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  #93 - Billions Served Part 1: Roll the Bones


  [The cover is an homage to the Rush album "Roll the Bones". The ASH logo is spelled out in black six-sided dice embedded in a wall of white dice. In front of the wall, Chain Lightning of the Rush is tossing a NAC Marshal's helmet as if he were rolling dice with it. Careful examination will reveal that summing up all the pips showing on the dice in "ASH" gets you 93.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / 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


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



  [June 25, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "I guess that explains why 'Kim Bell' seemed like she was avoiding me, no?" Essay smiled wryly after the briefing message ended. With lightspeed lag being what it was, most communications were more like video emails, although her husband had worked up a mystic means of no-lag comm they could use in emergencies. "If I got too close to little Cindy I'd'a been Anchored, and we mighta figured out she was really Gimble. Ow, I just got the joke in her alias," she winced. "Muy TwenCen."


  Cheryl Biggs, the Senate liaison for the Falcon Bay community, nodded. "And we may not have a modern surveillance setup here, but I'm sure we can at least get some eyewitnesses to describe Ms. Graves for us, to aid in the search back on Earth."


  "I dunno about that," Lightfoot frowned. "I mean, she avoided me too, no surprise, but the few times I saw her at a distance she looked pretty unremarkable."


  "Nah, she was going for 'glasses ugly,'" Jacques Dumont shook his head from his seat at the comm station. As part of the Montreal resistance, he'd become something of a community leader in Falcon Bay, and one of the few "locals" with the clearance to be in on these briefings.


  "She didn't look ugly," Lightfoot countered. "Just kinda average."


  "Sorry, I guess that's not slang everyone uses," Jacques apologized, his faint Quebecois accent getting a little more noticeable as it tended to do when he was nervous. "You know how movies and TV'll sometimes get a really good-looking actress, then put her in frumpy clothes, severe hairstyle, no makeup, and ALWAYS glasses, to make her look like a plain jane? Then, at the right point in the plot, she gets all dressed up and everyone can see she's a knockout? That's 'glasses ugly' in a nutshell. I worked with Kim a lot on the tech geek stuff, and I can tell you, she was trying really hard to look frumpy. Just as well, helped me avoid Tamica getting jealous," he half- grinned. "In fact, I'd bet she could give Tawny Adams a run for her money if she wanted to draw attention."


  Beacon smirked. "Well, we can be pretty sure Gimble won't run to the CSV, then."


  "Oh?" Biggs furrowed her brow.


  "Yeah. Sultry's a really jealous type, the prettier members of the CSV have been known to get the occasional 'accidental' lightning strike in their vicinity, I hear," Beacon replied. "If Gimble's really that attractive in human form, even keeping her Anchor daughter nearby all the time probably wouldn't keep her safe."


  "I do not believe Ms. Graves would seek out the Conclave in any case," Peregryn said flatly. "Her profile makes her a poor fit for the group, and even though she was willing to work for Devlin Marx, don't think that she's about to start making weapons now, or otherwise taking a more active role in acts of dubious legality. Plus, Triton is one of the most dangerous people on the planet as far as Innocenza is concerned...his dispute with Rebus was extremely personal, and he would not be above killing a child in order to stamp out the Archangeli line."


  No one had a response to that, and the room fell silent.


  * * * *


  [June 30, 2026 - Newport News, Virginia Sector]


  "Careful, everyone," Sergeant Callahan warned the group of seven SWAT officers and two NAC Marshals. "The tidal surge last month [in ASH #83 - Ed.] wasn't too bad at this point, but none of the damaged warehouses in this neighborhood have gotten a serious check from the building inspectors. Even if the tip's wrong and the gangers aren't set up here, the whole place could come down around our ears anyway."


  Marshal Alaric Jackson nodded. On paper, he was the ranking law enforcement officer of the group, being officially assigned to the Newport News/Virginia Beach area. But Callahan had been a cop longer than Jackson had been drawing breath, and even the other Marshal temporarily assigned to the case had several months of experience over Jackson. So he was playing the smart "butterbar" and letting the people who knew what they were doing lead the raid.


  "The building's definitely drawing power," Marshal Willot replied. "Strike that...it's generating power. There's nothing actually coming in from the grid," she waved a hand in the general direction of the underground trunk lines. "That's enough to justify a separate warrant."


  Jackson nodded and quickly tapped out a message on the screen of his comm. The team had a sort of blanket permission to enter any tsunami-damaged building under a search and rescue authority, but with the actual disaster nearly two months in the past that excuse was getting a little ragged. Testimony from a Marshal that a supposedly unoccupied building was definitely using electrical power was good enough to get a search warrant on suspicion of illegal inhabitation. They'd dot the i's and cross the t's in the paperwork afterwards, but the judicial response came within seconds, since the judge in question had been told about the raid in advance and was "on call" in case they needed her stamp on anything.


  "We've got the warrant," Jackson showed the screen to the others.


  "Right," Callahan nodded. "You picking up anything else?" he asked Willot, but she shook her head.


  "Either everything's in passive, or it's pretty well-shielded. I'd guess shielding, since they seem to be trying to avoid detection," she frowned. When they'd both been students at the Academy, Jackson hadn't known she could actually sense electromagnetic waves so well, but he supposed it was a talent she'd honed on the job.


  Either job.


  Word was spreading through the rumormill that Marshal Willot had been moonlighting as the infamous Hellhound, and while there was studious official ignorance of this fact, Beth hadn't exactly tried to refute it either. The Marshals were a young organization, but Beth had helped them establish their first custom: it was rude to ask a fellow Marshal if they did a little freelance peacekeeping on the side, yes?


  "Peepers in," Callahan ordered, and one of the non-powered officers broke cover and scurried up next to a window, placing a small block in one corner, nicknamed a "Weevil". The Weevil extended a small hollow tube tipped with a special debonding agent designed to eat away at the plexiglass that formed most modern windows. Once it had drilled through, it extended a fiber optic probe through the tube, while simultaneously attaching pads to the window that turned it into an audio pickup.


  Well, that was the theory.


  Instead, the officer barely avoided being crushed as a massive lump of flesh and metal smashed out through the wall, destroying Weevil and window alike.


  "Cybernostra!" another officer hissed, leveling his weapon. They'd been expecting a Rust Brothers export, but that cyborg was way too sophisticated- looking to be a member of that New Jersey paragang.


  "I don't think so," Willot replied as she launched a barrage of lightning at the hulking attacker. For a moment, it seemed like she might be starting to hurt him, then the bolts veered away and into the building!


  "Mongo no like tickles!" the cyborg snarled, pointing petulantly at Willot.


  "Looks like our intel was very bad," Jackson powered up his impact gauntlets. "On the bright side," he deadpanned, "we've found Marshal Hodgson's lost lambs." [Hodgson faced Mongo and the rest of The Rush in ASH #81, and Matrioshka broke them out of their prison transport shortly afterward in ASH #83 - Ed.]


  "That means there's two energy manipulators in there," Callahan said, having called up Mongo on his helmet's display. "Superconductor and Chain Lightning."


  "And who says you primitive screw-heads have no infoskills?" a voice cackled from behind Mongo. "Nice zappies, pigita," he added, stepping out and winking at Marshal Willot.


  "I've got Mongo, Willot, you're on Chain Lightning," Jackson took command. In regular police operations he may have been the newb, but he had more experience in supernormal combat that anyone on the squad save for Willot. "Superconductor is supposed to primarily channel energies, Callahan, and I don't think he's up to channelling sabot rounds."


  With that, Jackson leapt at Mongo, getting inside the huge man's metallic reach and smashing him in the face with a kinetically augmented punch backed by enough strength to break concrete. The blow merely annoyed Mongo, but it got his attention, and forced Chain Lightning to scramble in order to avoid being trampled underfoot.


  Callahan motioned to his squad, and they started to run past Mongo through the hole he'd so helpfully made. Unfortunately, the hole was filled by two other cyborgs.


  "Now you two *are* Rust Brothers," Callahan leveled his rifle. "Stand down, our guns are more than enough to deal with your type."


  "Oh..."


  "...really?" they answered, one completing the other's sentence. "And what type..."


  "...would that be? We've had..."


  "...upgrades!"


  With that, the slightly smaller of the pair leapt up onto the shoulders of his companion, elements in his cybernetic legs unfolding and locking onto hardpoints on the lower one's torso.


  "Hand!"


  "Over Fist!"


  "Mecha Shiva!" they added in unison.


  While this display was going on, the flow of electricity back and forth between Chain Lightning and Marshal Willot was starting to reach the point where the glare was painful to the eye.


  "Give it up, bacon bit!" Chain Lightning cackled. "My future-tech is more than you can handle!"


  "Feels like standard-issue Tsaran cannons to me, sparky," Marshal Willot retorted. "Not sure how you fit them inside your arms, but I'll gladly help tou figure out how far they'll fit up your backside if you don't surrender!"


  "Stand still so Mongo can crush you!"


  "Unlikely to happen," Jackson replied calmly, dropping behind Mongo and slamming a kinetic gauntlet into the back of the big man's knee, causing Mongo to topple and barely getting out of the way of the falling pile of metal and meat. Despite his even tone, he moved like a dervish...which was appropriate, given that Dervish had once been his "codename".


  "Concentrate fire on the connection point!" Sergeant Callahan ordered, and a volley of penetrator rounds smashed into the combined cyborg. To the credit of the Newport News Police Department's armorer, the rounds actually dented Hand Over Fist. It also made the cyborgs flinch, as if they hadn't really believed they could survive such a volley, despite assurances from their leader.


  "Minimal effect," one of the officers observed. "Permission to switch to aiming for the squishy bits?"


  Suddenly, helmet displays flickered, Jackson's gauntlet powered down, and the intensifying lightning barrage dimmed.


  "I'm done here," Superconductor announced, stepping out past Hand Over Fist. He waved a hand and some of his stolen energy hurled the unpowered officers several meters away. "Come on, Mongo, Chain Lightning, Hand, Fist. It is time to go to our backup location. It's no longer worth fighting over this one."


  "Mongo want to smash little man!"


  "There's ice cream at the backup location," Superconductor sighed.


  "Yay!"


  "You're not going anywhere," Jackson pulled out a pair of collapsinum- coated batons.


  "Mongo going to get ice cream!" he swiped at Jackson, who ducked under the assault.


  Unfortunately, he didn't notice the lightning until it was too late, as Superconductor drew in power from both Chain Lightning and Marshal Willot and channelled it into a sort of net that left Jackson no room to dodge. The world flashed purple around him....


  * * * *


  [July 1, 2026 - Somewhere on Venus]


  Petra rolled the crystal sphere back and forth over the front and back of her hand, a parlor trick she'd learned back in hew Vogue Ghoul days. It held a golden glow deep within its layers, tinging her pale flesh with its hue. "So, what news of our fallen fellow?" she asked.


