's easier to hide it from detection or use forgotten old equipment. Like the sort that would have been abandoned in Greece in the late 90s and snarfed up by one of the more tech-savvy satyrs. Thanks to the users of #allspark for providing me with some sample logs so I could get the right formatting. (Oh, and before anyone wonders why none of them used the ID "goatse", A: I'm pretty sure that didn't exist prior to 1998, and B: even satyrs have *some* taste.) All spelling and grammar errors in the IRC scene are intentional on my part, to add authenticity. :)


  Angolmois, in case you're curious, is the "pig French" name that Nostradamus used for the Mongols. Angolmois Energy was a plot device in the Japanese Transformers cartoon "Beast Wars II", but next issue will not feature a Transformers crossover or anything. It's all about the Mongols.


  Finally, Ulan Bator is the old romanization of the capital of Outer Mongolia, modern maps tend to use the spelling Ulaan Baatar.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #53 - Angolmois Energy


  Copyright 2004 by Dave Van Domelen


  [the cover is a Chinese brush painting of a pair of Mongol warriors,circa the start of the Yuan Dynasty. However, even with thestrongly stylized art, it is clear that this is a portrait ofGrind and Breaker.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / RESERVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [October 1, 2025 - Lhasa, Tibet]



  "Can you hear me Miss Li? Do not move...please open your eyes if you can hear me."


  Hurt. Thinking hurt. Breathing hurt. Opening her eyes REALLY hurt, so Tina closed them again before she could make anything out besides a warm yellow blur.


  Sleep didn't hurt. Sleeee....


  Sleep ended eventually, as it always does. Tina felt like a big bruise, but it didn't hurt as much as before. Yay supernormal healing. Her wits were starting to pull together too. Something about...


  "A bomb!" she gasped, sitting bolt upright and instantly regretting it. Rather than flop back on what looked a lot like a hospital bed, she continued forward and curled her legs up so her forehead rested on her knees. "Ow," she added.


  A middle-aged man in hospital blues stepped over and slowly lifted her head so he could peer into her eyes. Bits of combat medic training drifted to the top of Tina's brain and told her he was probably checking for pupil response to see if she had a concussion.


  "You should be fine," the man said. "If you were a normal person in your current condition, I'd say a night's rest would have you up and about, if a little stiff. And looking at your progress in the past hour, you should be fine in time for dinner."


  "If I have an appetite by then," Tina muttered. "What happened? Gr... Agent Tracey and I were talking, and then...boom."


  "There was an explosion in your suite. Your body armor stopped most of the shrapnel, and divine intevention is the only explanation I can think of to explain why you received no facial lacerations."


  Tina sat straight up, finally noticing that the bed was tilted at a slight angle to keep her head below her feet while supine. "No miracles needed, Doctor..."


  "Nurse Deng," the man supplied, a twinkle in his eye.


  Tina nodded slowly, her head still feeling a bit cottony. "Before my power level increased last year, I had to train extensively to get any use out of my telekinesis. One of the things that took me years to hammer into my brain was linking my flinch reflex to generating a TK shield around my head. I must have had just enough time to do that." Click-click. "What happened to Agent Tracey?" she asked as the realization hit.


  "The man has tremendous reflexes," Nurse Deng replied. "But not quite enough for the task. Like you, he was extensively bruised as his body armor distributed the impacts, but he also suffered a serious laceration to the bridge of his nose. He was able to twist so that the shrapnel did not penetrate, however."


  Tina breathed a sigh of relief. If that had been a serious assassination attempt, it failed. And if it was another "we're thinking of you" thing like the incident at the banquet hall...well, that was getting old fast.


  That box of mechadragon bits had been forwarded from the CAC's main forensics lab in Ulaan Bataar. As soon as she and Grind were good to travel, it was time to head to Mongolia and see if they could dig up some answers that *didn't* explode in their faces.


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2025 - MetaPsych, Baffin Sector]


  -+You know, being dead, I figured that was the end of being asked to help move furniture for friends,+- Paul's voice quipped in Aaron's head.


  +-Yeah, but doesn't the sofa look much better in my left frontal lobe?-+ Aaron joked back. Most people who talked to voices in their heads were crazy, but Aaron was merely on the frontiers of psi development. And maybe a *little* crazy. But mostly dead tired, in a way that non-psis could never really feel. Weeks of intensive training to extend the range of his telepathy *had* left him feeling like he'd been moving furniture around in his brain.


  Right now, he was slumped in a couch in one of the more heavily psi-damped lounges in the MetaPsych facility. Most dampers were like harsh static in his head, as they were designed to just overpower any electro- encephalographic waves in the vicinity, but MetaPsych had more finely tuned dampers that were more like those white noise generators people used to help them sleep. It kept out the voices without being like a bullhorn in his ears.


  Gene Clark poked her head into the lounge, then quickly followed with the rest of her body. "There you are, guys. I figured I'd find you in a null zone." Legally, Aaron was simply one person with an imprinted second mind haunting his brain. But more and more lately, the psi community was treating him like two separate people in one body. That's how he showed up to telepathy, after all.


  "Hi, Gene," Aaron replied. He felt a little guilty that he had hardly seen her the entire time he was at MetaPsych, but only a little. He'd been on the intensive track, and barely had time to eat and sleep, much less socialize.


  "So, you're checking out tomorrow?" she asked, leaning against one of the comfy chairs in the lounge. Aaron didn't need to be able to use his telepathy to tell she was fishing for a particular response, but he decided to play the straight man for a bit.


  "Yep. JakZak wants me to get briefed and head back to Istanbul soonest. Q'Nos has been awfully quiet, and that's starting to worry people. Yay me, being the team's expert on the region."


  Gene nodded, then leaned forward a bit. "Any plans for tonight?"


  "Oh, I was thinking of catching up on my reading," he teased. "Or, I suppose I could be talked into heading into town for something at Hudson's Folly," he grinned. Maybe he hadn't had time to see her much, but in a community of telepaths, rumors spread even faster than normal (if that's even possible). Even the mindblind staffers knew Gene was angling for Aaron again, apparently completely over their conflicts of a few months back.


  "Consider yourself talked," Gene smiled. "Meet you at the garage at five, I'm driving." She bopped out of the lounge, a spring in her step.


  -+She's not really my type, you know,+- Paul sighed.


  +-Naturally. You're still pouting about that security guard Tony being taken. Want me to speed-read a book so you have something to go over in the event anything happens?"


  -+Sure. I suppose one of us should catch up on our reading....+-


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  "But I do not want to be naked!" Geode protested.


  "They're not asking you to," Beacon countered, flushing a slightly darker green as he was reminded that he was essentially naked himself. Not that he had any "naughty bits" in his new body, any more than Geode did. "It's just that a burqa is too obvious. It tells anyone who's paying attention that you're from, well, the background you're from. And the whole point of this exercise is to keep anyone from making the connection between Geode and Moslem Confederation state-sponsored superhero Base of the Pillar."


  Geode made a dismissive motion broad enough to be clear through the covering of her burqa. "That clothing is almost as bad as being naked," she pointed at the bodysuit held in the hands of one of the tailors. "It may cover my body, but it is too immodest." She paused for a moment, then added in a slightly panicked tone, "Am I to give up my faith in Allah as well?"


  Simone Gayle, San Francisco's lead Department of Super-Human Affairs agent, shook her head and gave Geode a motherly smile that fit perfectly with her overall appearance...Simone was the sort of woman you expected to see serving dinner in a Norman Rockwell painting, not running a government office. "Islam is a common enough faith in the Combine, that in itself won't draw any suspicion at all, dear. We're just asking that you shed the trappings of the more fundamentalist faith you were raised in. I know it'll be a trial for you, but you'll cause too much suspicion in a burqa."


  When Geode didn't respond, Beacon broke the silence. "Maybe we could add a jacket and skirt over the bodysuit? That would be more conservative, hide the lines of her body some. Then put on a helmet like Sal's...if none of her actual body is exposed, that makes it even less likely someone will make the connection."


  Simone nodded thoughtfully. "But what about situations where she might be expected to not wear the helmet? The coat and skirt would actually help in those cases, but..."


  "I could say...I am shy? Not proud of face, wish to keep hidden?" Geode interjected.


  "There *is* precendent," Simone pondered.


  "I'm not so sure that's the best way to go, though," Beacon argued. "I mean, Geode...you're beautiful. All it would take is one picture of your face to get leaked out, and the excuse is in shambles."


  "You really think I am beautiful?"


  Beacon opened his mouth, then closed it. Finally he nodded, and stammered with a faint buzz in his voice, "Anyone would say so. But, um, maybe we can get something designed for you that would be acceptable in more formal occasions, work with the shyness angle but lose the 'I'm ugly' part."


  Geode nodded. Beacon didn't even have a heart anymore, but he could have sworn it beat faster.


  * * * *


  [October 3, 2025 - Ulaan Baatar, Mongolia]


  When Grind wanted to keep a lid on his emotions, Tina noted, it was like the cap on a radioactive dump. Totally impenetrable. Despite days of frustrating bureaucratic delays, he wasn't showing even a hint of his annoyance...although being able to hide some of it behind the bandages on his face probably helped. He barely even vented in private.


  She didn't really know him well enough to be sure if this was a bad thing...would he explode for no apparent reason some time later on? Or was he just grinding away at his own lifespan, taking off a year for every swallowed insult or hidden scream?


  "Who would you like to talk to first?" Security Chief Stellar Vixen asked. "We have five likely suspects in our custody, each of whom had access to the evidence," she added.


  Grind looked at the list on her handcomp and nodded. "Those were all people I though might be behind it as well, and I may want to talk to them later."


  Vixen raised her eyebrows. "I'm impressed at your thoroughness, although a bit dismayed that our own data security was sufficiently lax that you were able to assemble enough information to come to the same conclusions we did."


  Tina braced herself. She knew Grind's list had *six* people on it. And he was definitely about to bring that up.


  "But it's your personnel security I'm more worried about," he replied. "I have one more suspect who is not on your list. Chief Dagva?" he turned to the head of the forensics lab.


  "Another of my people?" Dagva Adja snorted indignantly. "You already have three of my best scientists in custody. How am I supposed to get any work done on the other cases..."


  There was a sudden shift in mood. Dagva's posture went from indignant to terrified, Grind started to raise a hand. Tina's instincts shouted, "Runner!" She started to send out a telekinetic web.


  There was a sudden burst of light. Tina and Grind both managed to keep from being totally blinded, thanks to their training, but Dagva was already diving through a doorway leading out of the conference room.


  "Lockdown!" Stellar Vixen ordered into her handcomp as she tried to blink away the spots dancing in her eyes.


  Grind was through the door in the blink of a partially-dazzled eye, but the sound of pursuit stopped almost immediately. He came back into the room.


  "Dead. Some sort of suicide device," Grind sighed. "Dr. Dagva was part of the Pranir liaison group under the old PRoC government in Mongolia. I thought he might still have some contacts with the offworld smugglers, even if he wasn't actually involved in the assassination plot. Now it'll be harder to tell if he was our man this time, or just involved in some other dirty business he knew would come out once scrutiny fell on him."


  "Dead end," Tina nodded. "Literally."


  * * * *


  [Somewhen, Somewhere]


  fallingfallingfalling


  fallingbetweenworldsfallingeverfalling


  inthebellyofthebeastnotametaphorbutreality


  imisshersomuchwillieverstopfalling


  * * * *


  [October 5, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Love can make you SO stupid sometimes.


  Sure, the CSV was a snakepit and getting out was, in theory, a good idea. But running off with Rob hadn't been the way to do it. The PLAN had been to have Eugene running interference for her, so she wouldn't have to keep looking over her shoulder. Making it clear she was interested in someone else, though? He'd probably be the one she'd have to look over her shoulder *for*.


  If he cared at all, that is.


  Anya wasn't sure which possibility appealed to her least.


  Damnit, though. There was just something about that paraganger turned reporter turned supervillain turned fugitive turned teacher that she couldn't resist. Maybe it was all the turning, she chuckled to herself, standing and performing a quick spin in the cell.


  Then she frowned at her own so-called humor. Talk about love making you stupid.


  Anya looked impatiently at the clock that was sunk into the wall above the cell door. Rob wasn't late yet, but she wished for him to be early. This was going to be the first time she'd be allowed up on the surface since she'd "moved in" at the Academy. Iron bars do not a prison make...it's the hundreds of tons of earth above your head that does it.


  A Sunday afternoon outside under the sky. The weather report said it would be a little cloudy and windy, but no rain. The trio of NAC Marshals hovering within earshot would kill a lot of the joy of it, but something was surely better than nothing.


  Ah, nostalgia. As a so-called "Fenris Wolf," Anya had been shadowed by one Anchor or another for most of her life, ever since the first time she spun out of control as a child. They left her just enough power to excel as a ballerina, and then vanished. Were killed, to be precise. But it was the wrong time in her life for her full powers to blossom. Was it any surprise she was attracted to the offer made by the Conclave of Super-Villains?


  The chime sounded.


  Freedom!


  Of a sort.


  For a while.


  * * * *


  [October 7, 2025 - Ulaan Baatar, Mongolia]


  Dan Tracey was not really a vain man. He knew he was attractive, and took reasonable care of his appearance, if only because he knew it was a useful tool. And because the last time he had let himself go, during his obsessive profiling of Rebus, it had...freaked people out.


  Now he was looking in the mirror at a face that had almost entirely healed from the shrapnel wounds of several days ago. Almost. An angry red scar cut across the bridge of his nose, almost precisely horizontal, almost exactly dividing his nose into equal halves vertically. And almost certainly not about to disappear any time soon.


  He knew how paranormal healing worked, and didn't work. The fact that such an obvious but cosmetic reminder remained of his injury meant that somewhere inside, he felt he deserved to be marked. He'd been careless, and this was the sign to tell everyone around him that he'd paid for that carelessness.


  What galled him the most, though, was that Radner knew this too. And as soon as Dan appeared in public with this scar, it would be the high point of Radner's month. He could almost hear Derek crowing, "Ha, put it too close to the grindstone, eh Nose?" Covering it with makeup would only make things worse if and when the scar became visible, so he supposed he'd just have to suck it up and accept that certain people were going to get too much pleasure out of his pain.


  There was a knock on the door of his hotel room. Turning from the mirror, he checked the sensor on his wristcomp...Tina's transponder. Still, no sense in taking chances, not lately. He pulled on the rest of his combat suit, including the helmet. Especially the helmet. Then he pressed a button that triggered the electronic lock on the door. In fact, he'd rigged it so that the regular key cards or hotel staff remotes would no longer open it. An extra second while someone had to batter down a door was all he'd need, most of the time.


  "Come in, Breaker."


  The door opened slowly, and Tina Li stepped in. She was wearing a semiformal pants suit in dark gold and black, but he knew she had her impact suit on underneath it.


  "Any luck with Dagva's trail?" she asked as she pushed the door shut.


  He shook his head. "Totally sanitized. Even things I'd been able to find before were gone. Clearly, his suicide device also sent someone or something a signal to tell them to start burning his records. The one good thing to come out of it, though, is that it's such a thorough sanitizing that he's almost definitely linked to the plot, rather than just suiciding for unrelated reasons.


  "I talked to the other five suspects and dug even deeper on them," Grind continued, "but while three of them were involved in some petty criminal activity, none of them was linked in any way to the exploding robot dragon pieces. At least, not in any way that I could find."


  "Maybe one of them was being blackmailed over his indiscretions?" Tina suggested.


  Another head shake. "Thought of that. No flags went up in searching their financial records, other than those directly related to their extracurricular activities. And those didn't show any sudden changes, as if blackmail was being paid out of the proceeds. It's not impossible, but right now I'm looking at the five as very unlikely. Dr. Dagva was on his own track, a track that's been pretty thoroughly dynamited now."


  Tina finally sat in the room's armchair, looking defeated. "This is so damned weird. It's like an inverted assassination plot...instead of making the most effort to make sure the political leader dies, they seem to be trying harder the *farther* you look from the center. Weak attempt on the Western Dragon. Strong attempt on those investigating it. Successful attempt on one of their own people. The fact that *some* people are getting killed hurts your theory that the PRoC is just sending nuisance-level messages of their disapproval...I doubt they'd have had Dagva kill himself, they'd just close diplomatic ranks around him and shuffle him across the border as soon as they could."


  Grind cocked his head to one side in thought. "I hadn't thought of looking at it quite that way, but you're right. The conspiracy is more important than the target of the conspiracy, which would suggest that being discovered would be a bigger loss than killing Western Dragon would be a gain."


  "So, someone high in the government looking to score points, but knowing that it can never get back to them?" Tina suggested. "If they get lucky and the Western Dragon dies, hooray, but they won't try *too* hard?"


  "Mayyybe," Grind pondered. "But I don't think so. It reminds me of the attempted Quayle assassination back in 1990, right after he was sworn in. The backtrail was so clean that Quayle never shook the suspicion in some quarters that he arranged it himself to gain sympathy while also revealing his powers in a very public way."


  "So, you think the Western Dragon is setting up these hits on *herself*?"


  "It's certainly possible. The CAC is largely an anti-People's Republic alliance. By making it look like China is trying to kill the Western Dragon, she not only gains personal sympathy, she also makes sure that China remains a boogeyman she can wave at any member state that's considering going it alone. Of course China will deny involvement...they'd deny involvement even if the Premier was caught on tape beating Western Dragon with a baseball bat." Grind stood and started to pace. "Killing us and pinning it on China would only help the CAC diplomatically, although they have to be extremely careful about it. I'm guessing that our late forensic scientist friend was a limited asset, someone loyal enough to erase himself if caught."


  "And we don't know the full extent of the Western Dragon's mental powers," Tina noted. "She could be capable of mentally dominating someone to the point they'd cheerfully lay down their lives for her."


  "Maybe, but I hope not. Our mindscreens are enough to hold off subtle effects, but if she's a high powered psi, she could smash through them pretty easily and rewrite our minds."


  "Agreed. So, what's our next step, Mr. Tracey? I'm guessing it's *not* direct confrontation."


  "No, that could be a disaster at this point. We need to keep our eyes open, look for anything that might confirm or deny our theory. And, most importantly, we need to make sure we attend the Western Dragon's public appearances from here on out, because I have a hunch that the next fake assassination attempt will be staged for the biggest possible audience."


  Tina pulled out her handcomp. "The next big one is in the capital of Nepal. Looks like we're going to Kathmandu." Tina paused, then giggled.


  "What?"


  "Oh...I just realized something. This investigation really has been taking up a lot of my time, keeping me from thinking about my personal problems with, you know," she waved vaguely in the direction of Beijing. "I've been too busy worrying about China...to worry about China. And now that we're not worrying about China anymore, I'm starting to worry about China again."


  Dan allowed himself the luxury of rolling his eyes at that, confident that Tina wouldn't see it behind his helmet visor.


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  "Going to Kathmandu" wraps up the first third of the Romance of Three Republics, and determines the fate of the Central Asian Confederation on the world stage!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  For those who came in late and haven't read the archives yet, Aaron and Paul were a couple in college and for a while after. Then Paul was killed, and Aaron thought he'd managed to save Paul's spirit by bonding it with his own. It was later discovered that Aaron had only copied Paul's memories, and that Paul really was dead. Since then, though, the fine distinction between "alive" and "copy" seems to have eroded somewhat, as shown this issue.


  Hudson's Folly is a small restaurant in the fishing village a few dozen miles from MetaPsych. It mostly serves MetaPsych employees looking to "get off the rez" and the occasional ecotourist.


  Another latecomer note: President Quayle is something that came out of the original ASH Champions campaign, in which the PCs failed to save Bush Sr. from assassination. It turned out Quayle was a superhuman with an invisible force field and a disintegration blast, and the lightweight thing was just an act. He was quite successful as President, was re-elected in 1992 and again (with the help of a tweak Amendment to change the "two term" limit to "two elections") in 1996, vanishing with all the other supernaturals in 1998. His would-be assassin in 1990 was a public victim of Quayle's disintegration power.


