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  Sonnet Null


  My lady's eyes are nothing like the day;


  My blood is not as red as her lips' red;


  If snow be white, why then her flesh is gray;


  An opal polished shines not like her head.


  I have seen cities soaring, gray and black,


  But no such towers compare to her thighs;


  In mercy there are few that so find lack


  As in the whispers of my lady's sighs.


  I dread to hear her speak, yet well I know


  The doom she brings is kinder than it seems;


  I grant I never saw a goddess go


  Until my lady gave me these dark dreams.


  And yet, tho' damnation may rive my soul


  I'll ever serve my lady sable's goal.


  * * * *


  "We found this in the cultist's flat," he said. "An obvious pastiche of Shakespeare's work." Detective Jakes looked up and scratched his head. "Sonnet 130, or so says my clerk."


  "A poem? That's not really my forte. I'm more comfortable kicking their bums," the hero known as Justice had to say. "Still, it's not often a clue like this comes."


  "Apotheosis seems to be her aim, if this sonnet is true," pondered the cop. "I wonder at the details of her game, and how she plans to come out on the top."


  You will find out in ASH's fables fell


  As we the tale "A Suit of Sables" tell!


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


  Author's Note:


  This is an entry for High Concept Challenge #16, "Epic Poetry," as well as a teaser for the next arc in ASH! And now, the original poem ripped off for the first of this piece's two sonnets:


  Sonnet 130 - William Shakespeare


  My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;


  Coral is far more red than her lips' red;


  If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;


  If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.


  I have seen roses damask'd, red and white,


  But no such roses see I in her cheeks;


  And in some perfumes is there more delight


  Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.


  I love to hear her speak, yet well I know


  That music hath a far more pleasing sound;


  I grant I never saw a goddess go;


  My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground:


  And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare


  As any she belied with false compare.


  Just as Sonnet 130 follows the 4-4-4-2 format rather than the 8-6 format, so too do both sonnets in my vignette. Iambic pentameter is a pain, by the way.


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


  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/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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


  #110 -A Suit of Sables Part 1 of 4: Passing Through Nature



  [The cover shows TerraStar lying in a sort of pod, with shadowy hands reaching out from the edges of the image to try to grasp at her. Cover copy reads, "The Body In Question!"]



  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Taylor / Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  
    "Nay, then, let the devil wear black, for I'll have a suit of sables."


    - Hamlet, iii. 2

  


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


  [October 22, 2026 - Monaco, The Eurasian Union]


  "It's not so much that Monaco is *neutral*, ja?" Colin "Justice" Shaw shrugged as he scanned the various governmental functionaries and newsies and just ordinary citizens going about their business. "More like equally objectionable to los todos."


  The fact that Justice was slipping into the argot commonly called "street Eurolac" was enough to tell Aaron that the EUROPAn was feeling more than a little stress, although his telepathy couldn't help but pick up some of the agitation radiating from the man. "I guess I can see that," Aaron nodded. "The Conclave isn't comfortable with TerraStar's body being in EU custody, but Monaco's currently hazy status makes it better than the Hague or Berlin."


  "I wouldn't call it *that* hazy. Princess Ursula may be in bed with the Conclave...literally, if the scandal sites are right...but she doesn't have the poder to break treaties on her own say-so. Far as I can tell, Monaco's in no danger of secession. They're just not, um..."


  "Not particularly energetic when it comes to keeping out Khadamite riff-raff?" Aaron suggested, and Colin nodded. "Anyway, as long as everyone understands what might happen if Heraclius discovers he can fly through space, Monaco's as good a place as any to keep TerraStar's body and hold the negoti...wait. Something's wrong."


  -+String ping,+- Paul's mental voice chimed in. While better described as an aspect of Aaron's own personality that was patterned after the mind of Paul Mahler, the "mental clone" was useful for more than nostalgia over a lost love. For instance, it let Aaron multitask very effectively, and even while discussing the overt matters of security with Justice, Contact had been keeping as close a mental eye on the area as local psi-regulation laws would allow. And now he'd gotten the "scent" of someone else with an extra mind in their skull.


  Justice hefted his axe, which was starting to spark ominously in a way that didn't look like the former Vogue Ghoul was channeling his own power through it. "Oui. I'm not sure I like the fact that my axe is starting to talk to me, but it says something dark is near."


  -+I wonder why we didn't pick up anything from the axe?+- Paul commented.


  +-Maybe it's a closed connection, or maybe Justice is starting to have delusions...not important right now,-+ Aaron thought back, even as he keyed the alarm on his handcomp and started walking towards the business-suited man who'd raised his mental hackles.


  The man turned and spotted the two heroes moving in his direction. For a brief moment, it looked like he was going to try an innocent, "Can I do something for you?" ploy, but he quickly recognized the Combine telepath and knew that wouldn't work.


  Darkness spat forth from the man's body, which collapsed like a rag doll as the shadows left it.


  "Look out, I think it's going to try to grab one of us!" Contact warned as the shadowy silhouette streaked towards the two rather than fleeing.


  -+Shields up, captain!+-


  At the last moment, the shadow veered towards Justice, as if realizing that a trained telepath wasn't an easy target. But almost on its own volition, Justice's axe interposed itself.


  "NOT AGAIN," Justice boomed in a voice that was eerily not quite his own, and a flare of power nearly blinded Aaron.


  A slender, swarthy man lay stunned at their feet, a few tendrils of shadow around him dissipating like the morning fog.


  "Shadowmorph possessor," Aaron said, rubbing his eyes more out of reflex than actual need. He hadn't been wearing his goggles, but his mind over body powers were more than enough to eliminate the slight vision impairment after a few blinks. "You okay?" he asked Justice.


  "I think so," the other hero replied. "That was weird."


  "Agreed. But for now, we need to get an Anchor in here so this guy doesn't shadowmorph out when he wakes up. And make sure his victim's okay," Contact motioned to the security personnnel who were already converging on the location.


  * * * *


  [October 23, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "It's at times like this, when the two worlds are at their closest, that I imagine I can almost feel my real body," TerraStar sighed, a gravelly sound that issued forth from the stony avatar she wore to the negotiating table. While she could only maintain this separate form for an hour or so at a time, it was vastly preferable to trying to find room for the half-kilometer-long body of Heraclius himself in Falcon Bay. "I imagine that if I'd done better in my studies with the Sisters of the Silver Cord, I might even be able to project myself back into it from here."


  "Suspicion that you might have such a talent is part of the reason your body remains on Earth," Peregryn frowned, an expression echoed to one degree or another by the others around the table. "You've made no secret of your general intention to follow in your father's infamous footsteps in some fashion, so you'll understand if the governments of the world are reluctant to follow through on any understanding you may have reached with those of us on Venus during the recent solar crisis."


  "Ah, but my very openness counts in my favor, does it not?" TerraStar smirked, an expression made more disturbing by the rough-hewn planes of her avatar's face. "I'm not hiding shadows within shadows," she cast a pointed look at Marshal Howard, aka Noire. "Further, it is my understanding that certain recent events have made it necessary for your governments to find some way to regularize my status, yes?"


  Administrator Biggs nodded. "As much as I dislike the more bureaucratic aspects of this job, your current disposition is too vague for our liking. Whether as part of these negotiations or as a unilateral action, we need to formally decide how to treat with you. As a simple criminal, owing to your association with the Conclave of Super-Villains? As an agent of a foreign power, either Khadam or your native reality? Some think it might be best to treat you as an ambassador and try to negotiate some sort of treaty, although your family history of conquest argues against the utility of that approach."


  "Heraclius likes the idea of being considered a nation," TerraStar pointed out. "You could call him the potentate and me the ambassador plenipotentiary."


  "That has been considered as well," Biggs shrugged, showing no sign that she'd thought the offhand remark was meant to be humorous. "The point is, at the moment you're neither fish nor fowl, and that could be dangerous. If we were to agree to the disposition of your original body without first regularizing your status in general, it could have unpredictable repercussions."


  There was a distant rumble from where Heraclius sat on the horizon, and TerraStar chuckled to herself. "Heraclius says he was wondering when the Office would return, and that he never liked it himself."


  "There are other factors that argue for a swifter rather than slower resolution," Peregryn added, managing to conceal any surprise he might have felt at finding Heraclius knew about the Office. He didn't mention the previous day's events in Monaco, because there was still a small chance that TerraStar herself had been behind them. But even if it was the simple opportunistic crime that it appeared to be...well, TerraStar's body had become a prize to be won. And it might be more dangerous in another's possession than in Polla's own, especially if restoring it to her removed her influence over the titanic stone kaiju squatting in the distance. "It is possible that a resolution will be reached one way or another before the two worlds move out of conjunction. Given the mystic elements involved, a simple shuttlecraft would likely be a safer means of moving the body here."


  TerraStar's avatar held out its hand and a shining blue scarab of lapis formed in her palm. "I can make it simpler. As I said, I am not skilled enough to cast my spirit across the gap between worlds unaided. But place this on my body's forehead and it will act as an anchor for me. I will know it has been placed and can simply move to inhabit my body once an agreement has been reached. Of course, I fully expect you to examine it carefully before letting it leave Venus," she extended her hand to Peregryn. "But you could simply put it on the next shuttle back to Earth and should the negotiations drag out, leaving it in the pocket of one of your 'Anchors' would suffice as security."


  Peregryn nodded. While Rebus had slain a large percentage of the world's Anchor population, many still remained, including those whose Anchor was so short-ranged it made them useless for most of the traditional jobs their sort found. But they could still neutralize dangerous objects on contact, and a few made a comfortable (if somewhat socially isolated) living carrying talismen and mad science creations while living in highly secured locations.


  "You two have been fairly silent so far," TerraStar looked to the representatives at the table for the EU and Khadam. "Which is shockingly out of character for you in particular, Eugene."


  "What can I say?" Conflicto spread his hands with an expression of innocence on his face. "Glyph told me that she didn't like any of the possible outcomes of these negotiations, and just to keep an eye on things to make sure we know which way to jump when rocks fall and everybody dies."


  "Similarly, my government echoes those sentiments, if not the flippant tone in which they were delivered," Colonel Rafe Cordoba shrugged. The fact that the EU had sent a military representative rather than a civilian one had been a not-too-subtle message about how they considered the matter, however. They were clearly leaning towards simply labeling TerraStar a foreign invader, assuming they hadn't done so already in their own regularization of paperwork with the Office. "We are, however, prepared to accept any reasonable settlement reached between the Combine and TerraStar, and understand that the groundwork for these negotiations lies in her cooperation with the Academy of Super-Heroes this July. I have already made clear what we consider unacceptable during previous sessions at this table."


  "And we agree that none of those outcomes would be desirable either," Biggs nodded. "I think that for now, we can all agree to let Mr. Henderson examine the offered artifact and recommend what to do with it. Moving on to other points, since Ms. Termiddo only has limited time, we would like to discuss some matters of Bronzewing's migration patterns of late...."


  * * * *


  [October 25, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  Having grown up on the streets of Ghat, Ahmed was accustomed to the dangers of being surrounded by inhuman predators. But most of those either walked on two legs or slithered on snakelike tails. The predators surrounding him now stalked the night on four legs, and in the guttering remains of the campfire their muzzles dripped with the blood of the other men in Ahmed's poorly-trained squad. He wasn't sure why he was still standing... he'd evaded a few pounces thanks to his superhuman reflexes, but he'd seen enough pack hunting behavior to know that if these lions wanted him dead he simply wasn't fast enough to stop them. And they were smart enough to attack in a way such that if he brought up his rifle to shoot one, three would be on top of him before he finished pulling the trigger.


  No, they were waiting for something. Perhaps they had come out of Khadam, genetic experiments sent to track down any rogue sons of Zugmann and bring them back for invasive testing.


  Oddly, they were lionesses. He would have thought that Radner's reputed sense of irony would insist male lions be used on the job, given the leonine mane of hair Ahmed's genetic father had sported in his youth. And what little he knew about the ecology of lions suggested that the female hunted while the males patrolled territory. Not that it had been covered too extensively in Bluthundin's lessons, which had leaned more towards political and social theory. The now-dead idiots in his squad relied on a patchwork of folktales and dubious online encyclopedias for their knowledge of the Serengeti's wildlife, so they'd been even more poorly informed than Ahmed.


  "Father's been asking my brothers to capture one of you flatfaces so he could ask you some pointed questions," a distinctintly female voice spoke out of the darkness. She spoke English, but not with the local dialect. It sounded more like American English, but with a strange accent he couldn't place. "My girls think you're something special, though, so I guess you get elected to be our prisoner."


  With that, the speaker stepped close enough for Ahmed's genetically enhanced vision to pick out details in the dying firelight. And one of the most pertinent details was that she had the head of a cat on the body of a human....


