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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / DETACHED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [February 4, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  The two road-ragers were pretty evenly matched as they tore through the southern edge of Little Italy in the lonely hours of the early morning. The current leader drove an older machine, a '24 Ihimaera Badger, but the whispered silence of the motorcycle's engine bespoke extensive modifications and a great deal of personal care. The other participant rode a Haiku TR06, a jet turbine affair that could probably leave the Ihimaera in the dust if the rider dared to open it up.


  But he didn't dare. Not with the Hangmen clamping down on "rogue" racing. Running silent was the only way to have a chance of getting away with it. Oh, it wasn't that the Hangmen were so easy to fool...the secret enforcers of the peace in Manhattan were simply willing to allow a certain level of discrete rulebreaking. Especially in Little Italy, turf claimed by the CyberNostra, especially right now. The mood was celebratory, not combative, and if a few remade men wanted to blow off a little steam with a race, the Hangmen were willing to exercise forebearance.


  At least, that's what the racers sincerely hoped. Maybe they weren't so willing. But if it was totally safe, why bother? Risk was the spice of life for any paraganger, and it was the main course for a cycle-riding road- rager.


  Suddenly, as if it coalesced from the air and shadow, a black motorcycle with blood red flames decorating the body appeared between the two competitors. A custom job, with bits and pieces of different models spliced together into one sleek and dangerous machine, it was immediately recognizable by reputation, if not by any particular detail of its ever- changing appearance.


  The Hellhound had joined the race, for her own inscrutable purposes.


  Windows shook as the rider of the Haiku poured on the power and shot away, clearly more willing to risk the Hangmen than Hellhound. Hellhound did not give chase, however, as her victim seemed to be the driver of the Ihimaera.


  In the early days of road-raging, around the time the Warden had vanished, it had been hazardous to life and property, with crashes sometimes resulting in death or setting buildings afire. The Hellhound had broken up many races back then. But now that things had become more formalized, and the Hangmen enforced rules of conduct with their hidden blades and stealthy ways, Hellhound instead used the races as opportunities to deal out justice to those who had committed other crimes. How she knew who was guilty was unknown, although most racers were guilty of *something*.


  The Badger maneuvered frantically, unable to beat the Hellhound's cycle on pure speed, trying to buy time for someone to interfere.


  To no avail.


  Hellhound pointed a gauntleted hand at the paraganger, and a bolt of electricity leapt from her to the Ihimaera's electric engine, stalling it and sending the flywheel into wobbling convulsions. The finely-tuned machine simply tore itself apart, sending the rider flying through the air at over thirty meters per second. The road-rager slammed into a lamppost, bouncing off with several body parts at angles never intended by nature, to land in a twitching heap.


  And Hellhound was no longer anywhere to be seen.


  Gene Clark continued to watch the fallen paraganger on her screen for several long moments after that. Assuming the bike hadn't been sold or traded lately, the rider was one of the Basilisk Blacks, so probably wasn't a cyborg. He would be if he survived this, though.


  Casting a glance over at Odin's throne, the telepath sighed. If only she dared use the High Throne, she could figure out who Hellhound was in an instant. But it worked too well for telepaths, overloading them with so much information that it almost literally cooked their brains. But you also had to be a fairly powerful paranormal to get it to work in the first place, so using the non-telepathic staff at the MetaPsych base was out of the question. Combine that with the terms of the treaty with Rex Umbrae, and the only people on the island who could use the damn thing were Umbrae's own people, who she didn't really want to allow into the Trade Towers. Of course, MetaPsych maintained the illusion that they *could* use the High Throne, which had helped keep various factions off their back.


  Still, extremely good cameras mounted atop the Towers gave them a technological substitute for the High Throne. Gene reviewed the few seconds of footage she had gained of the Hellhound. Nothing useful. The gauntlet could be a modified Tsaran blaster, any number of which were floating around the black market thanks to Pranir weapons merchants. Or it could be a fake, covering for someone with natural lightning-casting abilities. The cameras had once again failed to catch where the Hellhound's motorcycle came from, as it both appeared and disappeared while blocked from view. Not just Gene's view, but also the view from Umbrae's seat of power in the World Building. Hellhound knew who her watchers were.


  Smoke and mirrors, and at least some real powers. A telepath, almost definitely. Either Dumont, or someone she'd found and trained. A gadgeteer, probably, or teamed up with one. A lightning-caster, maybe. If not for the definitely feminine figure, Gene would think that Triton was slumming as a vigilante....


  * * * *


  [February 4, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Contact slowly pulled out of Geode's mind, opening his eyes. It wasn't that he needed to close them during a telepathic scan, but if he didn't close them he also tended to forget to blink, which was uncomfortable and creeped people out.


  "I have good news, bad news, and interesting news that may or may not be bad," he declared to the assembled heroes.


  "Is she clear?" Beacon asked. Without specifying what sort of news he thought that would be, Contact noted.


  "Yes. There's a few echoes of her mental guest, but nothing on the level of a Strings imprint," he assured everyone. It had been a bad few months a while back, where you couldn't turn around without finding someone else had been turned into a puppet of the telepathic Mr. Strings. MetaPsych now had a special training course to help psis identify those sort of traces. "Nothing above the level of subconscious memory, and even those are fading fast. I doubt Geode will even dream of it."


  "Anything useful in those echoes?" Solar Max asked, his stance radiating concern of a different sort. Beacon was worried about Geode, Solar Max was worried about the rest of the world. Worlds.


  Contact nodded. "I think I got those impressions before they totally faded. The bad news is, it was TerraStar. Whatever made her vanish in the wake of Triton's wedding, she managed to hitch a ride on Geode's body somehow."


  "A lot of that going around," Essay noted, glancing over at Beacon.


  "The worse news is, she's now riding around in that giant stone beetle. At least we have a name for it, there's some remnants of her conversation with it. It's called Heraclius, and it's apparently a fragment of the Leviathan," Contact revealed.


  This caused a frown to crease Peregryn's forehead. "I had hoped that granting Photosynth's power to the spirit of this world would allow it to simply destroy the Leviathan, but I was clearly being too optimistic. The reports of other giant monsters must also be the result of the Leviathan's fragmentation."


  "Speaking of optimism," the Green Knight interjected, "given that TerraStar's main beef is probably still with Triton at this point, we might at least not have to worry about Khadam's presence on Venus too much longer."


  Contact nodded. "Or her priorities could have shifted. At the least, though, the fact that Heraclius left after merging with her means that her goal wasn't our immediate destruction."


  "But she just may want to do that later," Solar Max replied, a scowl obvious in his tone....


  * * * *


  [February 5, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  As a globe-trotting fashionista, Juliana had crossed numerous national borders in the past few years, and they all had a certain sameness. The names and the languages and the details of the procedures may change, but there was always this sense of dreary half-vigilance. Of guardians who were underpaid and undermotivated, but just effective enough to do the job correctly. Whether talking from behind pasted-on smiles or more honest scowls, the people who checked her documents were always just doing jobs. It wasn't a career, it was something they did to put food on the table.


  The checkpoint at the Holland Tunnel was different. At first glance, it was simply at the bright and efficient end of the usual border station, with regular visitors driving past smoothly, their credentials and vehicle registrations read automatically by sensors flanking the opening. But the people who met newcomers, such as Juliana, were much more like front office receptionists at a major corporation. Their smiles were pasted on much more firmly, and backed with the conviction that they might well be Noticed by Someone Important and promoted upstairs, if they just did their jobs really really well.


  Of course, in some ways, this *was* the reception desk for the giant corporation that was Manhattan. Not everyone on the island worked for Rex Umbrae, but enough did. Not every building was owned by Umbrae, but enough were. By treaty, the island was under the jurisdiction of the King of Shadows, and his company acted as the municipal government for all practical matters. It was even largely self-governing in all other civil and criminal affairs, something that wouldn't even have been possible under the old United States Constitution, as far as Juliana knew.


  But, like any other gated community, it was generally orderly. Despite being run by what amounted to a coalition of criminal organizations, it was far from lawless. The paragangs had simply grown up enough to realize that there was more money in legal enterprises than there was in preying on an ever-shrinking population in a decaying city. Of course, it helped that Rex Umbrae was there to play the role of Ward Cleaver. With a very *big* cleaver held in each hand.


  And now, here Juliana was, to help Ward get married to June. She wondered if pearls and high heels went with cybernetic killcannons?


  * * * *


  [February 5, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "Ah, nostalgia," Devlin Marx sighed as he hung up the phone. Then he reflected on the irony, given that almost no one had a phone that could be literally hung up anymore. Even Devlin's phone simply turned off at the press of a button, rather than being hung on a cradle...but he still thought of it as hanging up.


  Still, the conversation with young Mr. Coulter had brought back memories of the old days with the Conclave. Full of code phrases and small talk that concealed the true meaning...to the point that neither could be totally sure what the other was saying. In other words, deniability.


  He walked to the window and looked out over the stone courtyard of the Cloisters, frowning. What could not be denied was that the Archangeli Heir would be revealed very soon, if she hadn't already been found. Coulter was able to confirm that much, given that he had given ASH the clues himself. Marx wished that the secret could have been kept a little longer, but agreed with the ex-CyberNostra's evaluation of the situation. Gimble would not be able to keep her identity secret for too much longer, given the opening of Venus, and of all the factions that could stumble onto her, ASH was probably the least troublesome.


  Still, it would be better to at least try to spirit Gimble away before anyone found her, and that would require getting a trusted agent onto Venus. Conflicto's little monster movie show had definitely created openings in the colonist list that Devlin could exploit, but who to send? Marx had more agents available than he had a year ago, but still not many. Jo Ridley was competent and trustworthy, but also known to ASH. Perhaps, though....


  "Alexey," he said, the intercom's smart systems activating immediately. "Get ahold of Agent Ridley for me, please. And then there's some other arrangements I'd like you to make...."


  * * * *


  [February 7, 2026 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Beth Willot fell backwards onto her dorm bed with a sigh of relief. On the one hand, being in one of the later cohorts of the graduate program at the Academy meant a lot of the bugs had been worked out. On the other hand, the reduced urgency meant there was no hurry to rush everyone through in a single semester, so all sorts of additional programs were being put in place that no one had time for back in '22 or '23. She felt like she was getting a PhD in superheroics...a lot longer on theory than the "professional degree" earlier classes got. Of course, her occasional trips to Manhattan to don the Hellhound suit helped her get some of the more practical experience she was missing out on in school, but she had to sandbag it in class so as to not seem suspiciously experienced.


  It hadn't been all tedium, though. Dating Tom had been fun, when he'd been able to get away from work, and he'd gained a lot of confidence while they were together. The relationship hadn't lasted, but they'd expected that going in.


  She cleared her mind. It was just about time for her "conference call" with Jessa and Maddie. Jessa was officially still a "closed fist" telepath, barely able to sense thoughts directed at her from close range, although MetaPsych suspected she had at least a few fingers of ability back. Truth was, she was back to what would be considered a "psight" telepath, if not at the power level she had been before she spent most of her strength sealing Mr. Strings away. She could contact people she was familiar with over distances of hundreds of miles, and her psi tracking ability was starting to return as well. Scry had been back in business for months, helping the Hellhound collective figure out who needed a bit of rough justice.


  ++Beth?++ came the mental whisper. Focusing her attention like Jessa had taught her, Beth tuned in.


  --Here, and clear,-- she replied. --How's Jimmy?--


  ++He's fine, and wondering when you'll be back. He's getting tired of fixing the blaster glove for Maddie.++


  Beth chuckled. Her brother wasn't a paranormal, or even really a mechanical type. He was a martial arts teacher, which was how he'd gotten mixed up with Warden in specific and the crimefighting scene in general. But he and Maddie Chin had picked up a lot of tinkering skill lately. It helped that Planetary Confederation field tech tended to be simple to fix and modify, even if neither of them really understood the theories behind it. A lot of soldier tech was like that, though. And Maddie had a head start, what with studying a lot of the gadgetry left behind by her father, the Black Opal. But bringing Jimmy in on the Hellhound secret helped a lot. Maddie had to be the field operative most of the time now, leaving Jimmy to do the support techie jobs.


  --So, did the Wednesday thing go smoothly?--


  ++Yes,++ the mental voice shifted slightly, letting Beth know that it was Maddie speaking through Jessa's mind. ++Your tactical tips were very helpful. We got that scumbag Basilisk Black with one shot, and got away without anyone seeing how we did it. Had to seal up the exit ramp, though, I'm pretty sure at least MetaPsych was watching us, and probably sent people out to discreetly scour the area.++


  --Good. Al Mirage needed to be taught that you don't go doing that sort of thing to young girls even if you are a big bad paraganger and the Hangmen are willing to look the other way.--


  ++Amen,++ the voice was back to Jessa's. ++Things'll probably be quiet for a little while now, between that lesson and the upcoming wedding.++


  --Just as well. I've got some ideas for something bigger, but I'm gonna need some time to work out the details. I'll let you know when I've got enough firmed up so you can start looking for targets.--


  ++Right. Signing off.++


  * * * *


  [February 8, 2026 - Lakshmi Planum, Venus]


  A body lay face down on the rocky beach. A casual observer might be forgiven for thinking it had washed up there, but for two things. One, it was several meters from the line of marine growth that marked the highest the water level ever got. Two, it was so filthy and covered with dried blood that it could not have been immersed in water any time recently.


  The slow rise and fall of the figure's back also indicated that life yet remained, despite the punishment suffered by the flesh.


  Inhuman eyes regarded the figure from the shallows. And eyes more inhuman still saw through the creature that lurked just off-shore, directing its actions. And now the puppetmaster directed the puppet to rise up.