  "My pets located the former Photosynth," Mothflame said, a delicate orange butterfly perched on her outstretched finger. "She is still meat, despite promises by the Leviathan to free her of the shell. One might almost suspect that poor Katri is being jerked around, as Dusker might have once said." Mothflame had spent considerable time imprisoned by Doublecross, able to see and hear but do nothing else, and she still sometimes gossiped about the previous iteration of the Light Brigade. No matter that many of them were now dead, at least one by her own actions.


  "Jerked meat," Whiteout smirked. "So, that leaves us still at four, rather than the five that our new benefactors would prefer. Speaking of Dusker, should I make another attempt to recruit him? His photonics have been replaced by metal and plastic, but if I could get him away from his jailers he might welcome a return to our number, even if we can't yet grant him freedom from the meat ourselves."


  Oblivion, as always, was Whiteout's silent and invisible companion, but Petra could sense his presence...and his eagerness to "recruit". They had tried a few times to liberate humans from the flesh using Oblivion's powers, but it had yet to be successful. Petra suspected Oblivion preferred the failures anyway.


  "As a point of fact, we have our fifth member right here," Petra held up the crystal sphere. "Thanks to Chiaroscuro," her left hand strayed to her belly, which did not yet show signs of the pregnancy she knew was well into its second trimester, "we have the remains of Goldmind right here."


  "Didn't he die in orbit?" Whiteout asked.


  "The meat died, but his brain was already pure light," Petra frowned. The bizarre partial conversions seen in the Light Brigade raised by Doublecross the previous year were...distasteful. In fact, she no longer thought of her own flesh as anything but a necessary tool for carrying a child to term, considering her will-o-the-wisp form to be her true body. "Chiaroscuro reclaimed it from the dessicated husk of Goldmind's body, and Matrioshka encased it in this shell for safekeeping. I've been talking to Goldmind while you were out searching, and he has some ideas...."


  * * * *


  [July 2, 2026 - Newport News, Virginia Sector]


  Alaric's face was still tender where the electromag-net had seared him, but he'd healed enough to go back on active duty. Unfortunately, active duty had included enduring the ribbing of Boomer Hodgson, his friend from the Academy and former fellow Legionnaire. And that could be a lot more annoying than the itching burn marks.


  "We didn't have the three future cyborgs in custody long enough to get much out of them," Solar Max was saying, as he led a briefing session, "but fortunately for us we have fairly detailed impressions of the trio from the original ASH," he tapped at the screen of his comm. He and his wife, Meteor, had come to support Alaric's ad hoc team now that it was obvious that Newport News had more than just a few expat Rust Brothers to deal with. And they'd brought Boomer, since he'd actually faced the cyborgs in Dallas [in ASH #82 - Ed.].


  "After getting beaten in Chicago in 1990, the Rush left behind one of their newer members, who hadn't 'earned' a song title codename yet," Meteor explained. She had an air of authority, of maturity, that surprised Alaric. She was only a couple years older than he was, yet it almost felt like he was being talked to by his mother. Then again, she'd been through quite a lot of life and death in those couple of years. "Since he wasn't all that villainous, he was paroled into the Academy of Super-Heroes as Psiberpunk."


  "Nowadays reformed cyborg criminals just get teaching jobs," Boomer smirked, referring to Robert Coulter, the one-time Cybernostra and reluctant member of the Conclave of Super-Villains. "It was a more trusting age."


  "Not *that* trusting, thankfully," Solar Max countered. "Psiberpunk was fully debriefed, including deep telepathic scan. Most of the records were highly classified, since they dealt with a potential future history, but I have the pull to get at them. And now you have the relevant bits, his impressions of his former gang brothers."


  "Mongo and Chain Lightning are pretty much what you've seen," Meteor shrugged. "No hidden depths at all. A big dumb brick and a borderline psycho electricity freak. Their cybernetics are purely normaltech, just normaltech from a century into one possible future. Mongo's about as tough as Supernaut's original body, but he doesn't have any built-in weapons... Psiberpunk thinks he might have at one time, but kept setting them off accidentally. 'Pulling a Mongo' was gang slang for a misfire. Chain Lightning has reflex amps, some armoring, and built-in electric weapons that are comparble to heavy Tsaran rifles, as Marshal Willot surmised."


  "What's the Rush's thing, anyway? I mean, they've clearly got some sort of theme going," Beth Willot interjected.


  "They're kinda like their time's version of the Rust Brothers," Solar Max shrugged, "but if the Rust Brothers were into ragtime jazz or something. A sort of Clockwork Orange thing, youth gangs embracing music from a time before their parents were alive. There were multiple Rush gangs, each themed after a particular album. This one was the 'Presto' gang, and their original leader was the only definite paranormal among them, a transmuter of some kind."


  "But from what we gathered during the fight in Dallas," Boomer added, "Presto didn't come through the time rift with these three. I got the impression that the only reason Superconductor's in charge is that he's the only one of the three with enough working neurons."


  "According to Psiberpunk," Meteor consulted her screen, "Superconductor was your quintessential Number Two."


  "Insert potty humor here," Boomer stage-whispered.


  "Ahem," Meteor shot Boomer a look that was definitly a "Mother to naughty child" expression, as far as Alaric was concerned. "Good at logistics, smart and skilled, but no charisma to speak of. No evidence that he even aspired to take over the top spot, he let Presto make all the plans and just concentrated on carrying them out. Although it's entirely possible he was the idea man too, and let Presto front for him, seeing himself as a sort of 'gray eminence.'"


  "He may or may not be paranormal, his energy transfer systems seem too potent to be normaltech, even allowing for a century of advances and infusions of Santari tech," Solar Max picked up the thread. "And based on what we know about the former Rust Brothers now going by Hand Over Fist, they're definitely getting new supertech from somewhere. Superconductor may be many things, but as far as Psiberpunk knew he's no techie."


  "It just occurred to me," Alaric spoke up for the first time. "If Psiberpunk was a normaltech cyborg, might he still be alive somewhere now?"


  Meteor shook her head. "He was killed in the Technomystical War. Good thought, though. Anyway, in terms of raw power, the new version of the Rush is a step above your average paragang, but Superconductor's keeping them on a tight leash. They had the upper hand the other day, but they fled instead of trying to finish you off."


  "Thankfully," Willot muttered.


  "I think Superconductor's got some Master Plan he's working on, and he didn't want to risk it getting disrupted in the event you had backup coming," Solar Max suggested. "But if we just go running after him again in force, it's possible he'll shift into cornered rat mode and he could do a lot of damage before we bring him down."


  Alaric admired the calm confidence in that statement. Of course, Solar Max had faced gods before and lived, so he probably didn't worry too much about his ability to defeat a handful of cyborgs. He just didn't want it getting too messy.


  "So the answer to that is to use Superconductor's ego to lure him into a trap," Boomer rubbed his hands together. "And even if they've gotten some supertech upgrades, I've had time to think about a rematch myself...."


  * * * *


  [July 4, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Hector McGee tried not to boggle as he stepped into the office. Oh, if you were to describe it in words, it was nothing special as executive offices went. He'd seen fancier at the general offices of the Chicago Fire Paraball team. But there was an undefinable sense of *power* in this room, largely concentrated on the man behind the desk.


  "H-hello, Mister Walters," he stepped nervously up to the desk. The fact that he was strong enough to snap the other man in half did nothing to calm his nerves. If anything, it made him more nervous.


  "Ah, Slammer," the gray-haired man smiled...almost warmly, but with a faint predator's gleam...and stood. "Or would you prefer I address you as Mr. McGee?"


  "Ah think...*I* think that when the seventeenth richest man in the Combine calls me into his office, I expect he can call me whatever he wants to," Hector grinned weakly.


  "Good, you did at least a little research about the man who bought your contract from the Fire. Although, unofficially, I'm definitely in the top ten," the smile never wavered. "I expect you're wondering why I bought that contract, considering that not only don't I own the Cavaliers here in town, I don't own any Paraball franchise."


  "The thought, um, crossed mah mind," Hector admitted. "Not that I really expect to play again, after them, um, incident."


  The smile faded, replaced by a serious look that might almost have been compassionate concern. Samuel Walters was too much of a corporate shark to ever lose that hungry look, but when he tried the effect was more than a little disturbing.


  "Yes, the incident in Mexico City," Walters tapped the computer screen build into his desk, as if to suggest he'd just been reading up on the matter. "An excess of patriotic zeal, leading to a regrettable dust-up and some hospital time for a man who thought he could beat the famous Slammer McGee in a fist fight. It's made you box office poison, as we used to say when I was your age. The Fire was happy to sell me your contract, no questions asked. Unfortunately, I'm not going to get you back onto the field."


  Hector tried not to look too disappointed, but it must have shown.


  "Ah, but I'm offering you something better, including a new handle, one a bit more inspiring than 'Slammer,'" Walters smiled again, the shark aspect much closer to the fore now. "Hector...one of the reasons I'm so wealthy is that when everyone around me was throwing their lot in with the false gods, I put my faith in two things. The true God, and AMERICA. The United States of America, the greatest nation ever to see the light of God's Sun. And I've done my homework on you too. Your father raised you right, up until the Combine took you away and put you in the Academy. He raised you as an American, did he not?"


  "Yes, sir!"


  "I've watched with growing dismay the past twenty years as America gave away the gains she made in the aftermath of the False Rapture. We could have ruled the hemisphere easily, but instead the bureaucrats decided to surrender power and raised Canada and Mexico up to equality with America," Walters snarled, a fire burning in his eyes. "And then they started grooming the most powerful of the new generation of supernormals to be enforcers for this 'Combine', betraying the very people who had let them take over half the planet. Betraying America. It's time people who loved America did something about it, and I think you can be part of my plan."


  "Are you talking about..." Hector couldn't even say the word, but Walters supplied it.


  "Insurrection? No, hardly. You don't get to be one of the wealthiest men on the planet by planning foolishness like that," Walters snorted. "But I can see which way the wind's blowing as easily as those pencil-pushers in the government can. When your generation comes of age, our ruling elite will come mainly from the supernormals. Much of what the Academy of Super-Heroes does is aimed at getting people used to the idea of this particular batch of supernormals running things. I seek to provide an alternative...an American alternative." He tapped a control on his desk and a door opened at the side of the office, a crate wheeling itself in under computer control.


  "Now, I know paraball wasn't your first career choice, was it?" Walters asked as the crate pulled to a stop and sat there silently, like a present under the Christmas tree.


  "Huh? Oh, no...I wanted to be a Marshal. But I didn't qualify. I guess just being strong wasn't enough," Hector shrugged.


  Walters sneered. "Have you seen some of the powers that were enough to make it as Marshals? Please. No, you failed the ideological test, my boy. They didn't think you'd be willing to support the Combine over your native country, so they shuffled you off into a high-paid career in entertainment to keep you out of the real positions of power. But I want people who'll put America first, so you fit my plans perfectly.