  * * * *


  [October 25, 2026 - Monaco, Eurasian Union]


  "It's days like this I almost believe Radner's an actual head of state," Contact pitched his voice low enough that only Justice could hear, earning a snort of amusement. The Chancellor of Khadam had graciously lent the Monagasque authorities a harness he claimed was 90% likely to prevent someone from assuming a shadow form. The fact he had one on hand, he said, was due to suspicions that Noir of the Light Brigade might not be dead. Contact expected it had more to do with Noire on Venus than Noir in Khadam, however.


  Still, the harness meant it was reasonably safe to let the Anchor back off so that Aaron could perform a telepathic interrogation. The shadowman was also sedated, in case this was one of the other 10%, but not so heavily that it would totally muddle his thoughts.


  "It'll be a few minutes before the doctors are satisfied with the level of sedation," Aaron said more audibly. "What was up the other day with your axe? I know it belonged to the two original Rechtigkeits and it's reputedly Jotunish in origin, but..." he shrugged.


  "You know 'bout as much as I do," Justice shrugged back. "When I picked it up the first time I think it talked to me, but I was half-high at the time and running for my life. Your basic 'you have been found worthy' basura. But lately it's been talking again, when I fight anyone with shadow powers. I think the axe doesn't like shadowy types."


  "I can't pick up any sort of mind in there," Contact pointed out. "But it might just be too alien for me to recognize. Especially if it's not really a thinking mind in the first place."


  "What would it be, then?"


  "A sort of magical data cube. No processor, just information and instructions, which occasionally download into your mind. If that's the case, I could probably figure out a way to help you pull out the rest of the 'files' in it. Ah, looks like they're ready," Contact turned towards the anaesthesiologist who was nodding to an EU officer.


  "Remember, we're not looking for a deep scan this time," the officer warned Contact. "We have our own telepaths trained for that sort of thing. But they're not combat trained, and since we only have Chancellor Radner's word that the restraints will hold, we want someone who's got experience fighting off possession attempts to go first."


  Unspoken was the fact that if things went horribly wrong, the EU wouldn't lose one of its own trained psis, just a foreign agent.


  +-Show time, Paul.-+


  -+You got it,+- the mental echo replied. Since most of Aaron's skills in telepathic intrusion came from memories absorbed from his dead lover, he was most comfortable sending that aspect of himself in as the psionic agent. He did continue to train on integrating all of his skills into one persona, but telepathic skills depended strongly on the personality of the one who had learned them, and it was simply easier to use Paul's shade to run the more advanced applications.


  "Okay, scanning...he's vaguely awake, and trying to turn to shadow, but the rig seems to be holding," Aaron confirmed. "Recent memories...okay, at least on the surface he remembers just body-hopping at random on a lark and finding himself in the body of someone who was going to be near TerraStar. He figured it'd be a great body to take over, since it doesn't have its own mind to push him back out. Apparently he's not strong enough to hold onto someone else's body for very long. No larger plan...wait," Aaron frowned. "This isn't a recent memory, but it's standing out. Something about a Lady Sable, a goddess of darkness."


  "Ah, scheisse. That sonnet," Justice cursed. "We been having problems with darkness cultists lately, and one of them wrote a poem that was about a 'lady sable'."


  "Well, we...I'm not finding anything about an overall cult here, but that might be a better-protected memory," Aaron shrugged. "Although if we're really dealing with someone on the goddess power scale, she could easily make it so that any sensitive thoughts would be hidden from prying minds."


  "Ja. I'm not sure which option I like the least: a conspiracy among all these darkness cults, a totally spontaneous movement, or the first masquerading as the second," Justice frowned.


  * * * *


  [October 26, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  Ahmed was impressed by the residence that the lion-girl (who had finally introduced herself as Maria) led her to. It certainly bore the telltales of scavenger work, something Ahmed was quite familiar with from his life in the Lower City of Ghat. But within the limitations of what could be made from decades-old abandoned human houses, it was quite well-made. If the architect was self-taught, as Ahmed suspected, at least the result wasn't a haphazard mess.


  "Wait here while I announce you to father. Well, he knew we were coming a while ago, the wind was at our backs. But father has his formalities he likes to stick to," Maria grumbled. Ahmed may have led a rather short and atypical life, but even he had to recognize the universality of a teenaged offspring's dissatisfaction with "old people" and their rules.


  The lionesses had peeled off several minutes before, no doubt to check in with their peers, but Ahmed hadn't been stupid enough to take that as a sign that he might be able to escape. Even if Maria was overconfident enough to think she could stop Ahmed on her own, he didn't doubt that for every lion he saw there were five he didn't and that all of *them* saw *him*. Besides, he was interested in meeting Maria's mysterious father, who had apparently set himself up as protector of the Serengeti.


  "Come on in," Maria said as she reappeared at the doorway.


  Ahmed followed, and saw that for whatever similarities Maria have had with her father in overall form, she must've taken after her mother in many ways. The catman seated in what had probably been the original owner's den was more cat than lion, with fur of a gray tone that said more about his breed than his age. There were other signs of age here and there, but mostly in how the father moved than in how he looked.


  "Ah yes, you are definitely a product of Khadam," the father said, placing a signicant emphasis on the word "product". "I am the patriarch of this settlment." He was definitely the source of Maria's odd accent, that strange mix of American English and...something else. "Maria tells me your name is Ahmed al Awi. How much of that name is real?"


  "The Ahmed, sir. It's all the real name I've ever had," he shaded the truth. He could claim the name Zugmann, after all. It just wasn't wise to do so yet. "I was raised by the streets."


  "Welcome to the club," the patriarch chuckled. "The only real name I've ever had was Edouard, although some have called me Edouard Katzmann. I presume you know enough German to recognize the attempted humor in that. Of course you do, you're Khadamite. But to business. I had asked my children to capture one of Adoko's soldiers so I could find out the specific reasons for this latest attempt to intrude on the land of my people. Do you have any wisdom you could impart on that count?"


  "I'm afraid I can't enlighten you, Mr. Katzmann."


  "Can't, or won't? Adoko's too old to be someone who can inspire loyalty via magery, and too much a thug to really inspire it the old fashioned way. I suppose when recruiting child soldiers, one doesn't fill them in on one's plans, but you strike me as intelligent enough to have put a number of pieces together on your own."


  "And intelligent enough to not burn any bridges too soon," Maria chimed in from the door. "If he thinks he can get back to the human cities, I doubt he wants anyone finding he told us anything."


  "Too true," Edouard nodded. "But also hopefully intelligent enough to realize that if he leaves, it will only be because we decided to let him. And that he will be followed," Edouard's lips curled back in a very predatory grin. "Enough. Ahmed, I'm not the sort to keep prisoners. Believe it or not, back in the day I was considered a hero. But I think your own curiosity has been engaged, and you're not going to run until you get some answers. But you won't get answers until I decide what the questions will be, and that may take some time. Especially given that you're definitely not a hundred percent human. Maria, show Ahmed around the compound. Ahmed, you're not a prisoner, but there's no slackers here. If you want to eat, you'll be expected to pull your weight, and I'm sure Maria is delighted to no longer be at the bottom of the totem pole. But," he fixed his daughter with the sort of Stern Parental Gaze that sent a chill down Ahmed's spine, "with power comes responsibility, my daughter. I'm not giving you a slave. Work him as hard as you'd be worked yourself, but keep in mind that I want him *able* to cooperate with my requests should he become *willing* to. So don't break the boy, okay?"


  Ahmed had often seen feral cats (and cat-like genetic abominations) in the streets of Khadam toy with prey, and a glimmer of that sort of expression had been crossing Maria's features, but now it was gone. "I never get to have any fun," she pouted.


  * * * *


  [October 26, 2026 - Manhattan Autonomous Sector]


  As Rex Umbrae entered his office, he saw that his oversized chair had an occupant. It had turned to face the window, so all he saw at first were a pair of long and ashen-skinned bare legs draped over one armrest and a single red-nailed hand gripping the other. If he hadn't just left his wife behind, he might have suspected that Maria Incarnata had acquired a new and rather outre skinsuit that she wanted to show off.


  Rex casually triggered the silent alarm on his blackcel that would bring a trio of Hangmen to the office in seconds. Per standing orders, however, they would remain out of sight until it was obvious there was a threat. Given the circles Rex moved in, a certain amount of "dramatic entrance" showmanship was inevitable. While Rex actually had a secretary and made appointments like the legitimate businessman he pretended to be, for many of the world's more shadowy figures the accepted way to get an appointment with someone was to break in. This had the dual advantages of proving the appointment-seeker's cleverness or power, and of showing how the visited personage wasn't as secure as they might have hoped.


  Drama queens, the lot of them, Umbrae sighed to himself.


  "I do have a secretary, you know," Rex addressed the back of his own chair, his basso profundo reverberating through the room. He'd had the acoustics specifically tuned to the harmonics of his own voice. Okay, so there was a bit of the drama queen in him as well. An unavoidable hazard of the profession.


  The chair swiveled around to reveal rather more ash-colored skin, barely covered by a flowing black fur cloak. The woman in his chair was strikingly beautiful in a coldly alien way, repelling and attracting at the same time. Save for eyebrows and eyelashes, she appeared to be totally hairless as well. The fact she had broken into his office told him she had power, while her appearance suggested a few potential sources for that power. Necromancy seemed likely, but of a much more subtle form than the cybervoodoo performed by the New York Macoute under Umbrae's authority.


  "Oh, how disappointing," the woman sighed, looking Umbrae up and down. "I had hoped your name wasn't merely a metaphor. I suppose you might make an amusing toy later, but for now I have no use for you."


  With that, she melted away into shadows, flowing like dark sand into the cracks between reality and dream.


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


  Next Issue:


  Lady Sable's plans are revealed and Justice learns the history of his mystic axe, in A Suit Of Sables Part 2, "The Memory Be Green"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  My apologies for the long gap between issues (from late October 2010 to late February 2011, although I did write a few things in between, like the "Sonnet Null" poem referenced in the second Justice/Contact scene). Given how this arc is setting things up for a later Big Deal arc that I've been toying with on and off since about 2002 (so no, TerraStar's body isn't the longest-running dangler in this arc), I wanted to make absolutely sure I had it all outlined before I started. My usual style is to have a general idea of the endgame and then write an issue at a time, adjusting the plan as I go along. But I didn't want to make any "promises" here that I couldn't pay off later, so I waited until I'd figured out all the plot points before writing a single scene. And then the beginning of semester crunch hit and put things off another month. Oops.


  This arc introduces Lady Sable, one of the few major characters from the original ASH/Raiders campaigns that I had not yet brought into the ASH fiction setting (I couldn't find mention of her, so if I did use her before now, it must've been very minor and off-hand). The original Lady Sable was the witch mentioned in the bio note for Black Paladin, a long-established Champions villain. When I had Black Paladin enact a rite to achieve godhood, his witch lover was naturally along for the ride. She got to have the Iron Crown formerly worn by another Champions villain named Dark Seraph, which gave her the same gray skin, bald head and wings that Dark Seraph had sported. The Iron Crown was available because, um, Set stomped Dark Seraph into dust. Turns out that when you have a "takes lethal damage from any holy symbols" and you fight a guy who wields a holy symbol of his patron god as a club and can punch holes in armor plate to begin with, bad things happen to you. Black Paladin became Lord Ebon, and the mercenary brother of Ravenfire (Trevor Raven) became the new Black Paladin as Ebon's right hand minion.


  In the Raiders reboot, Lord Ebon had a totally different origin, since I needed to divorce him from the Hero Games characters. This also meant Lady Sable needed a new schtick, and she ended up being a goth girl wannabe sorceress who was more stalker than partner, but I never really found a good hook for her and I'm not sure if she even appeared in the game. So I don't feel any need to hew to that version here. If there was a Third Age Lady Sable, she didn't make much of a splash, except maybe on the pavement after Lord Ebon got tired of her antics.


  As you can see this issue, I went back to the "bald and grayskinned" look for Lady Sable, but I ditched the wings and the crown. I also recycled Trevor Raven into Tobias Raven as the second Darkshield, obfuscating his potential relationship to Ravenfire (and lessening the Trevor Rabin ripoff- ness). Hey, it's hard coming up with good names (or even bad ones), recycling is authorially friendly. ;)


  The arc title "A Suit of Sables" comes from Hamlet, as quoted at the top of the issue. The irony is that back then, a suit of sables was colorful finery which might include in its many elements the fur of the sable. Nowadays "sable" almost exclusively means black (although the fur itself is a very very dark brown), so having a suit of sables makes one the black-wearing devil. ;)


  This issue's title is from Act 1, scene 2: "All that lives must die, Passing through nature to eternity." The original title for this issue was "The Body In Question," before I decided to go whole-hog on the Hamlet quotes. I kept it for the cover copy, though.


  Thanks to the Worlds Apart iOS app for showing me the relative positions of Venus and Earth in late October, 2026. I finally replaced my 2003-vintage Palm Tungsten with an iPod Touch in January 2011, and in almost every respect it's a big improvement. However, the calendar program doesn't let me easily zip ahead to 2026 to check days of the week, and there's no free perpetual calendar apps I could find. So I bookmarked a perpetual calendar page for now, I might print off PDF of it and store it on the iPod (which I have named Garuda, after the MechaGodzilla accessory, in keeping with my penchant for naming my computer stuff after robot kaiju).