  "Awaken, fallen goddess," the creature hissed as water streamed off its serpentine head, a head which was large enough to swallow the mud-covered figure in a single bite. Although small for its breed, the sea serpent was many times larger than any human.


  The figure stirred, but did not roll over to look at the serpent. "Go away," she said, for the rasping voice was recognizably feminine even if the body no longer was. "I'm trying to decide how I want to die. Unless you want to give me another possibility?"


  The serpent chuckled with the sibilant voice of its mother and master. "Giving up so easily, when there is still revenge to be had? And the possibility of regaining godhood?"


  Photosynth rolled over, slightly less dirty where the wave-smoothed stones had rubbed away the dirt and caked blood, but still presenting a shocking appearance. She blinked to clear the crusts in her eyes, but did not seem frightened by the beast before her. "Who are you, who could make that offer?"


  The serpent ducked its head as if bowing. "I am but a mouthpiece for the great mother, creator of all life on this orb. She who was ousted and shattered with the help of the power stolen from you by our mutual foe, the human mage Peregryn."


  "Can she give me my power back?" Photosynth asked, a spark of hope glimmering in her eyes for the first time since she had regained those eyes.


  "She can offer you sanctuary, time to mend and regain your strength. As for power...that goes to those with the strength and will to seize it. If you can show you still have the will, she can help you regain the strength. And you can help her destroy the goddess who has humbled us both."


  "Go on...."


  * * * *


  [February 9, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "Now, just walk towards me, slowly," Juliana told the slim and wiry cyborg, who was to be one of the ushers. His name was Salvatore, which amused Juliana every time she thought about it...the other Sal she knew could wrap this one around his fingers, cybernetics or no. Well, maybe not...the cyborg Sal was probably one of the Hangmen, and thus much more dangerous than the run of the mill CyberNostra.


  "Good, good," she held up a hand to indicate Sal should stop. "I'm getting a good mental picture of how you move, and how your visible prosthetics mesh together. A traditional tuxedo would look almost like a parody on you, but I've got some ideas I think might work better."


  Sal looked slightly relieved, although he was professional enough to not make any obvious gesture. He probably hadn't been looking forward to how he'd look in a tux.


  The beginnings of an idea were gelling in her mind. The bride was the Queen, and her party would be her Knights, Pawns and so forth. Silver and white, perhaps with some accents in red. The King of Shadows would also have his pieces, in black and dark gunmetal, with hints of green. It would be a grand chessboard, where the game led up to a Mate of a different sort.


  Of course, the red queen might well crash the party. From what she'd gathered, the Hangmen were actually letting the various paragangers run a little more wild than normal, in hopes of drawing out Hellhound, perhaps even trying to draw the vigilante into crashing the wedding itself. That would certainly be dramatic, and upstage Radner's nuptuals.


  Perhaps red wouldn't be the best accent color for the bride's side....


  * * * *


  [February 10, 2026 - Johannesburg, South Africa]


  "For God's sake, help me!" shouted the man thrashing about in the muddy runoff pond. It was barely deeper than he was tall, but as he seemed to be made of a kind of living metal, he was having great difficulty keeping his head above water. Apparently, metal still needed to breathe in this case.


  "You can help yourself," the man standing at the edge of the pond replied. His duster was ripped in several places and bore enough fresh bullet holes to explain why the area was littered with unconcious thugs. "Just turn back to flesh and blood, and you'll be able to swim out."


  "Then you'll kill me!" the man in the water protested. "Like you killed my men!"


  "Nonsense," the stranger replied. "The only dead men within a mile of here are those killed by 'friendly' fire. The ones I took down may *wish* they were dead, but they'll recover fully. Pain is a powerful tool...hurt a man enough and you don't actually need to injure him. But I expect a tin god like you knows all about that, given the way you kept order amongst your slaves in this little mining operation." He smiled slightly at the joke. Paranormals had been setting themselves up as gods in the less civilized parts of the world for a few years now, but this one was literally made of tin. He was also, unfortunately, unable to feel pain while in that form, and it had taken way too long to maneuver him into the pond. Time during which some of those friendly fire victims had died for lack of attention, unneeded deaths.


  The tin man swore loudly in Afrikaans and was once more flesh and blood, swimming quickly for the far shore of the small pond. His opponent waited patiently until the mine "owner" was able to stand up on the bottom of the pond, then leapt across the expanse and kicked him in the head, felling him like a poleaxed steer before he could switch back to metal.


  He pulled the tin god out of the water and made sure he wouldn't wake up for a while, then strolled over to the slightly dilapidated building that acted as the mine offices. The mine had been a legit concern back in the twencen, but dried up around 1993. The new owner apparently had an affinity for the earth that let him find a smallish new vein of diamonds, and his ruthlessness did the rest. They weren't "blood diamonds" per se, but anyone who would buy from this mine was likely to need a bit of justice sent their way, and the records in the office might give him a new destination for his meanderings.


  After a few minutes of searching the records with the help of a grateful ex-slave, he smiled. "Rex Umbrae. Now there's a name I haven't run across in a while. I wonder what he wanted diamonds for...I suppose I should pay him a visit and ask, once I've gotten things cleaned up here," Warden decided.


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


  Next Issue:


  "Metropolis" continues in ASH #71, as things are complicated by "Human Desire".


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


  Author's Notes:


  Road-raging was introduced in Warden #13, with everyone driving various Ihimaera models, such as the Badger, the Tick and the Scavenger. Yes, the bikes were named after RACC writers. The Ihimaera line comes out of New Zealand, while the new Haikus are a Japanese competitor, introduced to the CyberNostra by the Otazuka and starting to make inroads in the road-raging scene.


  For those just joining us, the World Trade Center is intact (more or less) because on July 6, 1998 there was a nearly world-ending event, which represents a bigger historical divergence than you'll see in most comics. However, in the ASH Universe, the Trade Towers have their own horrible tragedy. Odin took them as his seat of power during the Godmarket in 1997-8, culminating in a gathering in of his faithful to add them to his army of slain warriors. The building became an abbatoir, as thousands were slain and their spirits gathered. Some have posited that the later "dark rapture" on July 6 resulted because the other gods felt Odin's methods were too unpleasant.


  As for Odin's chair...let's just say it's finicky about who gets to use it, and that Gene doesn't necessarily know all the rules. :)


  And now for some other character references, since we're getting back to a LOT of CSV and Warden supporting cast this issue. Jo Ridley's significant appearances include the first several issues of CSV and ASH #22. Jessa "Scry" Dumont also first appeared in early issues of CSV, and temporarily lost her powers in CSV #21. The Willots show up on and off through the Warden series, as does Maddie Chin. The Black Opal appeared in WarStar #2. Hellhound first came on stage in Warden #15. The relationship between Tom Dodson and Beth Willot did not really show up "on camera", although its beginnings were shown in ASH #14 and it was alluded to once or twice after that.


  http://www.fourmilab.ch/cgi-bin/uncgi/Solar is a simple online orrery, and reveals that mid-to-late January 2026 had Venus in opposition to Earth, so straight-line communications would be tricky and travel times at their greatest. Presumably all interested factions had established relay satellites in trojan orbits leading or trailing Venus by then, though.


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


  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/ !


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


  #72 - Metropolis II: Human Desire


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  Cover Image: An homage to Edward Hopper's Nighthawks, depicting a somewhat eerily-lit corner diner at night in Manhattan. Rex Umbrae and a veiled woman sit at one end of the counter, dressed in 1940s period outfits. Juliana Silvestri is attired as the server, and is taking the couple's order. A mysterious figure with his back to the viewer broods at the corner of the counter.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / DETACHED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [February 12, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]



  "And that brings us to a question that's rather close to you, Anatole," Juliana noted, tapping her chin with the stylus from her handcomp. "Literally," she then gestured at his chest.


  Rex Umbrae's valet frowned, looking down at the blur suit he was wearing. "Indeed," he said, with only the faintest trace of disapproval. Made from "negative index" materials, the blur suit didn't truly render the wearer invisible, but it did make them much harder to see at any significant distance. The suits had been developed as camoflage in the early 00's, but the return of paranormals capable of using supertech invisibility suits had left them on the technological wayside. Lately, it had been a fad among the super-wealthy to dress their servants in blur suits, and Umbrae had apparently found it amusing to follow the trend.


  "Will I need to take the blur suits into account while designing the wedding party's clothing?" she asked.


  "I believe so," Anatole replied. "As I will be a groomsman, I will not be wearing this...accoutrement," he plucked at the material, creating a strange rippling look. "But there will be at least some staff in blur suits." He sniffed in the strongest expression of irritation Juliana had seen escape the man to date. "It is a sad statement on my profession that anyone would have thought to employ blur suits," he confided. "A proper gentleman's gentleman should be capable of being inobtrustive even while on fire. And I, Anatole Mabuse, am quite the proper gentleman's gentleman."


  And if you're merely a Jeeves, then Rex Umbrae is Bertie Wooster, Juliana thought, but she kept the retort to herself. She'd met a few spymasters in her career, and Anatole moved like one. Juliana was willing to bet that if Anatole wasn't the head of the Hangmen, he was at least very highly placed in that enforcement arm. The fact that he was fussy about everything being "just so" was an asset in both sides of his job, although she suspected Rex gave Anatole fewer headaches than the road-ragers did.


  "Fine, I'll need a list of who will and won't be in blur suits, and I'll need to coordinate that with the decorator," Juliana made some notes on her handcomp. "There's a few patterns that look positively nauseating when filtered through a blur suit's edges...."


  * * * *


  [February 14, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  A few people were actually trying to follow the steps of the dance that went along with the Aoide song playing over the newly-built hall's speakers, but most of the people at the party were sticking to that timeworn dictum that said enthusiasm made up for lack of form. Just as well, Beacon decided, given how self-conscious Geode was about dancing in the first place.


  "What is that dance over there?" Geode suddenly asked, pointing to a group of two men and two women who were definitely in the enthusiasm over form camp. "It is not like the groups," she noted, indicating the few clusters of people engaging in the "official" dance.


  "Ah," George realized, then paused for a moment before mentally shrugging and deciding Geode would find out eventually. "That's a 'poly' group. They're not dancing together because it's some specific step, it's just that they're, well, a group."


  "Poly?"


  "Polyamorous," George explained. "Monogamy is one man and one woman, polygamy is one man and several women, polyandry is one woman and several men. Polyamory is however many men and women works for them. I find monogamy is complicated enough for my tastes, though," he smiled, not adding that what with all the spirit-jumping of late, it was hard to really say he'd been purely monogamous. But he REALLY didn't want to think about all the implications of the time he'd spent sharing space in Scott's body, and the way it seemed to affect the relationship between Scott and George's older sister.


  Wisely, he decided to shut up and dance.


  "Looks like Tom's found someone," Arin noted, glancing past Sal's arm. To look over his shoulder would have required a crane.


  Sal nodded, dancing far more lightly on his feet than anyone would have expected from the towering mass of muscle. "Ekaterina Templeton, one of the pilots attached to the Marshals. A norm, but good. They started out just talking shop, but scuttlebutt is they've already joined the mile high club."


  "Pshaw," Arin smiled wickedly. "Our Tom? He may be fast in other things, but not that. I wouldn't be surprised if they haven't even gotten to first base yet, unless she's really aggressive. Still, tonight's definitely a night for pairing off," Arin gestured vaguely, taking in the room. "Even the people who are planning to come back on the next shuttle with us tomorrow don't seem to want to be alone tonight."


  "With a few exceptions," Sal half-agreed. "Ms. Bell over in the corner seems to be a bit of a wallflower, for instance. Although, I suppose the little one is still young enough to excuse her."


  Arin hmmed. "I have to say, I haven't really talked to her, that I can recall. She just never seems to be around."


  "Ditto. I hear she's friendly enough, but something of a workaholic. And a tech geek...so I guess she's not really a social butterfly. More of a social pillbug."


  As the latest song, a fairly fast number, echoed away into silence, Essay jumped up on top of one of tables and silenced the music with a touch at her wristband.


  "Hey, everybody! Lend me yer ears for a minute, Howie and me got an announcement to make!" she shouted, then turned to pull Peregryn up onto the table next to her. Despite not being the one of the pair who was visibly pregnant, Peregryn was the less graceful. Perhaps because he was clearly preoccupied with something.


  "Ah, yes," he said, without his usual gravitas. In fact, he seemed downright flustered. "As most of you know, Sara and I have been, ah, involved for some time now...."


  The crowd snickered as Essay smirked and patted her belly.


  "And we have decided, that is to say, um...."


  "We're gettin' married!" Essay beamed, holding up her left hand to show off a ring that looked like a rippling band of white fire. "I mean, we've set the date, too!"


  Peregryn nodded, blushing slightly. "We will be wed on the twentieth of March...what would be the Vernal Equinox back on Earth. But the wedding will be here, on Venus, that is. And it won't be the Equinox here for many years, due to..."


  "Anyone not going back to Earth is invited," Essay broke in as Peregryn mumbled to a halt. "Heck, the giant monsters are invited if they can behave themselves!"


  * * * *


  [February 16, 2026 - United World Building, Canberra, Australia]


  "The ambassador from Eurasian Union member state France has the floor," boomed a voice that was translated into a dozen or more languages for the convenience of the listeners. The usual translation lag was minimized by the fact that the translators knew what was going to be said in this case. Speedier machine translation technology existed, of course, but after a few notable...and "funny if it didn't almost cause a war"...incidents it had been decided to go back to human translation. At least there was someone to blame if things went wrong.


  Henriette DuChamp cleared her throat, perhaps a bit dramatically, and favored the delegates with the warm smile that had helped her in no small part as she had moved up through the political machine of France. "As we are all painfully aware, the edenic Venus has been revealed to have a serpent in it, as well as a giant stone beetle, a metal-winged ibis and possibly other megafauna. This has put something of a wet towel on notions of colonization, understandably.