  "I've used my pull within the government to acquire certain intellectual property that the Department of Superhuman Affairs has held onto for several decades. The names of legendary American heroes, to be specific. Also, I acquired some mothballed 1990s technology and had a 'reformed' member of the Jolly Molecules organization recondition it, with the help of some additional sources of tech transfer, both terrestrial and extra-." He gestured at the crate, which swung open to reveal a suit of armor painted in blue and white with a red sword on the chest. At the hip hung a familiar golden tube, shaped like the hilt of a sword.


  "Is that the real..." Hector pointed at the hilt.


  Walters shook his head, his expression showing a bit of true regret. "Sadly, no. The original was stolen from a museum in the 1990s, although the scuttlebutt is that it's now in the possession of the Chancellor of Khadam," he practically spat as he mentioned the name [see CSV Annual #2 - Ed.]. "But the original was merely Santari technology, and I acquired the latest model of that tech through other channels. As for the armor, you probably don't recognize it, since extensive cosmetic alteration has been performed on it, but it actually once belonged to a minion of the great foe of the man whose legacy I want you to accept. How's that for irony?"


  "You want me to be...?"


  "I want you to be the new Brightsword and lead my new Freedom Alliance, Hector. And lead America back to greatness!"


  But as closely as he stared at the gleaming armor, Hector failed to see something hidden almost in plain sight, concealed beneath the five-pointed star surmounting the helmet. An array of five golden anks arranged as the points of that star....


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


  Next Issue:


  "Billions Served" continues as ASH and the Marshals work to trap the Rush, the Light Brigade advances their plans, and a new franchise opens its doors for business. And what's good for business is bad for the Combine! Be here in ASH #94 for "Counterparts"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This arc is meant to be more of a breather between the more focused Kheper's Path story and the Big Damn Storyline that will lead up to ASH #100.


  "Roll the Bones" is the Rush studio album that followed "Presto," and was in turn followed by "Counterparts." The one after that was "Test for Echo," which may or may not actually work as an issue title, but since "Counterparts" works for multiple reasons, I decided to use it. :) If I do use "Test for Echo," I may try to wrap up the arc with "Different Stages" (a concert album, rather than a studio album, but thematically good for an arc wrap) to keep the album title pattern going. As for the arc title, it refers to the fact that the villain groups featured in the arc are all I5 franchises.


  "Glasses ugly" is a term I coined a while back and it's not in general usage in the real world, but this is my universe and it can be real slang among film buffs in ASH, so there. :) The phenomenon has probably got some other term in the real world, it shows up enough (i.e. the ZZTop "Legs" video, the movie "Zoom: Academy of Heroes", the fact that Moaning Myrtle's actress in the Harry Potter movies is clearly attractive, etc.). Some of it is that it's easier to make a bombshell look frumpy than to make an average looking person look hot, but I suspect a lot of it is simply that pretty wannabe actresses are a lot more common on the ground in Hollywood than average looking wannabe actresses, so you use what's available.


  The "butterbar" reference in the second scene is military slang for a 2nd Lieutenant, who has a single gold bar for a rank insignia. 2LTs are often theoretically in command of a squad but the squad sergeant is really running things, and a smart butterbar knows to let the SSGT do so. A stupid butterbar will try to throw their weight around, with often darkly humorous results.


  Mothflame escaped in the background of ASH #40 and her swarm devoured the human body of Squadron. Goldmind was last mentioned early in ASH #40, and until now his status had not been clarified. There are a few more survivors of the "City of Lights" iteration of the Light Brigade, but Petra has either chosen not to recruit them, or has been unable to track them down (one gets the impression that Royale may be using his luck powers to avoid his old associates).


  The last scene is full of references, injokes and ASH history. Samuel Walters is inspired loosely by Sam Walton of Wal-Mart fame/infamy. Slammer McGee, who was last (and first) mentioned in ASH #47, has been cast as an homage to Bob Russo, the baseball player who very briefly took on the Captain America identity in Captain America #178 (one of the first comics I owned). The two TwenCen Brightswords have appeared in several issues of Coherent Super Stories, but the Third Age Darkshield has not yet appeared on-screen anywhere in ASH. His minions wore power armor similar to his own, but lower in power. http://www.dvandom.com/minis/dshmini2.GIF shows what they originally looked like, before Walters had a suit cosmetically altered. Expect a drawing of the new Brightsword at some point. Or maybe a mini. Or both.


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


  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


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


  #94 - Billions Served Part 2: Counterparts


  [The cover shows Solar Max and Meteor being pushed aside by the new Brightsword and four shadowy figures that trail behind him. Brightsword is saying, "One side, old-timers. America has a NEW team!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / 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


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


  [July 6, 2026 - Newport News, Virginia Sector]


  Meteor tugged at the borrowed Marshals uniform, its heavier armor cloth a bit of a nuisance. Okay, so it wasn't really borrowed, it only felt that way. Every member of ASH had been quietly made a Marshal so that they could issue orders and be in the chain of command, so the uniform was really hers. But she'd never worn it since the fitting session.


  It was the role that felt borrowed, to be honest.


  Sure, on paper she was a Marshal. On paper, all Combine law enforcement was a single sprawling organization, from local sheriffs to the CBI all the way to ASH. In practice, it was even fairly well held-together...the seams may have been pretty obvious, but they held. But ASH was promoted so heavily as a Superhero Team separate from the Marshals that she tended to buy into her own press.


  Today, though, it was a handy "second hat" for purposes of mousetrapping the Rush. She and her husband were in their Marshals uniforms, helmets on, so it just looked like five Marshals waiting for five cyborgs to show up, odds even enough that the Rush would probably give in to overconfidence and stick around long enough to be truly stuck.


  "Are we there yet?" Marshal Hodgson sighed over the helmet comms. The helmets themselves had active sound cancellation turned on, so that no one without a comm could hear it.


  "Pay up, dear," Sarah smiled as she patted JakZak on the shoulder. "I wasn't the first to get impatient with the wait."


  "Boomer" Hodgson snickered despite himself. "Cute. Anyway, are we ever gonna be there yet? I know the CBI's pet mathemagician said there was a sixty five percent chance the Rush would hit this electronics store within the next twelve hours, but even magic is susceptible to GIGO. [Garbage In, Garbage Out - Ed.] Or false trails. I have trouble believing that these guys would be so Second Age as to leave an ego signature."


  Marshal Willot snorted. "They may be from the future, but they're still paragangers. And as smart as Superconductor is supposed to be, he still thinks like a 'ganger, and like someone from his own time. No, they're not carving glyphs from Rush album covers into the sites of their crimes, but once you know to look it was pretty obvious. They cover up the wrong sorts of clues, steal things that aren't valuable in our time and leave things that are."


  "Indeed," the fifth member of the ad hoc squad nodded. Marshal Jackson had been close friends with Hodgson at the Academy, and was well aware of the man's blind spots. "They seem to have some sort of device that prevents them from leaving any DNA traces...but the ones with human hands didn't even wear gloves, so we got fingerprints once we dumped the data from recent unsolved crimes into the Combine-wide search system. It was so low-tech they didn't even realize they should care about it."


  To Jackson's chagrin, the local police he worked with didn't routinely do that with something as low-tech as fingerprints, they only auto-checked *DNA* against the national database. Oh, they took fingerprints out of habit, but only checked them against local sources. Obviously, that policy had now been changed. And Sarah intended to make sure that the word got around the rest of the Combine too...this wasn't the 1980s, there was plenty of bandwidth and processing power available to let them routinely check all forensic evidence against national databases.


  "Of course, the vintage record store jobs were a little more obvious," JakZak noted. "Although that was originally chalked up to retro Rust Brothers looking for vinyl to scratch."


  "Perimeter alert," Boomer snapped to attention as the heads up displays in his heavily customized helmet flashed. "Profiler was right, they have some sort of cloak, advanced normaltech. Makes 'em hard to see in artificially-lit environments like this place's security uses, looks like it works best against the specific wavelengths put out by fluorescents."


  "Remember, all we need to do is get them into position over the reinforced section of floor," Solar Max cautioned. "I don't want a running firefight taking out big chunks of the store's inventory if I can avoid it."


  "What, did they start docking your pay?" Willot chuckled.


  "Not everyone can play vigilante and hide from the consequences of their collateral damage," Sarah shot back, instantly regretting it. Leaving aside the fact that Beth didn't deserve the dig, they did *not* need to be going into a fight with bad blood brewing over a stupid comment.


  "Cut it, they're here. And I think they've figured out someone's waiting for them," Jackson pointed out. As the only local Marshal, he still had overall command of the operation on paper, despite the fact pretty much everyone outranked him in general terms. But he'd used that nominal authority to insist on taking the dangerous job. Point.


  The young man once nicknamed "Dervish" stepped out into the light. "Members of the Rush, you're under arrest for crimes against the North American Combine." The other four then stepped out to flank him, holding up heavy rifles with armor-piercing ammunition. They were pretty sure it'd pierce even Mongo's plating, if they had to actually use the things.


  "I suppose it's time to go back on tour," Superconductor sighed. "You should have brought more than five Marshals, though, if you hoped to actually capture us. And don't try to bluff that there's more in the wings, I know there aren't. As it is, we'll just beat on you until we get bored, like last time, and then leave."


  "And maybe do more than beat you up," Chain Lightning leered at Beth, electricity starting to arc along his forearms. "I bet we could really make the sparks fly."


  "Permission to be disgusted?" Beth asked silently over the comm.


  "Granted," Solar Max and Alaric Jackson chorused.


  "At the rate you're going," Jackson added on external speakers, "you'll get back to your own time the old fashioned way...rotting away in prison the whole time."


  "Perhaps," Superconductor conceded, "but you'll be rotting in a grave long before that. Have some fun, boys, I'll take care of the shopping list," he waved the other four cyborgs forward.


  "Wait for it," Boomer muttered, watching an overlay of the building's schematics as the members of the Rush leapt into the fray. "Now!"


  A shocked expression flashed on Superconductor's face as he was suddenly pushed into the midst of his compatriots by Meteor, who had the job of making sure there were no stragglers. This was followed by a satisfying CLANK as Solar Max locally increased gravity by a factor of about fifty. The store was in a building that had once held heavy machinery, and that section of the floor was reinforced to handle extra weight...although from the looks of things it'd still need some repair work when they were done.


  Sensitive components shattered under their own weight, and Chain Lightning grunted as power arced internally, shutting down his particle blasters. Superconductor tried desperately to find a way to redirect the energy, but whoever had been supplying him with additional tech hadn't expanded his energy control to gravity. Hand and Fist simply collapsed in the middle of attempting to combine.


  Mongo kept coming, if only barely.


  "Hold that pose," Boomer smiled, pointing a device of his own creation at the hulking cyborg. "Smile for the pretty birdy!"


  "Where's the birdy?" Mongo blinked, confused.


  "Flying around your head in a minute," Boomer replied, then activated the disruptor. Not much good against a moving target, it shorted out enough systems after about ten seconds that Mongo finally dropped.