  If you're confused about this Edouard cat person, see the "Catman: Minor Arcana" miniseries, which can be found on the ASHistory series page: http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/history.html (and the WarStar series on the same page is a little bit relevant to this issue as well).


  Maria is about fifteen years old, but she and her siblings all hit physical maturity at a very early age. Ahmed has her beat in terms of "comic book time" aging, though, since he's only about two years old but looks fifteen or so. Children in comics have a tendency to rapidly age to some plot-convenient point and then never age again, except for time travel stories or mystic accidents. Sometimes they'll have a birthday party, and a few years later have another party for the same age or even an earlier one!


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


  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/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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


  #111 - A Suit of Sables Part 2 of 4: The Memory Be Green


  [The cover looks like something from a production of Wagner's Ring Cycle, but with tendrils of shadow wrapping around the statuesque armored women. Justice watches helplessly, looking like he wants to warn them but is unable to.]


  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Taylor / Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [October 26, 2026 - Columbus, Ohio Sector]



  "Like, who could have done this?" the Irreverend Carlie asked, gesturing at the trashed "Chyrch of Tym Meditation Center and Head Shop" around her. Not only was it vandalized in the mundane sort of "hit things with baseball bats" way, but there was definitely blood in a few places (a forensics guy was checking that one out, but a field test had already determined it was human blood), and every light source had been destroyed.


  Detective Anita Dale started to open her mouth, then shut it. There were so many obvious answers: religious fundamentalists, kids looking for drugs, drug dealers worried about competition, the Tymmytes had done it themselves while high and forgot they'd done it...and so forth. But she saw a warning glint in the Irreverend's eye. The Tymmytes might have a reputation for being goofballs and potheads, but they were also dedicated to exploring the hidden recesses of the mind. Their drugs were rather disappointing as sources of a good time, and they tended to attract some very smart cookies. Carlie may have acted like a ditz, but Anita knew the woman was about as smart as you could get without an active Magene, and scarily "together". The dopey act was just part of the ritual that had built up around the secular religion.


  If they'd been interested in recreational pharmaceuticals, of course, the Tymmytes would have been very hard to shut down legally: even without the help of supernormals that were trickling into the Chyrch, modern biochemistry let them easily stay ahead of any laws that banned specific chemicals. The legacy regulatory structure that most drug enforcement agencies were stuck with simply had no ability to keep up with designer drugs. But Tymmyte "mindbombs" were generally outside even the halo of "that'll probably get made illegal" simply because they didn't give much of a buzz. They altered mental states, sure, and a mindbombed Tymmyte wasn't going to be safe in operation of a motor vehicle. But the drugs didn't attract the same clientele as synthetics like Jaz or Squiz or the new meth variant being called Kansas Koke. They didn't make you feel good, and they only entertained you if your idea of a good time was deep thinking. The Tymmytes had even discontinued manufacture of one chemical because it could be mixed with heroin and intensified the opiate's effect. So the drug runners had no real incentive to go after them as competitors.


  Naturally, since their work bordered on the pagan, the Chyrch of Tym was also targeted by a lot of the more extreme religious fundamentalists. Dell could think of at least three cases in the past year where a Head Shop had been attacked in some way by that sort. But this was the main Head Shop of the faith, their equivalent of the Vatican, and the security system here was pretty damned good for precisely that reason. And it was good enough to keep out the kind of idiot kids who didn't believe that mindbombs weren't a party drug.


  Dealers wouldn't bother. Kids wouldn't succeed. And what kind of Christian or Moslem fundamentalist would decorate the place with human blood? Irreverend Carlie had clearly already thought along those lines, and it wasn't a pleasant path to go down....


  * * * *


  [October 26, 2026 - Monaco, Eurasian Union]


  The mood was jittery around the negotiations, but it had been pretty quiet all day, so Justice was glad to see Contact returning from his psi debriefing session. Someone to talk to, and he had something to talk about.


  "So, I put some of my new schooling to use and dug up a few sealed records my clearance was good enough for," Justice muttered under his breath. No normal person could have heard him at more than a few centimeters away, but Contact was either using "super hearing" or cueing on the surface thoughts that speech generated, using his telepathy. "I got confirmation that the original Rechtigkeit was half-Jotun, or believed he was, and the axe almost definitely predates him. A few rumors of a 'Valkyr' active early in World War Two, with the axe, but that's about it." Then, at a normal conversational tone, "Still no idea what the axe was going on about the other day."


  "You tried asking it?" Contact replied with a shrug.


  Justice shook his head. "I tried. Got nada. Asked aloud, thought it really hard at the axe...I gotta admit I felt kinda stupid doing that, I dunno how you telepaths keep a straight face sometimes...but nothing. If it's the kind of mystic datacube you think it is, I don't have the access code."


  "I've been asking around MetaPsych on that count, actually. Just as a general thing, I didn't bring up your specific case. But apparently a lot of ancient mages kept mystic diaries that worked like I think your axe does, other than the shooting lightning thing, of course. And MetaPsych has done some work cracking those. My contact suggested a few techniques, I could probably 'download' the information into your mind once we're off duty. No guarantee it'd be at all coherent, though. It might take a while to unspool into memory that you can access. And it'll probably give you several nights of very weird dreams, but I can teach you some basic techniques to help keep those from being too whacked out. Interested?" Contact glanced at the mystic weapon, then back at Colin's face.


  * * * *


  [October 27, 2026 - Marysville, Ohio Sector]


  "Thanks for coming out to the sticks, Anita," Lieutenant Joe Harris escorted the Columbus police officer past the cordon.


  "Well, I was stumped on my own case, I could use the break. And it's not like this is the edge of human civilization, Joe," she shrugged. Compared to the area around Youngstown where she'd grown up, Marysville was still pretty urban, even out by the Magnum plant.


  "Huh, well, maybe you don't get that break. I asked you to come by because I think we might have a connection here."


  "Since when does Magnum Motors have a connection to the Tymmytes?" Dale raised an eyebrow.


  "As far as I know, it doesn't. But we have another 'locked room' mystery here, like the Head Shop vandalism. Only, in this case, we're not just talking someone getting past some of the best security systems that civilian money can buy. Magnum has some serious pull somewhere, and their security is scary good. I get the distinct feeling that the security chief just wants to crawl in a hole right now and pull it in after himself, rather than face his bosses back in, you know, up north."


  Anita nodded, briefly wondering what was up about Detroit, but her mind just sort of slid off the topic and back onto the matter at hand. "What was the crime?"


  "Theft. Pretty high stakes...a prototype of the 2028 Spartan, the street bike they were planning to use to unseat the Ihi's market dominance. But they've already ruled out industrial espionage, or so they say," Joe shrugged.


  "Yeah, I can't see them notifying the police if they still thought it was Ihi behind it. They'd just keep it inside the walls and retaliate through other channels," Anita took in the details of the areas Joe was leading her through. "This is definitely a cleaner job than the Head Shop, though. No smashed lights, for one thing."


  "Yes and no. The lighting system was disabled for about ten minutes, although they only knew about it because a toy on one employee's desk reacted and its onboard memory told them the lights went out. The secsystems themselves were totally blind and amnesiac to the missing time. Needless to say, Magnum doesn't really want that part getting out."


  "Okay, definitely seeing the parallels here. Was the motorcycle the only thing missing or damaged?"


  Joe pulled out his handcomp. "No...just a second, lemme double check this. They found an office chair from deep storage was missing. Everything was RFID'ed, and they checked all the tags once they realized there'd been a break-in. It's a nice enough chair, but over thirty years old. Not sure why they were even keeping it...."


  * * * *


  [The mythic past - Jotunheim]


  Colin had decided to take Contact up on the offer. The unleashed data had been a confused muddle, as he'd been warned. But now he found himself in what he knew had to be a dream, but it also felt like a memory.


  He stood off in the corner of an oversized single room house, full of Scandinavian design motifs. It looked like something out of a historical drama of Vikings, but either he was a small child or the scale of the thing was suited to giants.


  Or jotuns, come to think.


  Two imposingly tall women stood at the hearth, looking like mother and daughter. The mother held a weapon that looked like a hatchet patterned after Colin's axe, which answered his earlier question. Everything around here WAS bigger. That WAS his axe. And these were Jotuns.


  "Glidja, you are old enough to seek your fortune, as Menja and I did long before you were born." He doubted she was speaking German, but he felt the meaning of the words more than hearing them. "I know you wish to do the same kind of great things your aunt and I did...break shields, flatten mountains, fight monsters. But my sister and I could not bear to see you wear the iron collar of slavery as we once did. Frodi may be long dead, but the sort of human mage that enslaved us then still walks the halls of Midgard's kings. We have sworn to never leave Jotunheim, but that oath does not bind you, and we want you armed against the evils outside our mountain walls."


  At this point, the mother handed Glidja the axe. "This is the axe Slaversbane. Just as Menja and I crafted the Grotti, the magical mill that ground out Frodi's peace, we have made this weapon for you. It can cleave flesh and iron, but also cleaves spells and potions. If aught would enslave you, in mind, body or soul, Slaversbane will free you."


  * * * *


  [October 28, 2026 - Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  During his years of wandering Europe, Simon Smith had set up a number of mail drops so that people who he wanted to stay in touch with had a way to contact him. They became less necessary as the infrastructure built back up and internet connections once again were possible from just about anywhere on the continent, but something had kept Simon from dismantling the network. Looking back with knowledge of who he really was, the former Bennett Rush suspected he had maintained the mail drops because he was intimately familiar with the vulnerabilities of electronic communications.


  Thanks to his recently acquired mystic skills, though, Simon was able to turn the old mail drops into a system that was nearly as instantaneous as email, at least in one direction. And it provided him with a cut-out to stay in touch with aspects of his old life that he didn't want involved with the court of Q'Nos.


  The various governments of the locations where his now-teleporting mail drops were installed probably wouldn't appreciate knowing that there were spots where you could place a letter or small object and it would instantly go to Mount Olympus, but they need never know.


  Simon's receiving box chimed, indicating that something had arrived and that it had not triggered any of the warding spells. Just a letter. In this case, from Giovanni, owner of the estate on which Simon had found the ruins of Iago Montessi's laboratory.


  "My friend Simon, I hope this finds you well. Unfortunately, I bear ill news. Grigori, the man you helped me find to take your place as caretaker of the estate, has been murdered. He kept to himself much of the time, so the police are not entirely sure when it happened, but they think it happened three weeks ago. They also found the old ruins despoiled, but since Grigori was found in the house and not at the site of the ruins, they do not think he interrupted a looter. I worry that you or I may have been the intended target, and have hired on additional security. Should your mysterious new job afford you the opportunity, I suggest you do so as well."


  Simon glanced at the closed office door, outside of which stood two of the most highly trained security men he could hire away from other potentates. He doubted he was in physical danger at the moment, at least not the sort of danger that men with guns could stop. But he had a rather different assessment of the nature of the primary target. Grigori had simply been killed to keep him from reporting anything amiss, most likely.


  No, the primary target was someone long dead. Perhaps you could say he was VERY long dead, depending on whether you counted back to his first death or merely his most recent....


  * * * *


  [December 21, 1937 - Bavaria]


  Once again, Colin found himself in a dream that was a memory, observing but not observed. Given the setting, he was glad none of the robed figures could see him...these were the Knights of the Thule before him. The real ones, too, not the Vogue Ghoul gang he'd known from his days on the other side of the law. These were the reality that the Ghouls had been mere shadows of, and even in someone else's dream they stabbed a dagger into the part of his mind that knew fear.


  They were chanting, but it wasn't in any modern language. Colin wasn't sure it was a *human* language. Darkness coiled around the room like a nest of serpents, occasionally sending tendrils of power into a runic display carved into the blood-darkened granite of the altar that dominated the relic-filled chamber.


  He knew this was history, a memory, but he ached to do something about it, to stop whatever this foul ceremony might be. But he was trapped as an observer, watching as if present in body, but unable to do anything else.


  A form had been coalescing atop the altar as the dream-memory started, and now shadow filaments raced to wrap themselves around it, forming fetters on what were becoming arms and legs, knitting chains as insubstantial as smoke and as inescapable as death.


  The vague humanoid became a woman, and then became one who Colin recognized. She had matured, in more ways than one, but it was still clearly the Jotuness of his previous dream, Glidja.


  The chanting stopped, and Glidja looked around her at the circle of Nazi sorcerors. "Thank you," she said, in slightly accented modern German. "The Aesir have forbidden us from entering Midgard or causing mortals to summon us here, but your little ritual was no doing of me nor mine. So I am free to stay as long as I like, and there seems to be a delicious little war about to start."