  "But, leaving aside finger-pointing on the matter of how this situation became public," she paused for effect, knowing that a great many fingers had pointed at Khadam in recent days, "I don't believe the matter is unsalvageable. There have been analyses made," she said, which was diplomatic code for "someone else made the analyses and our spies got their hands on 'em", "suggesting that the megafauna may be intelligent and capable of negotiation. Indeed, as likely natives of the planet, the megafauna represent a potential legitimate government of Venus, and an alternative to dealing with Q'Nos on this matter."


  There was a low rumble that filled the room at this suggestion. No one was keen to treat with Q'Nos, especially now that he had entered into a deal with Khadam, but were giant monsters really an acceptable alternative?


  "Of course, my esteemed colleagues from the North American Combine would better be able to assess the likelihood of such negotiations," DuChamp continued, still smiling, "given their recent dealings with one of the native megafauna. But it does, I believe, put the matter of territory on Venus back on the table, yes?"


  * * * *


  [February 17, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "Hey, 21," Gorilla nodded to the Manson-Haight clone. While not an actual gorilla, the heavyset and hairy paraganger had come by the nickname fairly. And almost no one knew that his actual power was a sort of psychic invisibility, which was the way he liked it. Best to let them think he was just a low-grade muscleman.


  "Could be better," the pod-racer shrugged. "24 got scragged the other day."


  "Wait, didn't 24 get killed last year in that thing with the defective after-market Ihi booster?" curiosity glinted in Gorilla's beady eyes.


  21 shook his head. "That was the old 24. We made a new one. And gonna have to make another 24 soon, looks like."


  "Any idea who?" Gorilla tried to lounge nonchalantly on a park bench, but it creaked too loudly and spoiled the effect.


  21 shook his head, turning the gesture into a quick scan of his surroundings. "Mebbe Hellhound, mebbe a Hangman. This 24's been a bit of a troublemaker, coulda been either. Or neither, I guess...he mighta just pissed off the wrong person."


  "I thought all you Haights had some kinda mental link?"


  "Yes and no," 21 temporized. "Hellhound can cut it, and Hangmen are just so goddamn sneaky that they take you out before you know it's happening. And not all us higher numbers are that well connected in the first place," he shrugged, having decided the matter wasn't really that much of a secret these days. No one was totally sure, not even other Manson-Haights, but the original Manson-Haight had probably died years ago...clones of clones of clones led to some watering down.


  "Damn. I hope it's Hellhound or the Hangmen," Gorilla snarled.


  "Why?"


  "Otherwise there's a third factor out there that can take out one of you guys without being picked up on. Otazuka making another move, maybe? The whatever-damn-color-Eye-this-month ninjas? STRAFE?"


  24 sat down next to Gorilla and whispered, "Word is there's someone taking down Hangmen. Doesn't make sense that Hellhound would start doing that now, so a third factor sounds like just the ticket. But then there's the fourth factor."


  Gorilla blinked. "Huh?"


  "Remember ol' Coulter, the reporter?"


  Gorilla nodded, the motion making the bench creak again.


  "He's supposedly coming to town to cover the big wedding. Cybernostra don't forgive and forget that easy...maybe he's a double agent? Or triple? Never did trust 'Kid Rebus' myself."


  Gorilla shuddered a little. A lot of Cybernostra had a single cyber eye, but Coulter's association with the CSV had made the fact he shared that characteristic with Rebus a little too creepy. And he'd been around during the whole Odin dodge Rebus ran on Manhattan.


  "I am so glad I'm just a grunt," Gorilla finally sighed, standing up to the bench's eternal relief. "There's so many angles here it'd give Mister Maze a headache."


  * * * *


  [February 18, 2026 - Toyama, Japan]


  [Note: dialogue in this scene is translated into English from a sort of coded "cant" derived from Japanese.]


  "Approach, Mr. Serizawa," the figure cloaked in shadows commanded. "We are told you have concerns you wish to bring to our attention."


  Serizawa Yutaka bowed and stepped into the circle of light at the center of the room. "I believe you are aware of all of the details of this matter, I simply wish to convince you to support my arguments against the other Otazuka chieftains."


  The shadowy figured nodded, his features coming tantalizingly close to visibility. "Yes, I am. But I should like to hear you present your case, to measure your clarity of thought."


  Yutaka nodded, hiding his nervousness. "Very well. In recent years, the situation in Manhattan has stabilized significantly under Rex Umbrae, to the point that there are very few avenues left to us in that market. As paragang chaos subsides and legitimate business returns to the so-called Autonomous Sector, it becomes less and less likely that we will be able to garner more than a token benefit from this market, at least within the projected five year plan. However, the formalization of the alliance of Umbrae with the Cybernostra via marriage to one of Sister Christian's seconds could close all doors to us immediately. On the other hand, should something disrupt this marriage and the concomitant alliance, the environment could become far more favorable to our endeavors."


  "On the gripping hand," the shadowy figure countered, "such chaos may erupt without the proactive stance you have argued for in council, Serizawa. You can rest assured that other powers are no more pleased by the prospect of this alliance than we are, and it is more...elegant to help put those players in a position to take direct action. For instance, were I to tell you that a certain Pranir House seeks to cause Rex Umbrae to lose face, would it not be better to supply the aliens with a means to do so? Or were I to mention that the Warden still lives, and needs only have his path to Manhattan smoothed? Or even the whispers that there is dissention in the ranks of Umbrae's own enforcers?"


  Yutaka swallowed hard. He felt like a schoolchild being lectured by a prefect. "My apologies," he bowed. "I mistook the attitudes of my peers for indolence and excessive caution. It did not occur to me that the Otazuka had already taken steps to deal with the problem."


  "Do not fret, Serizawa. In truth, we have taken no such steps, merely determined that none are needed. The longest journey may begin with a single step, but it is far better to send an enemy on in your stead."


  * * * *


  [February 19, 2026 - Miami, Florida Sector]


  As the last synthesized notes of the power fugue glistened across the amphitheater, Aoide took her last bows and swirled off the stage with an energy that merely human performers would envy. While she was only a low-level paranormal, and her main talent was musical rather than physical, just about everyone with the Magene enjoyed certain benefits, and Aoide pushed hers to the limit.


  "Great show, Tammy!" her manager effused, handing her a towel.


  "Thanks, Harry," the singer accepted it, wiping some of the sweat from her nearly ebony face and platinum blond hair. Both features were natural, or as natural as anything could be when it came to paranormals. Between her appearance and her impossible vocal range, it was as if she'd been born to be a rock star. And "the Muse of Brock Music" was certainly on her way to fulfilling that birthright.


  "You've got someone waiting in your dressing room," Harry added, a bit nervously.


  "Harry, you know what I told you about letting the fans in," she half- teased. But she could hear the worry in his voice, and it put a significant damper on her previously buoyant mood.


  "This one ain't a fan. Well, maybe he is," Harry temporized, "but he's here on business. Big leagues business." Fear warred with anticipation in his tone and his expression. The big leagues. The kind of patronage that could ensure that a one-hit wonder made the transition to mainstream mainstay.


  "Well, let's not keep the gentleman waiting," Aoide put her stage face back on and strode towards the dressing room, the cheers of the crowd still echoing behind her.


  Once there, she found a slender man in an impeccable suit and subtle cybernetic enhancements waiting for her. "Miss Tamiqua Shaw, I represent an important personage who would like to engage your services for a private event."


  Aoide stopped cold. Almost no one knew her proper first name. In fact, she'd legally changed it to Tammy as soon as she turned 18...and most people only knew her by her stage name. "Yes?" she replied, turning her iron control of her voice to a non-musical use to hide her concern.


  "I believe you are familiar with the general shape of the political situation in the Autonomous Sector of Manhattan, yes?" the visitor asked. When she nodded, he went on, "Rex Umbrae, as you may have heard, is getting married next month. His bride is a fan of your music, and would be very appreciative if you would consent to perform at the wedding reception."


  Aoide blinked. Umbrae was both famous and infamous, and his wedding was likely to get a LOT of press coverage. Even if he wasn't the sort of patron she wanted in the long run, she'd come to the attention of a lot of much more promising prospects. And while her rep might take a temporary hit if she worked for what amounted to an international crimelord...well, her rep needed a little "bad girl" spice anyway.


  "Harry," she turned to her manager. "I think I'd like to accept this offer. Could you take care of the details?"


  * * * *


  [February 20, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  The woman had been electrocuted, that much was obvious. The surge had been so strong that carefully concealed cybernetic enhancements had burned through their coverings of synthskin, and the result was a stench that made Gorilla glad that enhanced senses weren't among his paranormal talents.


  It wasn't the first corpse he'd seen, of course. Even with Manhattan calmed down a lot since the wild and wooly early days of the Paragangs, there were still fights that ended with lethal applications of powers.


  It was, however, probably the first Hangman corpse he'd seen. "Probably" because their very nature meant you could never be sure if someone was a Hangman or not, but even without the hemp noose the killer had draped over the body, this woman struck Gorilla as a likely candidate. The cybernetics had been first-rate, but hidden. Cybernostra never concealed all of their upgrades...conspicuous cyborging was their bag. And very few others had access to the good stuff, leaving Umbrae's secret police as the most likely candidate.


  Gorilla was frozen with indecision. There were a lot of ways he could turn this discovery to his advantage, but even more ways that it could blow up in his face.


  Then the decision was taken from his hands as the nondescript automobile pulled into the alleyway and Gorilla was forced to go into stealth mode, bending light while also sending out a mental "ignore me" command.


  "Electrocuted," one of the men sighed as he stepped out of the car and looked at the corpse. "Ten to one the onboards were fried very thoroughly, so we won't get anything on who did it."


  "My money's still on that bitch, Hellhound," the second member of the group snarled. Gorilla quirked an eyebrow...that didn't seem to make sense, like 21 had mentioned the other day. Hellhound went after the ones who made messes, not the janitors who cleaned up after 'em. Or was that just what she wanted everyone to think?


  "Whatever. Full spectrum recordings, then bag her up and bring her back for forensics," the first man ordered.


  That was Gorilla's cue to leave, as the recordings might show him to some later observer that his powers couldn't convince to just ignore him....


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


  Next Issue:


  In ASH #73, we see that "Hangmen Also Die". But who's killing them? With more suspects than victims, and a wedding coming up, will Manhattan go from a slow burn to a bonfire again?


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


  Author's Notes:


  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nighthawks shows the original of the painting referenced on the cover. You may have noticed a change in the order, with the cover image coming before the logo. This was done because the RACC @ WilsEgo site excerpts the first few lines of a story, and kept getting ASCII hash. :) (http://www.wilsego.com/racc for reference.)


  Each section was based around something that people desire (if not always blatantly): power, order, knowledge, love, territory, fame, etc. Sometimes what they desire is good for them, sometimes it isn't. And sometimes it can really muck up the works.


  Negative index materials (that bend light away from the centerline) are real, and it's possible that there would eventually be an application such as the blur suit, although it's unlikely such a thing would ever really be effective for combat use. They also seem more effective at microwave frequencies than visible light at the moment.


  Before the classical nine Muses were codified, there were a few trios out there. The oldest was Aiode ("song"), Melete ("practice") and Mneme ("memory"). I decided to go with Aiode rather than one of the better known nine, since the Muses from that group most closely tied to song are really patronesses of styles of poetry, and didn't quite do what I wanted. Aoide is a more general Muse of song, not as specialized as Polyhymnia or Calliope.


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


  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/ !


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


  #73 - Metropolis III: Hangmen Also Die


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  Cover shows an aerial shot of a somewhat cloudy Manhattan in black and white. The shadow of a hangman's noose lies over midtown.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / DETACHED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [February 23, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]



  "Did you really think you were in control?" an electronically distorted voice asked from the shadows.


  Hangman Patrick Knowles whirled and fired a three round burst in one smooth motion, his onboard sensors having pinpointed the source of the voice within millimeters, and the cybernetic connection to his pistols ensuring that the bullets went exactly where he wanted them to go. The silencing on the gun itself didn't stop the bullets from making a loud crack as they bounced off concrete and whined off into the night.


  To his credit, he didn't call out "Who are you?" to the darkness. If he was going to die, he figured, he wouldn't do so as a cliche. Instead he turned his sensors to the task of trying to defeat whatever stealth system or distorter the questioner was using.


  "You have forgotten that you are merely the executioner, not judge nor jury," the voice added, but Knowles held his fire. Whoever it was seemed content to toy with him for now, and he'd take whatever data he could so that the next time he fired would be the last time he'd need to. "You have started to step outside your bounds, and that means you no longer have protection from all of the delicately balanced forces in this city. Umbrae will no longer shelter you."


  Knowles's mind raced. Too many people hated the Hangmen, which was why they tried to keep their identities secret. But whoever this was knew Pat's secret...secrets, to be more accurate. Maybe it was a bluff, to get him to blurt out something incriminating, but there was a chance the mysterious figure knew about Pat's little side deals with the Otazuka. Or the thing with Janis. Still, it wouldn't matter in a few seconds, the Hangman's onboard systems had just about cracked the voice distortion system. The next words the voice from the shadows said would be his or her last.


  "Bang," the voice said.


  Patrick Knowles didn't even have time to twitch his trigger finger before he was reduced to ash.


  * * * *


  [February 24, 2026 - the skies above Venus]


  Soaring high, where the air was thin and cold, Bronzewing spread her wings to catch the warming rays of the Sun and let her vision defocus. Unlike mortals, when the gigantic metal ibis did this, it went beyond the here and now becoming indistinct...the concept of "now" itself became a little fuzzy. When the Leviathan had been sundered, the demigoddess's gift of prophecy had gone with Bronzewing, such little as had been left to the Leviathan after her humbling at the hands of the Olympians millennia past. Or future. The wars of the gods were hard on grammar.


