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  #33 -"New Beginnings"


  [cover is the graduation photo of the ASH team from early 2023.Red X's are drawn through Meteor's and Channel's faces, and alarge blue question mark is drawn over the entire picture.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION


  



  [September 22, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]



  Solar Max descended through thin high altitude clouds that offered scant protection against the now-elevated ultraviolet radiation the entire planet was now experienced. The last half day had been pretty rough on the planet, a coronal mass ejection damaging its protection against UV and other high energy rays.


  Still, it could have been MUCH worse.


  Rebus could have successfully remained on Earth after attaining full divinity, the only "god" on a world that had walled itself off from them a generation ago. And a particularly cruel one at that. Fortunately, while Rebus got his wish of godhood, he had been tricked into tipping his hand too early, forcing him to join his fellows on the other side of the Barrier. Where Solar Max hoped an extremely unpleasant fate awaited him.


  Delta Rose's contingency plan could have hit full force rather than merely grazing the planet. The artificially created coronal mass ejection was easily strong enough to scour the planet's surface down to bedrock and boil away the seas. Star Knight had diverted much of the energy, and then Solar Max himself had focused much of what remained onto the Astro Spear, re-energizing it and letting Triton rip a hole in the Barrier to help Grind's plan to trip up Rebus.


  But there was still fallout.


  The world would take time to recover from even the glancing blow the coronal mass ejection had inflicted. A majority of the world's Anchors, people who could reinforce the laws of nature, had been killed as part of Rebus's ritual. A great many people had died in the fighting at Giza.


  And Derek Radner had gotten away with both his beloved and a fully charged Astro Spear. He'd heard of Derek's big emotional revelation that had taken place during the early stages of the battle, but it just didn't make a difference to JakZak. People had died, nations been ruined...and while he might no longer rule Khadam, Radner had won. He'd had the last laugh.


  The woman Radner loved was in his arms.


  The woman JakZak loved was in a freezer.


  Scowling, he signaled the automatic defenses on the Chicago base, turning them off long enough for him to land his massive "god armor" on the roof. The base was essentially empty, all the agents either involved in the mess in Egypt or out helping the regular emergency services with problems caused by the dangerous levels of UV radiation beating down on the city on this too-sunny day.


  Landing, Solar Max climbed out of the god armor suit, disconnecting his regular armor from the various control and power connections. He left the inner armor on for the moment, since it was a perfect sunblock.


  He paused. Now that the systems had recognized him, he was getting an urgent signal from the computer. Not a general alarm, but something he had asked to be kept aware of.


  The door to the cold room was open.


  Bouncing off walls and denting them in the process, JakZak flew frantically down to the refrigerated room where his wife's transformed body was being kept. No general alarm had been sounded, so there shouldn't be any intruders. And everyone authorized to get into that room besides JakZak was still in Egypt. Something was wrong.


  A slight fog rolled across the floor, and JakZak's heart felt like it had slammed up against the inside of his armor.


  He reached the door.


  The room was empty. Not even a puddle remained.


  "SARAH!!!"


  "Yes?"


  He whirled to see the source of the voice.


  Sarah stood there, looking just like he remembered her...made of ice. But not in the same position she'd been in when Cockatrice's power was diverted by Radner's machinations to freeze her.


  "Miss me?" she asked.


  * * * *


  [September 23, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  "Drachma for your thoughts?"


  Arin looked around the trunk of the tree she had been leaning on, to see Peter the Satyr strolling towards her in his usual swaggering manner.


  "Y'know, they say you shouldn't go out in the sun these days without protection. 'Specially pale things like yourself," Peter added.


  "I never got sunburned when I was younger," Arin shrugged. "Probably a side effect of being supernormal even then."


  "I 'spose," Peter shrugged in imitation. "So, what's running through that red head of yours?"


  Arin sighed. "Christopher is okay. His nursery is soundproofed, so the Anchor on duty was safe from the plague's trigger. But the other Anchors who rotated with her are dead. I feel kind of guilty that I didn't know any of them well enough to be hurt by their deaths...and I guess I resented that they got to be more of mothers to Christopher than I did. And I feel guilty that I didn't resent it that much, that maybe I don't want a child now. Especially not Cole's child."


  "So, what's gonna happen to Chris?"


  Arin sighed. "Karen, she's the Anchor who survived, has offered to take legal custody of Christopher so they can be together around the clock without there being any legal troubles. And, frankly, I don't know if I shouldn't just ask her to adopt Christopher...I don't think I'd make a very good mother right now. It's like I've waken up for the first time, really waken up, and a lot of the things I'm feeling now aren't very maternal. I don't want to subject Christopher to that, but I don't want to go back to locking everything inside, just for his sake."


  "Sounds like you've got a lotta anger in that mess of emotions," Peter observed. "And you're tryin' to convince yourself that your socially conditioned guilt about abandonin' a child isn't that big a deal. Well, you're right. Chris has someone willing to be a mother, and who already knows him and how to be a mom. You're still a kid yourself in a lotta ways, and I think I know what might help you grow up."


  He pulled a bundle out of his rucksack and tossed it to Arin. She tore open the paper wrapping and pulled out a black bodysuit that seemed to be made of some sort of armor cloth, plus a short mantle or cloak of golden cloth.


  "A costume? And how did you know my measurements?"


  "Let's just say I have a good eye for these things," Peter waggled his eyebrows. "You know what the costume is for, don'tcha?"


  "Yes..." she replied contemplatively.


  * * * *


  [Lac Montreal, Quebec Sector]


  I am such a fool. A damned fool, most likely.


  Yesterday, a city of a million souls stood here. Now there is a lake where the St. Lawrence River widens, a lake with the exact shape of the boundaries of Montreal. Suburbs huddle forlornly on the shore, residents uncertain how to deal with the removal of one of Canada's biggest cities. Mourning the lost friends, relatives and lovers who vanished with the city.


  Everything is connected, I should KNOW that! But I tried to excise a tiny piece of the world without considering how deeply it was linked to other parts. I had only wanted Claudette banished from Earth. I was surprised when Yvan went with her. I was horrified when I saw that the WorldMaze Yvan had created shattered with the removal of his spirit.


  I still have no words for what I felt when I saw that the ritual the Viaus had performed two months ago had so deeply linked them to Montreal, despite its seeming failure, that the entire city followed the twins into exile.


  Or death.


  I didn't stop to think where Claudette might go. I hadn't CARED. So long as it wasn't Earth. I would not have wept had that power-mad witch been deposited in deep space and slain.


  And I cannot weep enough now that a million may share her fate....


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "And no pepper!" Tom called out at the waitress's back. "That cook has a fetish for putting pepper on everything," he mumbled.


  "So..." Tina said, fishing for an opening. "What now? Everyone's gone back to their own stomping grounds, trying to deal with the aftermath of all the messes Rebus left behind. The Taylors are trying to figure out how Sarah's new situation affects things, Sal's gone back to Mexico, Scott's off somewhere with Julie, Aaron's back up in the great white north, and Peregryn..." she trailed off.


  Essay sighed. "Howie's got a lotta pain to work through. I'm trying to help where I can, but..." she threw her hands up in frustration.


  "But in the meantime, you're at loose ends," Tom suggested. "And I know just the thing to keep us all busy. Another loose end. Doublecross."


  Tina raised an eyebrow. "I know he's a major baddie of your time, Tom, but if we're going to go after loose ends, I think Radner's one I'd rather tie off first. He may have switched sides at the end, but he was in this all MUCH deeper than Doublecross, right?"


  "I'm not so sure," Tom replied. "Sure, from what little we know about Rebus's plans, Doublecross was just another sacrifice in the ceremony. But how did Doublecross get into Rebus's clutches? And more importantly, now that DX is free, what are his plans? Beyond 'turn all humanity into living light,' that is. I think we need to find out, or we could have another mad god on our hands soon...."


  * * * *


  [September 29, 2024 - MetaPsych HQ, Baffin Sector]


  "Okay, you're clean, no signs that Mr. Strings tried to dig her hooks into you," Gene Clark announced.


  Aaron nodded to the young Director of MetaPsych. "And I checked the rest of the team, so if I'm clear, so are they."


  There was a long, awkward pause.


  "Look, Gene...I'm sorry. About how I've been treating you since March. Avoiding you, keeping up the professional shield, sniping and snarking."


  She held up a hand. "It wasn't just you, Aaron. I took my share of cheap shots."


  "Okay, so you did. But I don't think the situation would have come up if I hadn't freaked so badly when I realized you were interested in me. I just wasn't ready to let go of Paul, but at the same time I couldn't help but wonder if the attraction was mutual. And so I went into a denial death- spiral, I suppose. But a couple weeks ago, one of my teammates hit me with the proverbial clue-by-four and pulled me out of it. I guess what I'm saying is, if you're still interested, maybe..."


  Gene smirked, "Don't flatter yourself too much, Zander. If you hadn't been trying to hard to ignore me, you might have noticed I've been seeing someone since June. Now, if you have no other *business* with me...?"


  Slightly stunned, Aaron shook his head, and Gene left the conference room.


  "Well, that kinda sucked," he mused after the door closed.


  -+It's only strike one, loverboy. Only strike one,+- Paul's voice whispered in his head.


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2024 - Mexico City]


  Sal sat down under the shade of the awning and took off his helmet. He didn't have to wear it against the smog anymore, but now it protected him against sunburn, assuming he could even *get* sunburn anymore in light of his new regenerative abilities. The Pope's miracle had cleaned the air over Mexico City, but that left it open for significantly stronger doses of ultraviolet light now that the ozone layer was shuddering.


  Fortunately, the average resident had started taking more precautions against the Sun already, since it was no longer perpetually hazy and a lot of people had to worry about the effects of normal sunlight again. Unfortunately, it might be months before the effects of the coronal mass ejection fully passed, even with magical assistance.


  Still, it was a lovely sunny day to look at. Just so long as you didn't look too long and hard.


  "Sal!"


  He turned to see a slender figure in the distance, waving frantically in greeting as she walked briskly in his direction.


  "Arin?" he stood almost reflexively, although he knew he was already quite visible...she'd seen him first, after all.