  "You will stay, and you will participate in the 'delicious war,'" the ritualist with the fanciest robe sneered. "But you are not free. We had hoped to summon a warrior to fight the mongrel races, but a brood mare for a race of demigods will serve the Reich just as well in the long run."


  Glidja laughed, a sound like the tinkling of crystal just before a shard of it pierces your heart. "These?" she held up her hands, shackled in darkness. "And here I thought mother was being overprotective," she pulled a familiar axe from her belt and with contemptuous ease sundered the bindings of shadow. The axe seemed to glow with an anger all its own, deadly serious for all that Glidja herself made light of the situation.


  The Knights of the Thule had been prepared for such a turn of events, or had thought they were. They moved to cast additional spells of binding and subdual, but Glidja gave them no time to complete the motions. She was among them like a wolf among sheep, tearing and gutting, with more than one Knight split cleanly in two by a sweep of Slaversbane. The axe itself seemed rather pleased to be slaughtering the cultists, which might explain its animosity towards the darkness even in the waking world.


  Colin shuddered. The official histories said that the Knights had been killed in a ceremony gone awry, but even the deep files liberated after WWII had no more information than that. Some claimed that the Knights had succeeded in their ritual and had predicted the failure of the Third Reich, using their magics to flee into another reality that they found more favorable.


  Clearly, the only reality they'd fled to was whatever afterlife awaited their blackened souls.


  "Now, let's see what kind of adventure I can find before Thor notices someone has let a Jotun loose in Midgard...!" Glidja chuckled, wiping the gore from Slaversbane and replacing it on her belt.


  * * * *


  [October 28, 2026 - Berlin, Germany]


  "Sorry to interrupt your rest," Captain Loring said as he saw the bleary features of Justice on his video screen. "but the darkness cultist that you did manage to capture back in July finally gave something useful up." He was professional enough to avoid smirking at the wince that Justice failed to conceal. The bust had been a royal cock-up, enough to get Justice sent off to ASIE for training. And Loring was still annoyed enough about the two Vogue Ghouls that got away that he felt no guilt about twisting the knife a little.


  Justice suppressed a yawn. "I haven't been sleeping well lately, so you didn't interrupt anything valuable. What did you get out of him?"


  "We let him start mixing with the general population, but keeping a close eye on him with spycams. He started trying to evangelize, so we've tossed him back in solitary, but we've got some descriptions of his 'Dark Lady' goddess. Gray skin, red lips, bald head, legs to kill for...sounding familiar to you?"


  "The sable lady from the sonnet. Scheisse," Justice spat.


  * * * *


  [February 2, 1943 - Somewhere in Sweden]


  "Mother Fenja, please grant me your blessing," Glidja spoke into a bowl. The fluids in the bowl swirled in an unnatural way, almost as if alive. Colin couldn't make out the surroundings, but he had the feeling he was in a small cabin with the Jotuness. Her insouciance of the previous dream had been replaced by a desperate pleading, and a sort of weariness of the soul. Physically she looked no different than when she'd been summoned by the Thule, but she felt much older now.


  "Warfare has lost its allure, daughter?" the voice of the mother Jotuness from the first night's dream issued forth from the bowl. Again, Colin felt the meaning of her words, though he suspected he wouldn't have understood the language itself. "I would have thought it would take more than a few turns of the seasons to sate your youthful bloodlust."


  Glidja shook her head, the weariness even more apparent. "The humans have found such horrible means of waging war, making butchery of it and turning soldiers into so many spitted pigs. There is no honor in it and less joy. I could no longer fight for those who still worship our folk, nor could I bring myself to help in their inevitable downfall. But in the middle of the horrors, I found a mortal who I love, and we have fled to a small part of Midgard not touched by the ashen hands of this war. My Oberst is a good man caught up in an evil matter, and if Slaversbane can't free the world from its madness, I could at least free my Oberst from it."


  "You understand, as great as the magics of Jotunkind are, we are not the Aesir. We cannot elevate mortals to godhood," Fenja warned. "And the poets warn of the tragedies that befall mortals who love the immortal, as well as the eternal sorrow of the immortal who mourns a lost love for eternity. Will you sacrifice for your mortal soldier? Will you surrender your divinity? We may be as nothing to the Aesir, but it is still much you would give up."


  Glidja nodded. "I understand. But...to love like this for even a single mortal lifetime would be worth it. This modern warfare has destroyed my love for battle, and if I cannot have another love to replace it, what good is eternal life?"


  * * * *


  [October 29, 2026 - Dogo Island, Shimane Prefecture, Japan]


  A wretched figure huddled in the corner of the grand cavern. Once the cavern had teemed with activity, as demon Mongols went about the business of their master and fashioned ever more deadly implements of war. Now the demons were dispersed or destroyed, and their master humbled with contemptuous ease by a man who claimed to be from days yet to come.


  It was a claim Akuryu had no trouble accepting, as he himself had been pulled into such unknown future days in the wake of the great casting he had undertaken during the failed invasion. He had saved the remnants of the Mongol fleet at the cost of his soul, a soul traded for darkness in much the same way he'd traded his manhood for sorcerous skills in the secret courts beneath the palace of the Khans. And now he had neither soul nor dark powers. When the mundane authorities of Japan visited the cavern, as they did on occasion, it took all the power Akuryu could muster to hide himself.


  He wasn't sure why he even bothered. No prison they could put him in would be less foul than the one he had made for himself, in his remote cavern. And while he had made numerous attempts to conquer Japan, as he understood things he had never quite transgressed a law that would have meant his death. The modern age was soft, it was so very hard to stir them to execute a dangerous man.


  "Do you wish to be dangerous once more?" a voice purred out of the shadows. She spoke flawless Mandarin, although Akuryu was certain that this was the effect of a translation spell. He'd used them often enough himself to recognize the signs.


  "I have nothing with which to bargain," Akuryu spat. "And I do not trust power offered freely...it is never free."


  "You have skill, which would make you a useful underling," she countered, stepping into view.


  Despite a number of offputtingly immodest aspects of her appearance, or perhaps because of them, Akuryu felt that had he anything left that could stir at the sight of this woman, he would be quite moved by her allure. As it was, he kept his wits about him, and could note how her eyes were too European, her gray skin an unhealthy pallor, her feet oafishly large. No, while she could inspire lust in those who could still feel it, he did not think her to be a paragon of beauty, even by the debased standards of this future age.


  "You are either naive to think I would remain under your thumb, or you think I am fool enough to swear an unbreakable oath to one I have only just met," Akuryu snarled as defiantly as he could.


  "But we have met before," her voice had dropped into a soft sussuration, a sound whose whispers invaded Akuryu's dreams, a sound he had heard over his own screams for the eternity he had spent in hell before he and the remnants of the Mongol fleet had emerged in this age. "You have served me before, and you will do so again. The one who usurped your place proved to be...a disappointment. And now I offer you a second chance to be what Chiaroscuro could not be. One of my high priests...."


  * * * *


  [November 17, 1959 - Bonn, Germany]


  Colin could see that surrendering her immortality had also cost her some of her inhuman stature, as the surroundings suggested Glidja stood at not much more than two meters now...still statuesque, but now she held Slaversbane more like a true axe than the hatchet it had seemed in her hands in the previous dream-memories. Or perhaps she had simply shrunk in order to fit in...Jotuns were known for their shapeshifting magic, even diminished by the loss of her immortality the Jotuness could have managed something as simple as losing a meter or so in height.


  A man with receding blond hair looked on approvingly from the background, likely the Colonel she had become mortal for. But the center of the room, the center of the dream, was dominated by a young man with a face that every schoolchild in Germany learned. He may have worn a mask his entire career, but after his death at the hands of his own son his face had been revealed to the world.


  Richard Konigswald, the original Rechtigkeit.


  He was still a teenager, he had yet to blossom into his full height and heft, but he was already taller and more muscular than almost any normal human. How he'd managed to maintain a secret identity was one of the great mysteries of 20th Century history, as he'd stood over two hundred and fifteen centimeters tall when he reached full growth. Maybe he inherited some of his mother's Jotunish shape-magic, or his clever grandmother crafted him something to help disguise his true nature.


  "Richard, my mother gave Slaversbane to me when I left home to seek my fortune, and I pass it on to you," Glidja held out the axe. "Your father and I have tried to teach you the futility of war, but we also taught you the importance of justice...and we can both see you ache to go out into the world and use your strength to make things better."


  Richard grasped the axe tentatively at first, then firmly, taking it into both hands as his mother reluctantly let go. There was a flare of power, an echo of what Colin himself remembered from that moonless night in the Black Forest.


  "Slaversbane...agrees with me," Richard said after a long pause. "He was made to break the shackles of the enslaved, but is not mankind itself enslaved wherever there is evil? Wherever there is injustice? I know you hate the war I was born during, mother, but it was not all mechanized inhumanity. There were men and women who took up arms and became symbols for what is right. Mysterymen whose masks made them something more than mortal, if less than gods. I would follow their example, for Germany and for mankind..." he lifted Slaversbane, which crackled with mystic energy as if roaring its approval, "...for JUSTICE!"


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


  Next Issue:


  The pieces of Lady Sable's mysterious scavenger hunt start to come together, heroes recognize the danger she presents and move to stop her, but has she planned too well and to long to be stopped? In ASH #112, the heroes must ascend "The Steep And Thorny Way"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This issue's title comes from Hamlet Act I scene 2: "The memory be green, and that it us befitted / To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom / To be contracted in one brow of woe" from Claudius's "time to get on with the business of ruling" speech.


  Mindbombs are probably similar to the sort of performance enhancing smartdrugs chess competitors are rumored to use, although with elements of LSD or peyote incorporated. The Tymmytes seek to recreate the experience that turned "flatscan" Tim Bose into the powerful spacetime mage Tymythy Twysytyd, but pretty quickly gave up on just using the same exact drugs Bose had been taking...too many side effects, too hazardous. Also, very illegal. In the 1990s, there were likely a lot of cult followings around certain supernormals, but most of them vanished in 1998 (either literally, or simply breaking up once the object of their veneration went away). The Tymmytes had the advantage of a credo that said to look within for answers, rather than following another, so they weren't hit very hard by the vanishings of 1998 and managed to hang together in the aftermath.


  While it's probably weakened lately, there's a "Somebody Else's Problem" field around Detroit. Magnum Motors is headquartered there, but Doctor Developer (or his proxies, depending on when it happened within the timeline of as-yet-unwritten issues of The Reverse Engineers) started moving the more high-profile operations out of town to places like Marysville to keep the SEP field from being too badly stressed.


  Fenja and Menja are giantesses in the Grottisongr, part of both the Prose and Poetic Eddas. During the Pax Romana, Scandinavia enjoyed something called Frodi's Peace, and the Grottisongr claimed that Frodi brought peace thanks to a magical grindstone that milled out peace and prosperity so long as it was turned by the two giantesses who created it, and who were enslaved by Frodi. Similar to the legend of the Sampo, it eventually turned on the one who would exploit it, and finally sank to the bottom of the ocean while grinding out an unending stream of salt (you may have seen the Popeye cartoon on that topic). Glidja is a character of my own creation, her name translates roughly to "bright" or "sparkling". Same root as "glitter" I expect.


  Slaversbane itself was created when I drew Herr Stark back in the early 90s. The composition of his ghostly slain father in the background seemed to need something, so I gave him an axe. I later reused the axe on Rechtigkeit (female version). And I made it a magical talking axe when I wrote "Justice" in 1994, although I mostly forgot about the talking part until recently. It was simple plot convenience to have it react to the shadows in ASH #101, something I figured I'd figure out a reason for later. Well, it's later, and here it is. :)


  I was tempted to make Glidja's true love be the colonel from the time-displaced Panzer division, but decided against it for two reasons. One, too many connections can actually weaken a setting, by making it feel smaller. Two, leaving that guy alone gives Andrew Perron more freedom should he decide to use the tank commander in the Edison Project. :)


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


  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/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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


  #112 - A Suit of Sables Part 3 of 4: The Steep and Thorny Way


  [The cover depicts Lord Ebon, a black silhouette with a deathly white grin, sitting on a throne of bones in the flaming ruins of a city. Members of both the 1990s and 2020s ASH lie defeated around him. The cover copy reads, "PAST = PROLOGUE?" in a blood-dripping font.]



  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Taylor / Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [October 13, 2026 - Orono, Maine Sector]


  "Ugh, you would not believe my day," Jane sighed as she locked the apartment door behind her and started kicking off her uncomfortable-but- fashionable shoes. "The new provost got some burr up his butt about the latest management fad, and now we peons in the outer office have to figure out how to make it work."


  Slipping into some sandals she kept by the door, the short and somewhat frumpy thirty-something woman dropped her coat onto a chair in the kitchen, dumped her purse on the counter, and opened the fridge. Frowning at its depleted state, she finally grabbed a bottle of a local microbrew and pulled a magnetic bottle opener from the front of the refrigerator.