  Glimpses of tomorrow came to Bronzewing. Fragmentary, hazy, open to interpretation and subject to change...such was the nature of prophecy. It could be maddening at times, but there was an addictive quality to it. No matter how unreliable her visions might be, she couldn't resist giving in to them whenever she felt the spheres aligning.


  A wedding flashed before her eyes. The mage who had fragmented the great mother, bound to some little morsel of she-flesh. It felt more immediate than most visions, as if Bronzewing was seeing with her oracular eye that which she would see with her real eyes at some point.


  Then flames. She often saw flames in her visions. Was it that she was doomed to die in fire? Or simply that this was how her mind interpreted the shifting dance of time?


  Now the hand of a god reached down from the skies, and Bronzewing shuddered in a spasm of pain. Was a god interested in her, or was she merely seeing someone else's fate? Many hands were raised against this god, whoever it was, but before she could see the outcome, the vision dissolved once more into fire.


  The fire resolved into the shape of a great lion, and she hissed. Infernion, the guardian. The enemy she would have to one day face if she desired to ever do more than endlessly circle this world. The lion would not let her conquer, nor depart. He was her warden, seeing her without sight wherever she went. Was he intruding on her visions now? Did he have that power? Whatever the reason, the lion would not leave her second sight. It was time to return to the present....


  * * * *


  [February 24, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Of all the neighborhood names in Manhattan, Gene reflected, DUMBO was probably the silliest. Down Under Manhattan Bridge Overpass, it literally sat in the shadow of one of the major entry points to the Autonomous Sector. One wag had even tried to rechristen it Down Under Manhattan Bridge: Autonomous Sub-Sector in the wake of Manhattan being cut loose from the Combine and handed over to Umbrae.


  Still, with the increase in business in Manhattan, the neighborhood had seen some revitalization and reconstruction as one of the gateways to the Autonomous Sector. It was an odd mix of gentrification and what amounted to squatters living in unreclaimed buildings in order to be close to the new jobs. While it had never gotten as bad as some parts of the city, there were certainly buildings that hadn't seen any real maint work since the 1990s. Or earlier, really.


  All of which made it a good place to set up a free clinic. Especially if you wanted an excuse to keep a close eye on people coming and going from the city. And if anyone liked keeping an eye on others, it had to be Jessa Dumont, formerly known as the mercenary telepath Scry. Quite the little empire-builder she was turning out to be...two clinics now, with plans for two others to open in a month or so.


  Gene walked up to the clinic's front door and nodded approvingly at the bustle of activity. Even as finishing touches were put on the decor, both interior and exterior, the clinic was in operational mode and people were coming and going. A few shot her concerned looks, of the "what's a pretty young thing like you doing alone in this rough neighborhood?" variety, but Gene just smiled back at them. She only LOOKED like she was alone. And she wasn't as fragile as she looked...even if someone could get past the five security personnel shadowing her, it wasn't like Gene couldn't hold her own against any normal. Or a good percentage of supernormals. This city already knew to fear telepathic martial artists.


  Stepping through the door, Gene just walked past the reception desk and headed for the back offices. No one questioned her, or even really noticed her. Telepathic invisibility wasn't about not being seen so much as it was about convincing everyone that they didn't need to pay attention to her. It was one of the niftier tricks Gene had mastered in the past few months. Unfortunately, it also tended to stand out like a beacon to anyone with psi sensitivity...it might better be called a smokescreen than actual invisibility. Jessa would know she was coming. Which was fine by Gene.


  "You might as well come in," came a voice from the other side of the door marked "Director".


  "Hello, Jessa," Gene smiled as she opened the door and stepped through. "Guess I can't put one past you anymore, eh?" Only practice kept her from stopping dead as she hit what amounted to a stone tower of mental resistance. Dumont wasn't radiating *anything*, for starters. Most people are open books to hearing or sight telepaths, because they're always broadcasting something. But Jessa had the training to not leak like that. Training that hadn't gone away when she'd burned out her powers in the act of sealing her sister Tyra into a single body, ending the menace of the telepathic parasite Mr. Strings.


  It was more than that, though. Jessa had active barriers up. Nothing Gene couldn't get past if she really wanted to, but she'd have to make enough effort that it'd be obvious, at which point Jessa would just bolt. Or shoot her, Gene supposed. Better to try to trick her into letting something loose.


  "I've heard some rumors I felt you might want to know," Gene said conversationally, as if she were just getting together with a girlfriend to chat about office gossip.


  "Email wouldn't do?" Jessa smirked, as if trying to decide whether to play the game or cut to the chase.


  "A bit sensitive, I think. I've heard tell your sister might be in town for a visit."


  A slight crack opened, but it was gone before Gene could pick up anything more than the inevitable shock and concern.


  "Tyra's in Manhattan?"


  Gene nodded. "Or so I hear. With her roommate, of course," Gene winked, alluding to Cockatrice, whose body Tyra now shared. Together they had become the new Burnout, third to carry the name. Or first, if you considered that they'd all been inhabited by Tyra's mind in some way. "Between her and Hellhound, things are really heating up in town."


  No response at all to mention of Hellhound. Gene was positive Jessa was working with the vigilante in some capacity, but clearly Dumont was well- practiced at covering that particular secret.


  "All we need is for Warden to come back and it'll really be a party," Jessa smiled sweetly. "Although some of my patients claim he already is back. In town for the wedding."


  "Ah, yes. Social event of the year. I doubt Warden was invited, but he'd probably just crash it. He's not very well socialized, after all. I blame it on his upbringing."


  Jessa winced. They both knew that Thomas Malfeas, aka the Warden, had been "raised" telepathically by a young girl whose vengeance fantasies had formed a sort of mentor personality for him to tap into. It was...tacky for Gene to bring that up, but she had to get Jessa to react somehow, loosen her defenses enough to let something out.


  "Well, thanks for the news," Jessa replied icily, "but I'm very busy getting this new branch running. Maybe I can come over for lunch some time and talk more...I bet the view from your office is magnificent. Although it can't see everything, can it?"


  "Oh, you'd be surprised what you can see from up there," Gene smiled just as coldly as she stood. "Later, then. Ta."


  "Ciao."


  Gene didn't need her telepathy to know Jessa was thinking, "But you can't see ME from up there!"


  * * * *


  [February 25, 2026 - Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  "And so, until affairs of state bring me 'round these hallowed halls once more, I bid you adieu," Kaliban bowed elaborately in a way that only someone with his inhuman build could. Then he stood, turned, and left the audience hall of Q'Nos's palace, flanked by his honor guard.


  Q'Nos pondered the piece of parchment that sat in his massive hand, dwarfed by comparison. After a long moment, he snorted quietly and turned to Simon Smith, his vizier. "So, what do you think?"


  "I'm sure Rex Umbrae and Maria Incarnata will make a lovely couple," he smirked.


  Q'Nos chuckled at the mental image. The hulking Umbrae, rumored to be a product of the genetic processes that had created Herr Zugmann, previous leader of Khadam. Well, figurehead. But that slab of muscle next to the willowy cyborg right-hand woman of the head of the Cybernostra. Oh yes, lovely. "Not what I meant, and you know it," he chided.


  Simon shrugged. "Where to start? I know, the beginning, assume you know nothing and leave nothing out. At the very simplest, what we have here is a political alliance of a somewhat retro-medieval fashion, between a powerful faction in the Khadamite government and a growing extragovernmental power. The Cybernostra isn't just a jumped-up street gang anymore, nor are they limited to Manhattan. And while there are no signs Chancellor Radner's position is in any danger, Umbrae is essentially a prince of the realm. His faction survived the purges in better shape than most, and since Khadam's oligarchy is not yet explicitly dynastic, he could well succeed Radner. He may also have his own dynastic ambitions...which would explain the choice of Maria rather than Sister Christian herself."


  Q'Nos cocked his head. "I thought Sister took her faux-nun act seriously enough to consider herself a...what is the phrase...bride of Christ?"


  Simon shook his head. "Yes, but my sources don't think that would keep her from being a bride of shadows if she felt it would improve her position. But she no longer has reproductive organs, thanks to her extensive cybernetic replacements. Some sort of genetic splicing would be possible, of course, but Maria can provide an heir the old-fashioned way. And, from all reports, is far from a celibate nun. In any case, I don't think Umbrae himself would agree to a step down like that unless he was serious about the marriage providing biological benefits. He'd have simply married Sister Christian for the political side of things and maintained a mistress."


  "Interesting. I suppose that when you're not immortal, such plotting is necessary. But, on that political side of things, would you advise I accept the invitation and attend this wedding?"


  Simon shook his head. "Again, it comes to status. Umbrae is merely a prince in stature, and while it is on the rise, the Cybernostra is not a globaly power to be reckoned with yet. To attend yourself would have one of two effects. Either it would make others see you as a second-tier power as well..."


  "Not something I desire," Q'Nos interrupted.


  "Indeed. Or it would give the impression that you felt Umbrae or the Cybernostra or both were first-tier. This could cause difficulty in our relations with Khadam, should Radner decide we were supporting a coup."


  "On the other hand, snubbing it entirely would offend factions who could be useful allies or worrisome enemies in the future," Q'Nos nodded, then tossed the parchment lightly to Simon. "Clear your agenda for March 14, o vizier. You have a wedding to attend."


  "Such is the life of a veep," Simon smirked.


  * * * *


  [February 26, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Maria Incarnata stood in the center of the fitting area, unclothed but not precisely naked. The false skin she wore to cover her extensive cybernetic enhancements on this day bore no cosmetic enhancements to complete the illusion, being simply a synthetic bodysuit. It even covered the few bits of real flesh the woman still had, other than her face.


  Juliana circled the living mannequin, looking her up and down with a critical eye and making the occasional notes. "I'm thinking we go without the synthflesh for the wedding ceremony," she said. "Could you take that off so I could get a closer look?" she gestured at the skinsuit.


  Maria stripped down with the ease of long practice, revealing a body that was almost entirely a mix of chromesteel and synthetics. Her face was still real, and her hands looked real thanks to the more sensitive machinery requiring permanent covering. Also, much of her lower torso and pelvis was bare, human flesh, with only a few ripples here and there to betray subdermal cybernetics.


  She looked no more uncomfortable now than she had before, but Juliana could tell that it was not the common cyborg affliction of being disconnected from her body. No, in the short time she'd known Maria, it had become obvious that this was a woman who would have walked naked into a crowded room before becoming a cyborg and felt no shame. Quite unlike her "code sister", Sister Christian, who never went about without all-covering clothing despite no longer having most of the parts that society asked a woman to cover.


  "Your cybernetic plating, with a white enamel finish, would look just right for the part of the white queen. A few accessories, of course, for propriety's sake," she winked. "The loinplate you wear as part of your combat loadout is a little too bland, however. Here's a few designs I sketched up as possibilities," she held her handcomp up for Maria to see.


  "Hmm, I like the one in the lower left. Very sweeping," she said, with a hint of a German accent.


  Juliana nodded and noted the choice. "I can get your armorers to fabricate it today, and we can try a fitting at your earliest convenience after that."


  "Fine. Now to other business. I want you to design me something for the wedding *night*. To go with one of my special skinsuits," she said with an excited glint in her eye. The suits she referred to were much more complicated, designed to blend with her remaining organic surface seamlessly, and give the illusion of a normal, unenhanced human. Well, cybernetically unenhanced. At least one of the suits had a bustline that no baseline human could manage without surgical help. And spinal reinforcement.


  "Not really my specialty," Juliana demurred, "but I think I can come up with something. Which skinsuit were you thinking of using?"


  Maria stepped over to a terminal and with a thought brought up an image on the screen. "Well, this one is Rex's favorite...."


  * * * *


  [February 27, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "Just a little more to the left, Gorilla...perfect!" Nerd-Boy said. The gangly cyborg was notable for being just about the only guy in town with cybernetic enhancement who was neither Cybernostra nor one of the paranormal Rust Brothers. Word was he'd actually worked for a Scytharian concern in some capacity, and was either rewarded with their alien cyberware, or got in an accident and they had to fix him up. Nerd-Boy wasn't his name, of course, but that's what everyone called him. He just looked and acted the part so intensely that even the people who knew his real name almost never used it.


  Gorilla stood up and stretched. Pushing the altar into place hadn't been tough in terms of raw strength, but it had required a lot more care and precision than he normally had to use, so his back was feeling all knotted up. "Need anyt'ing else, Nerd-Boy?" he asked.


  Nerd-Boy suppressed a sigh. "No, Gorilla. You can take five."


  Gorilla nodded and lumbered off the platform, taking a seat in a chair marked as reserved for the Otakuza.


  He looked around the hall. Once it had held the old United Nations General Assembly, now it was being set up to host the wedding of the year. Instead of various allied and opposing nations seated around the room, representatives of...okay, some nations, but mostly non-governmental organizations like the Otakuza or Cybernostra or Manhattan's various paragangs were going to be behind the carefully repaired wooden desks.


  "Man, it looks like th' startin' gates for one helluva royal rumble," Gorilla said to no one in particular.


  "You got that right," Torque replied, being no one in particular as far as Gorilla was concerned.


  Gorilla turned to face his fellow 'ganger. A lot of them had hired on to help with the prep, especially the low-ranking ones who knew they'd be lucky to see the ceremony from the nosebleed seats. At least this way they got to see what the place looked like up close. "Who's brilliant idea was it to put the Pranir section next to the Macoute, anyway?"