  "Very...clever..." Superconductor gasped. "I'd hoped not to reveal our bonus track yet, but I suppose I must...."


  With that, the five vanished in a faint burst of cyan light.


  "Well, they certainly picked an appropriate day for vanishing mysteriously," Boomer opined, referring to the day twenty-eight years previously when most of the population of the planet had disappeared.


  "Tacky, Mike," Willot sighed.


  For her part, Sarah just wished she could say this was the worst July 6th she'd had, but it wasn't even close.


  * * * *


  [July 7, 2026 - Somewhere on Venus]


  "It's a pity Squadron died," Petra shot a glance at Daggermoth, "he would have been particularly useful in implementing the plan Goldmind's come up with."


  "We couldn't have trusted him," Daggermoth countered. "He was too attached to the meat. I heard him talking to himself when he thought he was alone in the master's throneroom, thought that being trapped in Rebus's damnable cat's cradle meant I was deaf and blind. As far as he was concerned, all true life was merely puppets, like his own false bodies. I think he seriously believed he could eventually take control of even mighty Doublecross. I did us all a favor by destroying him. Besides," she held up a hand, in which an orange butterfly manifested, "he's not the only one who can create independent lightforms."


  "Yes," hummed Goldmind from his nested crystal sphere, "but Squadron's bodies have human intelligence, rather than insect intelligence. I can slave the hive to my thoughts, but it creates more vulnerability in the matrix. Or, rather, it leaves me as a single point of failure, rather than distributing the load across multiple minds capable of handling it. As dim as our departed comrade may have been compared to me...or to most anyone you might meet...his cognitive matrix was adequate to the task. He merely underutilized it."


  "At worst, we could have killed him once we had enough of his bodies to make the reaction self-sustaining," Whiteout noted. "Or do I misunderstand the nature of the plan?"


  Goldmind wobbled, which was as close as he could get to shaking his head. "No, you have the nub of it. At some point along the way, Squadron would have become surplus to our needs."


  "But Daggermoth's right about his untrustworthiness," Petra pointed out before the orange photonic could make the connection Goldmind was alluding to, that she might eventually be "surplus" as well. "And he WAS dim. Dim enough that he might have decided we were surplus to *his* needs before we could safely dispose of him. So I suppose Daggermoth's colonies will have to serve the purpose."


  "Speaking of people we need to safely dispose of," Whiteout ran a hand over the back of the invisibly crouching form of Oblivion, "when do we deal with Chiaroscuro? He's obviously just using us for his own ends, and he's already as much as proclaimed himself the Photonic Messiah. He's not Doublecross, though, and never will be, so at some point he's going to get in our way, just as I'm sure we'll get in his."


  Petra chuckled. "Sometimes I forget you used to be Derek Radner's number one fan, Whiteout. Then you throw out something like that and remind me how you used to try to be him. Trust me, I know he intends to dispose of us. All of us," she patted her still-flat belly for emphasis. "I don't think he's really worried about a paradox anymore at this point. But I've gotten a strong impression that our current plan lines up with his interests well enough that we can wait until it succeeds...or fails...on its own merits before turning our attention to the matter of backstabbing...."


  * * * *


  [July 12, 2026 - Savannah, Georgia Sector]


  "I'm BORED," Chain Lightning groused. "This backup hideout smells like a cat pissed all over it, I've already played all my games five times, and I actually got desperate enough to try to have a *conversation* with Mongo this morning!"


  "If you succeed, see if you can convince Mongo to stop feeding the strays. A large number of cats *have* pissed all over this place," Superconductor countered.


  "That's why our olfactories..." Hand started to say.


  "...have off-switches," Fist finished.


  "But I like kitties!" Mongo protested. "I don't even smoosh 'em anymore when I pet 'em," he added, somewhat guiltily.


  "Okay, now we *are* having a conversation with Mongo," Chain Lightning sighed. "Can I please go out? At least get something to eat besides delivery crap from the three places willing to send guys out to this flooded out part of town?"


  "Nuh-uh," Hand shook his head. "We tried ta tell yinz..."


  "...the cops know what they're doin'," Fist finished.


  Superconductor nodded. "Clearly, we got overconfident. This may be practically the dark ages as far as cybernetics are concerned, but the police still have working brains. And if their computers are slow and pathetic, they can still find what they're looking for if they've figured out what it is. Now that they're on our tail, we have to avoid leaving any clues that would let the authorities know to even look for us in Savannah. And we're too conspicuous in general. Even with the optical cloaks."


  "Can't our sugar momma get us some disguises?" Chain Lightning suggested. "I mean, I doubt she goes around all the time looking like a china doll, and that little daemon of hers is a hologram, so she's got to have access to holodisguises."


  Superconducted nodded. "I thought of that, but one of the annoying things about this cell structure is that I have to wait for her to contact me, not the other way around. And I suspect she knows all about our problems and is simply amused..."


  Suddenly, a section of the warehouse's wall was torn away, letting in the late afternoon sunlight!


  "Surrender to the all-new, all-different Freedom Alliance!" a faintly digital voice boomed.


  "Who the fardlesnap are you?" Chain Lightning demanded, firing a bolt from his built-in particle cannons into the dust cloud and striking the speaker.


  "Kzzzk! That tickles!" was the only response.


  "We're not ready for another fight," Superconductor hissed. "Bugging out now, everyone!"


  The dust started to settle.


  "Why're we still here?" Mongo asked, more curious than confused. "You want we should leg it, you mean?"


  At this point, five figures stepped confidently into the gap in the wall, a pair of hovering drones zooming ahead of them and seeking hiding places in the corners.


  "You can't escape American justice, cyborgs!" proclaimed the lead figure, who wore red, white and blue armor emblazoned with a downward- pointing crimson sword.


  "The Freedom Alliance, led by the latest heir to the Brightsword legacy, is here to bring you in," the original speaker noted. He seemed to be clad in powered armor fashioned after that of a gladiator. Or, rather, elements of several different gladiatorial styles, mashed together. "And I'm the Globally Linked Advanced Digital Intelligence, 8th Revision...but you can call me Gladiator!"


  "Screw this," Chain Lightning snarled. "Mongo, back door!" With that, he launched another barrage of lightning.


  A man in bronze and olive green armor stepped in the way of the attack, which was absorbed by his armor like water into a sponge. "Please, give me more of your false lightning...my suit feeds on it as well as the true thing," he raised a hand and fired a beam of brilliant blue light back at Chain Lightning, nearly severing the cyborg's left arm.


  "Let's hear it for Gauntlet," Gladiator said, sounding like a sportscaster. "He's a whole lot of no fun at parties, but handy in a firefight...or a lightningfight!"


  Meanwhile, the other two members of the Freedom Alliance had taken advantage of the distraction to work around to the sides of the warehouse. Neither wore heavy armor like the other three, but they did wear full bodysuits of material that suggested at least some protective value in the way it moved. One was a woman in red with a black hourglass motif, the other a man in bright green and gold with a sort of W pattern.


  "That looked like it hurt," Mongo observed. "Oh, right...back door!" He took off at a run towards the only side of the warehouse not currently covered by heroes, intent on crashing through the wall. But a tendril of energy lashed out from the fingertips of the red-clad woman and caused the hulking cyborg to trip with a crash that scattered the crates that the Rush had been using as furniture.


  "The lovely Red Widow sure knows how to make a man fall for her, right folks?" Gladiator kept up the color commentary. "You'd almost forget she used to be a member of one of the notorious paragangs of New York!"


  "Hey, that's Ghostclaw!" Hand realized.


  "And I think we're on Candid Camera," Fist replied.


  "Eyes front, boys," the man in green chided as he did a handspring using one shoulder of each as supports. As he landed, they found themselves starting to drift into the air.


  "He's attached some sort of antigravity limpets," Superconductor shouted, looking like a trapped animal. Things were going so badly so quickly that he didn't really know what to do...Presto had always been the one to make the decisions in a fight.


  "Can't quite..." Hand struggled to grab the device and crush it.


  "...reach 'em!" Fist finished.


  "Let's hear it for Weapons Master, the only 'true' legacy in our little group! Chuck Morse Junior...he hates being called Junior, though!" Gladiator smirked, the faceplate of his armor folding up in an eerie approximation of a smile. "Now it's my turn!" the smile widened into a manic grin as panels in his chest flipped open, revealing a missile rack. "Thumbs down!"


  "Christ!" Red Widow spat as she ran for cover.


  "Don't take the Lord's name in...oh, damn!" Gauntlet shifted gears as he realized that the guidance on the missile cluster had gone awry and at least one of the projectiles was turning around and heading for him.


  "Can I file a bug report?" Weapons Master grinned as he made an antigrav-assisted leap to grab hold of one of the camera drones and ride it out a window as the drone's controller saw which way the wind (and the shrapnel) was blowing.


  "Weapons safe! Weapons safe!" Brightsword shouted as a few of the missiles impacted on his armor, battering it but leaving him relatively unharmed.


  "Override accepted," Gladiator replied, flatly. Almost sulkily. In any case, the missile barrage stopped, although it was possible that Gladiator was simply out of ammo.


  "At least all the badguys seem to be out," Brightsword sighed. "Do you think we can fix this in editing?"


  * * * *


  [July 12, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  "I trust this was a satisfactory public debut?" the holographic figure asked. It was vaguely humanoid, a flickering shadow that emerged from a small tablet that Sam Walters held in his palm. To anyone else, it looked like he was reading a handcomp, the hologram was only visible from his angle.


  "It'll do. Fortunately, the Rush really weren't ready for a serious fight, or we might have had trouble. The team still needs time to gel, I suppose...patriotic zeal will only take you so far. And the only two on the team with real fighting experience aren't exactly team players," Walters replied.


  "Well, that's to be expected, when you're working with the people that neither ASH nor the Marshals wanted," the shadow shrugged. "Although I do like the secondary 'redemption' theme your PR people have worked into the team, on top of the primary patriotism one. Very modern, and a good contrast to most of ASH...although it'll make it hard to attack them for their own failures."


  "Making a virtue of necessity," Walters shrugged. "Strictly speaking, Cole and Mendez are on work-release, and I had to make that information publically available. At least the power-taps in the Gauntlet armor are keeping Cole from drifting off into delusion-land, and Mendez is following orders and keeping her energy tendrils blunt. McGee's problems are too high profile to quash, although we're playing that more as an excess of patriotism and less as a lack of self-restraint. And Gladiator's reverse-engineered from an evil robot from the future, it won't take long for the nets to figure out his design specs. Morse doesn't quite fit the redemption theme, but the fact that his father didn't marry his mother can be milked for something. Actually, he worries me a little, since his record looks a little too faked, especially since the original Weapons Master probably had access to the kind of people who could work up documentation. My people are guessing that 'Chuck Morse Junior' isn't even related to Chuck Morse Sr., we're talking a quake adoptee or something."


  The shadow nodded. "We have also done our homework on your team. Do be warned, for the most part they are *exactly* what they seem to be, for good or ill."