  To see Grind's new battle suit, check out the HeroClix mod I made at http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/mk/grindhc.JPG (the blue and white thing on his chest is a United World emblem).


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !
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  [cover shows the Western Dragon at a podium, flanked by Grindand Breaker, as she gives a speech to an adoring throng. Theview, however, is through the crosshairs of a sniper rifle. A"Romance of Three Republics, Phase 1, Part 4" banner is set inthe upper right corner.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / RESERVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [October 8, 2025 - Mount Olympus]



  Simon Smith put down the instructions for his newly acquired telescope, after checking them for the third time. And for the third time he was certain he had followed them correctly. He'd located the guide star, input all the relevant geographical and calendrical data, everything was as the instructions said they should be. Compared to the astrological systems he'd been studying lately, these instructions were the soul of clarity.


  But Venus wasn't showing up in the eyepiece.


  He could see it clearly in the pre-dawn sky. There was very little light pollution around Mount Olympus, and Venus was nearly as high as it would get all year, about thirty degrees above the horizon (it was 31.9 degrees away from the Sun, according to his astronomical charts). But when he looked through the telescope, he wasn't seeing it.


  This was probably a bad omen in itself.


  Simon turned back from the astronomy to the astrology, consulting the various tomes and scrolls and computer files he'd been assembling in his attempts to peer into the future. Venus was important because it ruled the constellation of Libra, the current sign. Strictly speaking, it wouldn't actually enter Libra for a few days, but it was still the planet to consult. Additionally, some past astrologers had claimed that a conjunction between Venus and Pluto starting this year would bring chaos to monarchies, definitely an omen to look out for on behalf of King Q'Nos.


  If only astrology wasn't such a godawful muddled mess!


  The problem was separating the small amount of wheat from the mountain of chaff. There was no real way to tell which of the great astrologers was a paranormal with real talent for magic, and which were just idiots playing with numbers and seeing connections that weren't there. But since Simon didn't seem to have any innate talent for precognition, he had to go with *something*. He was about ready to switch to tea leaves, though.


  Sighing, he glanced back at the computer-driven telescope again. He'd entered all the correct coordinates...time, location on Earth, even his elevation. The fine gears on the machine whirred to track a Venus that was not there when he looked.


  Then Simon slapped his forehead in frustrated realization. The computer still operated under the classic principle of Garbage In, Garbage Out. If there was something subtle he was missing, it could be tracking just outside the right field of view. And dead sighting along the barrel told him it was pointed in the right general direction.


  "Time for a manual adjustment," he grumbled, picking up the remote control and squinting through the 50x sighting scope. "Aha," he muttered as he saw Venus was visible, but about 20 arcseconds off-center. He made the fine adjustments necessary to bring it to the center, then set the telescope back on autotracking.


  Before looking into the main eyepiece, he frowned and used the remote's calculator function to check something. 20 arcseconds at today's distance to Venus meant it was about 20 to 30 thousand kilometers away from where it was supposed to be, depending on parallax. He made a mental note to check with the publicly accessible astronomy data and make sure it was his telescope, not Venus, that was misaligned.


  As soon as he looked at Venus's shining face and saw the blemish on it, though, he started to wonder if perhaps there *was* something wrong with Venus.


  And if Venus was in the wrong place, what kind of omen was that? Did it mean that the prophecy for disorder would fail to come true, or would it be all the worse because the heavens themselves were out of order?


  And...what was it that caused a dark hole in the ever-present cloud cover of the hottest planet?


  * * * *


  [October 9, 2025 - Kathmandu, Nepal]


  "Nepal is much like Singapore or the Philippines," Ambassador Shen told Tina after the exchange of greetings. "It was never officially made a part of China like Tibet was, but spent most of a generation under Beijing's thumb nonetheless. So its people do not make as much of a point of rebelling against Chinese ways as the Tibetan youth, but at the same time they are less likely to feel they really need help in staying out of China's hands now."


  "Making this a place the Western Dragon has to keep a close eye on," Tina nodded. "And anything that makes her look bad here, like another assassination attempt, would have more effect than it would in Tibet or Mongolia."


  "Exactly. And with Tibet acting as a buffer for them now, their need for membership in an alliance is even less," Shen added. "The world's current state, with a handful of superpolities, is a precarious balancing act. It is human nature to want to break up into smaller, more eaasily grasped and more *familiar* units. To mistrust larger governmental units composed mostly of groups one is not part of."


  "So, if the Western Dragon is behind these attempts on her life, it's less likely we'll see anything here, because she would want to look strong for the vacillators," Tina pondered. "And if it's China after all, they'd be saving something extra special for next Tuesday's rally."


  Ambassador Shen nodded. Then he grinned in his avuncular manner and proclaimed, "But enough plots and intrigues for now, Tina. You've had a rough time of it lately, and I found an excellent French cuisine restaurant here in town. Let's go find Mr. Tracey and some of the other staffers and go out for a relaxing, NON-business dinner!"


  * * * *


  [October 12, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "Captain vanVoort!" the pilot screamed over the intercom. "You'd better get up here!"


  The middle-aged Dutchman cursed and vaulted up the ship's steep stairs at a pace he knew he'd pay for the next morning. "This had better not be another customs cutter," he muttered under his increasingly labored breath. The /Waalre Star/ had already run into three of those on the way in. All very polite, none demanding bribes or anything unreasonable, but all still very very annoying.


  As he reached the bridge and looked in the direction the pilot was pointing, he blinked.


  "Sea monsters? Again?"


  The /Waalre Star/ had been nowhere near the planet-circling serpent at the time it rose up, but vanVoort had heard about it. Everyone had heard about it, but especially those who made their living on the ocean. The island attacks had gotten all the press, but five freighters and a dozen fishing boats had been sunk by that damn thing.


  The tug that had been sent out to guide his ship into the mouth of the Singapore River was being buffetted on all sides by strange beasts, with the heads of lions and the bodies of small whales.


  "Damn, merlions!" vanVoort hissed. "Damn Chinese bred the damn things then took the damn control units with them when they damn well buggered off. Damn." There was actually a bounty on the chimaera-spawn, but far more ships had been sunk for their troubles than had collected even a single bounty. SEATO kept saying they were training a supernormal team to deal with the problem, but the team was always "almost ready". Damn.


  "Jansen, full about, back for open water. We'll try again next high tide," vanVoort ordered.


  The pilot looked relieved and nodded. "Aye, captain."


  It was a very good thing that Lloyd's of London covered delays caused by sea monsters, vanVoort reflected.


  * * * *


  [October 14, 2025 - Kathmandu, Nepal]


  The applause slowly died as the Western Dragon stood at the podium and acknowledged the accolades of the crowd. From her position in the "royal box" flanking the stage, Tina could see the various defensive precautions that were carefully designed to be invisible to the crowd...and more importantly, to the cameras that would provide the limited and tightly edited clips to the media. Rapid-deploying sheets of armorplas, active radar systems and magnetometers, white noise generators to blunt focused sonic attacks, a powerful Tesla coil to generate a field that would draw away the charged particle beams favored by several alien races...the gamut. There was even a young woman crouched out of sight who reportedly could teleport others a short distance, for emergency evac.


  In short, the Western Dragon was certainly taking every reasonable precaution against another assassination attempt, and a few unreasonable ones besides. Not that this helped establish whether she was also behind the attempts on her life.


  "My people, I am gladdened to see so many of you here," the Western Dragon started. She paused to wait out another round of applause and cheering.


  Except she didn't have to wait as long as she apparently had expected to. Very carefully masking a look of disappointment that Tina only caught because she was watching the Dragon very closely, she continued. "I assure you that our enemies' attempts on my life and those of our honored guests have failed miserably, and only show how desperate they are to crush what we have built here," she gestured at Tina and Grind. There were some obligatory boos and hisses at the mention of enemies, but again the Western Dragon seemed disappointed by the lack of stronger reaction. "They are cowards, who prefer the dagger in the night to a sword in the daytime!" she shouted, and this seemed to get the crowd pumped up to her satisfaction.


  Grind nudged Tina slightly once the crowd's attention was fixed back on the Western Dragon. Holding his left palm so that only she could see it, he sketched the shape of an anchor with his right index finger.


  Tina tuned out the Western Dragon's speech as she processed this. An Anchor was in the crowd, shutting down the Dragon's psi talent, and one of the subtle sensors Grind carried on his person had triggered. Anchor detectors tended to be "one shot", devices designed to require a very subtle use of Violation Physics that broke down in the presence of an Anchor. But all they really did was let you know there was one around, no details.


  The crowd was growing puzzled. Most were caught up in the rhetoric, but more and more were wondering why it wasn't the magical experience they'd been told to expect by others who had seen the Western Dragon speak. Seeding in an Anchor was a clever attack, since finding an Anchor in a crowd was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Even STRAFE's Tesla Branch couldn't devise something sensitive enough to do the job without sending everyone past it one at a time.


  "The way to find a needle in a haystack is to simply look at every piece one at a time," Uncle Brower had told her once. Like most of her "uncles", he was university faculty, in this case an archaeologist. He had been trying to explain to her about the care taken in his line of work. Aunt Clark, however, had been listening, and jibed in, "No, the best way is to use a magnet." Trust a physicist to come up with that kind of answer.


  But while there was no such thing as an Anchor-sensitive magnet, Tina realized she had the next best thing.


  She spread her telekinesis out into the crowd, only the lightest of fields, invisible under direct sunlight such as flooded the arena through its translucent dome. Back when her powers had been weakened by her tenuous connection with China and therefore the Premier's super-Anchor effect, she'd concentrated on more subtle uses of telekinesis. Like feeling around via tactile feedback. It wasn't very sensitive, like groping around in heavy mittens, but it was also useless against even the lowest grade Anchor.


  Which meant she expected to feel a hole in the crowd where there was none.


  An advisor was now at the Western Dragon's side, and she paused in her speech to listen to him. Tina guessed that they had an Anchor detector active as well.


  "My people, I apologize for the interruption...but I am told we have an agent of a foreign power in the crowd," the Western Dragon said when she turned back to the podium. "One of the hated Anchors, no doubt sent to bypass our security systems and make another attempt on my life."


  NOW the crowd was energized. Pointing people at an enemy was a tried and true means of getting people to follow you, no psi powers required.


  "This is going to get ugly," Grind muttered, starting to pull the mask of his armor suit out of a pocket. "They're going to start tearing into each other in search of the Anchor."


  "Not if I can help it," Tina gritted her teeth and stood. She could feel where the Anchor was, and prayed he was a low-rated one. China had been particularly hard hit by Rebus's Anchor-killing campaign, and it was unlikely that they had any high-rated Anchors to spare for what could be a suicide mission.


  A golden shield flared to life around her target, a young Chinese man who didn't really look any different from the other ethnic Chinese in the crowd. He dressed like them, wore his hair like them, blended in quite effectively.


  He was also smart enough to know when the frying pan was preferable to the fire, and Tina lifted him with ease as he held in his Anchor effect. He was shouting something, but between the roar of the crowd and the muffling effect of the TK aura around him, it couldn't be made out.


  "He's accusing the Western Dragon of being a psi," Grind muttered in her ear. Of *course* Grind could lip-read Chinese. "More or less, anyway. The classical Mandarin China uses now doesn't have a word for that, so he's calling her a spirit."


  In moments, the Anchor was in the custody of several well-armed and highly trained men, and the Western Dragon was calming the crowd with her words. And, no doubt, her telepathic powers.


  * * * *


  [October 15, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  Dan Deere wasn't as good as his sister Julie, George thought to himself as he watched Geode step nervously up to the podium, but he wasn't half bad at designing superhero uniforms. Deere had taken George's basic ideas and run with them, bringing in a hint of an Egyptian motif in the process. The blank gold mask's shape reminded George of the famous bust of Nefertiti, and the jacket and skirt also had hints of ancient Egyptian royal garb. Aside from being visually striking, the motifs also helped with misdirection.


  There had been a large influx of Egyptian immigrants to the United States in the early 1990s as an odd and still unexplained side effect of one of the plots by the supervillain Sutekh, and most of them had remained devout Moslems and thus untouched by the vanishings of July 6, 1998. All very strange, but it made it easier to mislead people into thinking Geode was Egyptian.


  Simone Gayle stood next to Geode at the podium, and was clearly going to be doing most of the talking. In the audience were a handful of reporters and loggers for outlets George knew to be, well, tools of the state, to use maverick newsman O'Ryan's sneering description. They were uncontroversial, safe, and willing to parrot the government's talking points in exchange for the "prestige" of attendance at live events like this one. There was also at least one fashion reporter in the small group, no doubt at Deere's request.


  "Thank you for coming on this sunny Wednesday afternoon," Agent Gayle opened. "As you probably know, not all Supernormals express their abilities as children. Such is the case with the woman at my side, who prefers to be known as Geode. She will be training with the Academy of Super-Heroes directly for the next few months to help her acclimate to her powers and determine where she should be placed at the Academy in Wisconsin Sector when the new term starts in January.


  "This little conference is meant in part to be an introduction, because we believe that she will likely be ready to take a more public role in a relatively short time. But it is also intended to spread the word of a request she has of the press and the public. Geode?"


  The statuesque woman shyly stepped to the fore. "I am from a very private family, who wish only to serve Allah quietly and in peace. I have been given a great gift, and have a responsibility to use it to help others, but the rest of my family still does not wish to be famous. Please, be kind to them and do not try to find out who I am."


  Gayle put a hand on Geode's shoulder and nodded. "Don't worry, there's nothing sinister about her family, they're just regular people who don't want to be in the media spotlight like some supernormals' families." George quirked an eyebrow at that, recalling the media circus that swirled around the Taylor house in the months after JakZak took on the mantle of Solar Max.


  The reporters were allowed to start asking questions, but George just tuned it out. Just fluff, really. The tame reporters knew better than to ask hard questions. The feral reporters like O'Ryan might try digging some, but they'd have trouble finding anything. That in itself would be suspicious, but the fact was that there were a lot more stories out there than reporters who would doggedly pursue them. Gayle had just warned off the casual vultures, and that would probably be enough. It would have to be enough.


  * * * *


  [October 18, 2025 - Kathmandu, Nepal]


  "What's he saying?" Tina asked Grind as the two observed the interrogation of the Anchor. "I mean, it sounds like Mandarin, but I can barely pick out one word in four. He's being a jerk and pushing his Anchor to full, so my translator implant isn't working."


  "Classical Mandarin," Grind shrugged. "Not the simplified Mandarin still spoken in China when you were born. They've been pushing for a return to the language of the past for a couple decades now, eliminating modern words like psionic or even the power-dampening sense of Anchor. Gave me a royal headache when I was in Singapore a few years back, even though the person I was talking to was old enough to have learned simplified Mandarin as a child...he just couldn't remember important terms like 'Pranir'. [STRAFE #1-4 - Ed.] Anyway, he's claiming he's a citizen of Nepal, and he quit his job as an official Anchor before Nepal broke away. He says he just wanted to see the Western Dragon speak with his own eyes."


  "And I can tell that story's not washing," Tina nodded down to the interrogators on the other side of the one-way glass. "CAC laws require that Anchors register, and he's not registered, I'm guessing. Or they never would have let him get that close."


  Grind nodded. "He has all the correct papers other than that, though, but they're probably faked. It'll take a while for them to do the legwork to prove that the computers were tampered with, though. We're not going to see anything more here for now, let's go."


  This was Grind's way of saying he wanted to talk where their hosts couldn't overhear. Tina was pretty sure she knew what he wanted to talk about, too.


  Once they were outside in the brisk and wintry air, he pulled on his mask, ostensibly against the cold. Tina followed suit with a regular ski mask that covered her lips. No sense in letting lipreaders pick up on them, and it was getting a bit chilly even for a supernormal.


  "I've got my white noise jammer on," Grind finally indicated. "Unless they're being extremely convoluted and taking unnecessary risks, I don't think the Western Dragon or her people are behind this one."


  "I agree. Risking serious injury in an assassination attempt is one thing. After all, if she's a paranormal, she can take more punishment than most. But this seemed to be more along the lines of character assassination, and blowing her secret powers into the open."


  "And yet, while there would definitely be backlash from the revelation," Grind pointed out, "I don't think it would totally destroy Western Dragon's ability to run things and keep the Central Asian Confederation together. Just like the mecha-dragon attack might have hurt her, but not killed her."


  "So we're back to China?" Tina shivered slightly, and told herself it was the wind.


  Grind nodded. "But it still seems odd. If China really wanted the CAC thrown into chaos, they could certainly do more than they have without leaving themselves any more open to retribution or international rebuke. It still feels like whoever is behind this wants a hammerblow, but not a deathblow."


  Tina puzzled over that as they continued walking in silence for a few minutes. Then her handcomp purred, and she pulled it out of the insulated pocket on her hip. She had a voice communication.


  "Hello?" she said as she held the device to her ear.


  "Breaker, this is Solar Max," came the voice at the other end. The fact he was using codenames meant this was not a social call.


  "Yes...?"


  "If you feel up to it, I'd like you to come off the reserve list. We have a request from SEATO to send someone to Singapore to help with a problem they're having, and since you're already geared up to deal with the region, I figured I'd offer it to you first. If you think you're ready to come back to active duty, that is."


  Tina laughed. "I could use a break from this sabbatical," she replied, then turned to Grind. "JakZak wants me to do some diplomacy in Singapore. Do you think you could do without me?"


  Grind nodded. "Probably the Merlion problem Cook sent me reports on. Sure, I think I can cope here. Besides, I just had a thought on this whole issue," he gestured as if to take in the entirety of Asia. "What if the CAC and SEATO aren't really independent? What if the People's Republic of China just set them up as puppets to quell and channel dissent until they were ready to reabsorb the nations?"


  "Letting a thousand flowers bloom, then sending in the lawnmowers," Tina nodded. She turned back to her handcomp, "I'm up for it, Solar Max. Let me say my official goodbyes, then I'll get on the next flight for Singapore."


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  #55 takes Tina to the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization to help Grind investigate his theory about the "breakaway" republics (and deal with a little Merlion problem), and finds the hosts "Eager To Please"!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  All of the astrology stuff in the opening scene came from the websites of actual believers. The astronomy stuff came from NASA. And if you've been reading all the ASH Universe titles, you probably know where the dark spot on Venus came from.


  Here's a merlion statue: http://www.cs.ndsu.nodak.edu/~lim/merlion.html Singapore is essentially a river port, with the harbor being near the mouth of the Singapore River.


  Yes, "Dan Deere" is a stage name, just as Juliana Silvestri is.


  The line about Egyptian immigrants isn't just throwaway, by the way, it's a plot hook for a possible later story. I may give it to someone interested in writing an ASH-Universe title, since it'll be at least 8 more issues before I could really tackle it in ASH myself.


  For those who haven't read STRAFE in a while, the "Cook" referred to in the last scene is Bill Cook, who works for the United World Security Council and is essentially the guy who tells STRAFE what the UW would like them to do.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #55 -"Some Assembly Required"


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows a quartet of new heroes fighting against anunusually large merlion: a man with a gun, a flying lightning-caster in robes, a giant woman and some sort of powersuitedperson. Cover copy shouts, "HEROES ASSEMBLED!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [October 23, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  Commando fired his alien-manufactured energy carbine at the monster, but the spray it was kicking up diffused the beam to the point of uselessness.


  "Watch where you are shooting!" Giantess shouted at the Myanmari hero. She stood at her full height of twenty meters, wrestling with one of the larger Merlions, and not having much luck. Her ultra-elastic costume was starting to show a number of tears from exertion, although not enough to threaten modesty. Still, the towering filipino was clearly irritated at the whole situation.


  "I'm doing the best I can with the boat rocking like this," Commando shot back, his red and blue uniform drenched and his short black hair plastered to his head. "It's not like I can fly and get closer like the others!"


  Thunderer guffawed, a sound that rumbled like his namesake phenomenon. The robed Cambodian pointed his iron staff at another merlion and loosed a lightning bolt at the creature, but the mineral-rich river water was conductive enough that the monster barely felt the attack. "Flying is no guarantee of success, Commando," he added.