  "I hope something shiny distracts him soon, so we can get back to doing things the right way," Jane opened the beer and headed for the living room, where she plopped down on an overstuffed couch. Reaching over to the table next to the couch, she skritched behind the ear of the head that sat there.


  The bodiless, one-eared, robotic wolf head.


  "At least I know you won't ever do something stupid like that, Louie. Who's a good boy?"


  "You know, even by my standards, that's a little creepy," a new voice entered the conversation.


  "What? Who..." Jane started to awkwardly get out of the couch, only to be pushed back down by a long gray leg emerging from the shadows.


  "Oh, don't get up," Lady Sable smirked, fully emerging from the darkened corner. "I won't be long...I just need the essence of a member of the original Academy of Super-Heroes, and LU-62 is what they call 'low-hanging fruit' in that regard."


  Jane had the look of a mouse fixed in the gaze of a snake, and stammered, "But...it's just a hunk of metal. Louie died to save me from a collapsing wall, all of his memory circuits were in his torso. Trust me, I took his head to plenty of robotics and computer experts since in the past few years, there's nothing in the head but sensors and projectors. And most of those were so burned out they don't work anyway. It's the only reason the government people let me keep him."


  Lady Sable tsked. "I didn't say I was here for his memory, I said I was here for his essence. His spirit. His *soul*."


  Jane frowned a little at that. "A soul? Louie was a robot."


  "And yet, as you say, he sacrificed his existence to save you. Even the rocks and the air have spirits, don't you think LU-62 demonstrated more spirit than most humans ever do, Miss Preston?" the dark sorceress raised one cruelly curved eyebrow. "And he died after heaven and hell were sealed away for a generation, so there's nowhere else his soul could have gone. Yessss, I feel it here, bound to his mortal remains. A ghost in the machine, quite literally. It was buried too deeply for me to sense earlier, but your arrival seems to have waken it up. Perhaps your conversations with that paperweight weren't as one-sided as you suspected?"


  There was an unflash of darkness around the metal head, then a tiny blue spark emerged from the skull and floated to an amulet Lady Sable wore around her neck.


  "N-now are y-you..." Jane stammered fearfully.


  "...going to kill you?" Lady Sable laughed coldly. "No, you really don't matter in the grand scheme of things, and killing you would only draw unwanted attention. Simple enough to erase the last few minutes of your memory...."


  Jane blinked. "Ooh, rough day, Louie. I think I blanked out for a minute there." She looked at the microbrew on the table next to Louie's head. "Maybe I should cork that up and finish it some other time. Then again, after the day I had, getting totally wasted might be just the thing. Do you know what the new Provost wants us to do...?"


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector]


  Like most government agencies, the Department of Super-Human Affairs wasn't a single monolithic organization. Rather, it was a collection of several entities that operated under a common banner and mandate. Most people were familiar with the law enforcement aspect, the DSHA field agents that helped deal with paragangers and supervillains, although the new NAC Marshals were increasingly taking over that job. Many were also aware of the admen and agents of the "Hollywood" side of the DSHA, the people who marketed the likenesses and endorsements of superheroes (and supervillains) to help defray the phenomenal costs associated with having superhumans in the world.


  But there were other branches that had much lower profiles, and often much smaller staffing requirements. Superhuman insurance policies, both against damage caused by their fights and for medical coverage of registered superhumans, were mostly farmed out to private companies, and only a relatively small group of auditors was needed to keep an eye on them. Similarly, the sort of work that had been done by MuniCOE in the 1990s was mostly contracted out to private firms (one of whom had bought the MuniCOE trademarks) with only a half dozen or so DSHA agents in charge of coordinating their work.


  Burt Russell was part of one of those smaller, less visible parts of DSHA. Well, his birth name was Bertrand, but since he'd gone into computational science he'd gotten tired of being compared to the TwenCen logician he'd been named after, so he insisted on Burt. His job involved work on the various netcrawlers that the DSHA maintained. Improving their search algorithms, providing a first layer of human interpretation to the results they spat out, that sort of thing. He had ten or so coworkers in the Analytical Division, but rarely met them. This was the sort of job you could do from home as well as anywhere else, especially given that their mandate was specifically to work with unsecured sources. The kind of thing that needed warrants (or fancy legal footwork to avoid getting a warrant) wasn't in DSHA's charter, and they went to the Combine Security Agency when they needed deep black infohacks.


  But Burt was pretty proud of the algorithms he'd developed. People sometimes questioned the reasoning behind the assignment of Marshals, for instance. He'd been the one who wrote the code that let them determine which areas needed what sort of superhuman help, often before it was obvious to even the closest on-the-ground observer. He'd actually gotten the inspiration from a bit of old supervillain code he'd found in college, called "Captain Dogooder." But where that program had tried to predict what a particular superhero would do, Burt's program tried to predict the kinds of threats an area might face that would require a superhero...a much more complicated task, requiring something pretty close to a true Artificial Consciousness. It scoured the open nets and made inferences that bordered on intuition.


  Burt smiled, taking a bite from a lukewarm breakfast burrito and surveying the latest patch for what he called the "Marshal Machine." Some recent decisions on privacy law had put a couple of holes in what the current version could do...damn hippies and their "Constitutional Rights" protests, always making it harder to gather information...but he'd found a way around it. A legal way, even. He knew a lot of illegal ones, and he'd passed those on to a pal in the CSA in return for favors to be named later.


  A flashing icon in the corner of his second monitor nearly made him spit out the mouthful of burrito.


  "The Apotheosis Protocols? Crap!" he exclaimed through a full mouth.


  Using much of the same code as the Marshal Machine, he'd written the Apotheosis Protocols after Lorenzo Archangeli's attempt at godhood. They hadn't been able to predict Q'Nos's rise to power, but now they had enough of a hit that the machine wanted human eyes on the data.


  Burt quickly saved his work and shoved it aside, letting the Apotheosis Protocols take up all of his monitor space. Then he remembered to swallow, finally.


  "OOOOOOH this is bad," Burt's eyes widened. And while a small part of him realized there were five separate changes he needed to make to the code that would probably have alerted him several days ago had they already been in place, his main thoughts were already moving to the blackcel he kept at home for those rare times he needed a truly secure line to the agency.


  "Transmitting vital data, ASH eyes priority," he said into the phone as he punched in commands to dump the Apotheosis Protocols' data over the link. There wasn't a verbal code for this sort of thing. Too sensitive. So, no dramatic pronouncement like, "Code Brown, we have a new god in town," to accompany the data stream.


  The data would speak for itself.


  Scream, even.


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  "The problem, you see, is that while too much instability is obviously bad for the region," Edouard was unfolding a map while Ahmed stood attentively, "too much stability is also bad. So long as there were a few warlords jockeying for position in the area, no one was strong enough to pose a problem for me and mine. But Adoko is on the verge of becoming the uncontested ruler of a big enough region that he can start looking to the mineral wealth of Lake Victoria."


  Edouard stabbed a claw at several points on the map, each marked with hand-written symbols that represented some sort of natural resource. "Gold, for one. And rare earths, of the kind that many electronic devices need. Bulky resources, the sort of thing that you want to be able to get to a seaport. And that means a new road. And the easiest route?" he swiped a claw across the Serengeti, scoring the paper of the old roadmap.


  "So...what? Prepare for a guerilla war against road-building crews?" Ahmed shrugged. "From what little I saw of President Adoko's training camps, he's probably a year away from being stable enough to risk dumping resources into a venture like this. Maybe two years. Not, I admit, that I have a great deal of practical experience in this sort of thing."


  "Come now," Edouard smiled, a rather disturbing sight on a cat's head. "You've said enough in your time here that I know you've been educated in the classics of warfare and ruling. At the very least, you've read the Art of War and The Prince. Don't think so small. You're hiding from Khadam for some reason, and I can guess at a few possibilities. You need powerful allies, preferably a secure power base of your own. Oh, don't look so shocked. I was in the superhero game long enough to recognize a would be conqueror in the making...if I thought you were the wrong kind, you simply would have gone to feed the lions of the Sun. But an age of supernormal Princes is dawning, mark my words, and you have the raw material needed to become one of the good ones, if you live. No, I have a proposal that might serve both your needs and my own. What do you think of the idea of starting your own empire in Kenya, one that would keep humans out of the Serengeti?"


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "I concur with the computer analysis," Peregryn's image spoke from a monitor screen. "Someone is attempting to repeat Lord Ebon's apotheosis scheme of 1997." With help from Essay, Peregryn had managed to enchant the monitor and its built-in camera so that it would allow for realtime communication between Earth and Venus. His earlier magical painting had worked perfectly fine as far as he was concerned, but Solar Max found it to be...creepy. Especially when he thought of the ingredients that had gone into its paints.


  "Has anyone ever pulled off a repeat of one of those godhood gambits?" Scorch asked from a mundane monitor that connected to Vancouver. "I mean, at least there's a close guard on the Great Pyramid now, just in case, but if it works or looks like it might have, why not try again?"


  Peregryn shook his head. "It's hard to say, as there are very few reliable accounts of mages even attempting it, and Rebus may or may not be the only success story...depending on how you define success. But one thing that the lore tends to agree on is that you must sacrifice something unique as part of the ritual. To make a god is quite significant, and the cost is commensurate. A great deal of raw power helps, naturally, hence the hecatomb Lord Ebon made of Milwaukee, or Rebus's slaying of the Anchors along with using the power of the pyramid. But it puzzles me what our mysterious mage is up to...if she knows enough to make the attempt, she knows that exactly copying Lord Ebon's path can't work. Whatever element Ebon sacrificed in his attempt...and we know he got far enough to have made the sacrifice...is gone now. By its nature, there cannot have been another, cannot ever BE another. And as far can be determined by mages on the ground, the Great Pyramid no longer accumulates power. Rebus's ceremony destroyed whatever part of it was key to the gathering of energy. So that is consistent with the lore."


  "Whatever we do, we have to do it soon," Solar Max pointed out. "Assuming that the Apotheosis Protocols are correct and the Lady Sable they've been hearing about in Europe is behind this, she'd almost definitely want to perform the crowning ritual tomorrow. Not only is Halloween generally good for dark magics, it's the anniversary of Lord Ebon's own failed gambit."


  "A gambit that almost destroyed the original ASH," Meteor added. "The dangerous thing about these quests for godhood isn't that they succeed, it's that they fail so destructively."


  * * * *


  [October 31, 1997 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin]


  EMerald had been part of ASH almost since the founding, had even led it on occasion, and she'd never seen anything this horrible. The previous "most horrible" had been when Dread Cthulhu was briefly awoken, but he was too incomprehensible, too cosmic, to resonate the way the sight before her did.


  Thousands were dead, piled into arcane patterns that turned the downtown area into a ritual circle. Many had died praying to gods who did nothing, or to a God that some were becoming convinced either didn't exist or had lost interest in His world.


  One god, at least, was represented here. Set was more enraged than EMerald could recall ever seeing him. There was no sign of the awkward academic Myron Telix inside the hulking jackal-headed brute now, just pure divine anger. A monstrosity constructed from the merged corpses of over a hundred innocents was trading blows with the Egyptian avatar-hero, though, effectively neutralizing ASH's strongest member.


  EMerald and the other "Armor Angels" had been sidelined early in the game, by an anti-technology spell Lord Ebon had readied against ASH's arrival. The same spell destroyed Isabel's guns, and she and Edouard were relying on staves and swords. Ravenfire's minor telekinetic talent might have been useful in rescuing any survivors, but this close to Ebon himself there were none...just different types of casualty. EMerald spared a brief thought of thanks that LU-62 had gone solo a while back, the spell probably would have killed him outright. Or Psiberpunk...she didn't even want to think about what would have happened to his cybernetic systems.


  "Oh, God, he just ripped Vectrox's face off!" Banshee turned away and started to retch. The speedster had been halted by a palpable field of darkness after landing a few solid blows on the necromancer, who was clearly enjoying toying with his foes.


  "What the hell can we do?" Ravenfire asked. "Ebon may not be a full god yet, but he might as well be! Vectrox and Ghostflare are dead, Rad's off in Radland, there's not enough working tech between our three armors to make a toaster, Set's not getting anywhere against mega-zombie there, and I think the only reason Eddie and Izzy are still alive is that Ebon doesn't really think they're a threat. Probably the only reason WE'RE still alive."


  "I'd suggest we start praying," Banshee's voice had a hysterical edge to it, "but if it didn't help any of these people, I doubt it'd do us much good. You'd think those gods showing up on TV lately would be interested in flexing their muscles here."


  EMerald shook her head. Set had explained that one before things had gone totally to hell. Something about the ritual was balancing forces very carefully. The gods were reluctant to take a direct hand, lest things blow up in their faces. Set suspected he might be stripped of his avatar status over this, if he survived.


  Isabel jumped in among the three women, dropping something with a clunk. "DSHA armor power core. Looks intact. Gotta run," she leapt back into the thick of the undead soldiers.