  If it hadn't been for the voice and the fact he'd seen a few pictures of her in costume, he might not have recognized her. Arin was still as rail-thin and pale as he remembered, but she seemed to glow with an inner fire now, full of emotional energy to match the explosive power she wielded. Her sunglasses and wide-brimmed hat didn't really go with her black and gold uniform, but they were definitely the right idea for someone of her ethnic background.


  "Calling yourself Fury now, I hear?" he asked as she got closer. "Any particular re...?"


  The rest of his question died unspoken as Arin dropped her bags and leapt up to plant a long, passionate kiss on Sal's lips.


  She broke away for a moment, hanging by her arms around Sal's trunk-like neck. "Live life furiously. My new philosophy. You like?"


  * * * *


  [October 3, 2024 - Paris, France]


  "You know," Julie Sylvester, aka Juliana Silvestri mused. "While there's plenty of other cities that feel more like home, the City of Lights still holds onto a piece of my soul." She gestured at the grand sweep of the city from the restaurant's balcony. "It's not comfortable like Chicago or senses-shattering like Tokyo or brittle like Las Vegas. It's more like a dream, a fairyland."


  Scott nodded. Paris had always been famed for its nighttime beauty, but advances in technology in the past generation had let it become almost frighteningly beautiful after dark. Tasteful use of free-standing holograms and wafer-LED strips made the city almost into a living creature of light, a starry sky brought to earth. Which made it perfect for his plans.


  "Julie, I know we don't get to see each other as often as we'd like...as I'd like, anyway...but I feel like I've known you my entire life. And I'd," he paused, his stomach doing somersaults, "I'd like to know you for the rest of that life." He pulled a small box from his suit pocket.


  "Julie, will you marry me?"


  Scott's heart felt like it had stopped as he waited for the answer. All the possible ways she could say "no" flashed through his head like a horror movie, and he felt cold like he'd never felt before. He looked into Julie's eyes, and saw she was just as nervous and scared as he was...but was she scared of saying no, or scared of saying...


  "Yes!" she finally gasped.


  * * * *


  [Nowhen - Nowhere]


  My neck hurts. Why does my neck hurt?


  And where am I? Where's Scorch...we were just talking, weren't we?


  "Hello, George."


  Who's there?


  "Baal Samin, guardian of the Celestial Temple, at your service."


  Baal who?


  "Allow me to unlock your memories, George."


  Suddenrushmemoriesexperimentindesertholeinrealityendofworldstoppedby BaalSaminpowerandmemoriesalteredtoprotecttheworld! Ahhhh!


  I'M DEAD!


  "Almost, George, but not quite. You were slain by an assassin who feared your power. But your soul has not yet passed on to judgement. I wanted to help you...balance your scales. Let you go on knowing what you almost did, and give you a chance to atone for it."


  Where WILL I go?


  "I can't answer that. You're not a worshipper of mine, so I have no claim on your spirit. But I have touched it before, which is why I could... divert you like this."


  Fine. But if I didn't really destroy the world, what do I have to atone for? I've led a good life, I think, other than that.


  "Well, that's the rub, isn't it? If I hadn't stopped you, your ill- considered actions would have unraveled reality. It wasn't a malicious act, and it was undone, but even accidentally almost destroying everything is a pretty big black mark, yes?"


  I guess. How do I make up for it, though? I'm DEAD.


  "Yes and no. Your spirit has left your body, your body has a hole in the spine and can no longer support a spirit. But your spirit can be placed in another body, if only for a short time, and do some good."


  So, I go back and find my own killer? Sounds like a television show.


  "No, I can't directly interfere in something as minor as that, at least not in the 21st Century. Still too many bad feelings and leftover energy from 1998. But there are other eras...time is not a barrier to us gods, just another sort of distance. And there is a time, many generations distant from your own, where the world is about to be destroyed by something no one of that era can understand. But you know the nature of the threat, and how to defeat it, even though you will be limited to the abilities of your host body. Do you accept this chance to unburden your spirit?"


  Do I have a choice?


  "Of COURSE you have a choice, George. You always choose the...channel down which the river of your life flows. You more than most have had the opportunities to change where things lead, and you still have a choice. But I don't have to be a god to know what choice a hero like you will make, even if your own fate was not tied to it."


  You're right, I suppose. I'll save the world, or die again trying.


  "That's the spirit, Mr. Sylvester!"


  ShiftingtumblingdarknessnothingbecomessomethingwithaJOLT!


  George shook his head to clear it. THAT was certainly strange.


  And so was this.


  He was sitting in a cockpit of some kind, the darkness of space all around him. Somehow he knew what all the instruments did, what the readouts meant, even what his mission was.


  Oh crap. His mission.


  Suddenly a telepathic voice buzzed in his head. "Jenkins! Fire your missile already! They've spotted us!"


  "Oh boy," he muttered.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Some or all of these plots will continue in #34, "Cold Comfort"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Well, it's been a little over a year since the last issue of ASH was posted. Between that and the Big Horkin' Crossover That Ate Our Brains, I figured it'd be a good idea to give everyone on the team at least a few lines this issue. The following aren't complete annotations, but they should help if you either just started reading ASH or can't remember stuff from a year ago.


  Scene 1: Meteor was turned to ice in CSV #15/ASH #30. Solar Max is otherwise musing over events that took place in Capstone #1-3.


  Scene 2: Peter the Satyr followed Aaron Zander back from Greece in ASH #10 and started hanging out with Arin Kelsey in ASH #23. Arin spent ASH #17-22 in the thrall Joshua Cole, an ex-boyfriend whose dangerous powers had been kept in check by the Conclave until the Ankh Killer slew Cole's keeper. Driven insane by his powers, Cole dragged Arin into his psychotic break.


  Scene 3: The Viaus, along with everything tied to their spirits, were banished during the Capstone miniseries. Yvan Viau created a worldwide teleportation network called the WorldMaze by tying his spirit to bits of the Berlin Wall. Both Viaus invested part of their spirit into the city of Montreal in CSV #15/ASH #30, during the "Battle of Montreal".


  Scene 4: Tom "Lightfoot" Dodson was a member of ASH in the early 1990s, but a brush with relativistic effects left him stuck in the 2020s. Doublecross, sometimes abbreviated DX, was a major villain in the 90s, eventually trapped in a computer until the Anchor-killing events of ASH #13. DX was later active in CSV #8-13 before being trapped in the AstroSpear by Triton. Rebus then drew DX out of the 'Spear to use as part of his Ennead in Capstone.


  Scene 5: Most of the important moments in the "relationship" between Aaron Zander and Gene Clark took place in ASH #20 and ASH #24, with a significant scene relating to it in ASH #32. Paul Mahler, Aaron's ex-lover, died in ASH #9 but seemingly lived on in Aaron's mind. It was revealed in ASH #16 that it was just Paul's memories, not his spirit, and Aaron has been trying to cope with that revelation ever since.


  Scene 6: Back in the Academy series, Sal had a thing for Arin, but she only had eyes for the unattainable Dan Tracey (that, and she had a bit of religious prejudice against the Catholic-raised Sal). Despite rebuffs, Sal tried to be there for Arin as much as he could, although he still feels some guilt about failing to save her from Josh Cole in ASH #17.


  Scene 7: Juliana Silvestri is the working name of fashion designer Julie Sylvester, older sister of George "Channel" Sylvester. She and Scott "Scorch" Handleman started seeing each other in ASH #28, after George's funeral.


  Scene 8: George Sylvester was killed by an assassin's bullet in ASH #26. The killer was Irrlicht, one of Doublecross's lieutenants, but this fact is not yet known to anyone but Doublecross and his followers (okay, Baal Samin probably knows, but he's being cagey). Baal Samin first met George in ASH #15, when he rewound time to undo the damage George did by trying to tap into the Zero Point Energy. If you don't know who Jenkins is, wait until next issue, all will be explained then.


  And, of course, with all the relationship stuff in this issue, it was only natural to hold off a bit and post it on Valentine's Day.


  #34 - "Cold Comfort"



  [cover shows two hands trying to clasp but being unable to getclose enough. One is made of ice, the other of fire.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / PROBATION


  



  [3734.1.26 - Light Carrier Atlatl-B]



  It had been a very strange day for George Sylvester.


  To kick things off, he'd died. You know it's bad when you start the day by dying, and that doesn't also end the day.


  Then his spirit had been grabbed by a godling and given a chance to save the world...in the future. He'd been plopped down in someone else's body in the middle of a fight, and only relying on his new body's reflexes and a slow trickle of memories had gotten him out of that one alive.


  Now he sat on his body's bunk, sifting through the memories he'd borrowed and trying to decide what to do next.


  Who was he?


  Pilot Jenkins. Seriously...the guy had changed his first name to Pilot. It was as if Scorch had a great-great-etc-grandson. Jenkins had been an atmospheric fighter jock who was transferred to a new project in part because his supernormal status (one of the few left in the universe, it seemed) made him a good choice, in part because he'd mouthed off to the wrong officer a few too many times and this had been considered a long shot suicide project.


  Where was he?


  On the Atlatl-B, a spaceship engaged in a loooooong-running war with the Santari. It was a light carrier, second of the name, designed to carry small missile-guiding craft called Javelins. Jenkins had piloted the original Atlatl, and his actions surrounding that ship's destruction had helped his derailed career get back on track. Jenkins hadn't stopped being subordinate just because he'd been sent on a suicide mission, and he got demoted to carrier pilot for a while. Someone else was piloting the new scow. Er, carrier. Obviously more than just Jenkins's memories were coming through.


  WHEN was he?


  3734. The year three thousand, seven hundred and thirty four, common era. Seventeen hundred and ten years after he died, and centuries since the expanding human sphere of the United Worlds had gone to war with a revitalized Santari Empire. The Planetary Confederation was long gone, the T!rir pretty much just a memory, and Earth a planet of monuments and graves and little else.


  And that brought up the big kicker. Why?


  Baal Samin had said he would be able to save the world. But if he meant Earth, there really wasn't much left to save...it was a park and a monument, a symbol to the United Worlds, but no longer a home. Jenkins's memories told him that it had some propaganda significance, and the Santari had tried to reach it with a planetkiller ship a number of times in the past, but how could George stop one of those? Okay, Jenkins had stopped one of those before, the Fornax, but what made George better-suited to doing it than just letting people like Jenkins do their jobs?