  The merlion leapt from the water, snapping at Thunderer with its leonine jaws, only to be rewarded with a swat across the nose with the hero's staff. The charge conducted by the staff was enough to stun the creature, which fell limply back into the water.


  "It is sometimes necessary to get up close," Thunderer chuckled.


  "I've got it," Microchip chimed in, flying over to the stunned merlion and firing a net on the end of a cable from one of the boxes strapped to his green and gold armor. He started pulling the merlion towards shore. "Try not to hit any others so hard, Thunderer," he advised. "We're supposed to capture these things alive."


  "Tell that to THEM!" Giantess snarled, finally giving up and letting go of her merlion, which had started to dig its claws into her flesh. Swearing in Spanish, Giantess took two mighty steps to shore, then shrank down to her normal height of just under two meters. The injuries faded to faint red lines, and her previously skin-tight uniform was now baggy and flowing.


  Suddenly, a mighty tail surged out of the water and smashed into Thunderer, knocking him past Microchip and high over Commando.


  Microchip cut his line and tossed the end to Giantess. "Take this! I've got Thunderer!"


  "Wait, I need a minute before I can grow again..." she started to protest, before being almost yanked into the water before she could let go of the cable.


  The video display paused.


  "I take it that things didn't get any better?" Tina asked Minister Chiang.


  The representative of SEATO shook his head sadly. "No one was seriously injured, but neither were any of the merlions captured. Unfortunately, as you can see, our Assembly of Heroes has not yet..." he paused, searching for a word.


  "Assembled?" Tina offered, with a smirk.


  "Well, I think I was going to say 'gelled', but the irony is palpable, yes. The members of the team were only finally chosen a few months ago, and while they are aware of each other's capabilities, awareness is not the same as being able to work well as a team. I would have preferred to not send them into action at all before the end of the year, but the public was clamoring for a solution to the merlion issue."


  Tina nodded. The most popular theory was that the merlions were leftovers from the Nineties, true-breeding offspring of one of the greater mythical monsters. The People's Republic of China had devised a control mechanism [STRAFE #4 - Ed.] but had taken it with them when Singapore broke away from Chinese hegemony. Unfortunately, they were still living examples of the city-state's national symbol, so the easy way out of killing them was not an option.


  "So, what do you expect me to do? Show them how it's done?" Tina asked.


  "Yes."


  Tina paused, biting down her reflexive response. She was supposed to be a diplomat here. "How, exactly?"


  "Miss Li, we do not have a tradition of supernormal teams here in SEATO, having spent the last generation under the fringes of the Chinese Anchor Effect. Plus, most of our more promising heroes prior to that emigrated to the United States or Japan. We have attempted to adapt military training to the problem, but it is an obvious fact that a supernormal team does not function in the same manner as a ranger or airborne squad. You may well protest that your experience is limited in the matter, but ours is non- existent."


  "I'm honored, but I don't think I can commit to the months of training this is going to take," Tina replied.


  Minister Chiang shook his head. "I am aware of that. But in the wake of this...debacle," he gestured at the paused video display, "the Assembly of Heroes needs to 'get back on the horse' as Americans say. If you can help them work together to succeed in this one thing, it will go a long way towards their development as a team." After pausing for a beat, he added, "And it will also earn the North American Combine the gratitude of the SouthEast Asian Treaty Organization."


  Tina tried not to sigh. "All right, I'll see what I can work out with them." The arguments made some sense, she thought, but were they really that unable to figure out how to do this on their own? Or was this just an attempt to suck up to her, and through her, the Combine?


  * * * *


  [October 24, 2025 - Istanbul, Turkey]


  "I kept meaning to visit some of the places mentioned in Lysistrata's scroll [seen in ASH #23 - Ed.]," Arin mused, "but I never got around to it. And now it's too late."


  She, Aaron and Peter were on the shore of the Dardanelles, looking west at the increasingly fortified border between Turkey and the Kingdom of Q'Nos.


  "Not all missed opportunities are lost forever, Arin," Aaron countered, a smile tugging up at the corners of his mouth. "Give it time. Q'Nos may fall. Or he may even surprise us all and become a responsible tyrant, normalizing relationships with the rest of the world."


  Peter cleared his throat. "Ah, I wouldn't bet on that happening any time soon."


  The two supernormals turned to look at the satyr. "I don't suppose you have any inside information on the matter?" Aaron asked.


  "Well, y'see, it's like this," Peter avoided making eye contact with the others. "Q'Nos was trying to blackmail me inta being a double agent. And his people are still putting pressure on me about it. Not exactly a friendly, responsible sort of thing."


  There was a silent pause, that Arin finally broke. "How does someone blackmail a satyr? Were you caught being chaste?"


  "Ha ha," Peter sneered. "A little thing called statutory rape, and my not knowing that there isn't a national age of consent in your patchwork country."


  The humor drained out of the situation.


  "They were eighteen. The sector said it had to be nineteen. I've talked to a lawyer, though, and it looks like the sector's in violation of some clause or other in the Combine Constitution. So I ain't goin' to jail over this, but I'm told the publicity wouldn't be too great fer you guys," Peter explained.


  "So...what now?" Aaron asked.


  Peter shrugged. "Q'Nos's guys'll probably lay off now, since there's no real threat they can hold over my head. But they might go ahead anyway, just to dig at you guys. The lawyer lady suggested I stop spending time on ASH property, just in case."


  "I don't know if that's really necessary," Arin countered. "I mean, the people who are going to be riled up by this sort of publicity are already about as offended as humanly possible just because you exist in the first place. Trust me, I grew up with that kind of person. I grew up AS that kind of person."


  "Well, the lawyer was more worried about the perception that I mighta given in to the blackmail at some point. Especially since I'm one of Those Kind," he jerked a thumb in the direction of Hellas. "It ain't the bluehairs I'm worried about, it's the paranoid military types. With guns."


  Arin smiled and tousled Peter's curly hair as if he were a small child. "Well, I guess you'll just have to wait it out. Good thing you're out of the country, right?"


  And if she was worried that Peter had possibly betrayed her before coming clean about it, she didn't show it.


  * * * *


  [October 25, 2025 - Montreal]


  There was a faint "tick" and Omar al Akbar al Hajj felt the floor shudder a little.


  "Success! Glory to Allah," he smiled. The dozen or so men and women in the small mosque cheered.


  It had taken months of work to create the movable mosque, geared to slowly rotate and always point towards Mecca...and Earth itself. And they had only been able to start the work once it had been learned from a small number of visitors that they were even off the planet in the first place. In the early months, after the chaos had subsided, Montreal's Moslem community had thought they were merely trapped under a dome, that east was still east, and their prayers still directed towards Mecca.


  But now, thanks to months of careful observation of the brightness that filtered through the dome, astronomers had been able to compute where on Venus they were located, and from that the direction of Earth. A pole set inside the mihrab bay opposite the entrance had a small blue sphere that rose and fell to indicate the exact direction, at least when Earth was above the horizon, but the kibla, the center line of the mosque itself, was sufficient for daily prayers.


  "Our city has endured much," Omar addressed the group after the cheering died down. "Tens of thousands dying of starvation before crops could be planted. Of thirst before the pumping stations could be restarted. Of fire, as men driven mad by the unknown sought solace in destruction. But we survivors have placed our lives in the hands of Allah, and now we can once again properly give Him thanks for what He has granted us."


  True, the project was not complete. Omar envisioned semaphore stations placed around the edges of the dome, with flags raising to indicate the direction of Earth, but even with the help from unbelievers, it would be months yet before that was completed.


  But the faithful had reason to believe now that they could no longer merely survive...they could thrive.


  * * * *


  [October 25, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  Tina mentally reviewed the files she'd read on the Assembly before stepping into the room where they waited for her.


  Commando was nominally the leader, mainly because the shining hero of Myanmar was the only one with significant military training. He really had been part of a commando unit before his Grind-style powers had manifested. Unfortunately, he had all the leadership skills of a rock. The fact that his uniform incorporated elements of Myanmar's flag (including the rather busy seal of an ear of rice over a cog surrounded by stars) indicated they they wanted him to be your basic patriotic warrior hero, and he was trying his best. He just didn't inspire. He'd been outfitted with a Pranir-made Tsaran carbine, a knockoff of a standard Santari weapon, but had been promised something better. Eventually.


  Giantess might have a better shot at being an inspiring leader if she wasn't so fixated on her appearance. When she grew, she added mass from some unknown source, but when she shrank back down her body kept the "best" of the matter, healing most of her injuries in the process. But it keyed on her DNA, and the first time she used her power it undid extensive plastic surgery she'd had on her face and breasts. Not that she was ugly now, but Miss Teen Plastic Surgery Beauty or whatever her title was from 2021 couldn't stand to look plain. So, even though her mask didn't always stretch properly, blinding her for crucial seconds after she grew, she insisted on wearing it. Anyway, she had the charisma and force of personality to be an inspiring leader, she just needed to get over herself.


  Thunderer was a weird case. According to the files, the blustering "happy warrior" thing she saw on the video was all an act. The Cambodian ex-monk was painfully shy and uncomfortable outside of the monastery, but managed to put on a good game face when "on stage". Force him to interact socially rather than in combat, and he'd have trouble not curling up into a little ball. Worse, his anxiety would interact with his minor weather control powers in unpredictable (but usually bad) ways.


  Finally there was Microchip, who by all accounts was remarkably well- adjusted, if a major tech geek. Remarkable, because he wasn't wearing a suit of powerarmor like people thought he did. When the Premier had died, Microchip had shrunk immediately and permanently to a height of ten centimeters, something you'd think would involve some serious emotional issues. He rode in the dome-like head of his suit, piloting it more like one of those giant robots popular in Japan a generation ago. Microchip was also the most comfortable with the situation of this mission, since he was a Singapore native.


  Of the four, Microchip was probably the only one close to having the right temperment to lead, but historically it was a bad idea to put the team's techie in charge. It tended to lead to elaborate plans with horrible execution.


  Tina sighed. There were millions upon millions of people in SEATO. Couldn't even ONE of them developed both powers and a leader-style personality? Maybe they did need her after all, and it wasn't just a dodge.


  She stepped into the room.


  "Good afternoon, everyone," she addressed them in English, which SEATO had settled on as an official second language. "My name is Christina Li, but my codename is Breaker, and that's what you'll be calling me from now on. Your government asked my government for help in whipping you into shape to pull off at least one successful mission, and that's what I'm going to do. Or break you in trying."


  * * * *


  [October 27, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  "Why are we here?" Geode looked around the outdoor cafe in obvious discomfort. "I do not eat, you do not eat."


  Beacon chuckled. "And if we weren't celebrities, the management might have a problem with that. We're here to be seen in public, just socialize and keep people from thinking that we all just hide in our fortresses and come out only to fight villains."


  "You are celebrity, maybe. I just want to hide in my fortress," Geode countered.


  "Hiding in plain sight is a time-honored tactic. The privacy systems at this table, plus the widget I brought with me, will make sure we're only seen, not overheard...perfectly normal for celebrities. And, to be honest, anyone with powers is a potential celebrity here. I'm just helping you get used to it in small do...what's that?"


  The elegant and totally untouched glasses of water on the table started to shake. People around them, their voices muffled by the privacy systems, murmured in concern. A few seemed disdainful of those who were reacting more strongly to the now-obvious earthquake.


  If Geode had an expression behind her blank gold mask, though, you couldn't have guessed it from how she sat stock-still for those moments of trembling ground.


  Then things settled down, and everyone went back to what they had been doing.


  "Good thing it was just a small one," Beacon relaxed. "Quake cleanup wasn't really the sort of publicity I wanted to get you," he joked.


  "Yes. It is a good thing it was not worse," Geode agreed, her tone unreadable.


  * * * *


  [October 31, 2025 - Rheinlander, Wisconsin Sector]


  A Hodag strolled past Tom, a cup of punch clutched incongruously in one of its bull-like horns. Some shapeshifters just enjoyed Halloween too much, he reflected.


  "It's good to get off the rez," Boomer Hodgson slapped Tom on the back. "So, how's your semester going, old man?"


  Tom smirked. Biologically, Boomer was a year or so older than he was. And the fact that he was dressed up as Einstein made him look even older than that. "Nice and slow. Nothing's come up to call me back to active service, so I'm actually all caught up now. Another semester like this, and I should be able to get my Bachelor's. Not that I'm counting on things staying quiet for that long."


  "It never does, you lucky dog."


  "You still doing that Net.Hero thing?" Tom asked before finishing off his soda.


  Boomer shook his head. "Nate's gotten obsessed with the alternate reality he has in his box, but the rest of us are sort of drifting away, getting ready for our own graduations next semester. AJ's looking at the Marshals plan, Tawny's naturally getting ready for some advanced training at MetaPsych, and I'm trying to get an 'in' with STRAFE's Tesla Branch. Say, what are you supposed to be dressed up as, anyway?"


  "Gravitrak...he was in ASH for a while before I joined. I figured it'd be an easy costume, just add a cape and chest symbol to my own Safsuit."


  "Way to be obscure, old-timer. Well, see you later, 'Gravitrak'."


  * * * *


  [November 1, 2025 - outside Lost Angeles, California Sector]


  Dia de los Muertos. The Day of the Dead. A day when it was traditional to visit the graves of your departed loved ones and celebrate their lives.


  But what if there were no graves?


  Los Angeles had suffered significantly when the Big One hit over a decade ago, and many of the dead were still buried in rubble that no one had wanted to pay to clear out. Even today, parts of the city tended to collapse or shift without provocation, making it too dangerous to be worth reclaiming.


  So people had, over the years, built what amounted to an unofficial memorial park, here at the edge of the devastation. It was too close for anyone to want to rebuild, but far enough to be safe. Well, safe enough.


  The remains of the Rodriguez clan and extended cousins and friends had staked out their usual spot on the hilly grounds, although Sara Ana would have been a lot more comfortable with a different location. Say, any place that didn't provide such a good view of the skeleton of the Renaissance Building, the place she'd been crucified by the Revanche [ASH #23-24 - Ed.]. Maybe, once everyone else had gone home, she'd do something about the fact that the partially-completed building still stood. But for now, she had other issues.


  "I still think you should say a prayer for your young man, Howard," Essay's mother insisted.


  "He's not dead," she growled for the fifth or sixth time that day. "He said he'd be back, and I believe him." Even if he WAS dead, he might be able to keep that promise, a little voice in the back of her heart told her.


  Of course, for the fifth or sixth time that day, her mother countered, "If he is still alive, it can't hurt, no? And if he's dead, he needs all the prayer he can get."


  Yet another family argument, Essay sighed. Howie wasn't Catholic. In fact, he was pretty unabashedly pagan, dealing with spirits and stuff. Witchcraft. Mama was sure he'd go to Hell and drag her down with, which was why she hadn't told Mama that their relationship was...not chaste. Mama would probably explode and leave a bigger crater than Arin could.


  Maybe she should say a prayer for him, just in case he was trying to fight his way back from the other side of life and death. It was certainly the day for it.


  But what do you do when there's no grave, no body, and no way of even knowing if he's alive, dead, or somewhere in between? What was the prayer for that?


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  It's time to take another shot at the Merlions, and the SEATO government expresses its gratitude in the story that might end up being titled "Eager to Please"!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  You may have noticed that the title promised for this issue in the "Next Issue" block of #54 is not the one I ended up using. I decided I wanted to start #55 with some action, and that shuffled things around so that the stuff the title referred to wasn't going to kick in fully this issue.


  I came up with the entire Assembly of Heroes while driving around on errands one afternoon, then sketched up their costumes during a seminar the next day. :) In case it wasn't obvious, they're based loosely on the Avengers roster as of Avengers #4, although two Avengers are combined in one Assembler, and some genderswaps happened.


  Giantess's costume presented an interesting challenge, because I've never established any sort of "unstable molecules" type of material. All the giant sized characters in the setting have either been magical, used photonic constructs, or I just didn't give their costuming any thought. I toyed with mesh, holographic cheaty costumes, and finally took someone's suggestion to figure that those puncture-resistant garbage bags currently being marketed could be adapted. Giantess still wants something that does a better job of hiding her face when she's tall, though.


  I got the terms for mosque design from _Mosque_ by David Macaulay. You need to read his books. The kibla is a line that runs down the center of the mosque and points towards Mecca. The spot in the back wall where the kibla passes through is the mihrab, and there's often a small nook at that point, the mihrab bay. The entrance is also along the kibla, opposite from the mihrab.


  Hodags are a legendary critter of northern Wisconsin. The original was a hoax made from wood and metal bits and kept in a pit, but the thing has become something of a mascot of Rheinlander and its surroundings.


  Gravitrak was one of the characters played by the real Tom Dodson in my original ASH campaign. He was later revealed to be a failed clone of Devastator.


  Finally, I typed this entire story with a band-aid on my left index finger, my left thumb, and my right pinky (which, admittedly, rarely hits the keyboard).


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #56 -Eager to Please


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows the Assembly of Heroes, plus Breaker, posing for apicture with a captive merlion, as if this was some sort offishing competition. Giantess is at full height, holding themonster. Her face is not in the shot.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [November 2, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]



  The cliche was that state dinners had an excess of three things: hot air, wannabes, and rubber chicken. Oh, the actual meat supposed to be on the plate might not be chicken, but it wouldn't really matter. You weren't there to eat, you were there to be seen. Either because you were powerful, or because you wanted to become powerful.


  So far, at least, this dinner had surprised Tina by missing the last ingredient. The meal had actually been very good, maybe those rumors about Prime Minister Liebre having a supernormal chef were true.


  Still plenty of hot air and wannabes, of course. And there was a fourth element she had gotten used to watching for, but hadn't seen yet: attempts to kill or humiliate national leaders.


  "...gratitude to our fellow nation, the North American Combine, for not only saving the world from the serpent, but also for their efforts on our behalf recently," Liebre continued. Tina wasn't exactly tuning him out, but she wasn't really focusing on his speech either. She was more interested in the reaction of the diners.


  Clearly, Liebre wasn't a paranormally compelling speaker. He was competent, of course, and might even have been fairly engaging to someone not keeping one eye and one ear out for an attack. Everyone looked like they were paying rapt attention, but that was a show for the cameras. The mood of the room was closer to wary anticipation. There hadn't been any attempts on Liebre's life yet, but news got around, and the word on the (politically connected) street was that if China had been making moves against the Western Dragon, Liebre was an obvious next target.


  There was even some scuttlebutt that Tina was actually a double agent working for China. Just what she needed.


  "And we sincerely hope that this is just the beginning of a long and friendly relationship between the nations of the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization and the North American Combine!" Liebre finished. Tina applauded along with the rest, although her claps made no sound. That's what happens when you wear kinetic damping fabric under evening gloves....


  * * * *


  [November 3, 2025 - Montreal, Venus]


  Phil Benton paused and leaned his pruning hook against the nearest apple tree, taking a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow. It was always warm in Montreal now, under the roiling orange skies held up by Ste. Claudette. It was always daytime, but he never saw the Sun. People who knew about astronomy said that it should have been night by now, that Venus wasn't locked with one side facing the Sun like the Moon always faced Earth, but maybe it was now. Or maybe the Twins provided light during the times of darkness, and it was this magical (holy, said the Sans Rouge) light that accounted for the incredibly rapid growth of plants.


  Phil looked up at the apple tree. It had been a seed about a year ago. Just one of many miracles that had kept the people of Montreal alive.


  Not everything had grown so quickly, though. The waters held in by St. Yvan were essentially empty of fish, which either hadn't reproduced any faster than normal, or had simply not kept up with demand. Nor had any of the other meager food animals kept up with the plants.


  It had been hard giving Spike over, though. He really had loved that mutt, but there hadn't been enough food to keep pets for companionship. And not everyone was unwilling to eat dogs and cats during the lean times. Then again, he wasn't a lonely accountant living in an apartment and bowling alone anymore. Between the shift to an agricultural economy and some aggressive programs put in place by the Sans Rouge, everyone knew their neighbors now. No shortage of companionship, to be sure. He supposed it was partly because the Rouge wanted to make it harder for the remnants of the resistance to hide in plain si...


  rrrrrRRRRRRUMBLE


  The pruning hook fell over, and Phil nearly lost his footing.