  Torque chuckled. "Yeah, those big bad voodoo daddies hates the snakeowls, dunnay? And I was just setting up the Haights next to the Basilisk Blacks...dun't th' Blacks still got that grudge against Fifteen?" Replicating paranormal Manson Haight had taken to numbering his duplicates.


  "I guess everyone's gonna be tryin' ta be on their best behavior, though. It *is* a wedding."


  "And it ain't like y'can completely avoid puttin' haters next ta each other," Torque nodded. "Too many grudges."


  Gorilla agreed with the sentiment, but still...he couldn't shake the feeling that whoever planned this out *wanted* as much drama as possible.


  * * * *


  [February 28, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Janis Kaufmann was worried, and for damn good reason. Knowles was dead, and that was bad. Oh, she didn't care about it on a personal level. The man was an ass, and she'd only slept with him because it looked like a good way to keep him from betraying her before she could betray him. After all, when you're working together to take over the top spot, you can't both *have* it, eh?


  But that was the problem. Whoever had killed Pat might have done so at least indirectly because he'd been found out. They said he'd been turned to ash, like Cockatrice was supposed to be able to do nowadays, but there's no way an exiled ex-gang leader like her could have gotten onto the island to do that if she didn't have help. And permission.


  That made doing her job a lot more dangerous. Even if no one knew of her part in things, someone who could kill a Hangman was loose in Manhattan, and might not stop with targets who were known to be guilty.


  "Maybe I'm being paranoid," she muttered to herself, "but not being paranoid in this job gets you dead."


  "You're right about that," a voice replied from all around her and nowhere at all. She froze, biting down a curse that tried to escape her lips. All of her combat systems came online, cluttering her vision with threat assessment icons and tactical options.


  Janis slowly drew her monoblade, a nasty little piece of Santari hardware that had a blade formed from a single flawless iron crystal grown in microgravity and stiffened with magnetic fields.


  "Ah, so you want to play it that way?" the voice asked. Her sensors couldn't pin it down. Carets cropped up all over the place indicating places it *might* be coming from. "Good, I prefer swordplay to guns. My first love, you might say. But let's make this interesting...."


  Sudddenly, everything went black. Not in the sense that the lights went out, but in the sense that Janis's vision simply stopped working. The threat assessment symbols vanished along with everything else, leaving her in total darkness.


  There was a soft sound of someone jumping to the street level behind her. Her acoustics still worked well enough, and the sounds bouncing off the alley walls gave her a good enough fix on the location to attack. She swung the monoblade in an arc intended to intersect her attacker, and nearly stumbled as it was deflected up and away with a hissing clang.


  "You know, even a monoblade can be parried with normal steel if you know the trick to it," the voice noted. It was more localized now, but subtly distorted, keeping her from being able to tell if it was anyone she'd heard before.


  "This is a tidy little prison Rex Umbrae has set up," he continued. At least, Janis was pretty sure the speaker was male. "The prisoners don't even realize they're in prison, but they keep to their place. The guards know their place as well, if not in the bigger picture."


  She struck out again, twisting her blade as she struck in hopes of getting a piece of his sword and cutting through it. But he simply dodged away, as if he knew what she planned to do.


  "Even the executioners should know their place. The hangmen are not also the wardens," he mocked.


  Then his blade entered Janis's forehead and she heard no more.


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


  Next Issue:


  When you're marrying one of the most powerful men in the world and want to rub it in, where do you have the bachelorette party? Why, in Washington DC, of course! Not that it's going to happen quietly, in part 4 of Metropolis, "Clash by Night"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I can't say more without spoilering it, but I saw "Full Metal Alchemist: Conqueror of Shamballa" during the month I was writing this issue, and was amused by one of the character revelations. :)


  Code brothers/sisters are a recent innovation within the Cybernostra. It's like the idea of blood brotherhood, but instead of sealing the bond with blood, they do so by sharing the override codes to each other's cybernetic enhancements. In a way, it's a stronger bond than a blood brotherhood, because each gives the other the means to seriously incapacitate them. And while it's always possible to change those codes, the code sibling will instantly know when that is done, because the pair always maintains a low level connection.


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


  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/ !


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


  #74 - Metropolis IV: Clash By Night


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  Cover shows a laughing group of women, mostly obvious cyborgs, having a good time in a restaurant at the center of the image. All around the borders are threatening silhouettes encroaching on the festive scene.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / 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 Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED



  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [March 6, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector]


  "Why I am here?" was the question that wouldn't leave Julie's head. The "Juliana Silvestri" professional persona had been left behind in Manhattan, now it was just Julie surrounded by incredibly deadly CyberNostras in a heavily stealthed antigrav-lift airship over the nation's capital.


  "Isn't there a more sane way to go about this?" was the question she actually asked, though, pleading in her tone as she looked around the cramped cabin at Maria Incarnata and the rest of her crew. Of the lot, only Sister Christian seemed at all sympathetic to Julie's plea...but she had been against the whole plan in the first place. She only came along because her "code sister" insisted.


  Maria did that a lot. Insisted. And she had the raw power to make it a good idea to go along when her persuasive tone wasn't enough.


  As for the rest, they were champing at the bit to do this drop. Even calm and collected Monica, the only one besides Julie without obvious cybernetics, had an eager gleam in her eye. The red-headed Hangman may have been along for security purposes, but it was clear she meant to enjoy this night's endeavors as well.


  And if Monica looked eager, the mirror-twins Audrey and PJ were practically foaming at the mouth at the prospect of getting in some action. Asian by ancestry, Bostonian by upbringing, and CyberNostra by rebuilding, they had deliberately chosen their upgrades to be mirror images of each other. They also normally went masked, unlike most CyberNostra, but had forgone those accessories for tonight's festivities.


  Cam and Eve fell somewhere in the middle of the spectrum, which made them only moderately insanely dangerous cyborg women. Cam's cybernetics had a spidery theme to them, while Eve had opted for a TwenCen anime look, complete with green hair.


  "No," Maria answered Julie's question. "This is not a time for sanity. Sanity will cost us too much time. We go in hard, we go in fast. And this place will never know what hit 'em!"


  This brought a chorus of hoots and hollers from most of the women, who then settled down to make last minute checks. Everything had to be in place, had to be perfect. Monica would be responsible for making sure Julie made the drop safely, as Julie was the only normal in the little party. It helped that Monica wasn't nearly as pointy as the other women...Julie really didn't want to be impaled on an elbow spike or something.


  The pitch of the engines changed, which Julie had learned meant they'd gone into hover. The thing about antigrav drives was that they also created their own internal gravity fields, which damped the effects of acceleration quite a bit. It meant you could perform much more severe maneuvers without being pulped, but also meant any passengers could hardly tell when they were moving.


  The hatch irised open. Carabiners snapped onto lines that rolled out the bottom of the craft.


  "Go! Go! Go!" Maria ordered, and everyone dropped from the ship in the pre-planned order. Julie hoped they had done this before many times, because there'd been no rehearsal that she'd been involved with.


  Monica and Julie were last out, so the others had already recovered and detached from the lines, fanning out to form a circle around the drop zone. Just in case.


  "F-FREEZE!" a beat cop shouted, fumbling with his sidearm as Monica and Julie landed on the sidewalk at the intersection of 18th and Belmont. Right in the heart of the infamous Adams Morgan neighborhood.


  "Just ignore him, Julie," Maria waved a hand dismissively. "He's a LOT more scared of us than we are of him," she added with a predatory grin. "Aren't you, mister cop?"


  The officer seemed at a total loss. As odd as his beat could get at times, he'd never seen a half dozen or so cyborgs drop out of the sky, clearly dressed for a night of clubbing. He was saved from his indecision by a chirp from his comm, which he managed to pull out without discharging his firearm, fortunately.


  "Y-yes? Eight of them, yes. What? O-okay," he lowered his gun and backed away. "Um, have a pleasant evening?" he offered, lamely.


  "That's the plan!" Audrey whooped. "So many bars, so little time!"


  "Let's start with that one," PJ suggested, pointing at a gaudy affair across the street.


  And with that, Maria Incarnata's bachelorette party got underway.


  * * * *


  From his window seat in the Pharmacy, Morgan Adams watched the scene outside with faint amusement tinging the melancholy that had been his habit of late. He'd seen more creative attempts to get around the parking nightmare that 18th turned into on a Friday night, but not recently, and not too many that beat rappelling out of a stealthed airship.


  Still, cyborgs with way too much money and too little sense or not, it was still pretty clearly a Bridezilla expedition. And *those* were all too common these days. They were headed into the Mons Veneris, a newly renovated club with a Sci-Fi Venus theme and more than a little wink and nod innuendo, pretty much where he'd expect a bachelorette party to go first.


  "A pity," he sighed into his drink as he lifted it for a shallow sip. That place had been the second to last holdout from the old TwenCen neighborhood. The Pharmacy itself was the last, and had teetered on the brink of buyout for years, if not decades. It had succumbed to a more subtle form of gentrification ages ago, though, with fratboys and tourists flocking to its "bohemian" ambience and driving out all the real bohemians. Morgan hated what it had become, but as hideously Georgetown as it had become, it was still the last link to his old life left in the neighborhood.


  His left leg spasmed, nearly making him drop his drink, and he cursed loudly and creatively. This got him a few stares, but no trouble from management. He was part of the ambience, after all. The only part of the old guard that hadn't fled for other parts of town.


  The pain faded and he settled back down as if nothing had happened. Doctors told him that the only way to fix the nerve damage he'd suffered at Giza would involve cybernetic replacement. He'd said no. Actually, he'd used a few more words than that, many of them similar to his outburst of a moment ago. He'd met too many cyborgs who gave up parts of their soul when they gave up parts of their flesh. You can only change the body so much before the person stops being the same person.


  This brought a chuckle, and some more stares from patrons. Mons Veneris was like a cybernetic enhancement for the neighborhood. Bright and flashy like the women who had just gone in, but lacking the old soul. Maybe he *should* get a cyborg leg, he'd fit right in.


  Nah. He didn't want to fit into what his home was becoming. Better to find one more hopeless cause and go down in a blaze of glory....


  * * * *


  "I realllly don't want to see Ibiza all over again here," Scorch sighed. He was in civilian clothes, although with discrete body armor underneath, just in case. It was also fireproof enough that he wouldn't end up naked if he had to go full-out with his flames.


  "That's the plan," Solar Max nodded. "We're not supposed to go in unless all hell breaks loose or it's clear the opposition needs thorough and fast squashing. STRAFE and the Marshals have most of this covered, and the local police have been cleared out for now."


  "Except that one poor guy who they landed next to," Comet smirked. The holographic disguise she had borrowed from STRAFE was working well, following the motion of even the smallest part of her face. It was a step up from the one Scott had worn in his meeting with Coulter last year. It didn't stop the palpable aura of cold she gave off, though, so she'd be staying out on the street where it was cold enough already.


  "Yeah, he slipped through," Solar Max frowned. "I hope he was the only goof we see tonight." He looked distinctly uncomfortable without his armor. Or perhaps he just didn't care for the stylish outfit that had been picked for him...or the fact it made him look like a trendoid college student. "This little bridal party is bound to cause some trouble beyond just violating airspace restrictions. And dragging Julie along for the fun doesn't help."


  Solar Max paused and looked at Scorch, who said nothing. Shrugging, Solar Max continued, "The official position is to let them get away with just about anything short of assault with a deadly weapon. None of our higher-ups really want to piss off Rex Umbrae by messing with his bride-to-be."


  "My guess is that she expects to spend a day or two in jail anyway," Comet speculated. "A week's enough time to sort out any legal issues and still get back in time for the wedding, after all. And from what gossip I've been able to pick up about Maria and her crew, getting tossed in the pokey may just be considered a requirement for a successful party."


  Scorch sighed. "Hopefully we don't have to go there."


  "At least Peregryn and Essay only have to worry about giant monsters and the possibility of giving birth during the ceremony," Comet smiled warmly. "Tonight's gonna just be the opening act for the fun Umbrae's likely to see on *his* wedding day."


  * * * *


  The brooding mood had settled back over Morgan Adams as he sat in the bay window of the Pharmacy. Thinking about his injuries left him in a foul mood lately. The fact that he hadn't been killed instantly when he was caught on the fringe of the exchange between Lorenzo Archangeli and his undead father Pino was nothing short of miraculous, but he was too old to come out of it completely unscathed. Burned over more of his body than he cared to remember, the mystic lightning had seriously damaged the nerves in his left leg and up his side as well. Most of the burns themselves were gone, either thanks to normal healing or skin grafts...*that* much, modern medical technology could still do for him. And a grateful government had footed the bill, too. But even after over a year of physical therapy, he still walked with a slight limp, and needed a cane for when it got bad.


  It got bad a lot lately.


  Howie's kid, the mage, had tried to do something about it once, but the fact that it had been done by a god's power made it beyond his ability to heal. The same reason probably explained why stem cell therapy wasn't helping, nor had a nerve graft taken. It was a curse, a death curse that had splashed onto him and left him crippled. The only treatment anyone could come up with would be to simply cut out the damaged tissue and replace it with mechanical parts. And pray that the curse didn't make those malfunction as well.


  What he didn't tell the doctors was that it seemed to be spreading. Only a little at a time, and he could cover it up well enough for now. But a killing curse of a god wouldn't stop until it had killed, right?


  Morgan snapped out of his reverie. Something was wrong, something his subconcious had picked up on before he was really aware of it. Even wallowing in self-pity, the old instincts still worked.


  He concentrated on the intersection outside. Something out there was out of place...even more out of place than the usual fratboys and the recently arrived cyborg bridezillas and the undercover STRAFE agents that he'd noticed an hour ago.


  But what was it...?