  "Which would be a refreshing change," Walters frowned. "I still don't know who you are, and I don't buy that you're in this purely out of ideological grounds. You've provided technology and information, but the devil always wants his due."


  "As does the daemon," chuckled the figure. "Let's just say I represent parties that dislike the increasing move towards a one-world government, and would like people to have an alternative icon to look up to. A strong America means, at least in the short run, a weak Combine and a weak United World. In the long run, our goals may diverge if it looks like America will simply supplant the UW as a single world government, but you'll just have to decide for yourself when it's time to try to break off our relationship."


  With that, the hologram bowed and vanished, leaving Walters to wonder if he'd already passed the point where it was too late to disentangle himself from these people?


  * * * *


  [July 12, 2026 - Savannah, Georgia Sector]


  Sueprconductor awoke to the distinct sensation of pins and needles, and realized someone was attempting to remove his cybernetic arms!


  "No! Get away!" he panicked, trying in vain to lash out at the technician who was standing over him.


  Then the world vanished, and reformed around him. He was in another mostly-abandoned warehouse, somewhere else on the Atlantic coast. Slowly looking around, he saw the unconscious and partially-dismantled forms of his bandmates.


  "Whatever was blocking the teleporter isn't anymore," he mused aloud, directing self-repair routines to reconnect what the technician had dismantled. "Convenient. And suspicious. I think we might be getting used as an opening act while being told we're the main event...."


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


  Next Issue:


  ASH meets the Freedom Alliance! Superconductor acts on his suspicions! And the Light Brigade moves closer to whatever their grand plan is, in ASH #95, "Test for Echo"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Sarah's worst July 6th would probably have been in 2023, when she (along with the rest of ASH and STRAFE) failed to stop the atomic destruction of Beijing, in ASH #7.


  Poor Rush. They got jobbed twice in one issue. At least they survived...2020s-era paragangers tend to die when this sort of thing happens to them. There's a reason why the "dead" and "paragang" tags are seen together so often on the ASH Wiki (http://ash.wikidot.com).


  GLADI-8R is based on a Boomer. Yes, the Bubblegum Crisis robots. In the original ASH campaign, the Boomers came back from an alternate future and caused a fair amount of trouble. They even specialized their bodies to fight superheroes, including models based on gladiators. Max and Dex inhabited two such bodies at one point. I still haven't decided what, if anything, they called themselves in this particular version of ASH, since they can't be Boomers anymore.


  Ghostclaw had a brief appearance in Capstone #1. When I was casting about for "legacy" characters I decided I wanted the new Red Widow to be a former paraganger who'd cleaned up her act, and while searching the ASH Wiki I stumbled across Ghostclaw, whose powers were perfect for the role. Her real name was not revealed in Capstone, but she has a last name now.


  Yes, Gauntlet is Joshua Jeremiah Cole, father of Chris Kelsey and major villain during the late teens issues of ASH. I'm not really giving away any secrets to say he'll be the biggest source of friction between ASH and the new Freedom Alliance.


  Brightsword III got his intro last issue, but here's what he looks like: http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/brightsword3.JPG


  Finally, the new Weapons Master. If you've been reading ASH stories faithfully, I really don't need to say anything about him, eh? If you haven't been, I'll likely clear things up in-story soon enough.


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


  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


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


  #95 - Billions Served Part 3: Test for Echo


  [The cover is assembled from five different team photos, torn vertically and pasted together so there's one member of each team, plus bits and pieces of other people. The mostly complete figures, from left to right, are Chain Lightning, the Yellow Windsnake Senshi, Solar Max, Whiteout and Red Widow.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / 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


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


  [July 13, 2026 - Greensboro, North Carolina Sector]



  "Hey, why're ya still fratzin' around with Mongo?" Chain Lightning asked. "I thought you got his teleporter out already," he jerked his thumb at a small box containing the five-ankhs sigils that Superconductor had spent the morning removing.


  "I did," the current leader of the Rush nodded, carefully worrying at a component in his hulking comrade's back. "But while I was in there I remembered something I installed in Mongo back in '08, and decided to yank it too."


  "Oh?" Chain Lightning picked up a piece of cold pizza and nibbled on it. "That was before my time. What's the thingy?"


  "Well," Superconductor paused in order to concentrate on carefully opening a port, "Presto got the idea that maybe we could smarten Mongo up a bit by remedying his woeful education. So I added a memory cube to his backup systems and uploaded a copy of the Omnipedia. Then I tried to interface it with his brain."


  "Did it work?" Chain Lightning asked.


  "Did what..." Hand asked, entering the room.


  "...work?" Fist finished.


  "I got real smart!" Mongo beamed.


  Superconductor sighed. "No, Mongo, you did not get smart. You recited random passages from the Omnipedia every few minutes. Without professionally installed brain boosts, it was worse than useless, and I'm nowhere near qualified to hack something like a brain boost together. Presto told me to either disconnect the memcube I'd installed," he directed this at Hand and Fist, "or disconnect your vocal circuits. The others wanted to vote, but I just disconnected the memcube and forgot about it."


  "I see," Hand nodded. "You're pulling out the future encyclopedia..."


  "...so we can use its information to manipulate the stock market or something?" Fist finished, as was his habit. The two cyborgs had tried at one point to become Cybernostra-style "code brothers" and it had linked their systems a little too well.


  "Ah, got it!" Superconductor pulled out a small module. It wasn't, in fact, cube-shaped, but more of an ellipsoid with a plug at one end. "Well, maybe," he addressed the former Rust Brothers. "And there's sure to be some information in here we can leverage, but the butterfly effect's probably killed any chance of playing the market with the Omnipedia info."


  "Oooh, I like butterflies!" Mongo grinned.


  Superconductor just ignored Mongo with the seamlessness of long practice. "Right now, what I want to do is get some more information on our 'benefactors,' the Impossible Five. When they made their first offer to us [in ASH #83 - Ed.] they used Jesterling of the CSV as a reference point to see if we were from the same timeline as they were, but they definitely weren't from our time. My guess is that they're a part of the 2050s Conclave of Super-Villains, but my history-fu is weak. But not anymore," he plugged the memcube into a port on his arm. "All I have to do is go through the historical records on the CSV in the middle part of this century and...got it! Matrioshka, the one who broke us out of the prison transport, is the reclusive gadget-girl for the CSV. And it looks like the other members of the Impossible Five we've seen in the news here are also CSVers: Chiaroscuro, Talos and Anhydra. I've even got a few hundred words on each here, although apparently in the original timeline none of them was considered that influential. Powerful, yeah, but they just screwed around a lot and didn't make much of their lives. I suppose they've had a Life Altering Moment."


  "Who's the fifth? I mean, Impossible *5* and all that," Chain Lightning asked.


  Superconductor frowned. "It might be Cronyx, that little hologram sidekick of Matrioshka's. Maybe it's someone native to this time who gave them the idea to stick around. Or, more likely, someone else from the 2050s CSV who's keeping their ID secret for some reason. Gentlemen, and Mongo, I think we might be able to leverage this information into a superior alliance."


  "What, you wanna blackmail..." Hand raised his left eyebrow.


  "...the Impossible Five?" Fist raised his right eyebrow.


  Superconductor shook his head. "That would probably be suicide. No, I was just thinking about some of the things you've been saying about the 'fun' faction of the Cybernostra, Hand. We might want to take a trip up the coast to Manhattan...."


  * * * *


  [July 14, 2026 - Dogo Island, Shimane Prefecture, Japan]


  The Red Firebird Senshi posed dramatically despite the nicks on her armor and the blood seeping from a wound in her left arm. "It's over, Akuryu. Hyper Senshi Team Atavarangers has put an end to your evil! Your fleet is at the bottom of the sea where it belongs, your evil minion Clive is dead, and your magic has failed you. Now you will face the penalty for your crimes against Japan!"


  "Wow, the boss-lady's really getting into this whole hero thing!" the Green Treefrog Senshi commented as she put one last kick into the face of a demonic soldier who was too stupid to realize yet that he was dead. "Think we might go legit after this?"


  "Hey, I'm all for soaking up the adulation of the grateful Japanese citizenry," the Yellow Windsnake Senshi replied, "but let's not go overboard. We're Otakuza, not some lapdogs of Parliament."


  "Just because we're criminals doesn't mean we can't enjoy being the good guys," the Blue Steelshark Senshi noted.


  For his part, the Violet Earthpig Senshi just stood over the prone wizard Akuryu and growled menacingly.


  "No! It cannot end this way," Akuryu snarled, his eyes darting about like those of a cornered rat. "Not until I have stolen enough souls to buy my way out of Tiang Li's Hell of Seven Thousand Blades!"


  Firebird drew her blazing sword. "It's only one blade, but it'll do well enough, sor...what's that?!" she suddenly pointed at a glint in the sky.


  "No trick of mine," Akuryu gasped as a rainbow lanced down from the heavens and interposed itself between him and the Atavarangers. He seemed to shrink back from the brilliant light, as if it was painful to a creature of darkness such as himself.


  Five figures resolved out of the colors of the rainbow, clad in skintight uniforms of red, blue, yellow, black and pink. Each had a number superimposed on a pentagon as a badge on their chest.


  "New Hyper Senshi?" Treefrog gasped, drawing her energy pistol and stepping back.


  "A bit late to the party, aren't you?" Windsnake asked the woman dressed in yellow, who had just happened to end up standing closest to him.


  "Careful, everyone," Firebird warned. "Sensei didn't tell me about any new Hyper Senshi, this could still be a trick of Akuryu's. An illusion."


  "We're no illusion, Atavaranger fools!" the red senshi pointed an accusing finger. "We're Paradox Warriors Pentaranger, and Akuryu's coming with us! Chiaroscuro of the Impossible Five has offered us a great deal in exchange for this sorceror's rescue!"


  "It can't be..." Windsnake muttered. Then, louder, he asked, "Kenjiro, is that you?"


  The red Pentaranger 1 doffed his helmet, revealing a smiling face with handsome features marred by a scar along the left cheek. "Hello, Toshio. Such a pity to see you playing the good citizen...what ever happened to that hell on wheels I recruited to the Otakuza?"


  "Who is that guy?" Treefrog asked. "And is he single?"


  "Ah, no sense of institutional history among the Otakuza, is there?" Kenjiro shook his head in mock sorrow. "I was once the Red Salamander Senshi, the original leader of Hyper Senshi Team Atavaranger. Sensei threw me out, but as you can see, I have my own team now, thanks to a 'down payment' from Chiaroscuro. Now, if you'll excuse me," he put his helmet back on, "we have business to conclude."


  "You're not going anywhere!" Firebird declared, pointing her sword at Pentaranger 1.


  "You can't stop us, little birdie," Pentaranger 1 cocked his head with an implied sneer. "Three, beam us!"


  The Atavarangers surged forward as one, but the Pentarangers and Akuryu vanished in another burst of rainbow light.