  "An earthquake?" he gasped. Nearby orchard workers seemed to be just as confused as he. "Haven't had one of those for months now." There was no moon, no natural way to tell time, but the old names held on.


  "Is everyone okay?" the foreman called out. "Roll call!"


  "Benton fine!" Phil called out, then waited as the others in his group added their voices. No one had been hurt.


  "That was a big one, eh, Jorge?" Phil called over to the foreman. They'd had little quakes on and off for the first few months, later revealed to be the result of the divot of land Montreal sat on settling into the Venusian soil. But this one felt different.


  And Phil was getting kind of sick of "different".


  * * * *


  [November 4, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "Alright, here's the new plan," Breaker announced in her best drill sergeant attitude. "Trying to grab all the merlions at once was clearly more than you four can handle right now." She drove over the indignant responses, "You're not a team, you're a bunch of individuals. Making you into a team is going to take more time than I'm willing to spend, so we're going to try something that uses all your strengths without counting on teamwork.


  "Commando, your job is to swim towards a pod of the merlions and tag one with a tracer, then get out. Then we wait for our target to get separated from the others during hunting, and we can approach just that one. Giantess, you grab it out of the water, then the Thunderer shocks it into submission. Once we get it home, Microchip helps the marine scientists here develop something like the old Chinese control system that we can use to keep merlions away from ships."


  "Hey, what's to keep Thunderer from shocking *me* into submission too?" Giantess demanded. "Really big rubber gloves?"


  Breaker nodded. "Essentially, yes. I'll also be there and help keep the thrashing to a minimum with my telekinesis. Oh, and we could also have had Commando hit the thing with a tranq dart instead, but I was asked to make sure this was fairly flashy, for the news cameras. So lightning it'll be."


  The Thunderer's confident smile didn't show any hint of smugness, but from what Breaker knew about the man, he had to be pleased that he was getting a job that was high-profile and low-risk.


  "Still, this *will* be the trickiest part of the mission, so you and Thunderer are going to practice it with a simulated merlion, Giantess. Commando, Microchip, I've got a few contingency plans I want you to practice at the same time...."


  * * * *


  [November 4, 2025 - Manhattan, Kansas Sector]


  "Is it just me, or does this place get bigger every time I visit you?" Thom O'Ryan gestured to take in Rusty's Last Chance Little Apple Brewpub Annex in one sweep.


  His brother Al chuckled. "Not just you, no. Rusty's has been expanding on and off for decades now. It's just more profitable to fill any given space here in Aggieville," referring to the business district on the southeast side of Kansas State University's main campus, "with a bar than anything else. When an adjacent business goes under, there's a good chance Rusty's will snap up the lease. And when Westloop was having a bad time back when I first came here, the steak and brew place there moved into this part of Rusty's," he thumped the wall. "Anyway, some guys over in the Architecture school have dubbed it a 'Barcology.'"


  Thom snorted and raised his mug. "Cute. Well, today would have been election day under the old system. Here's to democracy, may she rest in peace."


  Al paused in reaching for his own mug. "Come on, it's not that bad. I lived through the bad times too, and while we're still a little behind the democratic ideal, we're doing pretty well. Or do you know something about the Senate's plans that isn't...stupid question. Of course you do."


  Thom took a deep draught of his brew, then put down the mug and wiped his mouth the the back of his sleeve. "No, it's not like that. The system is clunking along about as well as can be expected, and the politicians are no better or worse than they've ever been."


  "Then what?"


  "A supernatural oligarchy is just around the corner, Al. Just look at the Central Asian Confederation for an example. Five'll get you ten that the Western Dragon is a supernatural. And then there's that minotaur running Greece. Give it a few years and we'll have our own supernaturals old enough to run for office...and don't think they'll have a hard time of it."


  "Celebrities have been running for office forever, Thom," Al countered. "There's always a few that get in, but we aren't run by actors in general."


  Thom shook his head, then plucked a sprig of dried white flowers from the centerpiece. "You know what this is?"


  Al blinked. "Flowers? Botany isn't my thing." He had, in fact, avoided plant science in general since his wife had died.


  "Silvenrods. Five years ago, they didn't exist. Then a supernatural with plant powers no one knew she had wished that she didn't have to cut down all the pretty goldenrods in the back yard because of her mother's allergies. Flash of power later, the goldenrods were white, but also non-allergenic and genetically super-dominant. Goldenrods are almost extinct on this continent now, all because of the wish of a young supernatural."


  Al shrugged. "Nice metaphor, but..."


  "It's not just a metaphor, it's a warning, Al. Supernaturals warp reality. They make things happen just by wishing. If they want to run the world, either out of noblesse oblige or more sinister motives, don't you think they'll succeed? The Senate of Silvenrods is only a few years away. And if supernatural start breeding true, like they seem to be..."


  "Wait," Al interjected. "My biology may be rusty, but I thought the Magene didn't follow Mendelian genetics. The Owens Effect can up the odds a bit, but that just means a one in a million shot becomes two in a million."


  "The Owens Effect as you're talking about only applies to normals who want or don't want supernatural kids. Remember, being supernatural means probability bends to your wishes. Not two in a million for them, oh no. More like two in three. Silvenrods, Al."


  Al suddenly felt a great need to drain his mug.


  * * * *


  [November 6, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  JakZak finished reading the reports Tina and Grind had sent back from the CAC, leaned back and massaged his temples. He'd started reading them a while back, but things had gotten kinda hectic. First there was that breakaway paragang that tried to set up shop in Boston, then the weather- controlling kid in Florida, and all the cleanup from that. He just now had found the time to read the report in depth, although skimming the executive summary had been enough to keep him on edge.


  A goddamned shell game.


  Maybe the CAC was independent. Maybe it was a puppet set up to give China plausible deniability. Maybe SEATO was sucking up to the Combine, maybe they really were incompetent...Tina still wasn't sure about that part yet.


  Grind had said JakZak was being groomed for politics. [ASH #41 - Ed.] He really hoped there was something he was supposed to figure out soon, because he couldn't imagine doing all this diplomatic sleight of hand for a career without his brain exploding.


  Cool fingertips caressed his forehead.


  "Slain the paperwork dragon yet," Sarah's voice came from behind him.


  "Pshh," he opened his eyes and turned to face her. "More like a hydra. Cut off one head and two take its place. And fire doesn't help."


  Sarah leaned down and hugged her husband. It was a cold embrace, but the best she could manage, being trapped in a body made of ice. And the sentiment behind it was certainly warm enough. "Come on, get into some nice civvies, let's go out. You've been trapped in this office way too much lately. Even *George* is having more of a social life than you are, and he's...well, George."


  Not to mention no longer flesh and blood either, JakZak filled in the blank. At least Sarah had regained most of her sense of touch, which helped her occasionally forget her own situation.


  "Sure, let me just lock down my files and I'll be right up so you can decide if I own any 'nice civvies' to get into."


  * * * *


  [November 8, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "It's right under my drone," Microchip pointed at the baseball-sized green and gold miniature helicopter making lazy circles over the middle of the river.


  "Right," Giantess nodded, then grew to her full size. Her baggy and diaphanous garments stretched to become skin-tight and quite revealing, and she spent a moment to fix the alignment of her veil-cum-mask. Predictably, it had gotten tangled around her face as she grew. Then she donned the special gloves that had been constructed to fit her maximum size.


  One of Breaker's suggestions to Microchip had been to start looking into a better solution for Giantess's costume once this mission was over. She knew some supernaturals in the TwenCen had been able to make their costumes grow with them, after all. For some, it had been part of their powers, but at least one had gotten his hands on some sort of supertech fabric that did a much better job of stretching than what Giantess was stuck with.


  "Careful of the soft riverbed," Breaker warned. Giantess had practiced on similar surfaces over the past few days, but every spot in the river was different.


  Of course, Giantess sank up to her chest after taking three steps, having hit a particularly bad patch of mud. Fortunately, that had happened a few times in training, and she simply shifted to a shallow breast stroke after freeing her leg.


  "I see it, and I think it sees me," Giantess's voice carried strongly over the water. She stopped and stood just as the merlion breached out of the river, fangs bared and talons slashing at the intruder in its hunting territory. Giantess leaned back to avoid the attack, then waited the split second for the merlion to start to arc back into the water. Her hand darted out at an impressive speed even for someone who wasn't twenty meters tall, and closed around the monster's tail.


  The merlion was a younger female, and the differences in size made it look like Giantess was holding onto a juvenile boa constrictor...albeit one with claws.


  Breaker reached out to surround the beast with her golden aura, slowing its struggles, then shouted, "You're on, Thunderer!"


  In a burst of wind and a rippling of robes, the Cambodian hero flew to the middle of the river where Giantess stood and touched his iron staff to the beast's side. A crackle of electricity was visible even in the bright early afternoon sun, and the merlion's struggles were reduced to weak twitching.


  "All right, everyone, let's get this back to the lab!" Breaker said, hoping that Thunderer hadn't accidentally killed it. In the simulations, he was about fifty-fifty on that count, although he *had* gotten better near the end....


  * * * *


  [November 7, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  George was dancing. He wasn't exactly sure how he'd agreed to it, or why he had the impression that it was really his idea and not Geode's, but there they were, out on the dance floor.


  At least he was light on his feet, he inwardly groaned at his own pun.


  "Am I doing this right?" Geode practically shouted over the heavy dance beat blaring from the speakers. George just nodded...after a brief resurgence of "step-based" dancing that you had to actually learn, the style of "just move around with enthusiasm" had come back into vogue. As long as he avoided the dreaded Eight Stereotypical White Guy Dances, he'd be okay. And as long as Geode moved at all, no problem. After all, she literally had a chiseled hardbody going for her, so even her somewhat inhibited and tentative gyrations were...nice.


  George's body didn't have blood, but he still felt a bit flushed. Of course, from what he'd read in those diaries the professor left him, not to mention some stuff he'd heard about the Taylors, being posthuman wasn't really a barrier to having all of the usual human sensations, assuming you weren't shutting them down yourself for some psychosomatic reason.


  He took Geode's hand and tried a few of the swing moves he'd learned a few years ago on a date that had ended very, very badly. She seemed a bit shocked, but quickly relaxed into it.


  The crowd gave them an even wider berth now that the super-strong lady was being whirled around in circles.


  This one wasn't going to end so badly, George reflected.


  * * * *


  [November 8, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "Well, that didn't end so badly," Tina muttered as she took off her gloves and goggles and set them on the desk in her temporary office. She'd had classes in smaller rooms than this place. It felt like a CEO's lair, with all the technological comforts, an imposing desk for making supplicants feel small, an unreasonably high ceiling, and a view of the river through ceiling-high armorglass windows.


  It had taken half an hour for her guide to go over the basic functions of the office. The concealed bed in one wall was a nice touch, and she had half a mind to rack out here rather than head back to the palatial hotel suite they'd given her. She could only take so much opulence at once, after all.


  Sitting at that imposing desk, she woke up the computer built into its surface and started catching up on a few news and entertainment feeds. Her handcomp was much more secure, but for this she hardly needed security, and the desk machine was so much faster and, well, okay...some opulence she could handle indefinitely.


  "Shiny computer," she chuckled to herself.


  After a few minutes, she stretched, yawned, and then put the computer to bed. "I guess I can live with the presidential suite another night," she muttered, reaching out a golden tendril of energy to pick up her gloves and goggles.


  They dropped back to the desk almost immediately.


  Breaker snapped to alertness, sleep pushed back for later. There was an Anchor nearby.


  It could have been someone working for SEATO, they didn't have the CAC's rabid anti-Anchor sentiment. But in this part of the world, the statement "That Anchor works for the People's Republic of China" was almost always true.


  Quietly, she picked up her goggles and gloves and put them on, then reached out with her telekinetic "touch". Nothing unusual was on the other side of the door now, nor any "hole" where an Anchor might be.


  Breaker decided to play a hunch, and headed for the tank where the merlion was being kept. If the Anchor was a spy, it made sense to go there. Microchip hadn't yet built anything that could be sabotaged, so maybe they wanted to do something to the merlion before it could be fully studied?


  Moments later, she was at the door, tapping in her security code. Her "radar" told her that she'd guessed right, and the Anchor was on the other side.


  Inside, a few graveyard shift technicians were keeping an eye on the merlion, which seemed to be sullenly lurking in one corner of the tank. One was approaching the bin of fish that had been brought in to feed the beast. Only, he was an Anchor, and there was absolutely no reason to assign one of the now-rare power-dampening assets to this job. After all, merlions might be the product of magic, but they were not magical themselves.


  "Excuse me," Breaker called out. "You, by the fishtank. Can I talk to you for a minute?"


  Three things happened at once. The technician spat a phrase in Chinese that Breaker's parents would have been dismayed to know she'd learned in third grade, Breaker felt her telekinetic probes all shut down at once, and the merlion started to thrash around in the tank.


  This, in turn, told her three things.


  One: Yes, this was probably a PRoC spy.


  Two: Microchip must have built something after all, using supertech to keep the merlion passive.


  Three: That "something" wasn't working anymore.


  Breaker shoved the door closed and hit the emergency bar, sounding an alarm and locking down the lab. The spy could probably get out anyway, but why make it easy?


  "You should not have done that," the Anchor snarled as he turned to face Breaker. One hand was in his lab coat, and it came out with a long ceramic knife, just the sort of thing to bypass normal passive detectors. "Now I will have to kill you before I can break out. And without your deviant powers, Miss Li, that should not be too difficult a task for me...."


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  Breaker fights for her life, and even if she survives, she'll still have to face "Bigger Problems"!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  I'd admit to having read almost none of Hunter S. Thompson's actual works, but he's spread a wide shadow over the segments of the media I do follow. From Uncle Duke to Spider Jerusalem to the very thinly veiled version of HST in one of the supplements for Aberrant to the Gonzo Journalist card in Shadowfist, he's always been enough larger than life to bleed over into fiction. Thom S. O'Ryan is my own homage to the man, introduced back in ASH #11 when I needed a muckraking journalist who wasn't afraid to be part of his own story. At the time I created Thom, I didn't know that Hunter was also ex-military, but I certainly don't mind accidentally following reality.


  So, rest in as much peace as you can manage, Hunter S. Thompson.


  The events alluded to in the JakZak scene are not things you've missed, I just wanted to avoid the impression that the off-screen characters had just been twiddling their thumbs during this arc. They're busy too, just not on anything I feel like detailing. :) I suppose if any of you are interested in writing for ASH, you could try filling in some of these blanks as a tryout.


  The second-to-last scene is not a flashback or anything, it's just the magic of time zones. When it's 2 PM in Singapore, it's 10 PM the previous night in San Francisco.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !
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  #57 - Bigger Problems
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  [cover is seen from Breaker's point of view, with her left arm inthe shot, held up in a warding-off pose. She is being chargedby a Chinese man in a labcoat who is brandishing a ceramic knife.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [November 8, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "YAAAAAAA!" screamed the Anchor has he ran at Breaker, his ceramic knife held to slash at her neck.


  In a quick motion, she pulled off the...whatever it was called...that was wrapped around her upper body in lieu of a cape. Her mind was a little too busy to remember what it was called, after all. In a spinning, almost dancing motion, she wrapped the hexagram-patterned length of cloth around her attacker's extended arm and jerked it aside.


  The Anchor looked a bit surprised that Breaker had foiled his strike, but lost no time in swinging up a leg to kick her in the arm, loosening her grip enough that he could snake free.


  "So, not so weak without your powers after all," the Anchor hissed, warily circling her.


  Breaker smiled silently. Her opponent may have been briefed on her, but obviously didn't know that she'd spent most of her life under the Anchor effect of the former Premier of China, as did any other supernaturals who were born in China and moved away. She'd honed what powers she had, and concentrated on the martial arts and improvement of her body, hoping she'd get to be part of one of the superhero teams everyone had known would be formed eventually.


  She swung the cloth at her opponent's arm again, the ballistic weave being little protection against a knife but still weighting it down enough to be an effective weapon. He jerked his blade out of the way, only to widen his eyes in surprise as the loop changed direction and tried to drop around his neck. Only a panicked duck and roll kept him from being ensnared.


  "Not so without-my-powers, either," Breaker grinned as the two disengaged and resumed wary circling. No sense in letting the Anchor know that it had taken all of her strength to perform that little trick. The casual Anchoring she'd grown up in was powerful, but not as strong as having the full attention of a trained Anchor.


  She jumped up in a TK-boosted leap and then hinked in mid-air to land next to the Anchor instead of behind him, but the man was no fool, and she landed right into a powerful kick that sent her skidding across the floor.


  Breaker rolled to her feet, wincing in pain. The kinetic absorption fibers in her uniform were supertech, so they didn't work very well against direct contact with someone who could enforce natural law.


  The Anchor pulled out a handful of smaller ceramic blades and hurled them at Breaker, but she managed to swat them aside with her loop of ballistic cloth. One of them stuck in the weave, and she pulled it out.


  "Here's something my classmate Teller taught me!" she flicked the blade back to its owner, accelerting it and guiding it with what little telekinetic force she could muster.


  He's going to catch it, Breaker realized. He has my measure, he's better than me, and he's going to catch that blade and make me eat it.


  Whether he would have or not would never be known, however, because just then the door burst open and a security team crowded in.


  "Do not move!" the squad leader ordered, distracting the Anchor just long enough for the blade to sink into his shoulder.


  "Thank you for opening the door," he snarled, throwing down a small object that burst in a brilliant white flare.


  Breaker's goggles automatically polarized, but they always took a couple of seconds to depolarize and she tore them off just in time to see the Anchor going out the door over the toppled forms of the security team. Their attempts to get back to their feet kept Breaker from getting through the door herself for crucial seconds.


  "We know he went out the south entrance, since we found an unconscious guard there, but he could just as easily have doubled back in any direction and fled into the streets," the security director told Breaker in an apologetic tone.


  She nodded. "Don't feel too badly about it, you probably saved my life. And the Anchor failed in his mission," she held up a small gray capsule about the size of the last joint of her thumb. "Microchip says it would have interfered with our tests on the merlion, and resulted in a 'control' device that would probably have just driven any other merlion insane with rage."


  Nearby, the tiny hero was outside his human-sized armor and rooting around in the equipment, probably to see if there was any other sabotage.


  "What worries me, though," the security chief countered, "is that the Anchor had valid codes and ID for entering this facility. Codes that were changed only a week ago when it was decided to capture a merlion and study it. If you hadn't been here unexpectedly late to notice an Anchor nearby, no one would have discovered the break-in until it was too late."


  "It worries me too," Breaker nodded. She didn't add that it probably worried her for different reasons entirely.


  * * * *


  [November 10, 2025 - Mexico City, Federal Sector, Mexico]


  Sal sipped at the tiny cup of insanely strong coffee that was the specialty of the cafe. He didn't really like the taste, but...well, it was something one was expected to drink slowly over the course of a long time. It helped him look normal, fit in with the people of the city. Well, as much as a towering mass of muscle could.


  What would his legions of adoring fans think if they knew that he could no longer eat or drink large amounts, nor did he need to? The last time he'd tried to chug a mug of beer, he'd thrown up almost immediately.


  And there'd been blood mixed with the beer. There was blood in his spit now too, and in what little other...stuff...came out of his body. It was as if he was turning permanently into that bag of blood that Caprice had made him during the Battle of Montreal.


  Once, he'd even tried to see if he could will the blood in a glob of spit to return to his body, like he'd willed his arm back together once. He'd stopped when it oozed towards him a little.


  Sal took another sip of the almost syrupy beverage.


  He was going to have to talk to someone about this. Soon.


  * * * *


  [November 11, 2025 - Singapore, SEATO]


  "So, what does the sonar say?" Commando asked over the shoulder of the technician monitoring the test area.