  Maybe it was something else, something less obvious that a mere "Spear- Carrier" wouldn't be privy to. And that brought up the last question.


  Should he tell anyone who he really was? There was little chance Jenkins could get answers to the questions George needed to ask, but telling the brass he was a disembodied spirit from 2024 come to save the world would probably just get Jenkins the equivalent of a Section 8 discharge. Or, more likely, imprisonment...since he knew too many military secrets to be trusted out in civilian life. George knew Jenkins would never sell out, but to the military mindset all crimes go together...a subordinate jerk is also a potential traitor.


  There was a rap on the door panel. George paused, then snarled "Come in," in his best imitation of his host's attitude.


  Major Tad Sander, leader of the Javelin squadrons both here on the Atlatl-B and on three other light carriers in the group, stood in the now- open door.


  "Major, to what do I owe..."


  "Cut it, mister," Sander snapped. "Who are you? I may not be a two- eyes teep, but I'm good enough to know you're not Pilot Jenkins."


  * * * *


  [September 25, 2024 - New Ilium, Turkey]


  A harrowing escape from Egypt completed. A return to her adopted home, the nigh-indestructible tower of New Ilium.


  Calling out in greeting. Hearing nothing.


  A corpse. A note starting with, "I expect by the time you get back, Rebus will have had me killed somehow..."


  Rage! Sorrow...pain for the loss of one she had become so close to so quickly.


  Cold, methodical collection of data, useful items, a few mementos to carry with her.


  Raising the GeoMace. Striking. A tower of advanced science and supreme magic shattered, falling, becoming a tomb. Calling on the power of the earth, raising a cairn, a barrow, a monument to a man who deserved glory in another world but was barred from it by his own nature.


  Leaving.


  * * * *


  [October 4 - New Jerusalem, Cyprus]


  Polla walked through the subdued casino district of New Jerusalem, drawing only an occasional glance. True, she was quite tall by any standards, and her muscular physique would ensure she was never mistaken for a leggy showgirl. But while she had her mother's blond hair, her features were inherited from a father who could have passed for semitic. Not that the WarStar would ever have been able to just blend in...his face may have looked normal, but his size was too great to avoid comment. What little attention she did draw consisted of pick-up lines, which she ignored.


  She was done with her business here. Hector had been known by many of the older Anchors in the Casinos of New Jerusalem, and his final note to Polla had included a number of requests and bequests relating to those who might survive the Anchor purge Hector suspected was coming.


  Say what you will about the Israelis, Polla thought, it's hard to burn them twice the same way. Even though the "Anchor Plague" had been "cured" months before, they were close enough to the initial Khadamite outbreak to take it very seriously. They still didn't anticipate the exact form Rebus's final genocide would take, but they had so many precautions in place that most of their Anchors actually survived...something that would become quite important on the global stage in days to come, she knew.


  Still, there had been quite a lot of death, if only among their armed forces, and few were in the mood to gamble or take in a show just yet. This was good, as far as Polla was concerned. It let her take care of Hector's last will quickly, since those survivors involved had time to spare her. A few had asked to pay respects directly, and she had told them how to find the monument she raised to Hector, shaping the stone beneath the tower into the stylized star that had become the symbol of the new empire her father founded. The star she wore on her armor, armor concealed behind a minor spell of illusion her tutors had taught her. It had dropped in the presence of the Anchors she visited, of course...but that just made for a more dramatic entrance.


  But her obligations to Hector were now done. It was time to move on with her own goals, now that things had settled down enough to allow it. Join the CSV, get close to Triton, take back her father's Astro Spear. The Conclave of Super-Villains was low on members after the carnage in Egypt, but she doubted they'd let her in just on her word...she had to impress them somehow. Show them that she was useful as more than just a strong back and a striking mace.


  Polla looked to the south, across the ocean to the desert hidden by the curve of the planet. To where a shattered, powdered chunk of collapsiron lay deep within the land.


  THAT would be TerraStar's initiation feat.


  * * * *


  [October 4 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Hold very still," Peregryn admonished as he held the chisel up to the top of Sarah's icy head.


  JakZak looked on nervously. Time and careful experimentation had shown that for some reason, the ice that now composed Sarah's body could not be melted, at least not by heat that wouldn't have instantly killed her as a human. Nor did she seem to crack when she moved, it was as if the ice was infinitely flexible, if limited by the range of motion of Sarah's real body. Small scrapes and pits seemed to heal over instantly.


  Now Peregryn was going to chop off a slightly larger piece, maybe as big as a fingertip, from the area that had been Sarah's hair. Oddly, it was one solid form of ice, rather than icy threads.


  Ptank!


  "Ow!" Sarah cringed back, and suddenly the damage was repaired, even though Peregryn held a significant chunk of ice in his hand.


  "Meteor, carefully move your hand through the region where your head was," Peregryn asked.


  Sarah complied, and suddenly there was an irregular hole in her forearm, roughly the shape of the piece Peregryn had removed from her head. She winced in pain.


  "Hold it there for a moment, if you can manage it," Peregryn said, his curiosity overwhelming his bedside manner.


  The hole slowly closed.


  "Fascinating," Peregryn mused. "This explains quite a bit."


  "How?" Sarah and JakZak asked, almost simultaneously.


  Peregryn set down the chisel and the slowly melting piece of ice. "As I've mentioned before, I believe Cockatrice's powers resulted from the ability to establish a link to some sort of quasi-elemental plane composed solely of ice. She would transpose her victim and an equal volume of ice. In the case of an entire person being transposed, apparently it is possible to survive in that other realm...time may not even flow the same way there."


  "I just remember being so cold for so long," Sarah shivered, an odd sight considering she was now solid ice. "Then there was a blaze of light, and another, and I felt myself pushed into this body."


  Peregryn nodded. "It's possible that this ice dimension is now littered with the preserved forms of Cockatrice's victims, alive but frozen. Or perhaps your supernormal powers let you survive where others could not. I do not know. But a combination of our weakening of the Barrier and my...removal of the Viaus seems to have linked your spirit to this icy body, forming a permanent link between the realities. This is why you no longer melt...the ice of your body is not merely frozen water, it is the Aristotelian 'perfect form' of ice, the very concept of ice. And it does not actually move. The interface of dimensions moves instead. The outline, if you will. That is why the damage I did with this chisel vanished once you jerked back. You left the hole behind, only to encounter it again when your arm intersected that space. The hole closed quickly as the ice moved to fill the gap, but I expect that it doesn't overwhelm any solid objects embedded in it."


  "So, her body might still be in the ice, and we could get it back by just having Sarah move onto the same space as when she was attacked?" JakZak asked eagerly.


  "But..." Sarah started, then stopped, looking at Peregryn.


  He sighed and cast his eyes downward. "But that space is no longer there," Peregryn said sorrowfully. "It was part of the volume that the Viaus linked their spirits to, and it went wherever they did."


  Sarah placed a cold hand on Peregryn's shoulder. "Don't beat yourself up over it, Howard. I'm alive, sort of. I can feel things, more or less. I do have to worry about Anchors a bit more, although thanks to Rebus," she frowned, "there don't seem to be many left strong enough to actually sever my bond to this ice plane. Just enough to keep me from being able to move. I don't have to worry about melting away, and I can still move pretty fast, although I really have to worry about slipping," she lifted one of her icy feet, wrapped in an oversized boot that had been tightly strapped to her leg. "I'll just have to wear a costume over my costume," she shrugged, referring to the fact that her body "outline" included her uniform.


  "You may be able to alter the linkage so that you need only wear one costume," Peregryn noted, "Although I don't know if that will work. And in any case, you won't be able to alter it enough to change the fact that..." he paused, somewhat embarrassed.


  "That we won't be able to have kids?" Sarah giggled. "Oh, we still can. We decided pregnancy wouldn't be a good idea right away, so we both got sterlized. But not before having samples...frozen." She chuckled. "Like mother, like child?"


  * * * *


  [October 8 - Las Vegas, Nevada Sector]


  "So, anything useful?" Lightfoot asked as Essay and Contact stepped back from the ancient 1990s vintage computer.


  Contact shook his head, gesturing at the ceiling and the casino above it. "Too many psychic traces from the deaths last month to pick up any sort of resonance off the computer. Not that I really expected to be able to, psychometry isn't one of my stronger areas."


  "I think I got something," Essay tapped a hand-held sensor. "Not much, but if this is really residue from Doublecross's time living in the box," she thumped the beige case, "I should be able to come up with something to pick it up at longer ranges. Searching's still gonna take a lotta time, though."


  "Maybe I can speed things up," Lightfoot shrugged. "But a weak lead is better than none."


  "So, if you're done here," said Mr. Georges, the head of the casino's security force, as he motioned to the exit, "I'd like to seal up the vault again. And get the hell out. I don't like it in here."


  No doubt because it reminded him of his failure to keep it from becoming a tomb last year, Lightfoot mused.


  "Before we go," Breaker interrupted the departing security chief, "I have a question."


  "Yes?" Georges paused at the threshold.


  "When we were coming in, I noticed technicians installing some new devices. Don't tell me you've found a way to artificially induce the Anchor Effect?" Breaker asked. Lightfoot felt a chill down his back...an "Anchor Gun" was something Khadam had been working on for decades, and it could render groups like ASH literally powerless.


  Mr. Georges grinned and shook his head. "This doesn't go public, understand?" When the four ASH members nodded agreement, he continued, "Anchors were never our real defense against paranormal cheaters. They were just a visible symbol that kept the customers happy. It also helped us dramatically prove that someone was using magene abilities to cheat, although it was hard to keep the Anchors from becoming known on sight. No, the real defenses are magene detectors. As you no doubt know, there's no way to detect a paranormal who isn't using their powers. However, the instance they start mucking with the games, they light up on our sensors like a Christmas tree. At least, if they're using probability manipulation. Telepathic powers are still something we can't pick up directly, but we can usually infer their use. And we've started to hire some MetaPsych grads to keep their mind's eye open for psi cheats."


  "Then what's all the new tech?" Lightfoot asked.


  Essay snorted, "Razzle dazzle. Just bells and whistles."