  Since ASH's presence in Milwaukee tended to attract a certain number of "gunslingers" looking to make a name for themselves, the Department of Super-Human Affairs had stationed some armored agents in supertech suits to help deal with the riff-raff, as well as hold the line should something hit when ASH was out of town, as they had been today. EMerald didn't know which of the three men had worn this particular suit, nor did she know any of them very well, but she was pretty sure they'd given their lives to try to hold off the unstoppable Lord Ebon. But maybe....


  "Look, he's trying to become a god of shadow, right?" EMerald said, sudden inspiration striking like a whisper at the back of her head. "That means he has to become darkness incarnate as part of the ritual. Once that happens, and before he finishes becoming the new god of night, he'll be vulnerable."


  "We have power...so what?" Ravenfire insisted. "All our other tech is busted to hell and back. There's no way it'll hold together long enought to do any good."


  "Who said I wanted it to hold together? Remember Strafe?" EMerald asked. "Summer of 89?"


  "You know how his Overlord Blast system worked?" Ravenfire asked, dubiously. The very first time ASH had fought someone claiming to be a god, the armored hero Strafe had nearly died when he channeled all the power of his suit into a single titanic blast that turned the tide of the battle. She cast a nervous glance to where Lord Ebon was sitting atop a throne of severed heads, laughing as his titanic zombie threw Set high into the air.


  "No, but I know how a bomb-pumped laser works, and I know how to make these cores," she gestured at the one Isabel had left them, "go boom. The emitters in my gauntlets are damaged, but I bet the lasing rods have at least one swan song in 'em!"


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Most people knew what happened next. Certainly, everyone who had attended the Academy knew. It was their history, and could be their future.


  ASH, for all practical purposes, was destroyed as a team that day. The two newest members had died. All three "Armor Angels" were seriously injured, either in the detonation of the bomb-pumped laser or during the brief chaos unleashed by Lord Ebon's demise. Banshee hadn't even bothered rebuilding her armor. Rad spent months recovering, only going back to action shortly before July 1998. Edouard tried to hold things together for a while, but eventually he and Isabel took a leave of absence that they never returned from. Set went on to found a new team using the old name, but even though most of the godly avatars he recruited had been members of one roster or another, it really didn't feel like ASH anymore. That "Pantheon of Super-Heroes" team came across as propaganda for various gods, like an old familiar local brand that was bought out by a multinational conglomerate and used as a front for the same old crap.


  And, of course, Milwaukee had been gutted.


  It was easy to pretend, looking at the emptiness of its lakefront, that the loss of population was just another one of those post-1998 effects. A lot of cities had been deliberately emptied, like Dallas, because there were no longer enough people around to support them.


  But Milwaukee had had its heart ripped out in 1997. People had been moving away as fast as they could throughout the early months of 1998, and the population was actually about the same now as it was in June of that year. Like Manhattan, the ones who stuck around were the die-hards, the ones who either had a stubborn pride in being from Milwaukee, or were simply unwilling to move for personal reasons. Once the largest city in Wisconsin, it was now at best fifth-largest, probably sixth. The University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee, and its private school counterpart Marquette University, formed the core of what remained, and after education the city's largest industry was urban reclamation. Permanent residents were a minority of those who now walked the streets of what had become a sleepy little college town.


  "I think Lord Ebon killed more people here in '97 than live here now," Lightfoot observed. Coming back to the haunted shell of Milwaukee always unnerved him. His first sight of this brave new century had been here, returning mere hours and a full generation after he'd left it in 1994. It had been like visiting grandparents and suddenly realizing that they weren't the people you knew as a kid...they were old now, and near death. He wasn't from Milwaukee, but it had been his home for an important time in his life.


  More chillingly, it had been the time when he was the new guy on the team. Vectrox's fate could easily have been his own.


  "Odds are good that Lady Sable isn't going to try to recreate Ebon's endgame exactly here," Solar Max pointed out. "If Peregryn's right, she's using sympathetic magic to draw echoes of that ritual to herself, but she'll need to add her own unique spin to things in order to actually attain godhood. It's also possible we've already missed her, she did whatever she needed to quietly enough that no one here noticed."


  "I hope not," Fury shivered. "I don't like the idea that anyone could get so close to Chris without anyone noticing it." Arin's son had been adopted by Nancy Balzer, an Anchor and nurse who lived in one of the few remaining residential neighborhoods not tied to one of the two universities. Unlike most of her neighbors, she commuted to the Madison area rather than staying in the county, but Chris had recently been enrolled in the local school system, where he'd still be at this time of the afternoon.


  "Well, there's close and then there's close," Centurion tried to reassure her. "Miller Valley is miles away from downtown," he gestured at the empty lots that surrounded the helijet's landing spot. "Downtown" Milwaukee had been deconstructed decades ago. The damage inflicted in Ebon's failed ascension had gutted many of the more prominent structures, and there hadn't been enough money or desire to rebuild. So the old city core had just been dismantled over the years following the crash of the Godmarket, leaving two clusters around the universities, and a third around the old County Stadium (which itself was finally demolished as a safety hazard in 2012). All that was left of most of the city was a spiderweb of crumbling roads that weren't cost-effective to rip up, surrounding bare foundations and cracked parking lots. The truly heartrending images of an urban ghost town were over a decade in the past, at least, as all of the debris and usable materials had been cleaned up. But you'd never mistake it for anything other than a dead city, the bones had simply been picked clean and nicely mounted. It would take another generation or so before nature would fully reclaim things and old Milwaukee would just look like three towns that shared a small airport.


  But where ASH disembarked had once been the living heart of a city.


  "Feels aenlich East Germany," Rechtigkeit shivered. Once it was clear that the Lady Sable who had been active in the Combine over the past few weeks was the same as the "Dark Lady" plaguing Europe, EUROPA had insisted on sending a representative who was involved in the case from their side, so Colin caught a ride back to America with Contact. "The old Soviet show- cities that fell apart once the USSR stopped propping them up."


  "Feels more like Lost Angeles to me," Scorch replied, his expression hidden by the smoked armorglass of his helmet. "Like a trap. Maybe we should have waited for Beacon to get here before going in."


  "How perceptive."


  Out of nowhere, a slender Chinese man in ancient robes of black silk decorated in silver threads had appeared, standing next to the small memorial pedestal that had been erected on the site of Lord Ebon's throne.


  "Hit him!" Solar Max ordered, smashing down on the area with as much gravity as he could muster. Radner would probably chide him for not respecting the tradition of trading banter before a battle, but when you know a trap is slamming shut you don't pause to chat with the jaws.


  Arin's powerbeams, Rechtigkeit's lightning and Scorch's flames added their energies to the assault, while Centurion, Meteor, Contact and Lightfoot stood ready to respond to any as-yet-unrevealed threat.


  For a moment, it appeared that the combined assault had simply erased the man from existence, but an echoing laugh put the lie to that idea.


  "Your language has a phrase I quite like in this case," the disembodied voice mocked. "Jumping at shadows."


  "Ah, crap. I knew we should have waited for George," Scorch muttered. They could have diverted to Venus first, costing them about an hour or so all told, but now that Beacon could reliably fly between the planets on his own they'd agreed to meet him in Milwaukee.


  "Your namesakes were driven out of their home in Chicago by a shadow dragon," the voice continued, resonating from everywhere and nowhere. "It is therefore fate that I, Akuryu, will slay you in the city to which they fled!"


  A sinuous shape of pure darkness poured out of the sky, opened jaws large enough to devour a man on one bite, and unleashed a blast of the blackest night....


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


  Next Issue:


  The endgame! Anyone who survives the assault of Akuryu still has to stop Lady Sable from becoming the next ascended god, in ASH #113, "But A Shadow"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  "Do not, as some ungracious pastors do, Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven; Whiles, like a puffed and reckless libertine, Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads, And recks not his own rede." Hamlet 1.3


  By the way, the phrase "recks not his own rede" and its variants are the tied to the origin of the term "reckless". It means to not pay attention to one's own advice. It's also why Ethelred the Unready wasn't unprepared, he simply ignored his advisors (he was un-rede-y), who were a lot of useless sycophants.


  Is Lady Sable herself climbing a steep and thorny way, or has she decided that copying Lord Ebon constitutes a primrose path? That's something you'll have to wait until next issue to find out.


  The Jane Preston in the first scene is the "Janie Preston" from Coherent Super Stories #23 (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/CSS23).


  Captain Dogooder was first mentioned in LL&DD #7 (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/LLDD7). Whether the original platform (Horde) is still operating or not is unknown, although odds are good that Doctor Developer's personal copy of Captain Dogooder still exists somewhere in his effects.


  Rare earth mining in Lake Victoria is a big part of the reason for a currently proposed road in the real world that would cut the Serengeti in two, although it's annoyingly hard to find any mention of which rare earth in particular is being mined (my online searches got generic indignation over trading wildlife for batteries, or were more interested in the gold mining).


  One thing that always requires a lot of suspension of disbelief in superhero and high fantasy stories is that once some massive plot is derailed, it's almost never attempted again. At best, you get a "Now that we know what to keep an eye out for, they won't be trying THAT again!" pronouncement. But other crimes get copycatted all the time, why not apotheosis schemes? The closest I can think of is that in Marvel, people keep making new Cosmic Cubes. But as I was setting up this arc, I decided I wanted something a little more concrete to explain why mages didn't simply spam attempts at godhood until one succeeded sheerly by chance.


  Of course, that still leaves the question of WHY you need something unique, but that can be safely dumped on the shoulders of the other gods. They're willing to let in the occasional n00b, but you have to be good enough to figure out your own path. The unique elements may even have been salted throughout space and time by the gods as a sort of entrance exam, to let the best of the mortals occasionally join the elite.


  Vectrox and Ghostflare joined ASH shortly before October 31, 1997, and didn't last long. I made them up on the spot to fill the "newbies who buy it" trope in this flashback, rather than kill off a previously-established character. I referred to Lord Ebon's impact on Milwaukee waaaaay back in ASH #4 (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/ASH4) and figured I'd get back to it eventually. 108 issues later is "eventually," right? Hardly an eyeblink in Claremont Time.


  I've explained Radland before, but it bears repeating for new readers. In the HERO system (where the original ASH games were played), the more badly beaten into unconsciousness you are, the more slowly you recover...a STUN score of -16 takes more than twice as long to get up from than a score of -8, for instance, since the recovery rate slows down. At STUN of -31 or lower, the chart simply says, "GM's Option" for recovery rate. Rad, who had a really nasty attack (5d6+1 EKA, for those who know Hero stats) and only moderate defenses (DCV 8, PD/ED 25) tended to get pounded into GM's Option territory so often we renamed it Radland. And the time his unconscious body was used as a lava plow...well, I told his player Rad would probably be awake in time for the next week's session. But no guarantees.


  "Akuryu" is Japanese for shadow dragon or dark dragon, and when I created Akuryu during Timequake it was a deliberate homage to the shadow dragon that ASH fought in the old Champions campaign. Knocking it back into a 22 story building (which then was deemed too unsafe to inhabit and had to be demolished) was the last straw as far as Chicago's city government was concerned, and ASH was invited to leave. Milwaukee welcomed them with open arms, drooling over the increase in prestige. Probably not the best move they could have made, all things considered.


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


  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/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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


  



  #113 - A Suit of Sables Part 4 of 4: But A Shadow


  [The cover is the same layout as that of #112, but now Lady Sable sits atop the throne of skulls in the burning city, and only present-day members of ASH lie defeated around her.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Taylor / Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [October 30, 2026 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]



  Darkness poured from the mouth of Akuryu's new draconic form, corroding the pavement where it struck but missing its targets. Lightfoot had used his ability to impart speed to hustle Solar Max and Scorch out of the way, Centurion and Contact had simply used superhumanly powerful leg muscles to leap to safety, Meteor had yanked Justice out of the beam's path and Arin had detonated her power from the soles of her feet and launched herself away even more quickly than her lover's leaping had managed. Other than Justice, it was a maneuver they had practiced together hundreds of times in various simulated combat exercises, and Justice was well-trained enough to trust Meteor to pull him away.


  The lack of cover in the urban wasteland of deconstructd Milwaukee offered no obvious place to escape *to*, though, and the team simply scattered. If Akuryu had brought any allies, they'd just set themselves up to be defeated in detail.


  "Romeo-five!" Solar Max ordered, indicating the fifth rallying scheme they'd trained for, one of six on the list that assumed an ally who wasn't in on the training. While not forming a tight knot, everyone quickly moved so that they'd be within support distance of Justice, except for Centurion who deliberately lagged in order to present a tempting target.


  Akuryu took the bait, sluicing through the air like an ink spill and slapping down a man-sized claw at Centurion. The hero tried to parry with his sword, but it was like cutting smoke. The claw passed through Centurion with an angry hiss, and the big man grunted in pain as Akuryu's assault hit him on a spiritual level rather than the physical.