  "Nothing bigger than a fish for the past twenty minutes," came the reply. "During the control measure yesterday at the same time of day, there were seven times when merlions swam through this section of the river. We may not be able to control the things like the Chinese did, but I think it's safe to say we're keeping them away."


  Breaker nodded in satisfaction. "That's really all we need. Set these up in the harbor itself, and on pilot ships to protect craft coming up to the harbor, and you can protect shipping without harming the merlions much. Better than trying to round them all up and put them in a zoo, too."


  "Congratulations are in order for everyone," Mayor Hsien clapped his hands as he stepped into the shaded equipment shack. "Miss Li, I have an invitation from Prime Minister Liebre to extend. He would greatly appreciate it if you would spend a few days as his guest in Manila, so that our alliance can publicly show its gratitude." His smile was a bit too plastic, his stance a little too tense. He had that look of a politician who had been hoping to milk a situation for personal gain only to find that the cow had been taken away by his superiors for their own milking.


  "Of course, Mayor. Tell the Prime Minister I'd be honored." If they were intent on putting on a show for her, she reasoned, best to watch it. What they said might be useless drivel, but what they avoided saying or showing would probably be interesting.


  * * * *


  [November 12, 2025 - Montreal, Venus]


  Jacques Dumont winked at Etienne as he ducked out of the community room of his apartment building. Everyone was supposed to attend the "nightly" social gatherings supervised by the Sans Rouge, but it was an open secret that Jacques had a lover in the next building over. Even Etienne, the Sans Rouge rep, gave a nod and a wink to Jacques's absence once in a while, as long as he wasn't gone too often.


  Tamica Higgins got out of her apartment building with the same excuse, and she met up with Jacques a few minutes after he slipped into the orangely- lit evening. It was only night by consensus, after all...the sky glowed all the time, through the acidic clouds kept at bay by the Twins.


  The designation of "night" wasn't the only fiction, though. Jacques and Tamica weren't lovers at all, although they were careful to act like it when seen together. No, they weren't running off to some private place to screw each other...they were doing it to screw the Sans Rouge.


  "Break the pillars," Jacques whispered when the two reached the door of an abandoned house. The Sans Rouge had tried to gather as much of the surviving population together as possible in apartment buildings and other complexes, the better to conserve resources and keep and eye on the citizenry. Many of the houses on the island had already been stripped of resources, but it would be years before they got to every place, which left the resistance plenty of choices for meetings.


  The door opened, and Jacques and Tamica entered quickly before it was shut by the doorman.


  Fortunately, there were no telepaths among the Sans Rouge, or the resistance would have been ferreted out long ago.


  "I think that makes everyone," Bonhomme Richard said. It wasn't his real name, of course, but no one used real names here if they could avoid it. It would at least slow down captures if the Sans Rouge ever decided to get serious about cracking down. "A few of our number let it be known through the grapevine that they wouldn't be able to attend, those of you who are their contacts know who they are and will be responsible for making sure they get this information as soon as feasible."


  Jacques nodded. He only knew Tamica by name, but there were some missing faces. The entire resistance didn't meet like this very often, since it was insanely dangerous, but it had done so often enough that he knew most of the major figures. Richard was the nominal leader, but dressed in such an outlandish costume at the meetings that there could have been a dozen men taking turns filling the role, including one of the "missing" people.


  "Our friend in the shadows has let me know some interesting and potentially world-shaking information," Richard's grin was visible below his half-mask. He was referring to the NAC Marshal, Sara Jane Howard, who had been in Montreal at the time of the Great Shift. She didn't come to meetings herself, and spent a great deal of time hiding from the Sans Rouge. They might take the resistance lightly, but they hated Howard and the government she represented.


  "It seems that our recent temblors have not had anything to do with subsidence," Bonhomme Richard continued. "Our friend has spent as much time as she dares outside the dome, and nothing looks substantially different. Something else is causing the quakes now."


  "I thought Venus was tectonically inert?" one of the women in the audience interjected. "No earthquakes, no magnetic field, and so forth."


  Tamica nudged Jacques, looking at his watch. It was a sports model with a built-in compass that had been pretty useless since Montreal moved to Venus. Not that he'd really gotten much use out of it before.


  He held it up to the light and checked the needle. It was pointing firmly in one direction, rather than lazing around as it usually did. The abandoned house had no power, so there shouldn't be any magnetism caused by the wiring. Still, he started moving around as conversation continued, to see if someone had a magnet on their person.


  "Excuse me, but what are you doing?" Richard asked Jacques.


  "Hm? Oh...well, if we have earthquakes, maybe Venus isn't inert anymore? So, maybe there's a magnetic field too?" Jacques didn't really know much about geophysics, but he was eager to contribute something to the mystery. "And, um, unless there's a really strong power line nearby, I think there's a magnetic field now."


  There was much hubbub as those with more scientific background than Jacques took over and started examining his compass. They said things like "planetary dynamo" and "magnetopause" and other things he didn't really follow, but they were all rather excited.


  Something was happening to Venus. Something big. Maybe even bigger than the Viaus.


  * * * *


  [November 13, 2025 - Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Atop a hill there stood two gods, surrounded by a throng of mortals. Athena was resplendent in her armor, and Poseidon terrifying in his robes of storm and sea. Oddly, however, Athena's spear was made of living wood, with tendrils and branches twining around it and up her arm, sprouting green leaves.


  "We will found a city here," the leader of the mortals called up to the towering gods, "and we wish a patron. O mighty Athena, o powerful Poseidon, which of you will bless our city with prosperity?"


  "A city needs a source of water, and that is mine to give or withhold," Poseidon proclaimed, striking the rock with his trident. A torrent of water gushed forth, quickly forming a river that swept down into the valley. A great cheer went up from the mortals.


  "Do not be so impressed," Athena countered. "Try to drink that water, and you will find it brackish with salt. For Poseidon only rules the water of the seas, not the water of rivers. My gift will grant you true prosperity," she added, touching the ground with her vine-covered spear.


  An olive tree twisted up out of the stone, crackling the rock into first shards and then sand and finally soil as it grew. More trees sprouted nearby, and then even more, until the hillside was covered in gnarled growth. The crowd roared even more loudly, for they could see that the oil of the olive would be of great use and worth.


  "Hold," Poseidon held up a hand. "Before you declare my niece's the greater gift, I have not get finished."


  The mortals surged back in terror as a tremendous serpent rose from the saltwater river. With a quick slash of his trident, Poseidon opened it from head to tail, its blood rushing out into the river. Yet, the river did not run red.


  "The water is now sweet and fresh as any mountain-fed stream," Poseidon announced. "Build your city here, and you need never fear lack of water in a time of siege or drought."


  "This is indeed a great gift, wave-girded Poseidon," the mortal leader admitted. "But so is that of battle-wise Athena. How are we to choose?"


  "Why choose?" Athena countered, smiling like a parent to a confused child. "Is it so hard to worship two rather than one?"


  Simon Smith awoke with a start, the dream clear in his memory.


  "That's not how the myth ended," he muttered to himself. "Was this a prophecy?"


  He slept no more than night, as he sat up in his bed and tried to make sense of the dream.


  * * * *


  [November 14, 2025 - Manila, the Phillippines, SEATO]


  Tina got off yet another plane, feeling like a traveling sales rep. In a way, she was...she was selling the North American Combine.


  And boy, was Manila buying!


  Sure, you could find the occasional Spanish or Tagalog on signs around the airport, but it was clear that they'd been revamping the concourse recently to make English the most prominent language. With, of course, the occasional "Engrish", she noted as she passed a sign advertising "Heir Cuts". Sounded painful.


  "Breaker! Breaker!"


  A no doubt carefully orchestrated spontaneous rush of teenagers appeared out of nowhere, waving NAC flags or even old American flags. Many of the girls and some of the boys had bleached and dyed their hair in an imitation of Tina's own style, or were wearing buttons with the hexagram Breaker used for an insignia. One particularly frantic girl had the hair, the buttons, two flags and a set of goggles.


  Giantess, who was walking next to Tina, looked more than a little miffed.


  "Don't sweat it, it's all choreographed for the cameras," Tina whispered in an aside.


  "Sweat what?" Giantess hissed back. "I'll still be here long after you're gone and forgotten." Despite the obvious venom in her tone, the former beauty queen never let it touch her veiled face, which held a smile as artificial as her looks had once been.


  Oh yeah, this was going to be a fun trip, Tina thought.


  * * * *


  [November 14, 2025 - Hyperspace]


  He awoke from another session of speed-learn, one of the last useful inventions his people had come up with before settling back and letting the younger races take over. It only worked on T!rir, of course, but his people needed it badly, just to keep up on the rapid changes of the warmbloods.


  "Earth," he said experimentally. The word sounded strange to him, but no stranger than the Santari language he'd learned three molts ago. His mouth wasn't really built for the softer tones of a warmblood palate, but he could make do. And since the inhabitants of Earth couldn't hope to speak the T!rir language without mechanical aid, it would be far easier to satisfy his curiosity if he could speak in theirs. Well, some of theirs. Like many barbaric civilizations, they lacked a unified language, although there were three or four contenders for that title, which was progress. English, Chinese, Eurolac and Arabic seemed to be the most useful, although the tonals of Chinese gave him fits.


  He checked his instruments again, although the solidly and stolidly built T!rir craft could be relied on to perform flawlessly. The Santari may have invented the hyperdrive, but the T!rir could certainly understand and reproduce it. They'd just never been in enough of a hurry to consider that the speed of light could be outraced.


  "And that's the problem," he clicked to himself in his native tongue. "Once something works well enough, we stop. One in a million might be curious enough to push farther, and one in a million of those might have the talent needed to do something important alone."


  He had no illusions...he was a good technician, but he was no inventor. But he *wanted* innovation. And where better to find it than on Earth, an planet that had not only drawn sanction from the Planetary Confederation, but *survived* it? Maybe not all of their inventions worked according to sound scientific principles, but even the fanciful "magic" items could inspire someone in search of inspiration. And he would find one of those inventors and introduce himself.


  Hmm. But as what? His own name was as unpronounceable as any other word in T!rir. He mentally skimmed through the new words he had learned....


  "Mantissa! An excellent pun, if I understand the concept," he clicked his arms together in amusement. In the numerical system that had evolved on Earth, it meant the fractional part of a number, what was left over that did not fit into the nice, neat integer world. As one of the few T!rir younglings to be born in the past century, he certainly fit that definition. He wasn't just another integer fitting into the mold, nor was he yet...whole. And the fact that T!rir bore a vague resemblance to the Earthian creature known as a mantis made it what they called a pun.


  "So, Earth...Mantissa is coming to visit," he buzzed in English.


  * * * *


  [November 15, 2025 - Manila]


  Pilar Quintero, better known as Giantess, put away her palmcomp and pretended to pay attention to the hot air being blown by the Prime Minister. A big "thank you" to little Miss Li and her "invaluable" help.


  Pah.


  The Assembly would have figured out the same plan soon enough without her help. This was all just political sucking up, trying to get the mighty North American Combine to take us under their wing like helpless ducklings! And she had to smile and act like this was all wonderful.


  At least she had Joachim to talk to. She had to be careful about what she said to him online, because she didn't want anyone knowing who she was, but even without going into details she could vent a lot. And he understood, more than the counselors she had to see did. Stupid counselors. Trying to convince her she had inner beauty and all that psychobabble garbage. She'd certainly never told the counselors about Joachim! Joachim understood that it was what was on the outside that people saw, and if you wanted to only have your inner beauty seen, you stayed inside and lived online.


  Not that Pilar had that option. She was a big hero now, she had to go out in public and have everyone see her. Flat chest, big nose, different colored eyes...things she'd had fixed, but now had to just try to cover up.


  Her eyes swept the crowd. Signs were being held up all over the place, most of them probably issued at the door. Lots of Miss Li, of flags, et cetera.


  Wait...there in the cheap seats. Was it...? Yes! Someone was holding up a picture of Pilar!


  As she looked before her powers manifested.


  Beautiful. Perfect. A testament to the surgeon's art.


  He was mocking her.


  Mocking what she'd become.


  A roaring filled Pilar's ears as she saw the crowd shrink away below her. Maybe it was screaming. She didn't care. She'd teach people to mock her!


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  The other shoe has dropped, and it's a size 130EEEEE! Be here for the final issue of the SEATO leg, in "Big Break!"


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/breaker.GIF shows Breaker's costume. The orange bit isn't really a poncho, or a stole, but I don't know what the proper term is. :)


  Mantissa is another of those foreshadowing things, he's not going to play a part in the main plot of the Romance of Three Republics. And I found I really wanted something to separate the last two Manila scenes, this popped up in my (literally) fevered mind.


  The ! in T!rir is a click, and the "rir" sounds more like a grinding engine noise. It's pronounceable by humans, unlike most words in their language.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #58 - Big Break


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows Breaker tumbling through the air towards the viewer,with an enraged Giantess in the background being the clear causeof her uncontrolled flight.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE



  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [November 15, 2025 - Manila, SEATO]


  Breaker turned off her translator implant to better concentrate on sweeping people out of the way of Giantess's feet as the Filipino woman strode angrily towards some target Breaker couldn't make out. Whatever Giantess was shouting, it came out of the implant as a garbled, almost Dadaist, mess. Probably a Chinese/Tagalog creole specific to Pilar's hometown.


  The crowd was panicking, and people were almost definitely being hurt or even killed in the crush. Breaker tried not to think of that...she'd save the ones she could, but she couldn't be everywhere.


  Golden tendrils of energy lashed out from Breaker's hands and encircled Giantess's wrists, slowing the titan's hysterical punches just enough that no one was at ground zero when they landed, smashing most of a section of stands and bloodying Giantess's hands. Unfortunately, Giantess seemed too far beyond reason to shrink down and heal her wounds. More unfortunately, it looked like she could take a lot of punishment in her enraged state.


  "This is going too far!" Prime Minister Liebre muttered, puzzling Breaker for a moment. Time to think about it later...need to neutralize Giantess NOW.


  The arena floor was pretty clear now, so Breaker raced across it in a series of shallow TK-boosted leaps, glowing brightly in an attempt to draw Giantess's attention. It didn't seem to be working...Giantess was tearing through section after section of the stands in an attempt to get at whatever her elusive target was. Even with her left eye covered by that stupid mask, she...


  "Aha!" Breaker shouted, then reached out and pulled Giantess's mask fully over both eyes.


  Now the berserking hero started smashing everything in reach at random.


  "Not really an improvement," Breaker sighed as she jumped in closer, launching a series of telekinetic rams that probably felt like gentle tapping to the towering woman. "Come on! Snap out of it before I have to do something really nasty!" Breaker had trained in a few techniques for doing the maximum possible damage to a living thing with her TK, but she wasn't comfortable with using them even against the truly evil, and certainly not against someone who could very well be under mind control. Or just pushed to her breaking point.


  WHAM!


  A flailing fist smashed into Breaker, and even with a quickly interposed TK shield, she went flying back several meters, landing a little raggedly on her feet.


  "I deserved that," Tina muttered. "That mask is stretched so thin she can still probably see pretty well, even if it keeps people from seeing her face. Okay, time to get nasty...sorry, Pilar."


  A quick golden tendril sliced through the mask in several places, sending it snapping away like a broken rubber band.


  "NOOOOOOOO!" Giantess screamed, throwing both hands in front of her face. "DON'T LOOK AT ME!" And with that, pushed the rest of the way over the edge, she curled into a sobbing ball that slowly shrank until she was almost invisible amidst the rubble she'd created.


  * * * *


  [November 16, 2025 - Montreal, Venus]


  Jeanette was bored.


  She almost laughed at the thought! She was on another planet, helping create the ideal society, free from outside influences like the anglophone Combine. She was living a dream...if not exactly her own dream (the whole "another planet" thing hadn't really occurred to her), it certainly qualified for "really good stuff" status.


  A year or so ago, she and the other members of the Sans Rouge had been fighting a guerrilla war for the liberation of Quebec. Well, to be honest, more of a terrorist campaign. Even with the celebrity of the Viaus bringing additional supernormals to the cause, the Sans Rouge simply didn't have the power to even be a serious guerrilla force.


  She snapped to attention. Work called.


  "Hey, you!" she shouted in French. The man she was addressing flinched a little, but kept walking. She growled to herself...mandatory language lessons were too far along for anyone to pretend they didn't know what she was saying, but people still tried it. Pissed her right off.


  She walked briskly to catch up to the man without looking undignified. "You, there! Let me see your pass!" she called after him. This was one of the depopulated parts of Montreal, and it had been decided recently to keep people out unless they had official business.


  He stopped, and without turning around, replied, "Need pass to cut short?"


  Jeanette groaned to herself. Eventually it would be good to have everyone speaking the right language, but it didn't mean she had to like the transitional period of mangled phrases.


  "Yes, you need a pass. This area is restricted." She finally caught up and grabbed the man's shoulder to force her to face him, rather than walking around the other side.


  It was like looking into a mirror at her younger self.


  Oh, he didn't resemble her or anything. It was his expression. Burning hatred badly covered by a subservient mask. Hatred for authority figures who represented tyrannical rulers.


  She'd spent years of her life "fighting the Man" as her grandfather used to say. Now, clearly, she WAS the Man.


  Jeanette shook it off. "You go back that way, then go around this neighborhood. Take Rue Parisienne," she ordered. "Three blocks that way," she added, pointing. Just in case the man hadn't learned the new name for the street.


  The man sullenly did as he was told, and Jeanette once again wished they could just dynamite all the empty houses and be done with it. But the Committee insisted on not wasting the building materials OR the explosives.


  Too bad they were perfectly fine with wasting Jeanette's time.


  * * * *


  [Movember 16, 2025 - Manila, SEATO]


  Tina sat in a corner booth of a middling-fair restaurant during the lunch rush, nursing a cup of tea with one hand and typing on the keyboard in her lap with the other. The screen projected as a heads-up display that was only visible from her angle and only to someone wearing special contact lenses. Not perfectly secure, but good enough for her needs.


  Tina: File sent. Here's the executive summary...they recovered Giantess's handcomp and found she'd been in contact with a man named Joachim, who'd been reinforcing her psychological problems and generally undermining the work SEATO's psych boys were trying to do with her. And as icing on the cake, her handcomp was broadcasting some sort of mind-influencing harmonics during the rally. Only effective really close up, and only on someone as unbalanced as she was already, but good enough to send her into the next best thing to a psychotic episode.


  Dan: Makes sense. The PRoC has a generation's worth of research on using non-paranormal means to manipulate psychological and emotional states, even leaving aside rumors of "Manchurian Candidate" events in the TwenCen. Skimming files...this highlighted part about Liebre? You're right. That's worrisome. Are you sure of his tone?


  Tina: Yes. It was almost like a child complaining of cheating. Well, not THAT petulant, but in that direction.


  Dan: Right. That would be consistent with some of the things I've been digging up here in the CAC. All of politics is a game, but I've been getting indications that the relations of China and its breakaways are more game-like than is normal.


  Tina: So, where do we go from here? The local authorities are trying to trace "Joachim", but they're dead-ending. Should I come back to the CAC?


  Dan: I think I know who to talk to about that dead end. Stay there. Dig into Liebre as much as you can without getting in trouble. I have some suspicions, but I'd rather not share them yet...I want to see if you come to the same conclusions independently.


  Tina: Right. Signing off, this tape will self-destruct in five seconds. Boom.


  Tina flipped the terminal closed and put it back in its case. She could remove the contact lenses later. "Check, please," she signaled to a nearby waiter.


  * * * *


  [November 17, 2025 - Cyberspace]


  The mercenary adjusted his five-lensed nightvision goggles, then continued his cautious way along the ceiling of the complex. The guards weren't bad at their job, but they weren't great either, which was good. The mercenary really didn't want to have to attack any of them, since they were theoretically on the same side.


  Not that being on the same side meant wanting to share everything you know, yes? That's where the mercenary came in.


  The room where it all went down was empty for now, all the guards remaining outside to keep the scene untouched. And it would stay untouched, at least as far as the locals would be able to tell. The mercenary was that good at his job.