  "Exactly," the chief nodded. "Lets us set off an audible alarm and drop a spotlight on the cheater, if we want. Also looks impressive, so people think we've done something new to keep the games fair. It's still going to be a while before people come back in the numbers we need to stay in the black, but it's really almost entirely a PR problem, not a technological one."


  "Well, thanks for your time," Lightfoot nodded as he led the group out of the vault. "We have our own lightshow to deal with...."


  * * * *


  [October 16 - Nice, France]


  Scott lay awake in bed, listening to the rain hammer the hotel room's windows. Normally rain helped him get to sleep, but he had too much of a suspicion WHY it was raining so hard to be at ease. Still, EUROPA had asked that he go it strictly civilian while in the Eurasian Union on this trip, and he was mostly happy to comply. Given that Rebus had held Sultry captive for an extended period, Scott was willing to look the other way if she was vacationing in the area.


  He turned from the window and looked at the softly snoring form next to him. Julie needed the sleep a lot more than he did, so he was glad she was able to get it. Most of the wedding preparations were falling on her shoulders, if only because she needed to keep up her own reputation among the fashionistas and Scott would be no help on that end. He had the "easy" part, dealing with security for the event. And in terms of taking up his time, it really was easy...he knew all the right people to ask. Grind was actually handling the lion's share of it, joking that it would be his wedding present. Yes, Grind was joking. It truly was a brave new world. Of course, they both knew that if Grind didn't make sure things were airtight at the front end, STRAFE would almost definitely have more work when something went horribly wrong. Grind hadn't changed *that* much.


  Scott had, though.


  A year ago, he hadn't even wanted to consider anything more serious than a one night stand (not that he was terribly lucky getting those). He was the poster child for arrested adolescence, nearly a match for Conflicto in the team jester role. Okay, maybe he wasn't that immature, he'd had to grow up some to learn to not misuse his powers, but he certainly didn't act like he was older than Grind. Or even Lightfoot.


  "Of course, having your best friend killed in front of you will go a long way toward kicking you into adulthood," he whispered to himself, inaudible above the lashing rain.


  George had been the grownup of the duo. Oh, he went along with a lot of Scott's harebrained ideas, and he was hardly the stuffy sort. But he was the brake that kept Scott from going too far, he grounded the pair. And now that he was gone, Scott found he had to be his own anchor. It helped...a LOT... that Julie had come into his life. But he had to be strong for her just as often as she was strong for him. George had been a brother to both of them, literally in Julie's case, and they both felt a hole that needed filling.


  Maybe mutual grief wasn't the best way to start a relationship, but it had gone way beyond that. And circumstances in both their lives ensured that the engagement would be long enough that they'd have time to be sure the marriage would work. It might take three or four tries to actually get the ceremony going...Scott might end up in another dimension on the first planned date, for all he knew...but they'd try as often as it took to get it right.


  That's what it was all about.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.28 - Mobile Headquarters Invincible, Earth Orbit]


  "Sir, sensors picking up an unscheduled Twist!" the ensign called out.


  Lieutenant Jacek was in charge of the late night shift, ship time. The Invincible's orbit carried it around the Earth every five hours, though, and this was one of those times when "late night" put them on dayside. Not that sunlight penetrated this deep into the shielded inner hull of the mobile HQ.


  "Throw it to my number two," Jacek ordered, then looked at the trace appearing on the hovering screen to the left of his command chair. "Damn, is he TRYING to kill himself?"


  The plot showed a small craft, probably only capable of a single five or ten lightyear Twist before refueling, even if it was military-grade. It had appeared practically inside the atmosphere, a maneuver that ended in immediate death one time in five for even the best pilots. It *did*, however, mean that the Invincible couldn't bring its guns to bear without having misses hitting the planet.


  "Alert ground command," Jacek shouted to his communications officer. "Send them all our sensor data in case their systems haven't picked it up, get the aeros up to intercept. It's too small to be a conventional threat, but the Santari may be desperate enough to toss bioweaps at us.


  Without prompting, the sensors officer put the plot up on the room's main screen, which meant it would automatically echo to the redundant sensor rooms and to the main command deck. Jacek felt the faint rumble of the HQ coming to full operational status in case this ship was just the vanguard of yet another assault on Earth. Message shells were already moving through Twist-space to alert nearby fleet elements, and the two cruisers docked to the Invincible were preparing to separate and head for Libration points.


  The small craft dodged and weaved about the map, heading east for the terminator between night and day. Aerofighters closed in, trying to block its path. They were far more maneuverable than the small starship, but it was faster. That bought it maybe a minute, maybe a little more. But the wolves inevitably closed on the lone elk and brought it down.


  "Escape pod signature reported by ground stations in central NorAm," the comm officer said in a level tone. "Coming down near Old Chicago. Quarantine teams moving into place, they're going to try to take the pilot alive."


  Jacek nodded. It had stopped being his problem the moment the ship got inside the stratosphere, but he still wanted to be kept updated. He split his attention between the main screen and his own number one plot that showed a wider swath of the Sol system. Just in case there were more Santari coming to the party.


  Several minutes passed with no activity except the Victorious and the Triumphant slowly edging out to their standby positions at L4 and L5. A few small Twist signatures appeared on the plot, but they were returning message torpedos from the fleet.


  The comm officer spoke again. "Sir, the escape capsule has been recovered. Quarantine teams register no contaminants on first sweep, but the Santari inside is flatlined. No apparent cause of death. He looks like a civilian."


  "Strange," Jacek rubbed his chin. "I know the Santari are having some internal troubles, but I doubt they're bad enough that anyone would be trying to cross the lines for asylum. Not that the poor sod down there made it alive."


  "Sir!" the sensor officer shouted. "Ground stations are reporting a massive seismic disturbance in Old Chicago!"


  "What? I don't know much about Earth geology, but I thought Old Chicago was nowhere near a fault line..." he brought up the comm officer's video feed from the quarantine teams on his number two screen. The view was unsteady despite the inertial dampers on the team's ship.


  The view swung around towards the cluster of monuments that stood in the place where once millions of people had lived. The spires and columns were toppling away from something, as if the ground was rising there.


  Then the giant golden hand burst from the ground and clenched into a fist....


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


  Next Issue:


  The hunt for Doublecross is on in earnest, but will they like what they find? Plus, the menace that Channel's spirit was sent to stop reveals itself, and TerraStar auditions for the Conclave of Super-Villains. All this in ASH #35, "Giants Among The Stars"


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yep, George has dropped into the setting of Spear-Carriers, the first (and so far only) ASH3732 title. I wrote a few issues of that back in 97-98 because I had some ideas on playing with space warfare, but I eventually lost interest and no one else seemed to care either, so I gave up on it. Then I started reading the Honor Harrington books by David Weber and found he was doing the same sort of thing I was, but a whole lot better and in more depth than I could hope to get in this format. }-> Astute readers may notice a few "borrowings" from the Harrington books. Although I refuse to have any character pinch the bridge of their nose.


  However, I had a plot idea bouncing around that I still wanted to use someday, and I finally realized that I could work it into the plotline with Channel seen starting last issue. Maybe once I'm done with this I'll be inspired to do a little more work in the 38th Century.


  Also, see CSV #20 for TerraStar's further adventures. It's okay to read CSV #20 before ASH #35, the calendars are getting a bit mismatched but there's nothing in CSV #20 that will really ruin any surprises in ASH #35. Or vice versa, for that matter.


  #35 - "Giants Among the Stars"


  [cover shows a giant golden figure stepping from the Earth to theMoon, both of which are smaller than it is.]



  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / 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


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION


  



  [3734.1.28 - Ruins of Old Chicago, Earth]



  They pursue me, but they will not keep me from my mission. I know their thoughts before they do, I evade their attacks, confuse their perceptions... all while searching, searching.


  It is here, on Earth, the slumbering spirit of vengeance I felt even as far away as my lonely prison adrift in interstellar space. It dreams even now, dreams of destroying its enemies, fulfilling its purpose. Those dreams called to me, gave me the strength to cast my own mind out beyond the limits my gaolers had decided would pen me in. Beyond the limits of my own horizons, forced to push myself beyond my self.


  But I succeeded, and secured my release. And now I seek a union with the slumbering giant.


  Warning lights on the control panel scream. The ship has been crippled, and automatic systems are forcing me to land.


  No matter.


  I am close enough now. Close enough to cast my mind from its mortal shell and into the incorruptible form inhabited by the spirit of vengeance. Together we will wreak bloody revenge on both humanity and the Santari, for they all had some part in my imprisonment.


  My shell falls behind me, and for a moment I fly free. Free of the weaknesses and demands of the body, free of the politics and social mores and all the things that bind us all in one way or another. But I cannot yet allow myself to stay free, I must trade the prison of flesh for a gilded cage.


  A very powerful gilded cage.


  I enter!


  THIS IS MY BODY, the sleeping giant rumbles. MY TOOL OF VENGEANCE.


  No! I shall claim this form! I see in your memories that your enemies are *only* memories now...the grave has surely claimed them. Give yourself over to my purpose, and together we shall have vengeance against all who live!


  NO. ONE OF MY FOES YET LIVES.


  How is this possible? It has been nearly two thousand years since your creation!


  I CARE NOT OF POSSIBILITIES. I ONLY KNOW WHAT IS. I AM THE WEREGILD, AND MY ENEMY STILL LIVES.


  Where, then?


  VERY FAR AWAY. BUT COMING NEARER.


  If we destroy your enemy, will you surrender control to me?


  YES.


  Very well. Let this one's death be the first of many, and the universe will tremble before Tacitus!


  * * * *


  [October 23, 2024 - Outside of Columbus, Ohio Sector]


  "This would be a lot easier if Peregryn was here," Breaker grunted as she strained to hold back thousands of liters of water with her telekinetic powers. "He could just ask the water to go away for a while."


  Essay snapped, "Hey, he's got his own problems right now, no?"


  Lightfoot held up his hands. "Let's just cool it, okay? Hey, Contact's back...let 'im in, Tina."


  There was a gush of water as Aaron Zander entered the telekinetic bubble. He took a deep breath, having held his for several minutes.


  "I think I got all the breaches sealed. Essay got the pumps working yet?"


  "Yeah," she nodded somewhat sourly. "Let's go back topside and wait for 'em to do the job."