  * * * *


  To all appearances, they were just a half dozen college students in heavy coats roaming from one bar to another along 18th, guys from one of any number of schools...Georgetown, George Washington, American, perhaps even commuting in from University of Maryland. If you examined them carefully, you'd find nothing remarkable about them. They were totally average and typical college students, chatting and acting like half-drunk guys on the prowl. If you were of a suspicious mindset, you might find them a little *too* typical...any group has at least some color to it, some misfit member. Someone acting a little *too* drunk, a little *too* loud. People breaking away from the group to snag an unreasonably large slice of pizza or hit on a passing girl, rather than staying in a tight knot all the time. But most people don't worry that much about that sort of thing.


  They entered a bar called The Library Of Progress and took seats around an empty table in the back. Talk turned to the usual topics: sports, classes, women, and so forth. Again, to any casual observer, just a bunch of guys out on the town.


  But underneath this casual chatter, the real conversation took place on tightbeam infrared laser beams connected under the table, emitters concealed on belt buckles or on boots or on dangling handcomps.


  "Transmitting floorplans," one said over this network, before sending images of the Mons Veneris. "I believe that for maximum impact, we should come in through the back wall at the point indicated."


  "Agreed," chorused the other five.


  "Remember, we want maximum splash and bang, try to 'accidentally' kill some civilians. This needs to be messy and distracting, or we won't be able to get back out of the city regardless of how much better our stealth systems are than any on this mudball. Don't engage the targets for any longer than you think you can do so safely...they may not be wearing their combat loadouts, but they do use the same sort of Scytharian tech we do, and might have some nasty surprises not in our briefing file."


  "What about the local security forces?" another asked.


  "They don't seem to have made us," the leader replied. "But word is they have high end paranormal support, so when I say go, we bug out. We're not prepped for the indig 'magic' crap. But if we can make enough of a mess before pulling out, the paranormals may get distracted in search and rescue."


  "If any of us do get captured," one of the group reminded them, "be sure to run erasure protocol nine. We don't know much about who hired us in the first place, but we can't afford the hit to our rep if one of their freaky mindreaders can scrape up anything that makes it look like we talked."


  "Agreed," came the chorus again.


  * * * *


  "Don't worry about the Hangman-killer coming for you tonight, Mon," Maria laughed, then pounded back the rest of her tequila. "It's not like we're unarmed here."


  "You're not wearing your missile rack," Cam noted, pointing at Maria's chest. "So whatcha got under that oh-so-fashionable blouse?"


  "My left one's a terawatt pulse laser," Maria confided, leaning over the table so that her artfully-designed cleavage showed. "Good for about three shots, although I'm afraid it'll melt the covering on the first shot and make me look all lopsided."


  "I'm almost afraid to ask about the right side," Julie ventured. She was slowly getting over her nerves...they might be killing machines with loose to no morals, but otherwise Maria and her friends were pretty normal. Well, Sister Christian was still a bit stuck-up and rigid, but even she had loosened up after a few drinks.


  "Oh, that's just a taser in case any of the fratboys gets too grabby."


  "Boobytrap!" PJ and Audrey chorused, setting off another wave of laughter at the table.


  Except for Monica, who merely smiled politely.


  "Don't tell me you're really worried, Mon?" Eve asked.


  Monica shrugged. "Not about the Hangman-killer, whoever it is, no. As far as I know, everyone who's been targeted was dirty, or at least they were rumored to be. Old guard who don't quite get that we're the law now, not the lawbreakers. My money's on internal housecleaning, although I suppose it could be that Warden really is back in town and playing 'Who Watches the Watchmen' to celebrate his return."


  "No rumors floating around about your dirt, Mon?" Maria asked, winking.


  "Oh, honey, no one would kill over what they say *Monica* does," Cam giggled. Julie got the distinct feeling that things were heading into territory she wouldn't be safe entering, and was more glad than startled to see the old man seem to suddenly appear behind Sister Christian, smiling beatifically and leaning ever so slightly on his cane.


  "Good evening, ladies," the man interrupted, causing almost everyone at the table to at least start moving into a combat stance. Julie just froze when the others started moving, like a rabbit trying to remain invisible to circling hawks.


  "Oh, don't get up on my account," he chuckled. Then he turned to Monica and gestured at the back wall with his free hand. "You seem like a professional woman to me, yes? Well-educated in *architecture*. You might find that particular wall very interesting. It's not load-bearing, did you know that? In fact, before they rebuilt this place, there was a door back there. Some people still try to come in that way...embarrassing when it happens, you got to admit."


  "What the hell are you rambling about, old man?" Eve spat, needle-like claws starting to emerge from her fingertips. Everyone glanced at her, as if mentally taking bets on whether she'd pop her claws all the way and try to gut the old man.


  "Yeah...hey, where'd he go?" Maria asked as she turned back. "Who was that old man, and how come I can't even find him on my sensor array now?"


  Julie didn't answer, but she'd finally placed the face. And now she could say she'd met the infamous Morgan Adams.


  * * * *


  Coats were discarded, revealing cybernetic enhancements that were as fake as they were obvious, yet concealing subtler versions of the real thing underneath. One set of disguises had been exchanged for another, and the "CyberNostra" hit team was ready to break through the rear wall of the Mons Veneris.


  "You know, I hear the bachelor party's over in the Georgetown area," Morgan Adams said from the mouth of the alley. "This here's for the ladies, and you wouldn't want to be spoiling their evening, would you now? Then again, you probably do, seeing you're about as much a CyberNostra as I am. Well, aside from you being cyborgs."


  Rather than sputter something cliched like, "How did you know?" or "Who are you?", the leader of the Scytharian strike team simply motioned to one of his squad and said, "Start the civilian body count with him."


  "Right," the merc snarled, stepping towards Morgan with his Tsaran blaster drawn, its emitter crystal already glowing faintly blue-green. "Hold still and I'll make this quick, old man."


  For his part, Morgan turned an apparent nervous stumble into a drop and roll, coming up with his cane smashing into the attacker's hand. There was a crunch of bone and metal, and the alien-built energy weapon went flying into a nearby dumpster. Morgan stood, not as smoothly as he might once have done, and tsked.


  "*Young* man, don't make me break a piece of this cane off in your ass. Mind you, it's got one of those armor-grade ceramic cores, and I'm probably not young enough anymore to break it off in your ass or anywhere else. But I'm willing to give it a try if you are."


  Without orders, another of the mercs fired on Morgan, but he'd been watching them all carefully, and was not *quite* in the path of the blast when it came. There was a smell of burning polyester as Morgan's coat was singed down to the lining, and he couldn't help but wince a little at the heat that penetrated to his skin, but he was still standing.


  "To the pits with this," the leader snarled, detaching a piece of the satchel charge he had placed against the wall. "Catch," he lobbed the primed explosive at Morgan.


  Morgan braced to swat it away with his cane, hoping it wasn't on a contact fuse now, but suspecting it was.


  Then it vanished in a burst of cold wind.


  The merc leader caught on just before Morgan did. "Paranormals! Abort! Protocol nine!" he shouted, as a distant explosion could be heard.


  All six started to shimmer out of sight as they activated stealth systems, but then as one they slammed into the pavement.


  Hard.


  The delicate stealth systems weren't made to handle five or six gees of acceleration, and the cyborgs flickered back into visibility.


  "About time you people got here," Morgan said as Solar Max landed in the alley and was joined by Comet. "I almost had to break a sweat there. And someone owes me a new coat."


  * * * *


  "I think you may have a death wish," Dan "Grind" Tracey told Morgan as the last of the unconscious Scytharians were loaded into the STRAFE transport. "But I'm sure people have been telling you *that* since before I was born."


  "Ha, maybe since before your papa was born," Morgan chuckled, smiling to the field commander of STRAFE. "I had a colorful childhood, but no one expected me to make it to adulthood."


  "Didn't it occur to you to, oh, I don't know, CALL someone when you realized a Scytharian strike team was setting up to attack the Mons Veneris? No, strike that, of course it didn't."


  "Why should I use up my minutes like that?"


  "Huh?"


  "Sorry, before your time. But, seriously...with all the people you had crawling all over 18th, why bother calling? Yeah, I spotted your agents. And the Academy people, too...nice hologram on Mrs. Taylor, by the by. I just wanted to get in some fun before someone came running. And I did tip off the nice Hangman lady in the bar, so even if I'd screwed up and these dopes broke down the wall anyway, the bridezillas would've been ready."


  "The Incarnata party moved to a different location as soon as you left, actually," Grind admitted.


  "Well, there you go. They're not as dumb as they look. And neither am I. I know my limits, and I knew full well how fast you'd have someone on this the moment I started making a ruckus. But I haven't had a good fight around here in ages...punching out a mouthy drunk fratboy doesn't count."


  For a long moment, Dan just looked Morgan in the eyes. He tried not to show any pity...tried not to feel it, either. He was looking at a possible future for himself, after all, and he was done with self-pitying, even if it was just projected onto someone else. Still...some said that the worst thing that could happen to a man of action was to *not* die young. Getting older, remembering the glory days, but having fewer and fewer opportunities to relive them.


  Morgan must have seen what Dan was trying not to show, because he snorted. "Save it. I'm not dying in my bed yet. And, hell...if the ol' neighborhood can still attract this kind of action, maybe there's hope for us yet."


  He turned and started limping away, leaning on his cane more heavily than he had earlier in the night.


  "Nah," he added.


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


  Next Issue:


  The wedding of the year (well, on Earth, anyway) goes down, and goes down HARD! The Metropolis arc wraps up as the world watches, in ASH #75, "Eyes of Evil"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Special thanks to Marc Singer for plot assistance (Morgan Adams is his creation, and Adams Morgan his old stomping grounds).


  You may have noticed a change to the Roll Call, I do that every so often. I decided that the Active/Detached/Inactive distinction wasn't quite enough anymore (and frankly, probably hasn't been for a long time), so tweaked it to also include a little more detail. I'm not officially splitting the team a la the X-Men Blue and X-Men Yellow thing a while back, though. Just codifying what's been shown in-story in the past, things like Sal and Arin mainly hanging out in Mexico, and so forth. Thanks to Lightfoot, though, anyone can be anywhere reasonably quickly. And, of course, I kick off the new rollcall by having Scorch out of his territory. :)


  Turns out that the Cyber Nostra is real. Well, not as a shadowy organization of cyborgs, but http://www.cybernostra.net has been around since 1995 as an online organization of music demo makers (page is in French). This makes it kinda ironic that the CyberNostra is giving Aoide her chance to break into the big leagues (as seen in ASH #72). And apparently Optimus Prime is a supporter of La Cyber Nostra.


  Mons Veneris literally means the mountain of Venus, but it's not a geographical (venerographical?) term, it's anatomical. And if you don't know what it means, go look it up in a dictionary. ;)


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/incarnata.JPG shows Maria Incarnata in her combat gear. Most of the armor plating is removable to let her fit into the skinsuits, and the hair is a wig (breakaway should anyone try to grab her hair in combat). The inspiration for the design should be pretty obvious by this point, but in case it isn't, here's a reference pic: http://www.jeffbots.com/maria-large.jpg (no guarantee this link will always work).


  Morgan Adams suffered his injuries waaaay back in Capstone #3, at the end of the 3:25 PM scene. This isn't Morgan's final story, though...Marc gets to write that.


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


  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/ !


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


  #75 - Metropolis IV: Eyes of Evil


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  The cover is similar to that of #74, but with Rex Umbrae and Maria Incarnata in wedding garb at the center of the picture. Glowing red eyes dot the shadows surrounding the couple.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / 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 Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED



  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [March 7, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector]



  "I wish we could have more time to let our telepaths go over these guys," Solar Max frowned as he watched the cryotubes vanish into the hold of the Galactic Warrior Corps prison transport.


  GWC Lieutenant Veturna Severa shrugged. "Did you find anything on the first pass?"


  "No, but..."


  "But that means that these guys were properly prepped for Terra work. Any mission-sensitive stuff would have been compartmentalized into their hard memory, with rigorous wetwiring to prevent bleedover. And the hard memory has been wiped better than any of your techs could hope to read. We might have a shot at it in a proper lab back at regional HQ, though, once we take these scum apart piece by piece."


  Solar Max blinked, then said, "Take them apart? Isn't that a little harsh?"


  The GWC lieutenant shook her head, as if to say, "Poor dumb indig." Aloud, she said, "We'll put 'em back together when we're done, minus all the highly illegal and dangerous bits. Then they'll be given personality adjustments and sold for labor. Standard deal for criminally-used cyborgs. If we're lucky, we can get a lead on their owners and prosecute *them*. Look, Mr. Taylor, you *know* about Santari views regarding artificial body replacement, right?"


  "Of course," he nodded, thinking back to his first "case" with the grad class at the Academy. Pranir organleggers taking advantage of the fact that most humans worked as universal donors for Santari, thanks to the mysterious genetic similarity between the races.


  "Well, it's not just a social stigma. Once you've reached a certain threshold of artificial parts, you're no longer a person, you're property. The exact threshold is something for lawyers to quibble over, but having brain compartmentalization is almost always a trigger for being considered a thing, since it means someone can program your behavior. These guys," she jerked a thumb in the direction of the transport, "either voluntarily gave up their personhood, or they were criminals sentenced to brainchipping and got bought by other criminals. They're like very smart weapons, it's their owners who are criminally liable for their actions."


  "Wait. Does this apply to all cyborgs, or just Santari ones?"


  Veturna smirked. "Yes, my boss is legally a thing, if that's what you're driving at. Mind you, even unmodified members of Delta Rose's race aren't considered full citizens, but she's definitely property of the Galactic Warrior Corps. Fortunately, the GWC is a good master. Plus, the way we're organized, the pureflesh Corpsmen aren't exactly at liberty anyway. We're soldiers."