  He quickly recorded all the obvious stuff that even the locals had been able to uncover. Joachim was the name of interest, but only a name. All attempts at tracing him back to his point of origin had dead-ended in nothingness. He was literally the man from Parts Unknown.


  The mercenary raised an eyebrow. Whoever the locals had working for them was pretty good. If Joachim had been anywhere that could be found, the local guy would have found him. But the locals were still thinking ancient times, assuming that Joachim had to be a real person at a real terminal somewhere, much as the mercenary was (not that they'd ever track HIM back to his source...their guy wasn't THAT good).


  But the merc had seen this sort of thing before. Joachim wasn't a person. He was an AI. That meant entirely new rules for tracking.


  The mercenary sniffed out a few promising start points, then carefully backed out of the complex that was Giantess's handcomp surrounded by a SEATO forensic analysis expert system.


  The doorkeeper nodded to the mercenary on his way out, with a faint smile. The expert system was smart enough to know they were both on the same side, and even savvy enough to realize that nothing would be gained by telling its masters about the mercenary. He made a note to do something nice for it later.


  Once out in the forest, the mercenary discarded the video game architecture he'd been using to filter the raw data of cyberspace. Now he needed to track someone across thousands of miles, time for a different architecture better suited to that sort of thing.


  Netwalker mentally flipped through his options. The fox hunt was thorough, but would attract too much attention. And he suspected he could get by on a few juncture traces, rather than having to fully investigate every inch of the virtual landscape. Ah, just the right thing.


  The archaeologist looked out the window of his airplane, watching the Phillipines recede into the distance. Suddenly, the point of view swooped up into the air and became more abstract, his plane sailing across a simplified world globe and trailing a red line.


  The line traced to Singapore, then Phnom Penh, Krung Thep and finally Yangan...Rangoon. A city in a nebulous borderland between the three pieces of what had been PRoC territory until recently, it made sense that an AI might be slipped into SEATO networks from that place. Not that it would necessarily still be resident in a system there, but Netwalker would be able to get fresh spoor at least.


  Getting off the plane, he decided to stay in this architecture for now. It was good for both fighting and investigating, and he could always change later if he needed the mercenary's intrusion skills again. Or even go the old Net.Hero route if he was feeling nostalgic.


  He walked into a seedy bar, which was how the architecture represented a low-security system that tended to be a haven for scum and villainy.


  Stepping up to the bartender, he said, "I'm looking for a guy who goes by Joachim. An arty."


  The room went silent. It may have looked like a bar full of drunks, but every one of those drunks had highly sensitive "ears" out for certain phrases. Most probably triggered on "arty", but intuition (and the ability to internally play back recent events) told him a few had gone silent on "Joachim" instead.


  "Anyone here know about Joachim?" he asked the crowd, grinning lopsidedly while also carefully loosening the whip at his belt.


  A towering mongolian with long mustachios stood up. "And here I thought he was already standing," Netwalker thought.


  "I'm Joachim. What's it to you, American?" he spat the last word as an insult.


  "You pulled a job that got a lot of people killed," Netwalker replied, friendliness frozen and insincere in his voice. "And before I unravel your code and feed you to the vultures, I'd like to know who you're working for."


  The crowd sized up Joachim and Netwalker. Most hurried for the exits, a few ducked behind tables. A couple looked like they were thinking of joining the fight, but they slinked off after a moment as well, having decided that the two meanest hombres in the room were already involved in the fight to come.


  Joachim opened the dance by throwing a table at Netwalker, who ducked under it and flicked out the tip of his whip to snap against the mongolian's face, leaving a painful welt.


  Netwalker rolled up his whip before it could be grabbed and used against him, and picked up a chair, smashing it against Joachim's chest as the two rushed together. Predictably, it had no real effect.


  Joachim grinned. "You're mine now, little man." He grabbed Netwalker in a crushing bear hug before the supernatural could react. "Once I have crushed your shell program, I will devour your source. I will be famous for killing the mightly AI-hunter, Netwalker!"


  "Don't...be...too quick...to...boast...!" Netwalker gasped. "Look... at your...arms."


  The welt left by Netwalker's whip had spread into a webwork of red lines that now covered Joachim's arms and upper torso. The grip slackened, and Netwalker easily slid free.


  "What...?" Joachim sputtered.


  "You don't think I was counting on battering you down with brute force, did you? Like you said, I'm an AI-hunter, and a good hunter uses the right tools. Now. Who sent you to prey upon Giantess?"


  "Who does it look like?" Joachim gestured weakly at his mongolian features as he slumped into a chair, his legs no longer strong enough to support him. "China."


  Netwalker pulled out his whip again, twisting the handle lightly. The one long lash split into nine shorter, barbed lengths. In another architecture it might look like a brainprobe, or an interrogation chair, or something along more whimsical lines. But Joachim had done his best to break the psyche of a woman over the course of months...Netwalker didn't want to sugarcoat the process of data extraction.


  "Let's try that again, with feeling...."


  * * * *


  [November 17, 2025 - Manila, SEATO]


  Sometimes, you just have to search the net the old-fashioned way, Tina mused. "Let's start with the basics."


  ---


  Combine Intelligence Agency Brief: Executive Summary Last updated: 7/25/2025 Name: Liebre, Arturo Jaime Ernesto Jimenez y Birthplace: Claimed to be Malolos, the Phillipines Birth date: Claimed to be 3/13/1973 Note: Official records lost in 1998. Approximately 84% of official records


  in the Phillipines lost that year in the post-July 6 instability.


  Arturo Liebre first came to local prominence in 1997 as an organizing member of the Christian Democratic League (see file), a group dedicated to legally limiting the so-called Godmarket's activities. Due to its religious nature, the CDL survived July 6 better than most other political groups in the country (losing only about a quarter of its leadership in the mass vanishings), and it formed a government in 2004 when the situation in the Phillipines stabilized.


  Liebre's political career has been primarily marked by the guidance of powerful patrons, as he seems to have a talent for finding the strongest figure in a situation and making himself indispensible to them. This meant a great deal of interaction with the People's Republic of China as the Phillipines fell under that polity's hegemony.


  In July 2023, this changed, with the decaptication of Chinese leadership in the nuclear destruction of Beijing. Calling in numerous favors and using his demonstrated talent for finding and allying with power brokers, Liebre rose to the leadership of the CDL in November 2024, followed by election as Prime Minister in April 2025. His first act as Prime Minister was to move that the Phillipines seek closer diplomatic ties with the North American Combine.


  Presuming this act was in character for Liebre and not the bidding of one of his backers, it is likely that he has decided that the Combine represents a better protector than China.


  ---


  "Hm." Tina skimmed the more detailed documents linked in various places to the summary, and nodded. It fit with her personal experiences with the man. He was almost the polar opposite of the Western Dragon, at least until very recently. Older, meeker, worked behind the scenes and sought the protection and patronage of the powerful. Whereas the Western Dragon was young and dynamic, welding a nation together via her sheer force of will. And her paranormal powers. He was the old world, she the new.


  There was a third piece of this puzzle, though. The new Premier of the People's Republic of China.


  ---


  Combine Intelligence Agency Brief: Executive Summary Last updated: 9/12/2025 Name: Niu Jijiang Birthplace: Unknown, phenotype and speech patterns suggest Anhui or Hubei


  Province Birth date: Unknown, appears to be between 45 and 55 years old. Note: Pre-1998 intelligence has identified three men named Niu Jijiang in


  various parts of the PRoC bureaucracy who could be this man. Or he


  could be a fourth Niu Jijiang.


  Due to the closing of the Bamboo Curtain in 1998, we know very little about the current Premier of China. According to information released by the government, he was the governor of Sichuan Province from 2020 through 2023 and honored as a strong and fair administrator.


  In the chaos that followed the deaths of most high-ranking party officials, including Premier Xu, the military temporarily assumed control of the country. Their information control protocol wasn't as good as that of the civilian government, however, and we know that General Yenfei (see file) was accused of being in league with Devastator, and the rest of the military decided to hand control back to civilian authorities as soon as possible in order to concentrate on tending its own house.


  Niu Jijiang came out on top of the struggle among the provincial governors and other surviving party leaders, advocating a return to traditional values as a way to restore the confidence of the people. What has resulted since his rise to leadership in late 2023 is an apparently stable blend of Maoist Communism and Neo-Confucian hierarchical bureaucracy, with Mao worshipped in a style similar to that of Confucian ancestral veneration. International trade has remained minimal, and there is evidence that trade with Pranir has been reduced, but not cut off.


  Niu seems to be respected by the populace, if not necessarily loved, and he has gained the epithet "Ox who will pull our nation forward," based on his policies and the literal translation of Niu ("Ox").


  ---


  "An ox, a dragon and a..." Tina double-checked with a Spanish-to- English dictionary, "hare. Interesting," she muttered. "They've got a quarter of the Chinese Zodiac covered. Not to mention..."


  Her thought was cut off by a ping from her handcomp. Incoming message from Mr. Walker.


  "Hi, Li," Nate smiled from the screen. Odds were, he wasn't using a camera, he was actually telepresenced in her handcomp and just projecting a simulated image.


  "Hi, yourself. Anything interesting on Joachim?"


  "You better believe it. I had to flay him almost down to components, but..."


  "WHAT?"


  "Relax. He's an AI. A rogue, at that. The kill-on-sight variety, under international law. And flaying just means I had to peel away a few layers of disguise code. Anyway, he was created to prey on Giantess's insecurities, like you and Grind thought. But here's the interesting part. The Proccies didn't send him."


  "Who did?"


  "The CAC. He's part of an experimental line designed to let Western Dragon manipulate emotions via communications signals, sent out to do a little wetwork."


  Tina had nothing to say to that for a long moment. It made sense that the Dragon would want that sort of thing...but why would one breakaway attack another? Especially if both were really puppets of the People's Republic?


  "Thanks, Nate. You told Grind yet?"


  "Multitasking it, telling him now. He seems as stunned as you are... although, being Grind, it's almost impossible to tell that he's stunned."


  Tina nodded. "Let him know I'll call him in a bit. I have to think about this some."


  * * * *


  [November 18, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  "My Lord Q'Nos," Simon addressed the minotaur slouching in a backless throne of ancient design. "Have you taken the time to read my report?" he nodded in the direction of the tablet computer resting on a table next to the throne.


  "Astronomy mixed with dreams and portents?" Q'Nos rumbled diffidently. "Yes, yes. It seems that the gods seek to mock me by speaking to you and not to me." His tone was now bitter...after his fall from power millennia ago, Q'Nos had been first prisoner, then exile, and then humiliated as a mere servant of the gods. As a final blow to his ego, he had been trapped in a spatial oubliette by a mere mortal a generation ago, and might still be trapped had that mortal's heir not opened the prison. He did not LIKE the gods, but it clearly rankled him that they did not seem to wish to speak to him, not even to accuse him of hubris.


  Simon did has he had done often enough in recent months, simply ignored the bitterness and self-pity, and continued. "I have had several dreams now of a city founded by two gods...Athena and Poseidon, Artemis and Apollo, Hephaestus and Aphrodite. In my waking hours, however, I have felt compelled to observe the planet Venus, which is behaving in ways inconsistent with the laws of nature. It is in the wrong place. It is dimming. The chemical composition of its atmosphere seems to be changing, although my fragmentary memories of spectrography aren't helping me determine what it is changing INTO.


  "Suffice to say, I think my dreams and my observations may be linked. The gods have their eyes on Venus, and we would do well to take a closer look ourselves, before things become widely known."


  Q'Nos looked curious for the first time in weeks. "How do you propose we take a closer look? We lack the infrastructure for a space program, and I would not trust anyone we could hire out of Khadam."


  "We may not have much of a technological base yet, sire, but we do have much that was left behind by the gods when they abandoned this land a generation ago. Including, I believe, a piece of the rainbow bridge of Eos."


  "That faithless slut?"


  Simon hid a smile. "Well, to be fair, she *was* cursed by Aphrodite in that regard. In any case, her rainbow bridge did touch down a number of places in this land. I believe I can use sympathetic magic to construct a mystic bridge to Venus...Eos is goddess of the dawn, Venus is the dawn star, and such. Plus Aphrodite's curse may even help, although I'd rather not tie any godly curse into my makings."


  "You seem rather dour and dark a man to be working with rainbows, but perhaps something will come of it," Q'Nos mused. "Very well. You may proceed with your plan, using such resources as you see fit. I trust you to stop if it looks like it's all a waste, however."


  Simon bowed. "Thank you, my lord. I believe you will be pleased by the results."


  Very pleased, if Simon's suspicions were correct. Or perhaps immensely *displeased*, depending on the details. The devil was, indeed, in the details.


  * * * *


  [November 20, 2025 - Guam, Pacific State]


  It had been a busy few days. Grind agreed that they needed more information about the PRoC, in light of Netwalker's discovery about Joachim. He'd stay in the CAC and see what else he could ferret out from his end, and Tina would follow the hunch she had about Niu and the other leaders. A paranormal's hunches are often *worth* following.


  Now she was at a black ops base under Guam, speed-learning a dialect of Chinese common in Xinjiang. She'd pose as someone caught outside her home province when it defected to the CAC, looking for work in the once and present capital city Chang'an (known for a while as Xi'an, but changed back to its ancient name by Niu). She'd be helped by one or two of the dozens of "normal" agents the Combine had in China, but otherwise was going to be on her own in the heart of China.


  And...she wasn't terrified of the thought.


  Sure, it was daunting. There was danger there, and it'd be stupid not to be a little afraid. But somewhere along the way, she'd lost that child's terror at the big monster that was China.


  Maybe it was because the China she'd feared had died over two years ago, and running around in its former hegemony had shown her it was really dead. Or maybe it was simply enough that she was facing it and seeing it for what it was...a monster to be sure, but she'd faced plenty of monsters now. The lights had been turned on, and it wasn't so deep-down TERRIFYING anymore.


  Not that it couldn't still eat her whole if she made even the slightest misstep....


  ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  Tina is dropped behind the Bamboo Curtain and has to figure out what's going on before her cover is blown, in "Ox Body Technique"!


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  Originally, Romance of Three Republics was going to be 12 issues, with a four issue arc for each republic. But as I started writing this second arc, it started to look like I'd have to pad out a lot in the PRoC arc, something I didn't want to do. Not to mention, it'd also mean pushing back the payoff for all of this Venus stuff I've been putting into the stories. So, I've decided to reduce that to two issues and the overall arc to ten.


  Netwalker, for those who have only recently started reading (see LNH2023/24 for more about him), is a student at the Academy who has the power to psychically project himself into the internet, filtering the raw data through various "architectures". The opening bit is essentially Splinter Cell, while the rest is obviously an Indiana Jones pastiche. Splinter Cell did get made in the ASH setting, but it came out several years later due to the chaos around the turn of the century. :) Clancy survived 1998, as did at least the people who designed the look and feel of the game. Netwalker is a bit more brutal now, but I figure he's been through some rough stuff since first going into cyberspace.


  Yes, Eos has a rainbow bridge too, although it's more of a personal thing than the highway that Bifrost is. I expect there's a lot of rainbow bridges in mythology, since rainbows look kinda bridge-like.


  Finally, a quick note on language. I originally had Giantess cursing in a "Spanish/Tagalog creole". Martin Phipps pointed out that Tagalog is already a mix of Spanish and another language, so I edited the opening to make it a Chinese/Tagalog creole, which you'd get if there was a Chinese influx into the various territories the PRoC was bringing under its shadow.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================


  #59 - Ox-Body Technique


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover is an homage to the famous scene of the protester in frontof the line of tanks in Tiananmen Square. Breaker is in the roleof the protester, while the tanks have been replaced by a line ofrather large oxen.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [November 24, 2025 - Chang'an, People's Republic of China]



  Everything old is new again, Tina thought as she walked down the streets of China's new capital city, which was also its ancient capital at one point. She was glad her cover identity was that of a country bumpkin refugee in the big city, since it was almost impossible to resist the urge to goggle like a tourist.


  What was the word...ah, right. Chinoiserie. A hundred years ago or so there was a fad to take European-style buildings and add Chinese decorative bits and pieces to them. It got so tacky that the term "chintzy" came from it.


  But Chang'an seemed to know how to merge the styles much more organically. These were more than just Communist-Era concrete blocks with some pagoda-frills. Entire exteriors had been reworked to make the buildings look like they had been created in the Ming Dynasty or even earlier. While the "breakaways" were uneasily blending the 20th and 21st Centuries, the People's Republic was rolling back the calendar, and doing it pretty well.


  Oh, there were still televisions and the occasionally visible wiring and so forth, and the lighting was electric rather than oil. China wasn't abandoning technology, it was too big and had too many enemies to risk that. But they were certainly going to great lengths to create the illusion of a retreat into the medieval past.


  The smells wafting from a nearby restaurant reminded her she hadn't eaten lunch yet...and also reminded her yet again that for the first time in years, she'd missed Thanksgiving with her parents. She'd been able to give them a call from the Guam base, but that was no substitute.


  Tina resolved to solve this mystery and be home for Christmas.


  She ignored that little part of her mind that suggested she might be *dead* by Christmas.


  * * * *


  [November 24, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Milwaukee had undergone a lot of changes in the past generation, as most cities had. It wasn't a shell of its former self, like New York, but it hadn't been a huge metropolis to begin with anyway.


  One thing that hadn't changed was the yeasty smell that covered a big part of town, near the so-called "Miller Valley".


  Nancy Balzer's house was just close enough that if the wind was right she caught a whiff of the beery scent, and it was warm enough thanks to a late Indian Summer that she'd left the windows open a crack to get some "fresh" air.


  It was the change in odor that woke the Anchor nurse up just enough to notice something wrong in Chris's crib.


  Suddenly fully awake, she jumped over to the crib where her foster son slept fitfully...and aged rapidly.


  "Christopher!" she gasped, concentrating to bring the full effect of her paranormal-power-dampening ability to bear. Born with time-control powers he couldn't turn off, Christopher Kelsey had come to live with Nancy because only the constant presence of an Anchor could keep him from dying of old age.


  As she picked Chris up and rocked him back to sleep in her arms, Nancy realized that one of her worst fears had come to pass. Her presence alone was no longer enough to keep the baby safe from himself.


  Careful not to jar the child she had come to think of as her own, Nancy sat down at the small computer console near her bed and started typing an urgent message with her free hand.


  * * * *


  [November 26, 2025 - Chang'an, PRoC]


  Brush held firmly but gently, Tina assembled the elegant grass-style characters that made up her answer to the third question. That she was pressing the brush against a computer screen instead of on rice paper was just another way in which the current administration made concessions to the present while maintining the forms of the past.


  Keyboards existed for standardized Chinese, but they were inelegant affairs, and a stylus was far better. Someone had been very clever to create a physical brush that created on the screen what would be made in ink on paper. Likely an artist made the original, but China had enthusiastically adopted the brush for computer operation.


  A telepathically-implanted crash course let her write in the more archaic Chinese that had been adopted by the government in recent years, but she still relied on habits picked up as a child. Don't think of it as writing, think of it as painting a picture. It is more important in these revived "eight legged" tests to have beautiful calligraphy than it was to answer the questions quickly.


  She paused to rest her hand, and looked ahead to the fourth item. She had no clue what the accepted answer was, despite another telepathic cram course on the subject material.


  No matter. She only had to get a good enough score to get in the door and see if her hunches were right. That there was a reason for this return to the past beyond someone thinking it'd be good propaganda. And a pile of beautifully painted ox dung would do that job well enough....


  * * * *


  [November 27, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Arin fidgeted as the private jet slowly taxied towards the end of the terminal reserved for smaller planes. She'd been making better time than a private citizen would have, thanks to her ASH status, but since it was a purely personal affair she hadn't been able to commandeer a sub-orbital or anything else *really* fast.


  Dreyfus Memorial Hospital was only a few more minutes away after she cleared the gate, but every minute felt like a year. And for Christopher, it could BE a year, for all she knew.


  "Don't panic," she muttered to herself. "They'd have called if anything else happened."


  "Did you say something, ma'am?" the driver asked while they waited for the light to turn green. Dreyfus was within sight.