  "Sh'matta," Steelshark spat.


  * * * *


  [July 14, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Eighty-odd years ago, the Freedom Alliance had been a useful tactical resource, but their main benefit to the war effort had been on the propaganda side. Both the Axis and the Allies had about the same level of supernatural resources, and they tended to cancel each other out most of the time, leaving the real war to be fought by normal men and machines.


  But, as Solar Max waited for the new Freedom Alliance to finish settling into their seats at the DSHA building's conference room, he reflected on the fact that if the people in this room were to travel back to 1942, the ten superhumans could easily end World War II within weeks, even without their historical knowledge.


  Of course, he knew better than to try that sort of thing. Again.


  On one side of the table, flanking Solar Max, were Meteor, Scorch, Green Knight and Fury. Between them they represented the official ASH presence in North America. Contact and Breaker were available, but since their official portfolio was currently "Diplomatic" it had been decided to leave them out of this meeting. After all, the new Freedom Alliance was a domestic group, not a foreign power. And bringing in the non-domestic members of ASH could be seen as an attempt to threaten the new team by weight of numbers.


  Of course, if it came down to a fight, Solar Max was pretty confident of the outcome.


  The new Brightsword had decent power levels, but his Academy combat training was a couple of years out of date. While he was the public leader of the team, Solar Max seriously doubted he really ran things in a fight. He was a decent paraball player, but not a tactical genius.


  Red Widow could be dangerous if cornered, though. She'd been a paraganger, arrested for trying to kill Robert Coulter. Solar Max could sympathize, he sometimes found the reporter-cum-instructor a bit grating on the nerves, but still...he doubted she was even close to fully rehabilitated. And her powers could be very deadly if she took the gloves off and made her force tentacles into molecule-thick ribbon blades.


  Weapons Master and Gladiator were unknown quantities, although some recent conversations with Jen Kleinvogel led him to wonder about the first's claim to be the bastard son of Chuck Morse. Gladiator, at least, was "wearing" a civilian body today, so there was no chance of him going missile- happy as he had during the widely-broadcast capture of the Rush.


  Gauntlet, however, was the one everyone had orders to take down first, should things drop in the pot. Supposedly Joshua Jeremiah Cole was no longer delusional, as his armor drained off the excess electricity his body generated before it could affect his brain. But ASH had chased Cole across a continent after the man had kidnapped and raped Fury [in ASH #17-22]....


  He really wanted to look over at Arin, make sure she was okay, but she'd made him agree to let her deal with it herself. At least Cole wasn't sitting directly across from the unwilling mother of his child.


  Finally, there was the money behind the operation, and possibly the most dangerous person involved in the Freedom Alliance, for all that he lacked superhuman powers. He did well enough with his purely human powers of money and influence. Samuel Walters, the sixth richest man in the Combine according to unofficial estimates. And Walters was the one to break the uncomfortable silence that had settled over the room once everyone was seated.


  "Thank you for sending such an impressive delegation," Walters smiled, a businessman's shark-smile. "Especially since you must all be very busy working to track down the cyborg criminals we captured for you."


  "Mister Walters," Scorch replied, and Solar Max tensed up internally. "If you'd read the reports from when the Marshals captured those same cyborgs, you'd have known they have some sort of teleportation technology. Technology you made no effort to remove before handing them over to the Savannah Police Department, a group you had to know was not equipped to perform cybernetic nullification procedures."


  Fury coughed, clearly stifling a chuckle at the term "cybernetic nullification procedures."


  "You'd think the Freedom Alliance was deliberately setting the SPD up for a fall," Scorch concluded.


  "But let's put that aside for the moment," Solar Max interjected. Scorch had been pretty calm and collected so far, but he seemed to be working up a bit of a head of steam, and hitting the release valve seemed like the best course of action. "The point is, we're all on the same side. Your Freedom Alliance does have official government sanction," no need to speculate on how many arms had to be twisted to manage THAT, "which means we should be scoring points against the bad guys, not each other."


  "Aw, no traditional hero-fights-hero misunderstanding?" Weapons Master smirked. "Where's your sense of history, man?"


  Solar Max arched an eyebrow. If this was the son of the man he'd known back in the 1970s, the apple hadn't fallen very far from the tree.


  "No, I agree with Solar Max," Brightsword said, somewhat stiffly, like he was trying desperately not to stammer. Apparently the glare of the press hadn't really prepared him for this sort of Big Leagues. "We made a lot of rookie mistakes," he shot a glance at Gladiator, who was trying to look innocent despite a plastic-mask face that had trouble showing any expression at all. "Fortunately, the fact that the Rush were so easily beaten by both us and the Marshals shows that they're not THAT big of a threat, right? An embarrassment, sure, but how much damage can they really do, especially with everyone looking for them right now?"


  "I suppose that depends on whether they keep running, turn and fight, or actually figure out something clever," the Green Knight noted. "And they may just be gangers, but that doesn't mean they can't be clever," he nodded to Red Widow.


  "Not to mention, anyone from the future can throw an awfully big wrench into the works," Fury added, pointedly not looking at Gauntlet. Their son, or a version of him, had come back to the present time last December [in ASH #61 - Ed.], and the world had almost been destroyed a few times as a result of the unintended consequences.


  "Then I suppose we'll have to work together to catch them before they get any smart ideas," Walters smiled.


  * * * *


  [July 15, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "Why did you think this was a smart idea, again?" Chain Lightning asked over the encrypted communications link that the three cyborgs from the future shared. Mainly they used it to keep things from Hand and Fist, their "junior partners", but now they had a more pressing reason for privacy.


  Namely, the dozen heavily armed Cybernostra enforcers that encircled them.


  "Patience," Superconductor counseled. "I know that's not something you're good at, but remember the time we got to meet with Working Man? Same deal. Big chart-toppers need security. But let's stop using this channel before Mongo forgets we're not talking out loud."


  "What?" Mongo asked, aloud, gaining some narrowed eyes from the enforcers.


  "Nothing, big guy," Superconductor reassured the hulking cyborg.


  Before things could get too awkward, though, a doorway opened at the near side of the receiving dock they were waiting in, and a vision in glittering armor and flashing lights stepped through.


  "Wow," Hand commented.


  "Wow," Fist added.


  "Welcome to Manhattan," Maria Incarnata smiled, clearly enjoying the chance to make a Big Entrance, even if the audience was only five people. "Well, welcome *back* in some cases," she cast an amused glance at Hand and Fist. Rust Brothers were generally seen as "wannabes", getting second-rate cybernetic upgrades from the shadier Pranir traders in an attempt to be like the Cybernostra. And there was some truth to that, although many Rust Brothers went in for upgrades solely because of the fact it could help them get in touch with the music. If it literally cost them an arm and a leg to the organleggers to pay for a sensorium implant, replacement limbs themselves could be had pretty cheaply as part of the bargain.


  "Thank you for agreeing to meet with us..." Superconductor paused. "How do you prefer to be addressed? I still haven't got the hang of old-fashioned naming conventions."


  She giggled, and it almost sounded genuine rather than a rehearsed act. "I'm afraid I even give people from around here problems with that. 'Mrs. Umbrae' doesn't sound right to me. Regina Umbrae's been suggested, but...well, the snickering level on that one's pretty high. I like the sound of 'Duchess of New York,' but just call me Maria for now. I'm sure I'll earn some sort of title soon enough," she smiled coolly. Apparently she'd decided that "friendly boss" was the scariest face she could put on things without going for one of the "psycho" options.


  "Well, yes. Maria," Superconductor nodded. "As you probably know, we didn't end up in this time on purpose. Well, the three of us," he gestured to Mongo and Chain Lightning, "at any rate. And we've unfortunately gotten onto ASH's radar, meaning we're headed for lockup pretty quickly even if we don't commit any crimes."


  "And you've committed plenty, but go on," Maria nodded.


  "Soon after our arrival, we were offered a 'franchise' from the Impossible Five, fellow time-exiles."


  Maria arched an eyebrow. Her face was one of the few genuine bits of flesh and blood left on her body, although she wore a convincing skinsuit that made her look mostly human.


  "Oh, you didn't know they were from the future?" Superconductor found that hard to believe, but perhaps it was manufactured shock, to keep the Cybernostra princess's cards close to the vest. "Well, they're from a version of 2050 or thereabouts, a version that no longer exists. Or so they claim. They also claim that the 2112 that my companions and I are from has been erased as well, but I've read enough about the Third Heroic Age in recent weeks to doubt that very much. We're just on an alternate timeline, it's merely a matter of finding a way to jump sideways before heading back into the future. Or maybe go to 2112 first and use the higher tech levels available there to jump sideways. But pardon my rambling, it's not really the point."


  "And the point is...?" Incarnata prompted.


  "The Impossible Five skracked us around," Chain Lightning spat.


  "What my companion is so incoherently trying to say," Superconductor frowned, "is that for some reason, the Impossible Five decided to use us as fall guys. They set us up to be defeated by the Freedom Alliance, probably to puff up that group's reputation and use them as a tool against ASH. Something byzantine, in any case. So here's a free piece of warning: any deal offered by the Impossible Five is going to be a bad one. They're playing some game to try to take over the world, having decided they can't get back to their own world, and they're not above throwing allies to the sharks if it looks like it'll further their aims."


  "Maybe they just *jerked* you around," Maria cast an amused glance at Chain Lightning, "because they knew you were disconnected, cut off from support, and easy pawns. They might deal more honestly with someone in an actual position of power."


  "That's not what history tells us," Superconductor allowed himself a slight smirk. "Yeah, I'm a fool for not checking this earlier, but I looked the four known members of the Five up in our Omnipedia after we got 'jerked around' the second time. They're not the worst of their lot, but they're bad enough, and trusting them was probably the biggest mistake I ever made."


  "And now you propose to trust *me*?" Maria asked, putting on her best innocent expression. "What's to say we don't hack you up and steal your secrets, then sell your remains back to the I-five?"


  Superconductor shrugged. "At least it'd be quicker than spending the rest of my life in some Combine prison. But I think you know better than that. I mean, if you sent some ordinary guy back to 1935 with a palmtop computer, how far do you think anyone could get trying to reverse-engineer it? They didn't even have the right theories to understand 2026 tech back then, much less the tools to properly analyze it." He was shading the truth a bit, of course. His cybernetics were more advanced than anything available in 2026, true. But they weren't revolutionarily different than what the Scytharian Corporation was putting out in 2026, and there might be some profit in just stripping the three future cyborgs for parts. But it was the best bluff he could think of.


  There was a long pause, as Maria looked like she was pondering what he'd said. In reality, she'd probably made her decision before entering the room, but it was always possible to screw up and make her reconsider her options downward.


  "Fine. We'd certainly like to see this Omnipedia of yours, and I suspect it'd be easier to get at it if you were on the inside, rather than trying to force it. After all, there's plenty of ways to booby trap data files to self-wipe. But don't expect to get fat wads of cash or high position right away," she warned. "You'll get a chance to prove your worth, which is more than most get. The rest is up to you. Welcome to the machine."