  About an hour later, the foursome returned to the installation hidden under Griggs Reservoir to see what was left after thirty years of submersion. Water was pooled everywhere, in corners where drains were plugged by algae or debris.


  "What a hole," Lightfoot commented.


  "Well, it's not a black hole, since light escaped from it," Contact tried to joke.


  "Why are we looking here, anyway?" Breaker asked. "Wasn't this the last base Doublecross used *before* becoming a photonic? There really wouldn't be much in the way of signatures, right?"


  "Wrong," Essay replied. "Somewhere in this base should be the teleporter DX tried to use to escape from the Raiders back in 1993. The fact that one of the heroes destroyed the transmitter on the way in forced DX to stay in energy form long enough that it stuck permanent-like. If we can find the teleporters, we might be able to get a better lock on Doublecross. And we might even be able to figure out how to reverse the process."


  "So, where do we look?" Breaker sighed. She hated the wet, she hated being underground if she could avoid it. At least the Academy had been dry, and decorated to minimize the feeling of enclosure.


  "I doubt there's any traps, so I'll do a quick recon. Essay can poke at the computers, see if any of them will give up anything useful. You guys just wait a minute," he nodded to Breaker and Contant.


  A few minutes later, Lightfoot and Essay had come to the same conclusion.


  "Someone was here recently," Essay said. "There's missing memory modules."


  "And the teleporter hardware looks like it was removed recently, there's very little gunk growing on the exposed parts."


  "And somebody's been eating MY porridge," Contact added.


  "Not unless photonics need to eat," Essay corrected him. "We've got shiny-sign," she held up a pinging sensor.


  * * * *


  [October 28 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "I never thought I'd miss Chicago weather in the late Fall," Scott chuckled as he sat down in the rec room next to the Taylors. "Between Sultry's tantrums in Monaco and the side effects, the south of France has been pretty nasty lately."


  JakZak rolled his eyes. It was possible that Sultry was the single most dangerous person on the planet right now, in a purely destructive sense, but politics was keeping him from doing anything about her. Or her lover, Derek "Triton" Radner. Still, while a few months ago that might have filled him with a burning rage, now it was just...annoying.


  The reason for his milder mood snuggled up against his left side, wrapped in highly insulating synthetic fabric. Not because she needed it to feel warm, but because everyone around her did. "I got caught out in some rain the other day," Sarah commented. "Froze on contact with me. I hope I don't have to face Sultry directly, I might end up rimed beyond reason," she chuckled.


  "So, ah..." Scott waved his hands around vaguely as he tried to broach the topic. "How are you two, um..."


  "Could be worse," JakZak shrugged. "Sarah's alive, in no danger of melting away or anything, but she's still made of 'elemental' ice. Which, um, makes intimacy difficult."


  "To say the least," Sarah smirked. "And while I can still have a sense of touch and temperature, it's muted, like through a layer of thick cloth," she plucked at the thermal outfit she wore. "Maybe because my ice body includes my old uniform, maybe because my senses are just magical analogues. Howard's tried a few spells, but they haven't done anything for me."


  "Aaron offered to try a telepathic bonding," JakZak added, "but we decided that would feel too much like a threesome. Or foursome, kinda. We're not ready to try that yet. But we're coping, like I said. We just get to settle into comfortable old age-style marriage earlier than we'd planned. It beats the alternative, though."


  The alternative, of course, being Sarah's death, following every one of Cockatrice's other victims to the grave.


  "Speaking of the Man With Two Brains," Scott decided to change the subject, "what's he up to now?"


  JakZak seemed just as glad to talk about something else, and said, "He's joined Tom's team looking for Doublecross. They got some information through Cook's United World office, of all places, suggesting possible activity down in South America."


  "Hm, maybe I'll head down there myself, something to do other than fret about wedding plans," Scott mused. "Although Howie's been suggesting I should try to help find Mr. Strings, since I seem to be immune to her power. Anything to avoid the wedding planner," he laughed.


  "Decided on a city yet?" Sarah asked.


  "No, but we've narrowed it down a little. I wish it was as simple for me and Julie as it was for you two...but we're both public figures. We have to consider politics, both national and career-style. Because I'm a representative of the Combine, it has to be somewhere in North America. Because she's a fashionista, it has to be somewhere with at least some fashion street cred, and Chicago hasn't had that for years. Plus, vacationing in France made us think that Sultry might try to crash the party, so anywhere that a hurricane could form is right out...a pity, since Miami would have been perfect otherwise. We might have to go for some sort of compromise and have the wedding in the middle of nowhere, so everyone's equally inconvenienced."


  Sarah leaned across her husband, and Scott imagined her icy eyes might have held a mischevious gleam. "As long as we're on the topic of romantic entanglements, have you heard about Arin and Sal?"


  Scott raised his eyebrows. "Well, I know Arin's officially joined up, and she's in Mexico City now, but...."


  "It's just amazing," Sarah confided. "I've never seen Arin so vibrant, so forceful, so ALIVE."


  "Peter the Satyr seems to have been a positive influence on someone, for once," JakZak added.


  "Wait...I know Sal had a thing for her in the Academy, but I thought she was interested in Grind," Scott replied.


  "ALL the women were interested in Grind," JakZak sighed.


  "Not ALL of us," Sarah hit her husband with a couch cushion. "But, okay, most of the women. And some of the guys. But I think in Arin's case it was more a matter of aiming for the unattainable, so you don't have to worry about what happens if you succeed."


  "And now that she's got her head together, she must have decided to go after a more attainable guy," JakZak shrugged. "Although, to be honest, if Grind wasn't with Jen now, I'd put money on Arin being able to get him. She's scary driven now, but in a non-psychotic way of course," he hurriedly temporized.


  "Anyway," Sarah took back the thread of conversation, "I don't know if she and Sal are shaking the rafters yet, but it's pretty clear they're an item now."


  Scott chuckled. "Looks like just about everyone on the team is getting it lately...."


  * * * *


  [November 5 - Porto Genetico, South American Redevelopment Zone]


  "Okay, I don't get it," Lightfoot waved his hands to take in the city around them, full of a weird hyrbid of old colonial structures, 20th Century urban renewal and 21st Century "company town" buildings complete with corporate logos and themes. "I read the internal reports, they were all over the net back in May. CostaGenCo was put out of business for what amounted to crims against humanity. Why is the company town still running like nothing happened?"


  Breaker pointed to one of the logos. "Look more carefully. That's not CostaGenCo's logo."


  "GenAmeriCo," Essay helpfully read aloud.


  "Okay, but..." Lightfoot started.


  "Welcome to realpolitik, Tom," Breaker shrugged. "The company was put out of business, a few executives got sent to jail or quietly killed, but the assets remained. Some of the worst stuff was impounded or even destroyed, but you can't impound the entire rainforest. Someone bought the assets, including the city, and moved right in. Of course, they promised the locals that things would be better, but they just changed the small details and went back to business as usual. I mean, if we'd been here in June or even July, it would have looked different. But GenAmeriCo has had plenty of time to clean up the place and get the wheels moving."


  "And this is the system we're defending." Lightfoot sighed heavily.


  "Don't try to tell me this sort of thing didn't happen in the 1990s," Breaker snapped. "You probably just never went to the right places to see it."


  "Also, this isn't the system we're defending," Contact broke in. "This place is what happens when the system has broken down too much, when the government doesn't have the resources to keep an eye on the corps. We're fighting to make the world a place where this sort of thing doesn't happen. At least, not as often."


  "Yah," Essay nodded. "You got to miss the worst of it. Things might not be as good as you remember, but they're better than any of the rest of us remember. An' at least GenAmeriCo is being a little more careful about following the letter of the law, since there's a precedent. Even the corporales were willing to help us out, and I hear they really busted on Teller's ass when he was down here."


  Lightfoot shrugged and acquiesced. The company security liaison, a Mr. Borgstrom, was solicitous to the point of being a royal pain. A lot of that was no doubt part of the smokescreen. On the other hand, GenAmeriCo probably didn't want any supervillains running around trying to turn their investment into Khadam West, so the enthusiam may have been mostly honest. A case of "Please get the obvious criminal out of our country so we can continue doing our own subtle criminal projects in peace."


  "This way," Contact gestured, referring to the map in his head. "The transshipment warehouse should be down this street."


  Part of the help Mr. Borgstrom had given them was information that a number of shipments of equipment and raw materials that matched the profile of someone doing work on photonic conversion had been sent to a particular "post office box" warehouse in the past few months. All from different companies and individuals, but corporate security was quickly able to flag the transactions as likely belonging to one project. Probably because they had used similar methods to hide their own projects, Lightfoot mentally smirked.


  "Bingo," Essay stage-whispered. "Photonic trace."


  * * * *


  [November 13 - The desert east of Khadam]


  "Smile for the camera!" came the slightly tinny voice from the speakers on the remote video drone that hovered a few meters away. Conflicto was certainly no longer the complete buffoon that Terrastar's researches had suggested, but that didn't mean he'd totally given up his old ways.


  Polla flashed a winning smile, then returned to the task at hand.


  Scattered throughout the ground out here in the desert were the fragments of a meteoroid that contained naturally occurring collapsiron, iron from the cores of supernovae that had been forced into a higher density electron band structure, sharing more electrons and thus being stronger and heavier. It was in the form of dust, for the most part, but even collapsiron dust was useful. Maybe not useful enough that the CSV had put a premium on recovering it lately, but worth pursuing now.


  Her job was to mine it for them, as her audition.


  "Look, Terry," Conflicto had said, "brutes are a dime a dozen. I can tell you can handle yourself in a fight...and other places, I bet. But that's not enough. Kaliban demonstrated he's just too sneaky to say no to, but I don't think Khadam can survive another audition like that. So...what can you do that makes you an asset worth adding to our little portfolio?"


  A braggart and a fool might have demonstrated her entire range of skills at once, but Polla was neither. Her father had taught her well the value of keeping your tiles hidden until it is time to play them. She was a sorceror of some accomplishment and versatility, perhaps powerful enough to displace Glyph from the team. But something told her that Glyph's presence would work to Polla's advantage, so she kept that tile out of view. She would play only the tile that was her birthright.