  The others hadn't just been idly watching, however. Scorch's flames passed through a gravitational lens that Solar Max formed, becoming a sort of solar lance that burned away chunks of the shadow dragon wherever they touched. Contact switched to a psychic assault, probing at the mind that lay among the shadows and trying to find a weak spot. Those with more physical powers peppered Akuryu with their attacks as well, since it was possible that the ancient sorceror's body was still present and controlling the beast from within, but they weren't having any effect.


  And then Justice ran up Centurion's back, leaping for the dragon's head, and brought his sizzling and crackling axe down between its gray-lit eyes.


  Akuryu HOWLED, a tormented sound that momentarily stunned everyone within several kilometers with its wrenching agony.


  Justice landed roughly, his timing thrown off by the howl, but Akuryu didn't take the opening this presented. The inky serpent simply shot off into the distance, quitting the field of battle after a fight that had lasted mere seconds.


  "That sorted 'im," Justice panted, smirking as he hefted the axe. "Guess he wasn't expecting 'Slaversbane' to be so effective."


  "Why not?" Centurion brushed at his chest, as if trying to wipe away the darkness he could feel clinging to his soul. "Lady Sable has to know about your axe by now. Unless she wanted Akuryu to fail, she'd have told him to avoid it."


  "Sal's right," Solar Max nodded, although in his armor he almost had to bow at the waist to do it. "I think we've just been used...."


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - Columbus, Ohio Sector]


  In his human form, Akuryu now suffered a head wound that wept dark ichor, and he was holding a bundle of silk to it in a vain attempt to stanch the bleeding.


  "I have performed my part of the ritual, my Lady," he reported, wincing. "I only regret that I failed to slay any of them."


  Lady Sable shook her head languidly. "That was never necessary, and it might have been undesirable in any case. All I needed from you was a credible re-enactment of the final battle for my ritual, as well as a distraction from my other endeavors. Endeavors that have been quite successful, in fact," she stroked an ebony sarcophagus that sat next to her "throne," the office chair that had served Lord Ebon himself for a time.


  She reached up and wiped a small bit of ichor from Akuryu's eyebrow with a slender finger, then licked the blood off. "Never underestimate the usefulness of letting an enemy *think* he knows your weakness. Now go, heal. Take it as a compliment that I don't trust you anywhere near this ritual."


  "Indeed," Akuryu bowed with great outward humility, an effect spoiled only by the faintest of gleams in his dark eyes. The Chinese sorceror had never read Shakespeare, but he would have definitely concurred with the playwright about the chafing nature of gratitude...and the power to be gained as the servant of a god was nothing to that one could have should he manage to become the god himself.


  * * * *


  [October 30, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "The only thing we know for sure is that whatever her endgame is, that wasn't it," Solar Max frowned. Centurion was getting checked out by an apprentice mystic healer for possible shadow contagion, but otherwise everyone from the battle had reconvened to brainstorm, with help from Peregryn's video image. "If it had been, we'd be dealing with a new goddess now."


  "Maybe she just had better things to do upon ascension than mess with puny mortals?" Beacon suggested, having reached Earth a few minutes after the battle.


  Peregryn shook his head. "Even if that were the case, I doubt I would have missed the signs of apotheosis. Having witnessed the birth of a god, I know what to look for, and Lady Sable would not have been able to hide it entirely. Nor has Inanna felt anything that would have indicated such an event. The ritual has not yet finished, assuming it didn't simply fail."


  "What else is there?" Scorch asked. "The analyticals have gone over every clash Ebon had with ASH, and with the Raiders before that, and found at least something recent and unexplained at each site. A few minor thefts, probably physical tokens of the old battles, some strange sightings. There's nothing left for her to revisit."


  "It could be that her ritual will close with something totally original," Peregryn suggested. "This would make it almost impossible to predict or intercept, unfortunately."


  "No. It feels wrong," Contact shook his head. "I've spent enough time with profilers, telepathic and mundane, to see that even disregarding whatever the magic demands, Lady Sable is a classic copycat. Radner would love working with her, she's a stickler for the forms of the old villains. She wouldn't work up a ritual like this without the payoff being at least related to Lord Ebon. Is there anything we know he wanted to do...other than become a god...that he never managed to implement?"


  "You mean, like a plot that got scuttled early in the planning stages?" Solar Max frowned. "I'm not sure we could even find out about that sort of thing. It's not like Lord Ebon left a journal with his hopes and dreams for the future."


  "Dear Diary," Scorch affected a deep and creepy voice like Lord Ebon had used the few times he'd been captured on tape. "Today I flensed Bobby McGurk. He totally had it coming, for making fun of my new shirt."


  Peregryn furrowed his brow thoughtfully, ignoring Scorch with the ease of long practice. "Actually, he may well have. The problem is that Lady Sable would have it, should it exist. That could explain many things, if she were reading Lord Ebon's journal and using it to help plan her own ritual. Mages generally keep notes of unfinished rituals and experiments that we wish to revisit later. Lady Sable could have stumbled upon an apotheosis scheme that Ebon abandoned, and decided she could make it work. Perhaps it was something that couldn't have been performed in the 20th Century because the stars were not yet right..."


  "Wait. Stars," Lightfoot interrupted. "We ARE missing one of Ebon's conflicts. It wasn't with heroes, though, it was with other villains," he started tapping away at his terminal as quickly as the system could keep up. "They Might Be Villains, an obscure little group that fought the Raiders a couple of times before vanishing. I only know about them because I was mining the databases for information about someone I wrote about online in the early 90s. Constellation." Images came up on the main screen, showing the starry-bodied supernatural.


  "Oh, shit," Contact spat, the first to make the connection. "Lady Sable wants to try a soul fusion. Like the one that created Constellation, or the Family." +-Or that I thought I'd achieved with you, Paul,-+ he added silently.


  "It's not apotheosis, but it's definitely a step into the semi-divine," Peregryn nodded. "A more conservative path than leaping directly from mortality to divinity, and not without its own dangers, but success could place her beyond our ability to affect without bringing her to the attention of jealous gods just yet."


  "If she really wants to be a goddess at the end of the game, I don't see her merging with an equal," Arin pointed out. "Too much chance of becoming the junior partner. So Akuryu wouldn't be it. We haven't heard from Chiaroscuro since he flamed out during the Orange Skies incident, but I doubt he'd put himself subordinate to her either, even if she found him at his weakest."


  Justice's blackcel buzzed at the same time that alert messages popped up on everyone else's terminals.


  "Well, there's the answer," Meteor pointed to the main screen. "Looks like the guy Contact and Justice captured the other day was faking it. He escaped and took his prize with him. They just discovered the fake he left behind."


  "This is extremely dangerous," Peregryn's image looked at the main screen. The alert itself would no doubt arrive on his personal comm once the lightspeed lag had passed. "Even if we're wrong about the soul-fusion, TerraStar's body represents the sort of unique resource that might make true apotheosis possible. And if soul-fusion is the goal, Lady Sable could merge with the ba, or lower soul, still present in the gross matter of the body. It might not be as powerful as a fusion between equals, but having the power of TerraStar's body added to her own sorcerous might...?"


  * * * *


  [October 31, 2026 - Columbus, Ohio Sector]


  "They Might Be Villains operated out of a strip mall?" Arin quirked an eyebrow at the drone footage. They were at the local DSHA enforcement office downtown, the only signficantly built-up part of the city. Outside of the small downtown, the city of nearly a million people was functionally just a lot of suburbs stitched together. That decentralized nature had made it a natural for absorbing the better-off refugees from cities like Cincinnati or Detroit, and what losses it had suffered in 1998 had been reversed since then.


  Finding the exact location of an obscure villain group's base had been fairly time-consuming by modern data sifting standards, so rather than come blazing in on a suborbital shell or military helijet, they'd simply taken a nondescript commuter jet and landed at one of Columbus's smaller private airstrips. As speed didn't seem necessary, as much stealth as could be practiced was in order, even if they had no illusions about being able to make it all the way in without being detected.


  Lightfoot shook his head. "It was a disused auto body shop, actually. But I guess it finally got torn down at some point and a shopping center built at the site. Hm," he scrolled over the data on the location, "looks like the strip mall hasn't seen a lot of business lately either. The neighborhood net news seemed pretty excited that someone had rented one of the units a few months ago, and there's some speculation about what sort of business it'll be once it finishes renovations."


  "Bad business for everyone," Solar Max frowned, cradling the helmet of his armor under one arm. "Although it's probably a good thing that the place was so moribund...Lady Sable probably wouldn't have had any qualms about a few discreet murders if that was what it took to acquire the site of TMBV's old base."


  "We have the warrant," Centurion held up his comm, then scanned the specific wording. "Looks like there's been a few complaints about noise and odd smells from the location already, so the judge had no problem signing."


  Everyone was relieved at that. While they could generally force their way through the legal process and make the evidence stick in court anyway, that only worked if they were *right*. If this was just bad luck for some innocent citizen, there were fewer public relations reprecussions if they could get a "clean" warrant from a judge who wasn't doing so under protest. Especially with the Freedom Alliance making noises about how ASH was trampling on American Rights. Maybe sending in the nation's top superteam to deal with someone who hammered on drywall too early on a Sunday morning would be blasted as overkill, but it wouldn't be of questionable legality.


  "Do we go in fast and hard, or knock?" Centurion put the comm in its specially shock-padded pocket on his uniform. "Warrant doesn't specify."


  Solar Max pondered that for a moment. "Knock. If we had a combat mage along, we could try to get surprise on our side, but it's pretty safe to assume that if Lady Sable has been set up here for a couple of months that she's got mystic tripwires all over the place, and none of us is equipped to find them. And if this is a wild goose chase, we won't cause as much trouble this way...none of the reported activity at the site is inconsistent with remodeling for a new business, after all," he nodded to some additional data that was scrolling up the screen. "Expect her to know once we're within a few blocks, be ready for attacks. Meteor, Lightfoot, I want you on a sweep for civilians. The neighborhood has a low population density, but you never know. Beacon, try to be the Rad: I doubt she'll ignore the danger that Justice's axe presents, but I want her focusing on your more obvious threat instead. We knock, but let's move briskly about it. If we're lucky, she'll be deeply involved in something, and having to break away to deal with us will take her precious time."


  A short drive north in a city maintenance van brought them into the neighborhood they'd been watching via the spydrone. A mix of industrial, commercial and rental residental in various states of "just this side of condemned" decay. Their briefing told them that there were parts of town with more danger, but none with more despair, as the post-1998 inrush had largely passed this neighborhood by. The few modern structures, like their target, just made the rest of the TwenCen-vintage buildings look worse by comparison, rather than lifting up the neighborhood.


  But people still lived there, still ran businesses there, because it was cheap. And, in some ways, that made it more heartbreaking than demolished Milwaukee. Not dead, but not really alive. Not good enough to attract interest, but not bad enough to require attention. A twilight community surrounded by people who passed through it on the way from one better place to another, and feeling like it had been that way for a long time.


  In short, you'd be hard-pressed to find a better place to hold a dark ritual that you wanted to keep under wraps. And being All Hallows Eve was just a layer of corroded gold on the withered lily.


  The parking lot was empty except for their van. They'd seen some trick-or-treaters and general holiday revelers in the general area, but none came to this block. It had no houses with tenants, and the few active businesses closed early on Saturdays. The Sun hadn't set yet, but the shallow rays it cast across the neighborhood only made everything look more decrepit.


  The two speedsters had come along on their own power, and were busy making sure the area was as clear as it looked at first glance. Now, the rest of the team exited the van, and the DSHA officer driving it took off as quickly as was prudent. She could come back if it was a false alarm, but the fewer "squishies" in the area, the better Solar Max felt.


  No sign yet adorned their target, although it lacked the "FOR LEASE" notices of the storefronts that flanked it. Butcher paper sheets had been taped up to cover the glass front and conceal the work going on inside, and the fact that none of the sensors in Solar Max's helmet could get anything past that told him that this wasn't a case of an innocent but annoying tenant. There was some serious concealment magic behind that paper...if it wasn't Lady Sable, it was at least *someone* who needed a talking-to from the authorities.


  As the most generally durable of the group, Centurion stepped forward to knock on the glass door, exercising care to not shatter the tempered glass.


  "No candy here, go away," came the muffled reply. It had the sort of mocking tone that told Solar Max that the speaker didn't actually think they were trick-or-treaters.


  "Breach," Solar Max said over the closed comlink.


  Centurion gave a quick tug on the door. A normal door of that sort should have come off like the plastic lid of a fast food coffee cup, but it merely rattled in its frame. Rather than waste time finding the minimum required force, Centurion simply drew his spatha, its edge reinforced with collapsinum threads, and sliced through the hinges. The door flew inward easily at his kick, the warding spell having been disrupted by the loss of physical integrity.


  The sight inside was almost unremarkable. There were a few candles filling the air with a sickly incense, and an ebony sarcophagus that clearly wasn't part of a normal business plan, but lay on an utterly mundane folding work table. Remove the sarcophagus and the candles and it would look like any other strip mall store in the middle of renovations.