  "It's green," Arin snapped, instantly regretting it. The driver hadn't done anything to deserve her irritated tone.


  When she looked back on the day later, the whole trip across town, the wait at the admissions desk, the slow and measured walk to Pediatrics... they would all seem like a blurr. Not like the eternity they felt like at the time.


  "Is he..." she blurted out as she entered the private room.


  "Your son is still stable," a doctor in the usual scrubs and coat replied. "Ms. Balzer is resting in the next room, she's had to be awake quite a bit the past few days, but Christopher is in deep sleep and should stay that way for at least a few minutes."


  Arin carefully edged up to the bed, trying not to wake her baby.


  But he wasn't a baby anymore. Sporting a full head of fiery red hair, he had to be a toddler now, or even older. She'd been told about this, but to see it...Arin felt an ache in her heart. She didn't even recognize her own son. She knew this would happen eventually, she freely gave him into Nancy's foster care, but it was still a shock.


  The doctor gestured for her to follow him into the hallway, and she complied.


  "Ms. Kelsey, physically your son is fine, as I told you over the phone. He apparently no longer needs to eat at an accelerated rate during these growth spurts as he did while in utero, so there's no danger he'll starve to death in the blink of an eye."


  Arin let out the breath she'd been holding since she looked at her son. "But? There's a 'but', right?"


  The doctor nodded. "But he's still physically developing in a normal way, which means he's already missed much of his prime learning time, while the brain is still very flexible and making new connections at a greater rate than it will later in life. There is a distinct danger he will overshoot important stages in development, and be unable to do things like learn language or basic socialization. In short, he could become feral."


  "Can't a telepath fix that?"


  "Yes, and we've put in a request to MetaPsych for help. But keep in mind, he can't be Anchored *and* telepathically instructed at the same time. And there's already been some irreparable harm caused to his social development. His foster mother has done as good a job as anyone could hope to, but every time he jumps forward it's as if he spends hours, days or even months utterly alone. That is going to have psychological consequences, no matter what we do."


  Arin shivered, knowing what it was like to be totally alone inside oneself. She wouldn't wish that on an enemy, and certainly not her own son, regardless of the sins of his father.


  "Josh," she whispered. "How far will your madness go, how much will it taint?"


  * * * *


  [November 28, 2025 - Lhasa, Tibet, CAC]


  It's a funny thing about expectations. If someone expects that you will or won't do something, they're often utterly blind to what happens when you go against their expectations. Especially if you're playing a double- or triple-reverse game.


  Grind had a reputation for being a super spy, so one might expect him to be trying to dig up information even on his supposed allies. However, he was a celebrity guest of the Central Asian Confederation, and everyone knew his reputation. So one would expect he would be on his best behavior, as all eyes would be on him. Which meant that if he *did* snoop around, people would dismiss the possibility of him spying, because no one would be that stupid, right?


  Obviously, you could go into multiple "I know you know I know you know that's the case" layers, but few people did that outside of joking about it.


  Therefore, Grind had been able to do an awful lot of snooping, both electronic and old-fashioned chatting up people for information, without anyone calling him on it.


  Now he was in a disused records room, on a terminal that had rather high security access that no one had remembered to revoke, and was finding out all sorts of interesting things. Like how the Western Dragon didn't have a birth record on file, even in the secret and highly restricted files.


  So, either she was hiding that information from even her closest allies, or even she didn't know. If the first, how small was the cadre of people she actually trusted, if it existed at all? If the second...well, that raised all sorts of questions.


  Grind heard the sound of the door opening. Nowhere good to hide, best to play it "dumb".


  "Mister Tracey," one of a pair of security guards said firmly. "The Western Dragon would like to talk to you. In private."


  "Of course, let me just..."


  He was cut off. "Now."


  Two guards, he could probably take them easily. But he had to think in diplomatic terms now. "Fine," he replied, keying the macro he'd set up to wipe all traces of his actions in the system. Not that it was likely to help, but good tradecraft is good tradecraft.


  * * * *


  [November 30, 2025 - Chang'an, PRoC]


  "Hello, Miss Li, if you will follow me?" the clerk gestured to her as she sat among the hundreds of people waiting for the results of their own civil service exams. She'd kept her family name...it was certainly common enough, and guaranteed she wouldn't forget to respond to a cover name...and she didn't plan to get familiar enough with anyone here to be addressed solely by her false personal name of Tianlin 2154.


  As they walked, the clerk spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, with just a hint of a sing-song that suggested he was rattling off a script. "As you are probably aware, Miss Li, Premier Niu has generously extended his hand of patronage to refugees such as yourself, who fled the traitorous rebels of Xinjiang Province. As such, your assignment will be of a slightly greater prestige and honor than your exam scores would normally allow. You are expected to repay the Premier's trust in you by proving yourself to be worthy of the position. You will be allowed to retake the exams in six months' time, and if your scores have improved, you will not be demoted."


  "I am grateful for this boon the Premier has extended to me," Tina replied, bowing her head as she walked. In fact, she hadn't known about any such special treatment being given to those from Xinjiang, although it made a certain amount of sense. Still, while it was nice to be getting a break, she was worried that Grind hadn't contacted her this morning. What if this was all a trap, and he'd already sprung his side?


  The clerk stopped, and Tina was careful not to stop too close to him. "You will be working in this office, helping transcribe old documents from ugly machine type into proper calligraphy. Your exams indicated that this was your strong point," he added in a slightly condescending tone.


  Tina nodded, the gratitude on her face not faked at all. She was in the main government building. She would get to see the sorts of things the government felt needed to be re-stated. That was close enough to the center that she should be able to put some flesh on the skeleton of a theory she and Grind had worked out.


  Now, hopefully her own flesh would stay on its skeleton long enough to figure things out.


  * * * *


  [December 1, 2025 - Montreal, Venus]


  Carlito Piazza plucked ears of corn and stuffed them into his bag, just as the guy to his right and the gal to his left did. One day was much the same as another in the "glorious" city of Montreal.


  Except...it wasn't. Maybe. Rumors had been going around that things were changing outside the dome. The Sans Rouge pigs had been denying this, of course, and punishing anyone they caught spreading the rumors. Nothing harsh, just a reduced ration for a day or two, but enough to show they cared.


  Pluck, stuff. Pluck, stuff.


  "Hey, what's that?" the guy to his right said, pointing to the east.


  Carlito looked to the eternal orange-brown haze that made up the sky. "What...? Wait, I think I...is it losing color?"


  And then, like a set of blinds had been opened, the hazy orange sky *snapped* to a new color.


  Gray.


  The honest gray of stormclouds.


  Nagged by intuition, Carlito whirled around to look to the southwest, where the edge of the dome was visible, where the linked Viaus held in the water of the river.


  He could see land beyond the water's edge, rather than just the haze.


  Then the rain started to fall on the dome and the land around, and the view was obscured again.


  Carlito didn't even realize for a few seconds that he was cheering along with everyone else.


  * * * *


  [December 1, 2025 - Unknown location in Tibet]


  "So, Mister Tracey, what have you found out about me in your time as a guest of the Confederation?" the Western Dragon purred, seated behind a jade- surfaced desk. Dan was in a well-made office chair facing her, with no visible security presence.


  Not that he was naive enough to think he could make it across the desk to her without being stopped in half a dozen ways, should he be stupid enough to try.


  "Nothing, as you must know already. Which is itself something," he calmly replied. He felt like opening up to the leader of the CAC, but he knew that feeling came from outside himself.


  "True, true," she nodded. "I do like my privacy, what little I can get as such a public figure. But surely you must have some theories?"


  "Of course."


  "Would you care to share them with me?"


  Grind paused. The urge to tell all was strong now, but the defenses he had in place against people like Mr. Strings were at least partially effective in this case. "No, not really," he finally said.


  She frowned. She was good at covering it, but Grind caught a hint of pique in that frown. The Western Dragon was used to getting what she wanted from people, her paranormal charisma bending them to her will.


  "Do you think I'm a puppet of the Chinese?" she asked suddenly, increasing the pressure as if hoping to get him to blurt out an answer. He held his tongue, but he must have given some sign in his expression, because she smiled. "No, you don't, do you? Maybe you did at some point, but you've clearly learned enough to see through that layer of the charade. But you wouldn't have kept digging if you took me at face value, either, would you? No, you may have a tendency towards the obsessive, but you know when effort is wasted."


  There was a long and uneasy silence as the two merely stared into each other's eyes.


  Finally, the Western Dragon sighed and looked away. "You aren't going to stop until you find the truth, I can tell that much. I could kill you, but that would cause more problems than it solves. And don't mistake me, I *can* kill you if I want...I am more than I appear to be, even more than you think I am. I can't charm you into being on my side, so I suppose there's only one serious option left.


  "The truth." She stepped back from the desk, and concentrated.


  Dan's eyes widened in surprise. She *was* more than he'd expected, and he'd been expecting quite a bit....


  * * * *


  [December 1, 2025 - Chang'an, PRoC]


  Tina was getting worried. Dan hadn't checked in today either, and she couldn't go asking around for him without risk to her cover. The system of innocuous emails to dummy drops that they were using was safe for simple messages, but no more.


  Nothing to do but go on with her job, then.


  She hadn't done any actual work yet, she was still getting familiar with her duties and the equipment. From what she saw on the desks of her coworkers, though, it looked like the government was starting to slowly introduce the idea that an emperor might be a good idea again. Not really surprising, but good to have confirmed.


  A message popped up on her computer. "Please report to the supervisor's office, Miss Li," the elegant characters read. She nodded, putting the computer on standby. She'd been told to expect a meeting with her immediate superior some time today, when his schedule allowed for it. Strangely spontaneous for such a formal bureaucracy, but she'd been told that current personnel issues forced most management to cover multiple departments.


  Given that much of the government's management structure had turned into free-floating atoms back in '23, this wasn't really that surprising.


  A short walk down the hall took her to the unassuming office of her supervisor, whose name she hadn't even learned yet. There was no name on the door either, it seemed to be more of a temporary office space for visiting officials. Horray for part-time bosses.


  She knocked. "Transcriber Li to see the supervisor?" she spoke into the small intercom box next to the door.


  "Come in," a deep and resonant voice replied.


  Tina opened the door and stepped inside. The door closed smoothly and quietly behind her on its own. Inside the modest office was a fairly standard set of office furniture: simple desk and chair, two chairs for visitors, a computer, a small lockable cabinet, a coatrack. And a man who looked like he could have carried all of the furniture on his back, despite his age.


  Premier Niu.


  "Please, have a seat, Miss Li. Or would you rather I call you Breaker?" he gestured at the empty chairs next to the desk.


  So much for all that work that went into building a cover identity, Tina sighed to herself.


  "I expect you're wondering how I knew who you were?" Niu chuckled as Tina sat down and he followed suit. "Your people did a very good job inserting you, you will have to give them my regards. But I was expecting you to come to Chang'an eventually. When the opposition knows you are coming, it is nearly impossible to stay hidden for long."


  "True. So...what now?" Tina replied.


  Niu shrugged, his massive shoulders turning the simple gesture into something more dramatic. "You are a spy, and I would be within my legal rights to have you executed. But you have not discovered anything of consequence, and you did help save the world on at least one occasion, which I believe should be counted in your favor. I suppose I could simply throw you back, as you are but a small fish in the world of espionage. Perhaps someone in your government would decide they owed me a favor.


  "Of course, you are clearly determined to find something specific, aren't you? You're not really spy material in general, and I'm sure your government would never have sent you on a simple fishing expedition. You are far more useful as a publicity tool. But you are a supernormal, and I expect you could cause a great deal of damage if I simply sent you away with your curiosity undimmed."


  Niu sighed as Tina simply met his gaze silently. "Unfortunately for me, this dilemma has most likely become moot. My spies in the Dragon's court suggest that your ally has likely uncovered our great game already. Better to make sure you know the whole truth before I let you go, or you might do even more damage."


  "Game?" Tina blinked.


  "All of politics is a game, Miss Li. Some of us are simply more honest with ourselves on that score. And I will now be honest with you...."


  =============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  The Romance of Three Republics comes to a (hopefully) shocking end as "The Truth Comes Out"!


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  The title is taken from a "charm" in the Exalted RPG, a very common one everyone's recommended to take. I picked it pretty much because it was the first thing that came to mind as a tie to Premier Niu ("Ox"). Although there are subtler meanings that ended up working into the story. Or maybe I'm just bluffing about that.


  Yes, the May 4 episode of Smallville with the rapidly aging kid did make me think of Chris Kelsey's situation and decide to pick up his plot thread again. :) And I'm sure some readers will note possible Bart Allen parallels as well.


  The "eight-legged" tests dominated the civil service of China for in Ming and Qing (Manchu) eras before the forcible modernization brought by the 20th Century. They were called by that name because they were composed of eight sections that tested the applicant on their ability to memorize the Confucian classics. The 2025 version relies less on rote memorization of Analects, but still retains the form and style of the classic exams. I suppose Mao's sayings enter into it as well.


  If this were a regular comic, the final two scenes would have happened in parallel, with each page split in half and the two scenes running on top and bottom. But doing that in text is far too annoying to make the gimmick worthwhile. I suppose I could have tried two columns, but anyone reading in a proportional font would be out of luck. And editing would have been a royal pain.


  And now for a teaser. I'm thinking of naming the next arc "Time And Space".


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !
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  #60 - The Truth Comes Out


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows Premier Niu, Prime Minister Liebre and the WesternDragon standing on a hilltop, watching as a mushroom cloud risesabove Beijing. "THE ROMANCE OF THREE REPUBLICS CONCLUDES!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak Taylor" / Spacetime Control / ACTIVE


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  [August 12, 2023 - Tibet, People's Republic of China]



  "Show a man at the brink of chaos a glimmer of order, and he will batten on it," a figure said in a tongue not heard on Earth for decades.


  "What was that, brother Ox?" another responded in the same language.


  The aging but still massively-built Niu Jijiang turned to his nervous companion. "Oh, merely musing on how simple it was to reassign almost all of the guards outside our sister's cave, brother Hare. The government may still be in turmoil despite General Hsieh's best efforts, but when a clear and distinct order *is* given, it is still followed without question. Even if it comes from the governor of a province hundreds of miles away."


  "Could you not draw the Anchor away as well?" Arturo Liebre twitched, clearly not looking forward to a fair fight.


  Niu shook his head. "The Anchor is of the Conclave, one of their so-called 'Fetters'. He knows what our sister truly is, and would never leave on orders from a mere governmental official. He answers to the Eye of Horus, now that our Premier is no more. We must deal with him in a purely mundane fashion...but the lack of support will make this simpler. Especially if our recently restored spells can eliminate the remaining handful of mortals first."


  "Fine. Let us act now, brother Ox, before I lose what little nerve I have managed to work up."


  Niu chuckled like a rumble of thunder presaging a storm. "Very well, brother Hare. Let us."


  Liebre scampered away, using the sparse cover of the mountainside to work his way closer to the barracks that were built partially into the rock, next to a natural cave that was sealed by a most unnatural vault door. Repaired cracks in the stone around the door suggested that some very powerful force had attempted to open the vault at one time.


  Once Liebre had reached a point of concealment above the barracks, Niu simply strolled up the narrow mountain road, the hood of his heavy coat pulled up to conceal his face. Nothing could conceal his bulk, but there was no help for that.


  "Halt!" the guard posted in a small and unheated shack next to the road challenged him in modernized Mandarin, stepping out with his rifle aimed squarely at Niu. "This is a forbidden area. Return to your village."


  Niu stopped, and slowly raised his arms while starting to turn. And then squeezed his left fist to fire the drugged dart at the sentry.


  The sentry slapped at his arm, thinking some sort of insect had bitten him. By the time his brain processed what he was seeing and told him that it was no gnat, he was already slumping limply to the ground.


  Of course, the remaining guards had come to attention when they heard the sentry challenge Niu.


  Of course, they were watching, either through windows or on security cameras.


  Of course, they went on alert and emerged from the barracks to deal with this presumably dangerous stranger.


  Of course, this was what Niu and Liebre wanted them to do.


  "Seventy-two form multiplication!" Liebre shouted, and then there was a small horde of copies of the short man, vastly outnumbering the soldiers and subduing them in seconds.


  Which was fortunate, for they vanished a mere eyeblink after the last soldier was down. Niu felt the magic abandon him, leaving him trapped in his current form once more. Fortunately he had been a human when the Premier came to power, or he would have lived the past twenty-odd years as an ox. Either body was permitted by nature, but the change between them was not.


  Standing in the doorway of the barracks was the man responsible for this, wearing the badge of an Anchor in service to the People's Republic of China. Not that this was where his true loyalties lay.


  He said nothing. He simply acted. To him, this was another in a long string of assaults on government installations by newly-awakened Paranormals, which had been happening all over the nation in the month since the Premier died in the atomic destruction of Beijing. Drawing an automatic pistol, he fired at Niu while trying to determine what hidden foe had created all of the duplicates that his Anchor had removed from play.


  Niu jerked slightly at the impact of the bullets, but the Santari-made kinetic weave under his clothing protected him as expected. Had the Anchor used an alien weapon such as a Tsaran blaster, it might have been trickier, but Niu knew the official policy regarding weaponry...except when specifically called for by a mission, always use that which can be maintained with mundane, terrestrial resources. And a Glock 28 was very easy to maintain. But not so useful against alien body armor.


  An extremely mundane and terrestrial noose of hemp dropped from the roof and settled around the Anchor's neck, snapping tight before the man could react. He fired wildly as he was strangled.


  "Pass...code!" the man gasped. "Never...free her...with...out... kkkkkkk...."


  With the Anchor dead, Niu felt his full strength flood back. Casually strolling over to the vault door, he sneered, "I need no pass code, Anchorite filth."


  Bracing himself, he tore the massive door and part of the mountainside away, sending them tumbling down into the valley far below.


  The Western Dragon stretched luxuriantly across the ruined barracks, basking in the summer sunlight, her dozen meters of serpentine coils looping around posts and tumbled stones. "It is SO good to be free of that cave. Thank you, my brothers. But...what took you so long?"


  Niu, who had assumed his natural form of a bull ox for this conversation, ducked his head in an approximation of a bow. "A powerful Anchor held the entire Middle Kingdom in thrall for two decades, sister. Only last month did circumstances make your rescue possible."


  "And, no, we did not kill the Premier," Liebre added. He had retained his human form...he was already unhappy with how much smaller he was than the other two, becoming a rabbit would only make that worse. "Someone else decided to play politics with nuclear weapons. We do not know who, exactly, but we think that General Hsieh...you wouldn't know him...was involved. He was mysteriously called out of Bejing shortly before the explosion, and seemed awfully well prepared to deal with the, ah, fallout of the incident."


  "So, we have a usurper on the much-diminished throne of China?" the Western Dragon arched one frilled and elegant brow. "The Mandate of Heaven is not with this one, I think. And as the only representatives of the Heavenly Court currently on this side of that infernal Barrier, I think we should act to express our displeasure."


  Niu shook his head, flapping his ears at the flies that had started to come to feast on the corpses of the soldiers. "No. As powerful as we are, we are but three. I know what you are thinking, but there are still many Anchors in the government, a direct attack would end with our deaths."


  "Then why bother to free me, if I am not to act?" she demanded.


  "Ah, but we have a different plan, sister Dragon," Liebre smiled. "A game we have been playing in small ways for years, and now see a way to play in larger ways. And it will bring the justice of Heaven to General Hsieh along the way...."


  * * * *


  [December 1, 2025 - Chang'an, PRoC]


  "And so, I returned to my province and began working my way up the corridors of power. Liebre returned to the Phillippines and started rallying the region against China, and the Western Dragon stayed in the west to foment rebellion," Niu explained, speaking English for his listener's benefit. "Within months, I had laid down the means to become the new Premier, and Hsieh and his cabal were dealt with by various means once we found proof that they had collaborated with the one known as Devastator to destroy Beijing. All quietly, of course. And under the cover of the military voluntarily returning power to the civilian government."