  "My power is petromancy," she explained to those viewing the remote feed. "I have an affinity for earth and stone that is enhanced by my GeoMace," she hefted the collapsiron weapon. It would have been simplicity itself to use sympathetic magics to draw the meteor fragments to her, already purified. But that would reveal too much. "Collapsiron itself is not within the scope of my talent," true enough when referring just to the petromancy, "but I can sense it by the 'holes' it leaves in the earth. And I can control the ground around these holes. As I will now demonstrate."


  Polla held up her GeoMace and concentrated, reaching out with the senses that were part of her Gift, focusing them through the supernaturally hardened fist-sized diamond hidden within the head of the GeoMace by layers of even harder collapsiron. It was another of her birthrights that let her even hold up the mace, strength she had inherited from her father Arn, strength augmented by armor patterned after his own.


  She felt the ground start to shift, as stone and sand gathered together the precious grains of collapsiron at her feet. A column of mottled brown and gray stone rose before her like a termite mound built by petrified insects. As she felt the final grains coming into place, she topped the column with the three tines of a trident and smirked at her own double entendre. Then she waved the GeoMace and the trident collapsed into a roughly ovoid shape.


  "I have reconstituted the meteoroid," she said, her voice betraying the effort she had just expended.


  "Great," Conflicto applauded politely. "Now bring it back to SkyHaven so we can refine it."


  Polla looked west, to the horizon. Well, at least this would be an easier use of her Gift....


  * * * *


  [November 14 - Porto Genetico]


  They'd all been looking forward to some straightforward butt-kicking after days of following false leads and deliberately confused trails through the city of Porto Genetico and its surroundings. Even with Essay's sensors, it had been incredibly frustrating, as if whoever was operating out of the city knew he might be detected and laid down multiple dead end paths.


  The plan from this point, however, was pretty simple. Burst in, fire a few mirrorbombs to weaken any photonics in the place, then have Contact telepathically shut them down so they could be bottled and taken back home for study.


  Too bad that even simple plans can go wrong, Contact reflected as he squirmed beneath the immense glowing hand that held him to the bedrock-backed steel floor. The other three had already been laid low by an obvious telepathic assault, although at least whoever was running the show hadn't made them turn coat and join the fight on the other side. That, and the lack of humming from Llyr's body (it looked like Llyr, anyway, and was huge like Llyr could become) suggested that the mind in control wasn't Mr. Strings. Thank goodness for small favors.


  "A pity you found me," a voice whispered in Aaron's head. "I had not yet found a cure for my...condition. If only I could truly understand all the science I assimilated from the minds around me I could have left earlier, but I have to be relatively near a mind to fully access its understanding." The pressure increased. "I can sense your strength of mind...too bad that diverting it to assault me would leave you crushed," the whispering voice chuckled.


  +-Okay, what time is it?-+ Aaron asked that part of himself that held the memories and personality of his dead lover Paul.


  -+Howdy Doody time?+-


  +-Paul....-+


  -+Right, right. It's multitasking time!+-


  For months after the death of Paul's body, Aaron thought he'd saved his beloved by pulling the man's spirit from his body and absorbing it into himself. He later found that Paul really was dead, and only a copy of his memories had entered Aaron's body. Still, while Aaron now understood that he was only one person, he still could use "Paul" as a second brain, doubling his talents and letting him split his attention. Most of the physical talents stayed with Aaron's "core" mind, and most of the telepathic ones went with Paul.


  Thus, Aaron kept the gigantic hand at bay while also taking the fight to the enemy on the plane of the mind.


  "Knock, knock," Paul called out, floating before a gated door that symbolized the opening to his enemy's defenses. The representation was a blend of Paul's own expectations and the image that the enemy wished to project. A soft sussuration filled the mindscape, coming from everywhere and nowhere at all.


  "Away with you, fragment," the whispering wind hissed.


  "Wrong answer!" Paul shouted as he launched a savage kick at the door, shattering it. "Time I got my foot in the door," he smirked. "NOW who's having trouble dealing with the mental and the physical at the same time?" He could sense thoughts leaking out through the doorway. His opponent was named Suspir. He was a Shadowmonger, one of the secret rulers of Khadam. He had been trapped in Llyr's body when Doublecross triggered a trap to turn failed CSV members into photonic beings. He was...


  "ENOUGH!" Suspir shouted, and the door withdrew into itself. "You will not have my secrets..." the wind gasped before dying down. The massive doorway was gone.


  Paul looked down. A trapdoor had formed in the "ground" behind where the gate had been, locked and barred. Paul casually snapped the hasps and pulled open the wooden slab.


  Aaron gasped and drew in his first full breath in a few minutes as Llyr staggered back and assumed a more normal size.


  -+Miss me?+-


  +-Every second. Too bad we couldn't find out more about Suspir.-+


  -+Llyr might know,+- Paul suggested, but didn't sound too hopeful.


  "Are you okay, Llyr?" Aaron asked as he moved to start rousing his fallen teammates.


  "Only for very forgiving definitions of 'okay,' I think," the EUROPAn staggered to support himself against a rack of computer equipment. "Let me guess: my half of the shared mind got pushed aside by Suspir?"


  "Essentially," Aaron nodded as he used a slight telepathic nudge to wake Lightfoot. "What do you remember?"


  "Not a lot," Llyr sighed, straightening up. "I think Suspir went and edited my memories once he had complete control, just in case he ever let me go. I have some vague recollection of serving Doublecross and trying to play double agent, but..." he shrugged.


  Essay and Breaker were awake now as well, wincing from the headaches Suspir had given them.


  "If we're lucky, we can recover some of those memories," Aaron reassured him. He didn't say that the fact Llyr was a photonic now meant the memories were probably gone for good. Organic brains have a lot of messy redundancy, but crisp digital minds in photonic form might be significantly easier to permanently clear.


  "Guys, take a look at this," Essay pointed to a bank of equipment. "There was something in here, according to the readouts. A photonic, as far as I can tell. But it's gone, and it doesn't show any trace on my sensors."


  "Which means Suspir has a new body, and he masked it against detection," Contact concluded.


  "Terrific," Lightfoot sighed.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Light Carrier Atlatl-B, Earth Orbit]


  "Listen, Major Sanders, the only reason I'm giving you the time of day is because my two-eyes teep says that your man Jenkins really has had some kind of personality overlay. That doesn't mean I believe Pilot Jenkins is the reincarnate of some ancient Hero."


  "Granted, Admiral Rodrik," Sanders nodded. "I'll be brief. The man running Jenkins's body is George Sylvester, who died in 2024 and had his spirit thrust through time by a powerful extradimensional entity." No need to call it a god, Sanders thought. It wouldn't help their case. "He knows what that thing down Earthside is, and how to defeat it."


  Rear Admiral Rodrik turned to face George. "So?"


  "It's the statue of Phaeton, made in 1998 and sunk below the ground in 2023. I don't know how it came to life, although I have some suspicions. It's made of Collapsed gold, or Collapsauron."


  "Collapsed? What do you mean?" Rodrik snarled.


  His aide, with the insignia of a Colonel and the two eyes surmounting it that indicatde a very powerful telepath, stepped forward. "It's an esoteric state of matter that is VERY rare in nature, Admiral. There are indications that during the Heroic Age the technology existed to manufacture it, but that knowledge has been lost. It seems impossible to generate such a large quantity of any Collapsed metal in one place, much less gold, but so far the creature has proven resistant to all attacks. So it could very well be Collapsauron."


  "And you said he knows how to destroy it?" the admiral glared at Sanders.


  "In general terms, yes," Sanders nodded. "George?"


  "Every type of Collapsed matter has a characteristic frequency of light that will pump its atoms back into a more normal state. This means that it slowly dissolves in sunlight, evaporating over the course of, oh, centuries I'd guess. And before you say we don't have centuries, if you know the right frequency you can just tune a laser to it and start boiling the statue away."


  "Right," Rodrik nodded. "It's not really going anywhere, so we can afford to give this theory a try, even if your man IS insane," he glareed at Sanders. "Colonel Kroft," he turned to his aide, "Get people on it. We're heading back to HQ."


  Just then, every klaxon and alert on the ship blared to life.


  "Ops! What's happening?" Sanders shouted into his wristcom.


  "Major, we have incoming!" the officer of the bridge replied. "Echoing sensors to your ready room!"


  All eyes turned to the holographic screen that sprang to life. A glittering dot was visible on optical sensors. As interferometry booms were extended, the image became sharper and larger.


  "It's the statue," Sanders gasped.


  "And it's heading for us," George added.


  So much for a leisurely orbital bombardment.


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


  Next Issue:


  If Channel doesn't defeat the Weregild fast, he's dead! Of course, even if he wins, he's still dead, isn't he?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Relevant issues to check for backstory are, in addition to recent issues of ASH and CSV:


  Warden #8-9: The Weregild


  ASH #5: Phaeton's statue


  STRAFE #13: Porto Genetico


  CSV #8-12: Suspir and Giantstar, plus Doublecross


  Spear Carriers #1-3: The 38th Century


  Back when Spear Carriers was still a going concern and the Weregild had just been "destroyed for good," it was suggested (I forget by who) that the spirit of the Weregild might inhabit the sunken statue of Phaeton and then spend centuries taking it over. It would emerge as part of the Telepath Threat that would be attacking both the United Worlds and the Santari in a planned future arc in Spear Carriers. But Spear Carriers sort of stopped, and the idea was shelved. Then I got the idea of using Channel's wandering spirit to revisit the 38th Century, and dug up the Weregild idea again.


  #36 -"Cross of Gold"


  [cover shows Channel, in his ASH uniform, spread-eagled acrossthe open palm of the giant Weregild, held by glowing mysticfetters. The caption reads "The price of a man...."]


  



  ROLL CALL


  21st Century:


  George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation


  Julie Sylvester / Normal, George's older sister


  Scott "Scorch" Handleman / Pyrokinetic


  Sarah Grant / Superspeed


  



  38th Century:


  Pilot Jenkins / Enhanced physical abilities, host forGeorge's spirit


  Major Tad Sanders / Telepath, Javelin carrier group commander


  Rear Admiral Rodrik / Normal, commander of Earth's defenses


  Captain Darius / Telepath, commander of Atlatl-B's Javelins


  Grid Bayushi / Normal, Javelin pilot


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


  [3734.1.29 - Light Carrier Atlatl-B, Earth Orbit]


  "Darius, I want everything out the door yesterday!" Major Sanders shouted into his communicator as the image of the Weregild continued to grow on the screen. A giant golden figure, its perfection unmarred by millennia underground, it had been brought to life on a mission of death.