  "Wish You..." Hand smiled.


  "...Were Here," Fist finished.


  "It's not Rush, but it'll do," Superconductor nodded.


  * * * *


  [July 16, 2026 - Somewhere on Venus]


  "Are they ready?" Irrlicht asked.


  The crystal sphere holding the photonic brain of Goldmind throbbed in the way the others had come to recognize as a nod. "The programming is complete. They will do as we wish," the bodiless brain added.


  "They" were a number of moths constructed of hard light, fluttering about Mothflame. It was hard to discern their exact numbers, so frenzied was their activity...almost like a mating flight.


  "And now, both you and they must depart," Irrlicht commanded. "We have hidden well enough so far, but as soon as our plan goes into effect it won't take long for Peregryn to find us. He's already made a few attempts because of Mothflame's suborning of the stone beetles, but they were only casual inquiries. Go, fly!"


  At Irrlicht's gesture, the swarm of moths took to the sky, rapidly vanishing from sight.


  Goldmind's crystal containment peeled open as well. "Please do not lose my shell," he asked Whiteout. "It is very difficult to hold myself together in an atmosphere without it." And with no further farewells, the lambent sphere of light vanished, heading for space at millions of meters per second.


  Whiteout folded the now-pliable shell into quarters and absorbed it into his photonic body. "So, what now, fearless leader?" he asked Irrlicht.


  "Now we watch and wait. Soon the Sun will be OURS...."


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


  Next Issue:


  "Billions Served" ends in ASH #96 with the Light Brigade's plan bearing fruit, overshadowing the puny efforts of other I5 franchises! But first, some of those puny efforts bear fruit in part 4, "Different Stages"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Cover design inspired by comment from John Scheibeler.


  My original plan for this arc was to have a different I5 franchise in the spotlight each issue, with the Rush getting quickly stomped and shuffled off in favor of the next franchise. Little teams posing a threat to maybe 2 or 3 ASH members at a go. But plans change, and the Rush wanted more screen time. :) However, I still wanted to at least cameo a few other franchises, hence the Pentaranger scene.


  The Atavarangers had their big scenes in ASH #79, with a few scattered appearances before that. Between that issue and this, you've essentially seen the beginning of a "series" and somewhere either at the midpoint or near the end, depending on how the pacing goes (i.e. do the Pentarangers end up displacing Akuryu as the main villain, do they team up with him, or does this just buy Akuryu time for one last-ditch apotheosis scheme and the Atavarangers don't face the Pentarangers again?).


  The "SPD" abbreviation is not an intentional Power Rangers reference. I'd decided to have the Rush get taken down in Savannah before I added the Atavarangers scene. Purely coincidental.


  Speaking of unintentional references, Maria Incarnata probably wasn't deliberately quoting Pink Floyd, "the machine" is a common demi-deific referent for the Cybernostra. Maria's musical tastes are largely unrevealed, although Sister Christian is a Night Ranger fan (and has quoted their lyrics in Warden #10 and STRAFE #12).


  Finally, I've been slipping and calling Mothflame by her old codename every so often. Maybe she'll officially go back to it at some point, "Daggermoth" seems to fit her more vicious personality better. This, of course, assumes she survives past ASH #100....


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


  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


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


  #96 - Billions Served Part 4: Different Stages


  The cover shows Fury standing in the palm of Gauntlet's gauntlet, which is oversized for symbolic and dramatic reasons. She looks more angry than afraid, however. The entire scene has an orange tinge to it, although the explosive energy corruscating around Fury's fists is yellow.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / 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


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


  [July 16, 2026 - Undisclosed Location]


  "Whoa, that one felt different," the green Pentaranger 3 shook his head to clear it as he, Pentaranger 1, and the captive sorceror Akuryu arrived in the cavern.


  "That would be because I 'hijacked' your rainbow transport beam, Pentaranger," Chiaroscuro smiled as he stepped out of the shadows. "The meeting place coordinates I gave you were false...you'll excuse the melodrama of a hidden headquarters."


  "So, this is the lair of the Impossible Five?" Pentaranger 1 glanced about. "Seems small."


  Chiaroscuro laughed. "This is only one of our hidden bases, actually. But it's a sign of trust that I let junior partners such as you into even *this* place." His eyes literally lit up as he glanced at the demon sorceror, who was struggling feebly against his bonds. "Ah, good...the shackles Matrioshka constructed seem to be doing their job. Thank you, Pentarangers. I foresee a long and profitable tenure for you as a franchise of the Impossible Five. But now, I have...business...to conduct with Akuryu. You may teleport out, I'll guide your beam to a safe exit," he added, in recognition of the limits of Pentaranger 3's power. If the former Otakuza didn't know where he was, he couldn't safely teleport long distances.


  Pentaranger 1 saluted, fist to chest. "To profitable endeavors," he said, then the pair left in a burst of multichromatic light.


  "/What do you want with me, sorceror?/" Akuryu demanded in archaic Chinese.


  "I'm sorry, I don't speak whatever it is you're speaking. Mother tried to get me to pay more attention to my linguistics lessons, but," he shrugged. "I find screams are a universal language, though. And I'm sure you'll be quite fluent in that tongue by the time I'm finished taking your shadows...."


  * * * *


  [July 16, 2026 - Mexico City, Federal Sector]


  "So," Sal said, closing the door. "You've been putting off telling me what happened the other day. But we're alone now, and able to spend the night in the same city, so spill."


  Arin sighed. "That Walters is a cold one. He didn't even blink when I asked for a few minutes with Gauntlet. I guess he'd made the same decision JakZak did, though...better to let us deal with it now, rather than have it explode on the national news later."


  "And did you? Deal with it, I mean. Gauntlet's still drawing breath, so..."


  Arin snorted. "Yeah, it's dealt with."


  * * * *


  [July 14, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Alone at last.


  Arin's face transformed from the serene mask she'd been wearing all day, showing why her codename of "Fury" wasn't just PR.


  "I. Do. Not. Forgive," she stabbed her finger into Gauntlet's chestplate, nearly hard enough to dent the composite armor. "I don't forget, either," she stepped back from the Alliancer.


  "I'm sorry," Gauntlet stammered. "But I do. Forget, I mean. I don't remember a lot of what happened that year."


  "Fine," Arin's rage abated slightly. "That makes this a little easier, then, assuming you're not lying. You killed the old Arin, Josh. The one you grew up down the street from, the innocent and shy girl who always got home by curfew and said her prayers and wanted nothing more than to become someone's wife. Might have even ended up your wife for real, who knows. She'd been dying by degrees ever since her powers manifested, but you put a bullet in her head when you put a baby in her belly. I don't forget, I don't forgive...but I'm not that Arin anymore. I'm a new person, and I'd rather let the old Arin rest in piece. I'm not going to let her baggage drag down my life.


  "But let me make a few things clear as long as I have you to myself for a few minutes," the anger retreated into a cold, determined fire in her eyes. "You have no rights to Chris. Either Chris...so I'd better not hear of your boss trying to recruit Timeslip for the Freedom Alliance. He's my son, but he'll never be *your* son. Go make a new life for yourself, 'Gauntlet'. Let Josh Cole die like I've let the old Arin go. And don't try to make the new Arin a part of your life."


  She turned and walked out the door, adding over her shoulder, "It would be a very painful part of your life if you did."


  * * * *


  [July 18, 2026 - Venusian orbit, Superior Conjunction to Earth]


  The swarm of glowing orange moths had grown since leaving the surface of Venus, numbering in the millions, perhaps even the billions. They fed on the light of the Sun, using that energy to create more of themselves, like locusts in a field of wheat.


  Now they stopped for a moment, having reached some pre-determined destination. Nearly massless, gravity had little hold on them, and they spread their wings just enough that the solar wind held the photonic insects in place, hovering far from the Sun.


  The mass spread out slowly, becoming a sheet, stretching along a slightly curved plane that was like a sail to catch the solar wind. Within moments, the wavering cloud had become a disc, and the moths ceased their movement once more. A golden orb pulsed clearly at the center of the disc, the essence of Goldmind that controlled the swarm.


  However, while the insects had stopped moving, the disc did not stop growing. New moths sprang into existence at the edges, inexorably adding to the sheet.


  Within a few hours, the sheet had become a visibly curved segment of a spherical shell....


  * * * *


  [July 21, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Rex Umbrae read over the Omnipedia entries for the fifth time, frowning.


  Maria Incarnata noticed the scowl as she flipped a pancake. She wasn't a very good cook, but she'd decided to play at domesticity after watching Telly Mobster's latest show, "Leave It To Jeanie." Besides, wearing nothing but an apron and pearls over her skinsuit turned her husband on. "What's wrong?" she asked. "Don't believe the data our new recruits turned over?"


  He laid down the handcomp and leaned back in his chair, sighing. The chair groaned more loudly than the sigh...Rex was a big man. "I'm having trouble believing this is all they had in their Omnipedia about the Impossible Five, yes. Look, they have future technology, wouldn't data storage be essentially free by 2112?"


  Maria giggled as she added the finished pancakes to a plate and brought them over to Rex, giving him a peck on the cheek as she set the stack in front of him. "You know, dear, sometimes I manage to forget you were grown in a lab, and never had to live like one of the little people," she smiled, sitting down next to him and reaching for the syrup.


  "Oh? And what..."


  "Memory may be free," she interrupted him, uncapping the syrup bottle. "But filling it," she poured syrup over the pancakes, "that costs. Our retro-future prog-rockers are admittedly small fish where they came from. They probably got the cheapest possible edition of the Omnipedia, figuring they could always upgrade if it actually made Mongo smarter. Maybe they got upgrades on current events, if they ponied up any extra cash."


  "And those entries would be pretty useless," Rex nodded. "To us, anyway. Knowing the names of all the members of the Chicago city council in 2112 wouldn't really help me any, would it?"


  "Exactly. We're lucky the bare bones edition had a few paragraphs each on Chiaroscuro, Anhydra, Talos and Matrioshka," Maria picked up a fork and took a nip at the pancakes. "Um. Might need more...something...next time."


  "Try adding blueberries," Rex shrugged. "Still, interesting as these entries are, it's probably more useful to have confirmation that the Impossible Five is willing to throw their 'franchises' to the wolves whenever it suits them. Unsurprising, but useful."


  "So," Maria looked Rex straight in the eyes and smiled.


  "So?"


  "So, have you considered asking them to fork over the Omnipedia entries on us? You, me, the Cybernostra, Manhattan Autonomous Sector...see how history remembers this all?"


  Rex took a bite of the pancakes and chewed thoughtfully for a long moment before swallowing. "Yes, I've thought about it. And I've decided not to ask. If there were anything really useful, I suspect the Rush would have offered it to ensure we'd deal with them. Our entries are likely not much longer than these," he tapped the handcomp, "and while I'm not a terribly insecure man, I don't think I want to see how history sums me up in 100 words or less."