  Solar Max waved a hand. "No, that's not what I was thinking of, but it does cast her actions in a different light. What I meant was, what about Terran cyborgs?"


  "Ah, now I see," she nodded. "That would certainly explain motive, too. The CyberNostra are property under our laws, but this wedding that's coming up would probably make them Rex Umbrae's property. And if they ever hope to expand off this one world...which I bet they do...they'd need a way to avoid being claimed by any of the Scytharian or Pranir outfits that might have supplied their tech. I'll let you know as soon as we have a lead on their owners," she once again gestured to the transport, "but with the wedding coming up in a few days...."


  Solar Max nodded grimly. "We're just going to have to hope we catch a break here on the ground."


  * * * *


  [March 7, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Julie opened her eyes, and immediately regretted it, moaning and rolling over to bury her head under a pillow. Medical science had found some pretty effective cures to the cost of overindulging, but you had to be sober enough to remember to take one. Catch-22.


  Something was wrong, though. Other than the little men with sledge- hammers renovating her frontal lobe, that was. The bed felt wrong. She'd been staying in her hotel room long enough to get used to it, and she wasn't in that bed now.


  Peeking one eye open very carefully, she confirmed that she was not, in fact, in her hotel room. In fact, she could vaguely remember something about...


  ...going home with Monica?


  She sat bolt upright, clutching the sheets to her chest. After she got done TOTALLY regretting the sudden movement, she realized she was still more or less dressed. So, probably nothing happened. Probably. Julie didn't swing that way, but she also generally didn't get quite so drunk as she had last night.


  Monica chose that moment to make her entrance. Fully dressed and with that cheerful demeanor that said she never got hangovers, thank you very much. Probably a cyborg enhancement.


  "Good morning!" Monica chirped. "Sorry about not making you take a Good Morning pill last night...I don't keep them around," she added, implicitly confirming Julie's theory.


  "So, should I be expecting anything particularly embarrassing about me to be circulating on the CyberNostra net today?" Julie half-whispered.


  "No, I expect all the traffic will involve the twins and their nude bartop dance," Monica chuckled. Then a look of sudden realization crossed her face. "Oh, you don't remember why you're here, do you? Well, don't worry, nothing...HAPPENED," she grinned. Then she laughed as Julie failed to hide her relief. "That warning from Adams...yes, I recognized him too...was on the money. Someone sent a team to make trouble for us. So once we were done partying, no one went back to their own place, just in case there were backup teams waiting there. This is one of my safehouses...I'm afraid I'll have to blindfold you for a bit when we leave, it's not somewhere I'd like people knowing is inhabited. The rest of the girls had their own boltholes, but I could hardly let you go back to your hotel."


  "Well, I suppose I should be glad I'm not waking up in a Washington jail cell, given what little I *do* remember about last night," Julie shook her head.


  "We did have backup plans in case that happened, too," Monica smiled cheerfully.


  "Terrific...."


  * * * *


  [March 8, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  The old General Assembly Hall of the United Nations Building had never looked so festive. The desks had been pulled out and replaced by box seating, with the boxes decorated primarily in red or white so as to create a chessboard pattern when viewed from above. Carpeting in vibrant crimson and shimmering pearl in the aisles fleshed out the impression, and the walls were decorated in themes evocative of stylized chess pieces. The boxes of minor guests had pawns as their theme, while progressively more important guests were rooks, knights and bishops. The king and queen, naturally, were reserved for the groom's and bride's parties.


  Every so often, there would be a flurry of activity as it was decided to reseat some group or another, requiring the movement of designator decor and sometimes a complete cascade effect over most of the hall. It was as if, having gotten things mostly right with plenty of time to go, the planners couldn't resist the temptation to make major changes that resulted in vanishingly small improvements. With six days to go, there was far too much time remaining for the decorators to simply call it ready.


  Of course, the actual workers were too close to the floor to see the grand design. Only the planners, with their virtual reality floorplans and multiple camera angles of the hall, could appreciate it in its fullness.


  Well, the planners and one other. A silent viewer, hidden in the ceiling between sensors, where no camera could find him. Any who happened to glance in his direction saw nothing, for their brains were told to ignore the evidence of their eyes.


  After all, when one is not invited to a wedding, it doesn't do to ruin the surprise of crashing the party, yes?


  So, through enough pairs of other eyes as to give him a clear picture of the grand scheme, Warden bided his time. There would be reason to move soon enough.


  * * * *


  [March 8, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  A year ago, it had been just a section of mountainside where weakened stone had sloughed away to create a vaguely concave hollow. Now, however, the south side of Falcon Bay formed a natural amphitheater that faced the gently lapping waters of the planet's young ocean. Through a combination of magical coaxing and more mundane sweat and toil, it was being shaped into a place where the settlement's hundreds could all meet at once, for a joyous occasion that was a mere twelve days away. Trees ringed it, diverting the frequent rains that would have washed away the thick grass being grown on the slopes. A stony platform had been shaped from the scree at the bottom of the hollow, and discrete electronics installed to enhance the already excellent acoustics.


  For the most part, people would be seated wherever there was room. However, a space to either side of the platform had been smoothed for the placement of temporary seating. To one side would be the groom's "family," mainly composed of his teammates and any official government envoys. To the other, the bride's actual extended family, which might well outnumber all the other visiting guests, and would require at least two trips to ferry out from Earth.


  Stone to the front, sea to the back, and open to the sky. It was as if the bride's jesting invitation was being taken seriously by the planners, a silent observer noted from behind the screen of trees. And as the stone beetle silently trundled off to a place of better concealment, TerraStar noted that there would be at least one "giant monster" in attendance....


  * * * *


  [March 9, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "What do you mean, the servers' uniforms aren't here?" Juliana Silvestri demanded in full "diva" mode. "They were supposed to be ready for fitting yesterday!"


  "We had to get the material shipped in from Japan," one of her assistants replied, wincing. The man had worked with psychotic paranormals and cyborgs who could rip your head off with their pinky fingers, but he'd never really been as cowed by anyone as he was by the totally "normal" fashion designer. "The regular blur fabric supplier hadn't been ready for our demands, and ran short."


  "Is the material at least *here*?"


  The assistant nodded nervously, and consulted a handcomp. He already knew the answer, he just wanted an excuse to not look Juliana in the eye. "The fabricators are working on it now, they should be ready for us to start actual fitting late this afternoon. Tomorrow morning at the latest."


  "Fine. Since the servers are here anyway...SOME people can keep to a schedule...get some updated measurements on them now and send them over to the fabricators. Any major changes we can avoid having to make will save us time tomorrow, and yes, I'm assuming it'll end up being tomorrow," she said with a disgusted snort as she waved the man off. He left a little more quickly than was seemly, but at least he was gone.


  Anatole Mabuse was at Juliana's elbow, as if he'd been there all along, even though he'd just arrived a moment before. "You seem to have the knack of managing all sorts of people," he commented drily.


  She smirked, letting the diva mask slip a little. "After working with superheroes," she started ticking off points on her fingers, "having a show crashed by Mr. Strings, and having to work around Conflicto of the CSV, it's either get a 'command voice' going, or find another career."


  Mabuse chuckled in an understated, polite manner.


  "Speaking of unwelcome guests," Juliana's mask was back in place, "I hope we won't have a repeat of the bachelorette party at the wedding?"


  The majordomo/security head frowned slightly, seeming more annoyed at himself than at the question. "Washington was outside my ability to control, unfortunately," he sighed, sounding as if his long-term plans included rectifying that deficiency. "Manhattan, on the other hand, is well under control."


  "What about the Hangman Killer? And Hellhound? And the rumors of Wa... other people?"


  "All are concerns, and all are being dealt with. I can assure you that while Hellhound is still an irritant, she has never managed to appear anywhere that was actually under even moderately tight security. I have the Hangman issue well in hand, and 'other people' shouldn't be a problem. I have it on good authority that the rumors of our eyeless friend's recent activities were a...blind, if you will," he allowed himself a thin smile. "Misdirection on the part of another, who wished to make it appear that the Warden was behind the Hangman killings. Similarly with Cockatrice, or Burnout as she goes by now, who I confirmed has been in Khadam the entire time. Someone has been seeking to sow fear, uncertainty and doubt. None of which plague me at the moment."


  "Must be nice," Juliana muttered before returning to the business of herding well-dressed cats.


  * * * *


  [March 9, 2026 - Jersey City, New Jersey Sector]


  "Your 'highly recommended' strike team didn't even get into the same *building* as that bitch, Circles-In-Back!" the hulking figure spat at the commscreen. Figurately, anyway...he no longer had saliva. Or many organic parts of any kind aside from his brain. "And now they're in GWC hands! This could ruin everything!"


  "Relax, Supernaut," the synthesized yet still greasy voice of a gaudily bedecked Pranir assured the full-body cyborg. Only decades of experience on the edges of civilization allowed him to avoid sounding like he was trying to keep a mad dog from striking while he reached for a stick. "Remember, this was a very low-probability option in the first place. This team was chosen for their discretion rather than their power, since we expected them to fail, remember?"


  "Well, yes, but..."


  "But they don't even know you're involved. They don't even know *I'm* involved, and even assuming their memory wipes weren't 100% effective, by the time the GWC can trace the deal through all of my cut-outs, it'll be far too late for them to stop our main plan. I know you're eager to get revenge on Sister Christian for leaving you to die, but it'll just have to wait a few more days, yes?"


  If a walking assemblage of metal and plastics could be said to pout, Supernaut pouted. "I want Maria back too."


  This time, the Pranir's jaded nature cracked a little, and he blinked slowly. He still couldn't figure out how Supernaut and Maria Incarnata had been lovers...even before his agents had recovered the cyborg and rebuilt him, Supernaut had been no more than ten percent organic. Mentally shrugging and chalking it up to a likely one-sided obsession, he smiled carefully. "Don't worry, once you've killed Rex Umbrae, Maria will certainly realize you're the only man for her."


  It was at times like these that Circles-In-Back was extremely glad that his technicians had installed an explosive charge at the base of Supernaut's brain, on top of all the other failsafes that came with the black market body he'd put that brain into.


  * * * *


  [March 10, 2026 - Ottawa, Ontario Sector]


  Terri Majors sighed at the newscrawl along the bottom of her computer screen. The issue of Laval was *still* up in the air, despite Montreal having been located months ago. But once it had become clear that there wasn't going to be a magical re-relocation of the city, the debate about "New Montreal" versus "Nouveau-Montreal" had reignited with all the fervor usually reserved for such trivial matters like that. Tempest, meet teapot.


  Her sour musings were interrupted by a knock on her door, and the gray-haired federal functionary looked up. "Come in," she said.


  "I got a message you wanted to talk to me?" Scott Handleman said, opening the door and stepping through. He was in civvies, but the security badge he had clipped to his shirt read "SCORCH".


  Terri nodded. "Have a seat. We got an official letter for you via diplomatic courier from the Autonomous Sector."


  "From Julie?" he frowned in confusion as he sat. "I mean, who else do I know in Manhattan that would have access to a..."


  "I'm sure she's part of it in some way, but no. This is from the office of Maria Incarnata. Number two in the CyberNostra." She pulled a crisp white envelope out of a folder on her desk. It was embossed with a stylized cross and bells.


  "Is that a..." he looked at it like it was a snake rearing back to bite.


  "A wedding invitation, yes. We've already run it through all the usual scans, it's perfectly safe. Physically, anyway. Politically, it's a real timebomb."


  "No kidding," he slumped. Reluctantly, he picked it up, opened the envelope, and pulled out the lace-rimmed card. "Scott Handleman and party are cordially invited to the nuptuals of Rex Umbrae and Maria Incarnata, the 14th of March, 2026."


  "We did some quick and discreet inquiries, this is for real. Previously, there had been no indication that any official presence from the Combine was going to be invited or permitted at this ceremony, but now we have an invite. But it's also very clear that your presence is non- negotiable. Incarnata seems dead set on the idea of having you present."


  "So, it's my patriotic duty to attend a wedding of supervillains, where my ex-fiancee will be in attendance?"


  "Not just in attendance, word is she's gotten made a bridesmaid."


  "Shoulda seen *that* coming after last Friday," he sighed. "I suppose you've already scheduled me for a tux fitting?"


  "Yep. And it's fireproof, too."


  * * * *


  [March 12, 2026 - Delphi, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Simon Smith left his honor guard at the mouth of the shallow cave, carefully stepping over some rubble left by a years-old explosion. No one had tidied up the Oracle, in part on his orders. It was an old power, and fading. Any disturbance would diminish it, even one intended to be a restoration. Better by far to just leave it alone. It would "die" soon enough, and then it wouldn't matter how the place looked.


  The aged mage seated himself in the center of the cavern, feeling the weight of a ponderous and torpid power pressing in on all sides. The Oracle was not a god, or even a self-aware spirit. It was...an echo. A place that had been special to Apollo, and had absorbed some of his temporal diffusion. That was one god who loved to travel through time.


  Troubling portents had been nagging at Simon's dreams lately, and they seemed to focus on the wedding he was to attend the next day. Simon couldn't shake the feeling that unseen eyes were watching and waiting, eyes of evil, eyes of madness. He had tried various means to clarify the omens, but none had helped much. Divination was more of a hobby for him, not a profession. But he had just enough time for this short visit before heading for the Delphi airport and leaving the country.


  He concentrated, cleared his mind as best as he could. He was too old to be mucking about with drugs, so meditation would have to do.


  For several long minutes, nothing happened. His mind started to wander, thinking about the wedding, and what might happen. Then, unbidden, an exchange from an old movie came into his head.


  "I want to say one word to you. Just one word," said a middle-aged man in a suit.


  "Yes, sir," a young Dustin Hoffman replied.


  "Are you listening?"