  And now that it had demonstrated its ability to fly through space, the safety buffer everyone had been counting on was gone.


  "Permission to join the scramble?" George asked.


  "Out of the question," Rodrik snapped. "If you're who you say you are, you're not trained on the Javelin. And your knowledge is more useful here."


  "Admiral, I've told you pretty much everything useful that I know about that thing," George retorted. "And I have access to all of Pilot Jenkins's memories and skills...trust me, I won't be useless out there."


  "He's right, sir," Major Sanders added, casting a nervous glance at the Weregild's image. "And Jenkins is an Uber, probably one of the only pilots we have who could survive playing tag with that thing."


  "Very well," Rodrik growled. "Get him to a ship. But you're to avoid engaging the enemy unless directly ordered," he stared pointedly at George. "You got that?"


  "Yes, sir," George threw a salute and dashed out the door toward the hangar.


  As he ran, he heard the cold, calm voice of Darius over the comlink on his collar tab. "This is not a stealth mission, so there will be no comm silence. Operate on plan beta." His borrowed memories told him that plan beta meant to fall back on the training that assumed no telepathic contact among units...they'd all had such training before joining the Javelin wings, but it got rusty once everyone was used to telepathic bonding. It also meant that the telepaths were going to be busy with something else, or they'd have just used the normal telepathic network. They'd probably be trying to contact the Weregild mentally.


  He reached the hangar just as Grid Bayushi was sealing her cockpit and triggering the launch sequence, and felt a pang of regret. Jenkins and Grid had an on-again-off-again romance, which had naturally been "on" when George showed up, forcing it off. And now he might get Jenkins killed out there.


  Sometimes it sucked to be a hero.


  He quickly ran through the preflight checklist as he listened to the operations channel. Cruisers and the UWMH Invincible were firing on the Weregild with lasers and missiles, their accuracy utterly frightening. Their target had none of the usual countermeasures, and it was within what was considered point blank range, mere light-milliseconds in some cases.


  The Weregild was unharmed, although the missile barrage was bouncing it around a bit and slowing its advance. The lasers were actually being reflected at random angles by the polished golden Collapsauron. Not good.


  The Javelin launched, the gee forces pressing George back in his seat. It felt like the acceleration of a fast car, even though he'd set the catapault to 10G. It was kinda nice to have physical powers for once. Not that his own body was exactly wimpy, but he was no Dan Tracey.


  Then, inexplicably, everything went dark for a moment....


  * * * *


  [April 23, 2006 - Springfield, Illinois]


  Julie sighed in exasperation as she threw armloads of clothing into a cardboard box. "This SO sucks."


  "Why?" George asked, as he pondered his teddy bear, wondering if he was too grown up to need it anymore. He was six, after all. "Dad says there'll be more kids in Chicago."


  Julie grabbed the bear and stuck it in a box marked "Toys" in red marker. "More isn't always better, squirt. I *like* it here, I finally got some friends after the last move. It's not as easy in 7th grade as it is where you are, George. You kids'll play with whoever, whenever, it doesn't matter. But I'm in the big leagues now, and it's gonna be REALLY hard to get into things after losing most of a year on everyone else in Chicago."


  George thought about that for a moment. He didn't think it was quite so easy for him as Julie thought. He'd been pretty lonely last year until Adrian had decided to include George in his group. But he knew Julie enough to not say anything about it. She wouldn't think it was the same.


  "It'll be okay," George tried his best to sound adult. "Dad's getting a better job, so is mom. Putting the city back together."


  She snorted. "Sure, and we'll see even less of them than we do now. I suppose at least we *have* a mom and a dad," she ended somewhat somberly.


  George nodded, although he didn't really understand. Most of hs friends had a mom and a dad, although a lot of them had older...what was it? Oh yeah, half-brothers and half-sisters. He couldn't help but giggle at the image he'd first had when hearing that word, people split down the middle and walking around without half their body.


  "What's so funny?" Julie demanded, hauling another load of clothing.


  "Nothing." In fact, he felt kinda bad about laughing. A lot of Julie's friends didn't have any parents at all. Something bad happened before he was born, but no one seemed to want to talk about it much. Once in a while, Julie would say something, but she'd only been four when it happened, so she didn't remember much.


  "Whatever. Where'd that tape go?" Julie stalked out of the room in search of the packing tape.


  George walked over to the box marked "Toys" and slowly pulled the teddy bear out. Maybe he'd hold onto it a little longer. He could be grown up when he was seven, instead.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Near Earth]


  George shook his head to clear it as the Javelin flew free of the Atlatl-B. Okay, maybe he wasn't as good at handling acceleration as he thought, if he was having blackouts complete with flashbacks.


  A course heading flashed on his control panel, transmitted by Darius. He was to take an evasive path away from Earth, head for the L4 libration point and hold station until ordered otherwise. In the distance, he could see the flashes of missile strikes telling him where the Weregild was. It seemed to be veering away from the Atlatl-B.


  Suddenly the flashes stopped, and a warning light came on.


  "Incoming object," said the computer's voice. George recognized it as Grid's voice...Jenkins must have sampled it into his Javelin's computers.


  No time for guilt, though, he thought. He turned the Javelin so that the missile was perpendicular to the direction of threat, using the cameras at either end to perform interferometry and clarify the image of the distant object. Probably a missile that was dodged.


  "I should be so lucky," he muttered as the image came up on his screen. It was the Weregild, now dodging attacks and moving much more quickly.


  Towards him.


  Grelk.


  * * * *


  [August 24, 2015 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  "Cell sweet cell," the new arrival smirked as he kicked the door open and carried his heavy cases into the room. George looked up from his terminal and then pulled down its fireproof cover. Just in case.


  He stood and extended a hand. "I'm George Sylvester, your roommate."


  "Call me Scorch," the newcomer said as he set the cases down and turned around to survey the room. "I suppose it was too much to hope that my powers would keep me from being stuck with a roommate," he said to the wall, making a show of not shaking George's hand.


  George withdrew his hand, feeling a little embarrassed. He shrugged. "I'm sorta fireproof, I guess. Don't worry, they'll have the next level refurbished by the end of the term, you can probably find a solo room then."


  "Refurbished?" Scorch finally looked George in the eye. "What did it used to be, a prison?"


  "Yes. You didn't know?"


  "Well, I guess I read it somewhere, but I thought they were joking. Trying to make the students feel impressed and oppressed." He opened one of the cases and started hefting clothing into a set of shelves carved out of the bedrock. Like the clothing he was wearing, it had the thickness typical of fireproof synthetics. Everything in the room was built on the assumption that it would be exposed to extreme heat at some point.


  "Officially, the Northwoods Correctional Facility was built...well, dug...in the mid 1980s at the opening of the Third Heroic Age, to deal with the anticipated influx of superhuman prisoners. Unofficially, the central core was 'dug' when a prisoner in the work camp that used to be on these grounds manifested a disintegration field power that he couldn't turn off. Sank right into the ground."


  "Whoa. So he's still in the middle of the Earth?" Scorch's tone was mocking, but he did seem impressed.


  "Doubt it. Unless he didn't need to breathe or eat or drink, and was immune to extreme heat. Probably didn't even survive to the mantle. But the core shaft was pretty much his parting gift to the corrections system, and they eventually started building side shafts to turn it into a prison. Then, back in '98, all the prisoners went away..."


  "And how did THAT work, anyway?" Scorch interrupted.


  "No one's really sure. No one who's talking, anyway. But, with the prisoners gone, the place sat empty for a while, until we paranorms," he swept his arm out to take in all of the incoming students on the level, "started manifesting powers and needing training last year. They're on a crash course of making prison cells fit for habitation by innocent young children, some of whom did have to live in cells for a few months last year."


  "But not so fit that we're not reminded the place could be a prison again, easily enough," Scorch snorted.


  "Well, we just can't have nice things around you," George chided.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Sol System]


  George shook his head again. Why had his memory kicked up such a vivid bit of recall, though? Was it a side effect of this body-sharing plan? It wasn't a gee-induced hallucination this time, that was for sure. Still, some serious gees would be a good idea right about now.


  He threw the thrusters on maximum and started flying erratically, trying to keep the Weregild at metaphorical arm's length. Preferably a metaphorical arm a million miles long.


  Scorch had certainly kept George at arm's length back then. It had seemed, on first meeting, that things might be okay between them, but Scorch was just determined to demonstrate his independence now that he was away from home. And that meant, to him, resenting anyone who intruded on his personal space.


  George piled on a few more gees to keep the Weregild out of HIS personal space.


  Still, once teenage rebellion started to wear off a bit, the two of them had practically become family. In fact, they got along a LOT better once Scorch had his own private room...without feeling the need to keep barriers in place at "home," Scorch was less inclined to keep the barriers up the rest of the time.


  "Jenk...Sylvester, do you read me?" Darius's voice came over the comm.


  "Loud and...unnf...clear, sir. Got me a tailgater, though."


  "Lead the 'tailgater' towards the Invincible. They have the tunable lasers set up, but you've gotten outside effective range for the scanners to determine which frequency has had an effect."


  "Roger that, Papa Bear."


  "Papa what?"


  "Never mind."


  * * * *


  [September 1, 2016 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  "I'm telling you, today's the day," George whispered to Scorch as Sarah Grant ented the room.


  "Didn't your parents warn you about fast women?" Scorch snickered, looking across the cafeteria at the object of George's affections.


  "Quiet, you. She's perfect, I tell you. Graceful, intelligent, beautiful..."


  "And she doesn't know you from Adam, because she spent most of last year in intensive training to keep her powers from killing her," Scorch added. "A definite plus, actually. Not knowing you, that is."


  "Don't make me turn the sound you're making into static electricity," George warned.


  "Oh, like you have that much control yet. You try it, you'll end up zapping the entire caff."


  "It'd be worth it. Shh, she's looking this way."


  "George, I'm telling you, you don't have a chance."


  "I won't know if I don't try, *Scott*," George emphasized Scorch's real name as if he was twisting a knife.