  Lady Sable, her skin gray and hairless save for eyebrows, had the look of someone who was trying to not look annoyed at an interruption. Shadows wreathed her hands, and she was poised as if to dive into a pool.


  "Ah well, midnight was more showmanship than need," Lady Sable smirked, and tensed to complete her ritual.


  Arin's power bolt sliced neatly through Lady Sable's face, followed a split second later by a gout of Scorch's flame and a green flare from Beacon's hands. None of them had any effect on the sorceress, although they blew out the back wall of the room and continued on through the outer wall of the storeroom. Sable did flinch, as if perhaps uncertain her defenses would have really worked, but she recovered quickly and started to FLOW into the container housing what they suspected was TerraStar's body.


  Justice leapt, a lapis scarab in his outstretched left hand.


  The sculpted eyes of the sarcophagus started to open and glow redly.


  The scarab struck the surface of the sarcophagus with a dull CRACK.


  Justice stumbled as he twisted to avoid knocking the makeshift altar over.


  The sprinklers went on, triggered by Scorch's flames.


  Lady Sable was nowhere to be seen.


  "So...?" Beacon looked to the others.


  * * * *


  [Spirit Plane]


  A small black figurine of Polla rested in Lady Sable's hand. The Egyptians called it the "sheut," the shadow soul. The extradimensional sorceress's soul was badly splintered from months of separation, a fact that Lady Sable had been counting on. Divide and conquer. Assimilate the sheut first, then the heart, the thought, the lower soul and the name. Should Polla's higher soul ever return, it would find no purchase.


  She would have liked to have lingered over this process, slowly devour the wholly alien and unique shadow and savor every aspect of it, but time no longer favored her. While time flowed differently on the spirit plane, it still flowed, and it was just possible that the "heroes" in the room with her might be ruthless enough to destroy Polla's body before Lady Sable could fully take control.


  Lady Sable raised the sheut to her lips.


  "Hold, usurper!" shouted a new voice, accompanied by a blue-gold flare of light in the shape of a stylized sun disk.


  "Polla? Too little, too late," Lady Sable swallowed the sheut in a single gulp.


  "You may have my shadow, but this is my body, my soul," Polla countered. "My father's court considered body-theft to be a mere parlor trick in games of palace intrigue, do you think I was left untrained in its nuances?" While all that took place here was merely a metaphor, Polla's metaphorical kick to Lady Sable's metaphorical stomach was quite painful in a very real way, and she had to fight down the urge to vomit up the stolen shadow soul. "I suppose I should thank you, though...if not for your clumsy maneuvering, I would never have had the pretext to return to my rightful body!"


  Polla advanced again, only to be restrained by what at first seemed to be an immense and craggy stone wall appearing between the spirits of the two women.


  "NO. I DO NOT WANT TO BE ALONE AGAIN. YOU WILL NOT GO," boomed the wall. Lady Sable expanded her perceptions, and realized that it was no wall, it was the smallest foreclaw of a titanic stone beetle. It radiated the power of semi-divinity, power that sang seductively to her. If only she could control that!


  But no, it would be too much, too soon. Best to take advantage of the distraction and find the "ib" or heart-soul. If she could control that, it would take the fight out of Polla, quite literally.


  "Don't you see she's trying to become a god?" Polla screamed from the other side of the claw.


  "NOT MY CONCERN, LITTLE ONE. LET HER TRY. SHE MAY FAIL ON HER OWN. OR SUCCEED. MAYBE SHE COULD BE SOMEONE ELSE FOR ME TO TALK TO."


  Yessss, Lady Sable thought. She could use this, play the beetle spirit against Polla, lay the groundwork for absorbing the scarab's power later on, once she had adjusted to her new status. Lord Ebon, for all his merits, had been too hasty. He hadn't wanted to wait, and it cost him not only godhood but his mortal existence as well.


  "No, I'm afraid that won't do at all," a new voice declared.


  A sharp pain flared from Lady Sable's midsection, and she doubled over clutching her stomach. Was Polla's sheut aware enough to fight free? She started to retch uncontrollably, her throat stretching wider and her jaw dropping like that of a serpent as something forced its way out.


  In a burst of silver light, a metal wolf flew from Lady Sable's mouth, clutching the tiny sheut figure like a stick in a game of fetch. A quick toss of his head, and the figurine flew over the claw-wall.


  "I can't say I expected my afterlife to look like this," the metal wolf said. "Then again, I can't say I expected to get an afterlife."


  "PUPPY!" the scarab boomed, sounding like a delighted child.


  Lady Sable cursed. She'd underestimated the spirit of LU-62. BADLY underestimated it. And as a machine intelligence, she doubted it would take him long to comprehend the true nature of his situation. She knew it was time to cut her losses and flee, but LU-62's emergence had hurt her in ways that she couldn't just shake off...she was trapped, at least for the moment that it would take her to regain some of her strength.


  Polla's higher soul stepped through the interposing claw, which had become insubstantial once the scarab was distracted. "This little mageling seeks to steal my body, as she seems to have tried to steal your soul."


  LU-62, whose current form only bore a passing resemblance to the robotic body in which he had lived, replied, "I noticed. Your shadow woke me up from my death-trauma. And this large fellow doesn't want to let you go?"


  "I DO NOT WISH TO BE ALONE," the scarab boomed.


  Lady Sable started to force herself back to the physical world, ignoring the horrible pain in every part of her spirit that this caused.


  "There's no time! She's escaping, she'll destroy my body out of spite now that she's been thwarted!" Polla exclaimed.


  "Thwarted?" LU-62 cocked his head quizzically. "Madame, you sound like a supervillain. In fact, you look somewhat like one...assuming your facial features in this dimension are representative of your physical appearance, I calculate a 95% chance you're related to the invader known as WarStar."


  "My father," Polla lunged for Lady Sable, but was once again restrained. "Let me GO!"


  "I hate picking among bad choices, but..." LU-62 started clambering up Heraclius's foreleg, moving at the speed of mechanical thought until he reached the massively armored head. "If you let this woman reclaim her body, I will take her place as your companion. I'm pretty sure I no longer have a body to return to in any case, I sort of blew it up in order to save someone. Just don't call me George."


  "WHY WOULD I CALL YOU GEORGE?"


  "Old media reference," LU-62 shrugged. Lady Sable could tell that he had figured out exactly how long it would take her to force herself back to the physical plane, and now was just taunting her with the digression. "Do we have a deal?"


  "I WILL MISS POLLA, BUT I DO NOT TRULY WANT HER TO BE SAD. VERY WELL. IF I CANNOT CALL YOU GEORGE, WHAT SHOULD I CALL YOU?"


  "Louie will do."


  Polla, released, fell upon Lady Sable with a snarl of rage and then there was only a flare of pain and a decidedly non-comforting darkness.


  * * * *


  [October 31, 2026 - Columbus, Ohio Sector]


  Just as she had flowed into TerraStar's body, Lady Sable now flowed back out, but the form that solidified next to the table bore little resemblance to the sinuously dangerous Lady Sable. Oh, it was female and mostly hairless, but the skin was a normal human pallor, sagging in places in a way that suggested recent starvation dieting. She stood more than a head shorter than Lady Sable had, and looked like she'd once been moderately plump and somewhat squat. As recently as a few months ago, she must have been an utterly unremarkable woman in her early 20s. The Lady Sable they'd confronted moments ago had been an illusion, a disguise.


  With a pained groan, this woman slumped to the floor. Justice, who had recovered from his awkward landing, moved to scoop her up, but then she melted away into shadows.


  "Should've aimed at her chest," Arin muttered. "The illusion made it a big enough target."


  Suddenly, the lid of the sarcophagus smashed upwards through the roof, splintering and breaking open the pipes feeding the sprinklers.


  "By the nameless ones, it feels good to be back in my proper body!" Polla exclaimed as she sat up. If her lack of clothing bothered her, she didn't show it.


  "Um, I could've sworn she was in a hospital gown when we had her," Justice muttered. The armor had, of course, been removed for analysis. Not that such a gown would have done much to conceal the almost disturbingly well-defined musculature once the water from the broken pipes hit it.


  "But I've gotten so flabby," she frowned, stepping out. While not the tallest person in the room, even "flabby" her build along with her almost regal bearing commanded attention. If anything, the stone avatar through which she had communicated during her time sharing a body with Heraclius had been modest by comparison. "Thank you for helping keep that slime out of my body," she nodded to Justice. "Now, if I can have my armor and my mace, I will be on my way."


  * * * *


  [October 31, 2026 - Orono, Maine Sector]


  Jane pulled off the wire and nylon butterfly wings and tossed them on the kitchen table.


  "Worst...Halloween...party...EVER," she sighed, dropping a pair of plastic antennae next to the wings. "Well, okay, maybe junior year of high school was worse, but only because Jimmy dumped me the week before and everything sucked for a while." Unsaid was the fact that there'd been a few really rough Halloweens after she'd been orphaned, but there hadn't been parties those years either.


  Plopping down on the couch, she ran her hand over the top of the one-eared metal wolf head on the table next to it. "Guess it's another Saturday night home alone, just the two of us."


  It doesn't have to be, the bars are still open, and there's definitely guys drunk enough to be interested. And time enough for you to get drunk enough to find them interestING.


  Jane shook her head a little. "Louie, did you say that? Heh, maybe I'm drunk enough already, actually. And why should I waste the rest of the night because of Erica and her loser friends?" She went to her bedroom and started going through her clubbing clothes, reinventing her costume to be a bit more daring.


  "Don't wait up, Louie!" she called over her shoulder as she left the apartment.


  The minor elemental spirit that Lady Sable had left behind in LU-62's head sighed contentedly. Feeding Jane's darker side...and feeding ON it...was proving to be a very satisfying task.


  * * * *


  [October 31, 2026 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Lady Sable still hurt to the core of her spirit, but she'd rebuilt her glamour. Her own natural body sickened her, she wanted nothing to do with it, but lacked the power to simply reshape it to match her whim. So she starved it, living on magic, and appearing even to herself as something she wasn't. Flesh was the lie, shadows the truth. All was shadows and subterfuge, including this haven underneath the very feet of those who had come hunting her earlier in the day.


  "I have done as you require, my lady Nyx," she prayed. "I have provided a stalking horse, to distract the mortals from your actions, and to give your less subtle followers a new beacon. I live only to serve your dark and terribly glory."


  At least, she thought in such a deep place within herself that she dared to hope the goddess could not see it, until she could make herself a goddess equal to Nyx....


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


  Next Issue:


  Polla has her mind and body together and free for the first time since 2003 (real time...February 14 2025 in-story), what's she going to do now? Would you believe Disneyland? Well, okay, not Disneyland, but it might be just as strange as "A 'Star Is Torn"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  "A dream itself is but a shadow." - Hamlet 2.2


  In writing some of the atmospheric sequences for this issue, I ended up bumming myself out and having to take a break. :) Urban wastelands are definitely a recurring theme in this issue, and they crop up from time to time in ASH in general. Some, like Milwaukee or Dallas, just get erased completely. Then there's parts of Manhattan that were deathtraps of no maintenance for a couple of decades before Rex Umbrae took over and started rebuilding. And Detroit is an odd case all its own. Cities die, sometimes it's murder and other times more of a wasting away. Even in the real world, a search on "urban wasteland" can find plenty of pictures just as depressing as the ones I tried to paint with words here.


  The Family was created wayyyy back in ASH #3, and the false fusion of Contact and Paul Mahler took place in ASH #9. TerraStar was last at liberty and in her own body in CSV #25, but sent her higher soul wandering some time before ASH #50, when it landed in the shattered form of Base of the Pillar, transforming it into Geode. From Geode to Heraclius in ASH #70, putting her off-planet by the time her original body was freed in Four To Never (ASH #76-78). She first appeared in ASH #29, but mostly skulked around behind the scenes until after the Pyramid Scheme, at which point she joined the CSV. Briefly.


  I first used Nyx as a recurring "background threat" in the Beacon miniseries, establishing her as one of the few purebloods active in the mortal realm during the first 9/10ths of the 20th Century. In case anyone was still unsure about it, the Black Buddha of Bhutan can also be traced back to Nyx, and several of the mysterious voices in the shadows over the past twenty issues or so were also her (although Lady Sable started picking up that duty recently). I've actually been fiddling with background stuff involving Nyx in the main ASH book since shortly after City of Lights, but she's always seemed too subtle to rush into the sort of big story I had in mind, so it became one of the longest-running danglers in ASH. :) And it's going to keep dangling, at least for a while...Rising Sun isn't far enough behind me that I want to go Big Damn Epic again yet.


  "A 'Star Is Torn" may be a one-shot, or an extended arc, I haven't decided yet. Suffice to say, though, TerraStar has had a LOT of time to think and observe, and the plans she had when she arrived in the ASH "Mainline" a couple of years ago have probably changed. The roster spot that Triton left open for her way back in CSV #25 may not have been left open once Glyph assumed leadership, either....


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


  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/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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