  "Yes, I am."


  "Plastics."


  Simon opened his eyes. That had been far more vivid than a simple memory, especially since the last time he'd seen the Graduate was on cable back in the 80s. The pressure around him seemed to ease up, like the Oracle was saying it was done with him.


  The Graduate. Not a great omen for a wedding, no matter how you cut it. But why that particular passage? What did plastics have to do with the unseen eyes that haunted his dreams?


  Well, at least it would give him something to ponder on the trans- Atlantic flight.


  * * * *


  [March 14, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  For what had to be the tenth time, Scott glanced down at the program. He'd been to weddings before, but this was his first full-blown Catholic wedding ceremony, and it was about as loaded with rites and sacrament as the stereotypes would have him believe. There were *sixteen* steps to just the *wedding* part of the Mass, and the wedding was mixed in with all the usual parts of a Catholic Mass. Every so often, though, there'd be little differences tossed in to remind him that while the CyberNostra was more or less Catholic, there was a "less" in there. He was pretty sure normal Catholic Mass didn't have any reference to the sacred trinity of hardware, software and wetware, for instance.


  He glanced over at Julie, who was seated ahead and to the right, in the White Queen's section...the bridal party. At least Incarnata's sense of humor hadn't extended to making him sit in the same section as her. Instead, the NAC party had been seated graciously in the Red Knight section, apparently displacing a Pranir delegation to the status of Red Rook and causing a general shuffle of the Red Pawns.


  "Do you, Rex Umbrae, come of your own free will to give yourself in marriage?" the priest asked of the imposing Khadamite, who loomed over all around him in his exquisitely tailored crimson tuxedo.


  Ah, they'd made it to the part called the "Nuptuals," first of the three main ceremonies. Scott suppressed a sigh.


  "I come of my own free will to give myself in marriage," Umbrae assented. There seemed to be a hint of amusement in his voice. Of course, the man wasn't Catholic, cyber-flavored or not, and appearances of the ceremony to the contrary, had no plans to join the Church. And from what Scott had heard, Maria was hardly a Good Catholic Girl herself. But, as his father had once told him, the marriage ceremony isn't for the bride and groom, it's for the spectators.


  "Do you, Maria Isabella Infanta Incarnata, come of your own free will to give yourself in marriage?" the priest asked, turning to the bride, resplendent in pearly-white shimmering cybernetics and armor.


  And then the floor exploded as a titan of machinery in the shape of a man burst up into the central aisle, just short of the "sanctuary".


  "Of course she doesn't!" a synthesized voice boomed harshly from the newcomer. "This is all a sham! A dodge to let Umbrae claim ownership of the CyberNostra under interstellar law!"


  Despite the truly staggering number of powerful entities in the hall at that moment, no one made any offensive moves. Scorch could feel the hairs on the back of his neck rise, and noticed an old man in the White Bishop section raising some sort of mystical shield, but that was the most obvious anyone had gotten.


  Umbrae and Incarnata, of course, had turned to face the interloper.


  "Who DARES?" Umbrae demanded, his voice filling the hall despite the fact that he hadn't shouted.


  "Supernaut?" Sister Christian gasped from her position with the bridesmaids. "But...you died! I felt your transponder go black!"


  "No, I survived your treachery, my former Code Sister!" Supernaut snarled. "And I'm here to save my beloved Maria from more of your games! You would sell all who follow you into Khadamite bondage, and I will not stand for it!"


  Around the edges of the hall, guards had leveled their weapons, but none had acted yet. Most of them knew Supernaut from the old days, and knew as well that even back then he would have shrugged off anything their rifles could do. And he looked a lot bigger now. None of the guests wanted to be the first to attack either, since it was pretty clear that whoever got Supernaut's attention first wouldn't live very long.


  "Supernaut, as I was ABOUT to say to the priest, I do come here of my free will to give myself in marriage. Of COURSE there's political and financial considerations, you idiot. But it was over between you and me long before Warden pulled a King Kong on you. If you'll kindly shut up and sit down, we can talk about this after the ceremony," Maria chided the hulking war machine as if he were a wayward child.


  "I will *not* allow this travesty to continue!" Supernaut roared. "Maria, you're coming with me *now*!"


  She sighed, and looked down at herself for a moment. "And I looked so nice, too. Oh, well," she shrugged. Then the chest panels of her "dress" popped off and a swarm of missiles hurled themselves at Supernaut, engulfing him in tightly focused implosion bursts that ate away at his armor.


  He screamed in rage and surprise and hurt, but didn't seem the least bit physically impaired by the attack.


  Guests started to scatter, heading for the exits and blocking the lines of fire of the guards. Umbrae, for his part, opened a panel on the side of the altar and pulled out what Scorch figured had to be a ship-mounted Tsaran cannon, easily two meters long and over a hundred kilos, but the big Shadowmonger hefted it like it was made of balsa wood. The cyan bolt lashed against Supernaut's pitted armor, setting off a few small secondary explosions, but the cyborg didn't seem deterred in the least.


  And now Supernaut was striding towards the bridesmaids, where Sister Christian defiantly stood her ground...and Julie seemed to be momentarily frozen in either fear or shock.


  "Damn," Scorch hissed. Time to get involved.


  Leaping into the air with muscles stronger than any normal human's, but still weak compared to Umbrae's, Scorch carefully triggered a burst of flame that thrust him into the central aisle, behind Supernaut and clear of most of the still-fleeing guests. "Hey, Supernut!" he taunted, unleashing his most focused flame at a spot that seemed at least a little dented by Maria's implosion warheads.


  It had no effect. Supernaut didn't even turn around as he sneered, "This body is a decommissioned Ares suit, little man. It was designed to reduce entire planetary defense forces! To re-enter atmosphere unaided! A little flame won't hurt me, nor will mere Class Three Tsaran cannons! And even with the main weapon systems removed, it's more than enough to kill everyone in this room!"


  "How about me?" a lithe figure asked as it dropped from the ceiling onto the altar.


  Umbrae stopped firing and turned to look. "Warden?" he said, clearly stunned. "Does anyone ELSE want to drop in uninvited today?"


  "We're not on top of a skyscraper this time, Eyeless Face," Supernaut laughed. "And even if we were, this body can handle anything you can dish out. I'm much stronger than I was when we last fought!"


  "Oh, I'm sure you are," Warden hopped down from the altar and started walking towards Supernaut. "But you're not the only one with new tricks. Or, at least, new applications of the same old ones. And that shiny new body you're in won't do you any good if I shut down all of your neural interfaces."


  Supernaut didn't reply. In fact, he didn't do anything. How could he? His world had just gone entirely black and silent.


  "Everyone down!" the old mystic Scott had spotted earlier shouted as a shimmering mystic field surrounded Supernaut. An instant later, there was a blinding flash and a concussion that, even with the magical shield blunting it, knocked everyone over and sent chairs flying.


  By the time anyone had recovered their wits, Warden had vanished, and all that was left of Supernaut was a blackened but intact lump of armored metal with numerous severed and smoking connections.


  * * * *


  A few hours had passed, throwing a number of schedules out of whack, but such was life in the fast lane, Scott noted. Umbrae's right hand man, Anatole Mabuse, had recovered Supernaut's braincase from the "black box" that had been all to survive of the self-destructing Ares unit. Apparently, Supernaut had used his insider knowledge of the CyberNostra to bypass security and hide himself in a room below the main hall. He'd also been killing Umbrae's security people, the so-called "Hangmen," if any got too close to discovering his scheme. Supernaut himself was going to be taken away for safekeeping, and possible rehabilitation...Sister Christian publicly promised to do everything in her power to help her former Code Brother recover from what had clearly been a program of brainwashing by some enemy of hers or Umbrae's.


  Umbrae's tailors had gotten his tuxedo back in trim in record time, and Maria had simply refitted her chest plates and polished out a few scuffs. The hall looked a little shabby in places despite a heroic effort by Umbrae's people to repair the damage done in Supernaut's attack, but all in all it still looked pretty good. Scott wished he'd remembered to bring spare shoes, though...that little burst of flight hadn't hurt his tux, but the shoes hadn't been as lucky.


  The priest was now holding his hands over a cushion upon which rested the wedding rings. "I bless these rings as symbols of deep faith and peace," he said, without a trace of irony in his voice. The man was good at his job.


  Rex Umbrae picked up the smaller of the two rings and placed it on Maria's finger. There was an audible click as systems within her artificial hand locked onto the ring. "With this ring, I thee wed," he said.


  Maria took the larger of the rings and placed it on Rex's finger, a finger that was bigger than any two of hers put together. "With this ring, I *thee* wed," she smiled.


  The hall erupted in applause.


  * * * *


  The reception hall, of course, had been untouched by the fighting, so the worst that had happened there was that the caterers had been forced to throw out some of the more time-sensitive foods and start over. Brock star Aoide was performing on the stage at one end of the hall, with a core of dance-happy paragangers mostly moving in time to the music, plus the occasional other guests drifting in and out of what was a somewhat hazardous mosh pit.


  Another small crowd was permanently attached to the bride and groom, as was to be expected, a combination of reception line and hovering observers. A third knot of people had formed around Ethan "Dice" Kynes, a luck-powered Road Rager formerly of the Basilisk Blacks. Dice had recently been officially sponsored by Umbrae as a competitor in April's "Prix Ultime," a new formula racing event in Monaco open only to paranormals. Granted, his celebrity was purely local, but there were a lot of locals in attendance. When Madison Square Garden is your reception hall, you can be liberal with the invites.


  For his part, Anatole Mabuse was as content as he could reasonably expect to be. Things had gone well, if not smoothly. There were still loose ends to deal with, but those would wait for tomorrow.


  "For tomorrow is another day, eh, Anatole?" a low voice murmured behind the majordomo. He recognized the voice instantly, and didn't bother to turn around...the speaker could easily be hundreds of meters away.


  "Indeed it is, Warden. You didn't have to crash the reception, you know. I'm sure I could have arranged an invitation for you," he replied coolly.


  "Thank you, but no. I'm not the sort to go where he's invited...and I just wanted to congratulate you on a marvelous bit of improvisation," Warden whispered in Mabuse's mind.


  Anatole nodded, sketching a bow. "I thought it was one of my better on-the-spot jobs. It helped that Supernaut won't be able to deny anything. He'll be lucky to remember any of the past year once we get done unraveling whatever programming his backers stuffed into his gray matter...you don't put someone's brain in an Ares unit, even a decomissioned one that's missing most of its weapons, without a great many safeguards."


  "True. In fact, one of those safeguards is what made it so easy for me to shut him down. Still, you're playing a dangerous game. Sister Christian may play at being an unfeeling witch, but she really does care about Supernaut. Like a puppy, I suppose. If she finds out you framed him for the Hangman killings...."


  "Pfeh. She already knows who was really behind them. As does Umbrae. I needed to clean house without making it an obvious Night of Long Knives. Too many of my people would object to such drastic removal of even the more corrupt of their colleagues, and some of them who might otherwise be trustworthy might turn on me. So I needed a...patsy. Be grateful, you were one of my early choices to pin this on."


  "You would have found it very difficult to make such a frame stick to me, Anatole," Warden warned.


  "Perhaps. But I no longer need to, thanks to the person or persons who pointed Supernaut at us. I suppose I get to spend the honeymoon hunting down whoever that was."


  "Have fun. At least, you probably know what...circles...he travels in."


  And with that, Mabuse could feel the light psychic touch lift. Warden was gone.


  "I believe I do, at that," he chuckled to himself.


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


  Next Issue:


  It's time for Earthside to get to take a breather, but another wedding is almost upon us on Venus! A number of long-awaited resolutions occur in ASH #76, "Four To Never Prelude: Time Enough"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Okay, in case anyone didn't already figure it out, every issue title in the Metropolis arc was taken from the name of a Fritz Lang movie. Additional Lang references include Maria herself, as well as Anatole Mabuse. Anatole is based on the insidious Dr. Mabuse, antagonistic star of several of Lang's movies.


  While Anatole was not initially my pick for the one behind the Hangman killings, I couldn't resist making him the villain once I got to the point where I had to pick a person. Yes, when I started writing this arc, I hadn't decided who it would be, I just tossed out plenty of possibilities so that the real one would be out there *somewhere*. :) And Mabuse certainly seemed to be in the best position to fake being people like Cockatrice and Warden.


  In case anyone doesn't know, "wetware" refers to the organic bits of a cyborg, and "wetwiring" to means of programming an organic brain and/or nervous system. It's a little more police a term than the also-common "meatware".


  Supernaut was Sister Christian's enforcer back in Warden #12, and was presumed killed. His defeat convinced Coulter to get out of the life, and may have also influenced Sister Christian in her decision to move closer to Umbrae (since she had just lost her biggest "muscle"). The Ares unit was created by Matt Rossi III for a story that has yet to appear. It's a weapon that the Santari use when they want to take a planet relatively intact, but don't care too much about whether any of the native population survives. One is generally enough to kill everyone on the planet.


  I've recently taken to kitbashing Attacktix figures (Star Wars for now, but I just got some Marvel ones that I have plans for) into ASH characters. These figures, as well as all my other ASH kitbashes, can now be found at http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/ashgallery.html (man, it's kinda embarrassing looking at some of those old Sculpey works now).


  Finally, "Four to Never" marks the return of the Conclave of Super- Villains to publication under the "pen" of Writers of the Future winner (second place, First Quarter 2006) Tony Pi! CSV #26 will also be a Prelude issue, catching up on what's been going on with the Conclavers since the wedding of Triton and Sultry. Then ASH #77 will be part 1 of the crossover, CSV #27 will be part 2, ASH #78 part 3, and finally CSV #28 will be the fourth and final part of "Four to Never".


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


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


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


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