  Maria nodded. "About how I was thinking too. Plus, what if the entries tell about some horrible fate coming down the road, but don't give enough details to do any good? I don't want to know that so-and-so assassinates me in 2029 if it's just some guy I already knew was gunning for me. Or worse, if it says a friend turns on me, but not why...I might drive her to treason just by freaking out around her."


  "Exactly. Omens and auguries can be worse than no information at all. Myth and legend are full of people lured to their dooms by acting poorly in the face of a prophecy, ironically causing the very situation they were working so hard to prevent. Of course, the arrival of the Impossible Five tends to upset much of what might happen in any case."


  "Speaking of irony," Maria smirked, "the only entries we can really trust are probably those four," she pointed at the handcomp. "Anything else may change now that time's been monkeyed with, but those at least represent personal pasts. And I doubt we could eliminate the Five by simply finding them as babies and shoving 'em into a trash compactor."


  "No, that trick never works," Rex agreed. "Although, according to this, one of the four has already been born, and another will be born in a few months. It would be interesting to see the psychological effect it would have on the Impossible Five were their younger counterparts to come to... mischief."


  * * * *


  [July 22, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  George opened the window and looked out at the dawn in the west, smiling. Dawn was Geode's favorite time of day, so it had become his favorite as well...a lot of poets and writers would talk about how happiness made their beloved "light up," but in Geode's case the dawn literally made her glow, refracting through her quartz-like body. Sure, George's own light could, and often did, make her shine, but there was nothing quite like the way the rays of dawn would hit her when they were alone and she could remove the full-body costume that disguised her even here.


  And, this being Venus, it had been dawn for days now. It was a good time to be in Falcon Bay for Geode, which made it a good time for George.


  Behind him, Geode stood and stretched, gloriously unclothed and shimmering in a mix of sunlight and the green shades that George was made of. It had taken a long time, but she finally felt no shame in being naked. Her body didn't have quite enough detail to be any more "naughty" than a normal human in a bathing suit, but her strict Moslem upbringing had had her wishing her uniform was a burqa for the first few months after she'd taken up her new identity.


  No shame...but still wariness. There was always a chance that if the wrong people back on Earth knew she was made of living quartz, having shown up shortly after the "death" of the stony Base of the Pillar, they might put the pieces together and realize who she really was. That she'd once been human, that the Base of the Pillar was a supernormal and not a rock brought to life by Allah. At that point, her parents' lives would be forfeit for having spawned such demonic get.


  Iraq was a very unhealthy place to be paranormal these days. Or to be the parents of a paranormal.


  "Good morning," Geode sighed, walking over to the shaft of sunlight streaming in the window. The bungalow was at the westernmost edge of the community, without a lot of the amenities of other houses, because it didn't really need them. Neither of the residents ate, or needed a bed to sleep, or any of the other things people used a house for.


  Other than privacy, George noted as he passed a fingertip through Geode's forearm with a shiver of pleasure that her expression mirrored. He'd once joked that they could probably have sex in public since no one would know what they were doing, but Geode was probably never going to be *that* relaxed.


  "You're blushing?" George raised an eyebrow. "That's new."


  "I am?" Geode put her hands to her face, a completely human reaction that didn't do any good, since she no longer had blood that could rush to her cheeks and make them feel warm.


  "Yeah," George stepped out of the sunbeam so that the light falling on her was pure. "You're a little orange-red. I can barely tell, but I think I've been getting more sensitive to your shades. All the time we spend together," he smiled. Literally together, as they spent much of their private time merged as one, his light reflecting throughout her crystalline body.


  "Odd, I don't feel any different than I usually do in the morning," Geode noted. Her accent had almost completely faded, she apparently had a gift for languages that she'd never been given the chance to exercise when she was still made of flesh and bone. "Maybe..." a frown crossed her chiseled features, "...I'm with child?"


  George blinked, another of those human reactions that his current body had no need for. "I guess anything's possible. It's not like our situation was covered in ninth grade health class. Or senior year optics," he chuckled. "Maybe we should see Howie about it, though. He's got all that spirit magic stuff, and could probably ask Inanna about it if he's stumped."


  Geode walked to the other side of the room to pick up her clothing and start getting dressed.


  "Wait...now you're not 'blushing' anymore," George noticed. "Stay still, let me shut the windows and turn on the light."


  Nodding, Geode complied as the shutters were drawn and the overhead light strip was turned on.


  "Okay, no blush from that. Now back to the sunlight," he opened the window and Geode stepped tentatively into the beam. "Annnnd the blush is back. Maybe it's not you, maybe it's the sunlight?"


  "We should definitely go talk to Peregryn, then," Geode went back to the neatly folded blue and gold uniform and started to dress....


  * * * *


  [July 24, 2026 - Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Simon Smith, the Vizier of the Kingdom of Q'Nos, slumped down in a reclining chair off to one side of the grand hall. Greco-Minoan style thrones were fine for ceremonial purposes, but modern technology had a lot to offer when it came to supporting tired old bones.


  "A rough one, boss? Er, Vizier?" Polykaon asked. The satyr was part of the palace's tech support crew, and had been present to see off the latest shipment of equipment to New Menuush, Q'Nos's Venusian colony.


  Simon nodded. Expecting courtly manners from a satyr was like expecting the Sun to rise in the West. On Earth. Besides, he was too tired to stand on ceremony. Or stand in general. "New Menuush is near sunset, that seems to make it hard to connect the bridge of Eos. But it was even worse than yesterday. It felt...different. Not just hard, but different."


  "That's what SHE said," Polykaon smirked.


  "Don't you have a server farm to get back to?" Simon sighed.


  "Yeah, yeah...another day of staring at the wrong kinda racks," Polykaon trotted out of the hall with a clip-clop of cloven hooves.


  Dawn's light streamed in through the eastern side of the hall, left open to the Sun in order to make the magic easier. It also meant the hall couldn't really be climate-controlled, and at this altitude mornings were a touch chilly even in July. But that's why recliners had built-in heat and massage.


  Once his heartbeat returned to its normal rhythm, Simon contemplated the rising Sun. It looked perfectly normal now, but there'd been that strange orange tint to the pre-dawn glow. He'd made a note to check on it later, and now it was later, so he pulled out his handcomp and checked the weather satellites.


  "No dust storms in Anatolia," he frowned. That was the usual cause of strange dawn colors, dust or smoke in the East. The sort of thing he didn't need to hack into military satellites to pick up, it'd show just fine on the weather satellites that the Moslem Confederation had grudgingly allowed to remain over their territory.


  Local atmospheric samplers showed clean as well. The Xenochromes had been behaving themselves, not sporing all over the place or trying to sneak a little extra territory on the side of the mountain.


  "Nothing in the air to make the dawn orange," Simon pondered. "Then what?"


  Maybe today he wouldn't spend his time trying to figure out Talos. Maybe today it'd be time to return to his long-neglected study of auguries....


  * * * *


  [July 25, 2026 - Amarillo, Texas Sector]


  "Nate's right, Boomer," Aaron Zander said. "It's not a simple question."


  Nate "Netwalker" Walker, Mike "Boomer" Hodgson and Aaron "Contact" Zander were all in civvies, sitting around a table outside a cafe in the gentrified part of town. The breakfast crowd was thinning out, and no one had connected the faces of the three to their more public identities, so they had some privacy. Even without retro "secret IDs" it was possible to go unrecognized.


  "What's so hard about it?" Boomer countered. "You save the world or you don't. Okay, I guess you could quibble about solo versus group efforts, but..."


  Nate shook his head, cutting his former classmte off. "It's more than that, Boom. Sure, no one's disputing that you helped save the world back in May [ASH #82-83 - Ed.], but they're not all that obvious. For instance, I've killed off at least a dozen AIs who *wanted* to destroy the world. A few even seemed to have planned it out well enough that they'd have had a chance. But how many could have pulled it off? Do I get credit for all the wannabes? Just the ones with plans? Or did it have to get almost to the point of detonation for it to count?"


  "Similarly," Aaron added, "what about the general class of bud-nipping? To take an extreme example, maybe someone I put in jail would have eventually gained enough power to be a global threat, but now we'll never know because he's getting psychiatric help and is reformed?"


  "So, you're saying that saving the world is like porn?" Boomer grinned. "Hard to define, but you know it when you see it?"


  Aaron and Nate chuckled. "And there's usually some sort of climax, too," Aaron added in Paul's voice.


  Nate shuddered. "It still creeps me out when you do that."


  "It's just parallel processing," Aaron smirked. "A computer geek like you should be used to the idea."


  "Coming from a box, yes. From a person, not so much," Nate shook his head.


  Whatever was going to be said next was cut off by a ripple of shock through the customers as the sky dimmed. But it was no cloud passing in front of the Sun.


  "Holy shit," Boomer pointed at the Sun. An orange halo had formed around it, and the halo was getting brighter even as the Sun itself dimmed. Within seconds, it was as if the Sun had turned into an orange giant, filling much of the sky.


  "Well, that didn't take long," Aaron all but whispered. "Only...it was red when I saw it in Hlidskjalf."


  Paul's voice cut the silence, at least in Aaron's mind. -+Does that mean it's going to redden soon, or that this isn't the vision we had?+- [In ASH #92 - Ed.]


  Blackcels and handcomps all over the cafe were sounding off, the first hint of the panic Aaron could feel bubbling up in the psychic landscape.


  "At least I already covered the check," Boomer muttered as he clipped a badge to his shirt. "Go, Contact. I've got crowd control, at least as much as anyone can get it. This strikes me as ASH business. Oh, and this one's definitely save-the-world territory...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The Light Brigade has stolen the Sun! Can it be recovered before Earth dies? And how do you destroy a self-repairing shell millions of miles across? Be here for the start of "Rising Sun" in ASH #97, "Plan Orange"!


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


  Notes:


  Okay, I admit it, this arc was never really meant to have an overall plot, just a theme. And a way to kill a little time until Rising Sun was ready to go. Only the fact that the Rush ended up on screen a lot longer than initially planned gives the illusion of an arc plot. :)


  A "superior conjunction" is when you're on the opposite side of the Sun from Earth. An inferior conjuction puts you directly between the Sun and Earth. In other astronomical notes, just a reminder that Venus has retrograde revolution, so the Sun rises in the West and sets in the East. But the day is slightly longer than the year, so dawn can and will last for a few Earth weeks.


  Polykaon was mentioned in ASH #52, but this is his first physical appearance. Xenochromes are alien fungi that arrived on Earth in the 1990s with a meteor, and are based on Lovecraft's "Colour out of Space". They played a tactical role in the events of ASH #46-48.


  The photonic shell was originally proposed by Tony Pi as a potential Big Event a while back. Aside from being dramatically cool, there's physical reasons why no one saw the shell until it was Too Late, but those will be expanded on in-story next issue rather than being relegated to an end note.


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


  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 (and an Academy of Super-Heroes group on Facebook, too).


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