  "You wound me sirrah," Scorch clutched his chest in mock pain. "But I'm not putting you down...I just know something you don't know."


  "And what would that be?" George hissed, trying desperately not to forget the opening lines he'd rehearsed in the mirror.


  "He beat you to it," Scorch jerked his thumb towards JakZak Taylor, who Sarah had just noticed and was even now carefully walking towards. She really had only two speeds right now...slow and ohmygodslowdown!


  George's heart sank. He knew JakZak had been helping Sarah last year, using his limited gravity powers to keep her from injuring herself with uncontrolled bursts of speed. But when he left for summer break, it didn't seem to be going anywhere romantic.


  "JayZee spent the summer here, George," Scorch shrugged. "Things happened. You're not gonna pry those two apart with a crowbar, five elephants and an Anchor."


  George sighed, and suddenly realized he couldn't *forget* the opening lines he'd spent the morning memorizing. And wouldn't be able to for some time to come.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Near Earth]


  George just rolled with it, mentally speaking. Going in a specific direction without being intercepted by the Weregild was challenging enough without wondering why his life was flashing before his eyes.


  Of course, he could just be anticipating dying again, what with the luxury of seeing it coming this time.


  Then the rainbow of destruction lanced out from the Mobile Headquarters Invincible, lasers tuned to every color of the visible spectrum and a number of colors beyond sight. Once again, systems designed to be useful at ranges of several light minutes against targets that could teleport through Twist Space were devastatingly accurate at mere light seconds against a relatively slow target.


  The Weregild ignored the beams as they bounced harmlessly off its Collapsauron form. A few ricochets actually cooked off paint on the hull of George's Javelin. Fortunately, the beams were held to low power until the right frequency was found, specifically to avoid the bounce problem.


  Then a line was scored into the Weregild's chest, and it stopped ignoring the attacks. Within seconds, the entire battery had been tuned to the correct color (a sort of blue-indigo according to the Javelin's sensors) and the power ramped up. Space boiled as glittering monoatomic gold flew from the Weregild's body, scattering the incoming beams and rendering them visible to the naked eye. But it also started to reduce the effectiveness of the attack.


  It was suddenly gone, vanished out from within the expanding golden cloud and streaking towards the Invincible. The batteries realigned quickly enough to catch the Weregild again, but it was now using the clouds kicked up from its own body intelligently, and in seconds had closed with the Mobile Headquarters Invincible.


  It was insufficiently Mobile to escape. And it was far from Invincible as the Weregild smashed into it and found its main reactor core.


  The explosion blinded George before filters slammed into place and plunged the cockpit into darkness.


  * * * *


  [January 1, 2023 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  The bright lights blinded George, and he briefly considered using his powers to dim the light striking his eyes. But that would probably look bad on camera, and this was a public relations event as much as it was recognition of the his and his classmates' accomplishments. Besides, he just had to hold out until the short "soundbite-friendly" ceremony reached its climax, then he could put on the mask of his uniform, with its light- filtering eyeslit.


  He glanced carefully around him, at his friends on the stage, the shadowy and indistinct forms of the students and dignitaries around the central core and beyond the harsh light of the spots that shown on the stage.


  They'd been through a lot in the past few months. Death, heartbreak, uncovering a killer who had stalked the halls of the Academy since its founding, the horror of alien bodysnatchers...but they'd won. They'd been tested in fire, and were ready to save the world.


  George hardly heard the words being spoken. He knew what they were, and when he had to do what for the cameras.


  And now it was time to step forward and don his mask, thankfully cutting the glare. He stood with the majority of the grads, those who were going to be founding the new Academy of Super-Heroes team. With his best friend Scorch, who now had a costume to match his self-image. With Sarah, now married to JakZak...he suppressed a twinge of regret at that. With big Sal, tough Essay, mysterious Howard, conflicted Aaron. But not with poor Arin, shattered by her experiences. And not with Sean, who had turned out to be the Burnout Killer, a replacement inserted way back in 2013.


  But as he looked down at the gloves of his costume, a costume designed by his older sister as a graduation gift, he realized that while she was his family by blood shared, these people on the stage were his family by blood spilled.


  Family.


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Near Earth]


  "Okay, these are not just flashbacks," George muttered to himself, making sure the comm wasn't open. "I'm getting a message from someone."


  The Weregild? It wasn't telepathic, last he'd heard, but it could be trying to taunt him mystically. But why those memories?


  Especially that last one. The bright light felt...important, somehow. Sure, light was the key to defeating the Weregild. If he had his own powers in this body, he could try to modify the laser on the Javelin to damage the thing.


  For about five seconds, before it smashed him.


  Something told him to head for the Sun. Light was important? Go where there's as much light as possible. It was a slender thread, but the best he had.


  The destruction of the Invincible had bought him some distance, and he put it to use, gunning the engines and heading directly into the Sun. Hopefully it would take the Weregild a few hours to catch up, or he'd have to start...


  ...Twisting.


  The Weregild had just Twisted in front of him.


  "Help?"


  * * * *


  [April 14, 2023 - South America Protected Zone]


  The Dark Gate stood before him, quiet like he had never seen it, neither roiling nor shuddering.


  Like he had never seen it?


  But he had never been in front of the Dark Gate before, had he?


  And where was everyone else?


  ++We are here,++ whispered a voice in his mind.


  George turned to see a vaguely humanoid form, wreathed in a cloak of stardust.


  "The Family," he said, feeling the pieces falling into place. "You've been trying to contact me, through memories of the families I've been a part of, or tried to become a part of, haven't you?"


  ++It has been so long since we talked to a Physical. Only familiarity with you from Before even let us try.++ Before, during ASH's first real mission, back in spring of 2023.


  "Can you stop the Weregild?"


  ++No.++


  He sighed. "So, you just wanted to say 'hi' to an old acquaintance before I die? Again?"


  ++We needed to tell you something, but it was not 'hi'. We needed to remind you of something you knew once, but had forgotten because it was not the Truth as you were taught.++


  "And that is?"


  ++Power lies not just in the flesh, but in the spirit. The spirit can be stronger than any flesh. You know this...you must believe it as well.++


  * * * *


  [3734.1.29 - Inside Mercury's Orbit]


  George snapped back to awareness and performed an emergency Twist of his own, a desperate move so close to a gravity well. Only the fact that the smaller engines of the Javelin were designed for short-range precision Twisting let him even try the move.


  "Power lies in the spirit," he said as the forces of the emergency Twist threatened to force him unconscious.


  The Weregild reappeared on his scanners, too close to comfort. He Twisted again, eating more distance between himself and the ravening atomic furnace that was the Sun.


  "The Family took their powers with them when they left their bodies behind in the clutches of Devastator's agent," he added, ticking off the points mentally as reality practically curdled around him.


  It was back again, close enough that he could see the gouges in its once flawless form, see the faint clouds of gold dust that surrounded it even now. Being much closer to the Sun, it was evaporating just from white light.


  Another Twist.


  "The power is mine to use, even in another's body?" Half question, half conclusion, as he emerged so close to the Sun that his canopy had gone solid black to try and protect him. He could feel the heat, although it might yet be more from the overtaxing his engines were getting than from the Sun.


  Sensors pinged to let him know the Weregild had homed in on him yet again.


  There was a crunch as its now three-fingered fist clenched over the front of the missile that formed the core of the Javelin. It was not armed, so what little explosion there was from leaking antimatter was largely contained by the mighty hand.


  "Now or never," George said, knowing that the next grasp of those fists would crush him into paste.


  He reached


  INSIDE


  AND


  FOUND


  IT....


  In his mind, he heard the Weregild scream as indigo destruction washed over its body, sweeping it away like dust in a hurricane.


  And then darkness claimed George.


  * * * *


  [The Celestial Temple]


  "Welcome back," a familiar voice said as George struggled to open his eyes.


  "Urgh," was the extent of eloquence George felt capable of.


  "Well, I know you've got some questions. And since I'm a god, I can answer them all, but won't answer all of them. My perogative," Baal Samin smirked. "First, Jenkins will survive. He's tough, and once he was in control he jettisoned the missile and took one last Twist out of harm's way."


  George managed to nod. Hopefully the...


  "Second, the Atlatl-B was one of the survivors of the engagement. Things will be tough for them, since the United Worlds fleet just lost some significant resources and the Santari will pounce, but such is war."


  "Why..." George managed to mumble.


  "Why was the Weregild after you, when it was created to destroy Warden? Well, Claudette Viau always was one to paper over missing knowledge with raw power, and her creation had a lot of such filler spaces. Some self- determination crept in between the cracks, and it chose ASH as an enemy after being dissipated the first time by Peregryn. Once your soul was in the area, it couldn't resist, despite the will of the Santari telepath who had merged with it."


  "So what now?" George asked, finally feeling like himself again.


  "Ah, but that would be telling. You'll find out soon enough, when I put you back on the path you were taking when I grabbed you. Now you're in much better shape for what awaits you, so rejoice!"


  Darkness started to close in around George again. "Wait! Who killed me?"


  The last thing he saw before the darkness swallowed him was Baal Samin winking and saying, "You'll know in good time...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Be here for #37, "Candlelight", as we start a new arc: The City of Lights!


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


  Author's Notes:


  For more details on The Family, check out ASH #1-3.


  When I first had the idea to stick George's spirit in the future, I floated the idea among the other writers to turn it into a sort of rotating Quantum Leap thing, with each writer taking a turn putting George into a different era. But that ended up not happening (in part because we were a bit worn out from Capstone still, I suspect), so I stretched the 3734 story out to cover a few issues.


  When it came time to wrap up George's arc, I originally wasn't going to devote an entire issue to it, since I didn't think it'd take that long. Fly out, dodge the Weregild a bit, realize he could still use his energy transmutation powers, boom. But as I thought about it, that seemed too pat. He needed a better reason to figure he could use his powers, and I decided that The Family would still be around and be able to remind him that they retained the lion's share of their powers when they left their bodies. And instead of just contacting him easy as you please, it would take some work, and result in a series of flashbacks. Boom, I had an entire issue laid out.


  Oh, and in case anyone's wondering, the AstroSpear and GeoMace have thin films of diamond mystically bonded to them, designed to reflect away the specific frequency of light that Collapsiron is vulnerable to.
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