  Tina nodded slowly. While she had suspected much of the general outline of what Niu had told her, having it confirmed still put her a bit off- balance.


  "So once we dealt with Hsieh," Niu continued, "we decided to continue the game. See who could run the best nation, according to their preferred philosophy. Hare chose to seek a powerful patron in the Combine. Dragon leads a cult of personality. And I choose to invoke the traditions of this nation, throwing off these shackles of occidental culture that so chafe our national identity."


  "Dismantling the remnants of communism and having yourself declared Emperor, I presume?"


  Niu smiled beatifically. "Of course. Communism was always an ill fit. The Empire was eternal until caught sleeping by the West. It can be eternal again. But before we continue what looks to be a grand philsophical debate, I would like to gather in your cohort, Mister Tracey. He is on his way now in the custody of the Western Dragon, and brother Hare is traveling to Chang'an in secret as well. We must all...talk."


  * * * *


  [December 3, 2025 - Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Simon Smith carefully stepped around a bit of scrub brush and peered into the jagged cliffside, searching for that telltale glimmer of divine power. In one hand he held a box made of carved amber with dull iron fittings, specially enchanted to hold its shimmering contents. Slung from his belt was a set of amber tongs held together with an ivory pin.


  "Ah, there you are," he muttered as he spotted a sliver of green that was never part of a plant of animal. Gingerly, he took the tongs from his belt and reached into the crevice to pluck out the shard of Eos's rainbow that had fallen there a generation ago. The workings of the gods could be as ephemeral as gossamer or as hard as adamant...and sometimes they were both.


  So, much care was needed.


  He held the verdant shard up to inspect it. It was pure, like only the light of the gods could be, unsullied by decades wedged in a crack in the rocks. It had a certain ineffable beauty, even though it was merely a shattered fragment of its former glory. But even a fragment was enough for his purposes.


  Then there was a sudden gust of wind, and the shard started to tumble out of the grip of the amber tongs.


  Reflex made Simon grab for it, even as his mind tried to tell his hand, "STOP! Dangerous!"


  The lightning war between his mind and body came to a stalemate, his hand brushing against the shard without actually grasping the lethally sharp piece of rainbow.


  But it was enough. It was too much.


  When Simon woke up, he found himself tangled in brush several meters from where he had been standing. The shard was visible nearby, and his tools were thankfully undamaged.


  His watch told him he had passed out for only a few minutes. His body told him he'd hit the ground fairly gently, although he knew he'd ache in the morning. And his memories told him....


  What did they tell him?


  Touching the rainbow shard had not been a mere shock of power, there had been *memory* in it as well. His own memories? Memories of the time in recent days when gods walked the Earth?


  Simon decided he would need to hold back some of the pieces of Eos's rainbow bridge, if he could do so without failing in his duty to Q'Nos. They were clearly important to him, somehow. Personally. Had Eos been connected to his old life, the one he could no longer remember, the one that ended in those days when the gods walked the Earth?


  Carefully, Simon picked himself back up and went to retrieve the shimmering shard of rainbow....


  * * * *


  [December 2, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  In the previous century, the Muir Woods National Monument had been a fairly tamed bit of nature. About five hundred acres of redwoods and other forest growth cut through by wheelchair-accessible paved trails, with an activity center, regular programs, and over a million visitors a year.


  Then a lesser wood spirit "reclaimed" the area as the center of her cult in 1998, eliminating all of the works of man and only allowing visitors who wished to worship her. Her departure later that year did not undo the changes, however, and re-paving a bit of forest was suddenly not a huge priority as humanity struggled to recover from nearly ceasing to exist.


  Of course, it was still a National Monument. People still visited it. But not many, and not of the same type of tourist. People visited Muir Woods to get away from others, from civilization...just not so far they couldn't walk back.


  This evening, a greenish glow suffused one corner of the woods, accompanied by the occasional sound of dead branches cracking underfoot and the crunching of frost-rimed needles. If anyone was near enough to notice, though, they either prudently stayed away, or were there to inobtrusively make sure people stayed away.


  "I have never seen trees so tall and straight!" Geode looked about in wonder. "I am told the cedars of Lebanon are as these trees, but I never saw those with my own eyes. And home was not given over to forests."


  George drifted alongside Geode, nodding. "These are supposed to be a thousand years old. Some of the oldest living things in the world."


  Geode hugged herself and shivered a little.


  "Cold?" George asked, a little puzzled. While still able to detect temperature extremes, Geode had demonstrated in the lab that she didn't feel discomfort at anything short of arctic conditions.


  She shook her head. "No. I just...feel small. Allah made trees like this so that we would not see ourselves too mighty, I think."


  Floating around behind the literally statuesque woman, George folded his arms around hers. They just stayed that way for a long moment, staring up at the trees, lit by stars from above and George's own green glow from below.


  Geode slowly pulled off one of her gloves, then placed her crystalline hand on George's arm, pushing very slightly into the solid light that made up his body. He felt a warm tingling rush, like a kiss but...not. It was something they had discovered purely by accident several weeks ago, and it turned out each felt something unique when they touched. Different for each, but pleasant for both.


  She'd been shocked when she first recognized the implications of what they were doing, but had deliberately pushed away that reaction, saying it was too much of what she was trying to get away from.


  Still, shallow contact was all they had risked so far. Neither knew what would happen if they tried merging more deeply. It was possible George could end up trapped within Geode like light in a fiber optic cable.


  Suddenly, Geode's posture stiffened and she broke contact.


  George let go and landed in front of her, concern on his face. "What's wrong?"


  "I...don't know. It's not you. I felt something strange. Like a shout from the other side of the world."


  George frowned. That could mean almost anything, but odds were it meant something he'd have to deal with sooner or later, in a professional fashion.


  * * * *


  [December 5, 2025 - Chang'an, the People's Republic of China]


  Three of the most politically powerful beings on the planet sat across the conference table from Tina and Grind, and it gave Tina a little shiver of...anticipation? fear?...to consider that she would likely join those ranks in some way or another within the next decade or so.


  "Thus, that is our position," the Western Dragon concluded. While she looked no older than Tina or Grind, she was clearly the eldest of the trio of spirits, and they gave her due deference in many small ways. Even if they seemed to be at each other's throats in large ways. "We believe the Mandate of Heaven has placed us in a position to rule the mortals for the foreseeable future. The military coup General Hsieh launched with the aid of Devastator would've led to much suffering and likely to a global war as Hsieh would've been forced to seek external enemies in order to unite China."


  "High-minded talk," Grind noted, "but you're still playing games with the lives of hundreds of millions. Rather deadly games, I might add...even if all the attempts to assassinate each other were merely feints, or intended to embarrass rather than kill, it doesn't change that many people died in the process. Killed by exploding robots, by spies, by enraged giants, even some killing themselves to protect your secrets."


  Niu shrugged. "Yes, it's a game to us, and we are all very competitive. But we are mainly interested in attacking concepts and assets, not people themselves. And if they get killed in the crossfire...well, it's far less than would've died had we not taken over. Yes, yes," he waved a hand dismissively, "that's justifying a small evil by comparing it to a large one. I agree that someday you should probably do something about us. Put power back in the hands of mortals, end our meddling in your affairs. But for now, do you not agree that we aren't the greatest threat you face? Q'Nos matches us in power, and is open...naked, even...in his aggression. Khadam is a festering boil on the buttocks of the world. And despite recent setbacks, there is still much agitation within the Moslem Confederation for war. And we may simply get bored and move on before you solve your other problems, yes?"


  "There's something I've been wondering, though," Tina ventured. "Now that the Barrier has been weakened, why haven't you simply returned to the heavens? Not that I can't see any reasons for you to stay, but which reason was it?"


  Liebre shrugged. "The Barrier may be weaker, but it's still there. Even the Western Dragon is a rather minor spirit as such things are measured...we lack the raw power needed to be able to leave. I wanted to go, personally. Running an alliance is hard work, and dangerous even without my brother and sister taking the occasional shot at me," he looked nervously at the others, who wore expressions of Buddha-like serenity and innocence.


  "To some extent, this is also enlightened self-interest," the Western Dragon added, smiling slightly. "If we must live in this world, we want it to be one in which missiles aren't raining down from the skies."


  "What if we blow the whistle on you three?" Grind challenged. "Assuming you don't change your mind about the trouble it would cause to simply kill us."


  Niu smiled. "Then I win our little game. Revealing that the Western Dragon is a spirit will put her in an uncomfortable position, as everyone wonders if they only follow her because of her magic. Revealing Arturo's origins paints him as a hypocrite and will likely ruin his political career. But it causes me no particular pains. Which is why it is against the rules for any of us to simply 'out' the others, although we're allowed to try to trip the others up."


  "By sending Anchors to rallies," Tina surmised.


  "Exactly," the Western Dragon replied, frowning briefly at Niu. "But directly revealing our natures to the world will leave the People's Republic in a strong position, while likely throwing SEATO and the Central Asian Confederation into chaos, at least for a time."


  "It all comes down to perspective," Niu spread his hands, taking in all those at the table. "Is it more important to deal with us harshly in case we are a threat later, or to let us be and hope that our motives are insufficiently vile to ever make us a threat? Would you serve a short term justice that may cause long term chaos?"


  * * * *


  [December 8, 2025 - The Citadel, Khadam]


  Kaliban ambled into the throneroom. This was to be a matter of official, above-board politics, no doubt, else the place of conference would have been less public in its nature. Decorum would demand a more somber stride, but his rough-hewn form made a mockery of such. So with an ape's gait but a Primate's dignity, he approached the throne of the Chancellor of Khadam.


  "How may this humble brute serve, o lord in the sky?" Kaliban inquired.


  Chancellor Radner quirked an eyebrow. "No iambic pentameter, Kaliban?"


  "The limitations of form chafe after a time, and as I need not walk on my feet, neither must I speak with them," Kaliban replied, placing his palms flat on the floor and crossing his legs in the air. "Fear not, lest you require scansion and rhyme from me. My verse may be free, but ever your servant I shall be."


  Radner chuckled. "Very well. I'm sure your newly expanded poetic sensibilities will serve you in the position I am offering you. I would like you to act as Khadam's ambassador to the court of Q'Nos. They aren't too fond of 'normal-looking' humans there, I'm afraid. Apart from the Vizier, that is."


  "So, I am to be a spy by other names, my illustrious liege?"


  "Of course," Radner nodded. "It's been said that diplomacy is the art of saying 'nice doggy' until you can get a bigger stick, but it's also the art of saying 'nice doggy' while you case the joint. I have discovered that Q'Nos's Vizier is working on a project to find a way to travel to Montreal, on Venus. Naturally, Montreal belongs to me, or will as soon as I find a more reliable means to travel there than Cockatrice and a traitorous sorceress. I need to know more about what Q'Nos is up to, and even a few crumbs picked up in the course of diplomacy could be the key I need."


  "Well, I am certain the court of Q'Nos will welcome a fellow creature of legend and myth. I accept the appointment and must away to ponder my staff."


  "What legends?" Radner frowned slightly. "You're a product of science."


  "Why, the legends and myths that I will leave in my wake for posterity and the edification of the young of future generations, of course! Life itself is an epic poem, and I am the meter to mete it out."


  Laughing, Kaliban cartwheeled out of the throneroom.


  * * * *


  [December 10, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "I'm REALLY not thrilled at the idea of more of the world being ruled by godlings," JakZak drummed his fingers on the table in irritation. "Q'Nos is a big enough threat as it is, and he only commands a fairly small nation of subjects who knew who and what he was from day one. These three hold sway over more than a billion people, who have no idea they're being ruled by non-humans."


  Murmurs of assent could be heard. The only people in the headquarters' conference room were active members of ASH, plus Grind. No one was present who would feel obligated, by chain of command, to report this to anyone. That was the point, after all...to decide if anyone *should* be told.


  "On the other hand, they did save the world, in a way," Grind pointed out. "Hsieh would almost definitely have taken China to war by now, or his successor would have in the event of a purely military series of coups and counter-coups. Instead, the territories formerly under Chinese hegemony are largely peaceful and even prosperous. If they present a threat to the world, it's an economic one, as was being predicted before things all went to hell in '98."


  "So, you're saying we should keep this secret?" Sal asked.


  Grind shook his head. "Not entirely. I don't think we'll gain anything in the long run if we hide this from *everybody*. But we have to be careful who we tell. The Senate, most likely. A few people in the United World hierarchy. It would probably also be a good idea to let EUROPA and their immediate handlers know, since the EU shares several borders with the new Chinese nations. But it shouldn't be made public, not for a while. I expect the Dragon and Liebre will start taking steps to insulate themselves from any fallout, since I doubt they trust us to keep it completely secret, but we need to give them time to make the impact soft."


  "Tina, what do you think?" Scott asked. "You're the only one here who's been inside all three nations. Do you think it's a mistake to let this go on?"


  She looked around the room, gathering her thoughts and impressions before speaking. Scott, and to a lesser extent JakZak, was in favor of blowing the whistle. Sal and Sarah seemed to side with Grind's more cautious stance. Arin, Essay and Aaron didn't feel comfortable with doing nothing, but didn't like the obvious fallout from telling the world. And the rest were just uncertain in general, clearly waiting for something that could help them make up their minds.


  Finally, she spoke. "I think it's *vital* that we 'let this go on', at least for a while, Scott. And it's not that I'm being more trusting than you, more like the opposite. Those three are right now making whatever short term plans they think they need to, in order to both protect themselves and to *get revenge*. As long as we don't kick over their anthill, I think they'll play it safe, assume we're watching, and try to be on their best behavior...having to be circumspect is still a lot better than losing everthing and going on the run. But if we blow the whistle, I'm sure that the two who are likely to lose out are perfectly ready to go down kicking and screaming. And all three fragments of the old bloc have at least some nukes."


  She paused to let that sink in.


  "I have to admit, for most of my life I've been afraid of China. They were the big bad boogeyman of my childhood. But now that I've had a chance to see the reality and not the shadow-monster, I'm afraid *for* China. If we take things slowly and carefully, we might be able to pry the spirits loose with a carrot instead of a stick...maybe find a way for them to go home, for instance. But simply blowing their cover is likely to get messy. And lethal. No matter how calmly they seemed to accept the idea of the game ending, back when Grind and I were talking to them in Chang'an, I doubt that they'd be so calm if things really did blow up in their faces.


  "I say we go with Grind's plan. Quiet and slow. Look for ways to reveal the truth without causing mass chaos. Maybe even find that we can trust the spirits as allies against the more obvious horrors creeping in around the edges of the world."


  In the end, even Scott agreed to go along with it.


  A new day was dawning, and Tina had a good feeling about what the day would bring. Even if it would most likely be the "interesting times" of the Chinese curse....


  * * * *


  [April 21, 2048 - Ibiza]


  EPILOGUE 1


  "Hey, 'Slip! You coming?" came the shout from outside Timeslip's beachfront bungalow as the morning Sun started to peek in through the doorway.


  "Later, Carl," he shouted back out the window. "I got somethin' I gotta take care of right now."


  "Okay, see ya when I see ya, I guess."


  Timeslip waved to Carl, then settled down into the meditative pose he'd been in before the interruption. He needed total concentration and confidence if he was going to pull this off.


  He'd "slipped" forward a few times with no problems. And slowing things down was also easy for him now, as easy as speeding them up. He could even go faster than Old Man Tom now, although to be honest, the guy was past his prime.


  But now he was going to slip *back* in time. For the first time. And he had to get it right, or everything could just...unravel.


  And then he vanished....


  * * * *


  [December 12, 2025 - Venus]


  EPILOGUE 2


  After long, dark dreams, the traveler awakened. Winds swirled protectively around him, keeping at bay the encroaching jungle that swayed menacingly overhead.


  The Peregryn stood, his body stiff from inactivity and slim from privation. He peered up at the cloudy sky, trying to determine where he was. Or when. Banishment is a tricky business, he knew.


  He cast a glance at his surroundings, but found them uninformative. There were millions of square kilometers of jungle on Earth, and while he had studied herbalism and plants in general as part of his researches, he was no botanist or ecologist.


  The ground around him was slightly damp, as if it had recently rained. Overhead, the clouds seemed to be thinning, so perhaps they would soon break and give him a glimpse of the Sun. He could hear little over the whistling of his protective air spirits...but the fact that they had not retreated to their home in his amulet told him there were dangers still about.


  "Well, I have done all I can for the moment with my eyes and ears," he muttered. "It is time to consider my inner eyes and ears."


  He concentratated on what appeared to be a fairly old tree, one that would likely have a strong sense of place and belonging. "Where am I?" he asked it.


  <<HATE YOU. LEAVE.>>


  Peregryn blinked.


  "Why do you hate me? Is it something I did, or do you hate all men?"


  <<HATE YOU.>>


  He turned to another tree, and another, and got the same message of hatred from them all. In the same voice. It was as if they shared a single spirit, a spirit that loathed him for reasons he could not determine.


  Then he spotted a snake draped around the upper branches of one of the nearer trees. And it spotted him.


  "Ssssslayer! Dessspoiler!" it hissed at him in his mind, and this time he knew it to be the spirit of the Leviathan. A small piece of that spirit, rather. Much diminished by its separation from the Earth, but somehow hanging on. Looking more carefully, he saw that a number of small reptilian forms lay broken and dead or dazed in a circle around him, no doubt battered by the wind spirits that loyally protected him.


  The clouds finally broke open, and Peregryn blinked at the incredibly strong sunlight. The Sun seemed to *loom* overhead, larger than it should be.


  He knelt down and placed his hand on a bit of bare rock, careful not to touch the moss growing over most of it. It didn't feel like the Earth he knew, but at least it didn't exude the hostility he was feeling from all the living things around him.


  <<SO COLD...>> the rock whispered, yet it was no cooler than the rest of this steaming jungle, and rapidly heating now that the Sun shone directly on it. He felt the oddly pitted and glassy surface, and realized it had been exposed to something terrifically corrosive at some point in its recent existence.


  He nearly fell over under the intensity of the psychic shout that came from all the plants around him next.


  <<VENUS IS OURS. LEAVE!>>


  "Venus?" He focused to clear his head and looked around at the jungle. "But how?"


  =============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  A new arc, "Time and Space", starts up as subplots from recent issues evolve into front-line plots. Be here for ASH #61, "Genesis Climber"!


  =============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  And thus ends the longest planned arc I've done in ASH to date. Planned the basics in early August 2004, took until June 2005 to bring it to fruition (although it's not really *over*, since the ramifications of ASH's decision will be felt for a long time to come). "Time and Space" is not planned to be quite that long, although I've been foreshadowing it during pretty much all of "Romance of the Three Republics". :)


  I'm not sure I ever gave General Hsieh a name before now, but if I did it was purely in email conversations or private notes, because I can't find any reference to him in the relevant issues of ASH. In collusion with General Hsieh, the Family was able to smuggle a nuclear bomb into Bejing as part of Devastator's plot to use the sudden flood of paranormal energies in China to weaken the Barrier (ASH #5-6).


  While writing this issue, I posted a trivia question to the Yahoo group (see below). It was, "There have been at least five cities destroyed by atomic devices in the ASH universe. What are they?"


  Here's the answers:


  1945 - Hiroshima and Nagasaki. WWII still happened roughly the same way as in our reality, as the paranormals of the day weren't very powerful, and largely cancelled each other out.


  1991 - Wichita. A result of the hardliner coup in Moscow being aided by a mind-controlling KGB agent, a few dozen nukes were launched. All but one were stopped.


  1998 - Jerusalem. The concentrated assault on Israel in the wake of the Godmarket forced the nation itself to retreat to Cyprus, and a decision was made to REALLY scorch the earth. In fact, it's implied that a big percentage of the Holy Land is now slag.


  2023 - Beijing, as detailed above.


  It's possible that India and Pakistan had a limited nuclear exchange in the late 90s or early 00s as well, but that has not been revealed yet. Also, there have been several non-nuclear city kills, such as the asteroid pulled to Bosnia in the mid 90s by an insane supernormal, or the cities swallowed up in Shattered Hellas or in Australia's Dreamtime.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  ============================================================================
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