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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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



  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  - / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


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

  


  [Para Magazine - June 2025 Issue - Obituaries]


  May 23: Academy Headmaster Dead At 61


  The enigmatic Professor David Isaac Van Domelen, one of the founders of the North American Combine School for the Paranormal, also known as The Academy, passed away of reportedly natural causes today at the age of 61. He led a very private life, rarely appearing in public (PHOTO LINK: Academy graduation ceremony that launched both the Academy of Super-Heroes and STRAFE teams). Officially, he was never more than an educator and researcher in Violation Physics, but it was a poorly kept secret that he was actually the original Solar Max in the 1990s. While it was never revealed how he managed to survive the calamity of 1998, most suspect that this was related to his disappearance some time before on a deep space exploration mission. He may have simply been too far away to be affected.


  "The Professor", as many called him, spent his final years in a wheelchair, his health no doubt damaged by his long career as a superhero and explorer. Despite this, officials expressed surprise at his sudden death, although they assured the public that no foul play was suspected.


  The funeral services were officially closed to the press, although sometime _Para_ columnist Robert "Challenger" Coulter was invited for reasons he has not disclosed. Administrative duties at the Academy will be taken up by Sarah Cunningham, formerly Assistant Director.


  "He lived long enough to see his dreams for the new generation fulfilled, now it's up to us to live those dreams." - Acting Director Cunningham


  "He was a great man. We've lost too many like him lately." - Carlos Ruiz, former President of Mexico, outgoing NAC Chancellor


  "This marks the end of an era." - Charles Stockwell, President of Canada, incoming NAC Chancellor


  "One less man of conscience and courage to stand between the bureaucrats and our impressionable paranormal youth...a great tragedy." - Thom S. O'Ryan, freelance journalist


  "I only met him once, but it was like he knew what I was going through, how hard it was to be different. A lot of godtimers just wanna forget that sorta thing, but you could tell he wouldn't." - Carla "Speedy" O'Neal, Academy student (College Sophomore)


  "They say the true measure of a man is the quality of his enemies. In that regard, the Professor was probably better than anyone else now alive." - Derek Radner, Chancellor of Khadam


  * * * *


  [June 2, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The atmosphere in the conference room was sombre and strained, and not a little close. The entire ASH team was present, plus several of STRAFE's superhuman assets and a number of older men and women who all had some link to the departed man.


  Howard Henderson Sr. stood behind the podium that was normally Solar Max's. He cleared his throat to get everyone's attention.


  "I would just like to remind you all that the Professor's last will and testament may contain classified information. Pursuant to his wishes, we have not pre-viewed the video portion of the will, so I will have to decide on the spot if any of its contents fall under National Security. Aspects of the written portion are considered Secret, however, and you will be signing the appropriate paperwork before leaving if necessary. ASH, STRAFE...your oaths already cover non-disclosure of this information."


  With that, he sat down and dimmed the lights. Not that it was necessary for the viewing of the tape...he just felt it was more respectful.


  The careworn face of the Professor filled the screen. While he had seen barely six decades of life, they had been very full decades, and it showed in his features. In fact, some people gasped at how much older he looked than he had even a few months before, his decline had become quite rapid in his last weeks.


  The camera pulled back to reveal an upper torso shot, the Professor sitting calmly in his wheelchair, tweed jacket slightly rumpled and his tie almost imperceptibly askew.


  "Welcome, everyone," he started. "I apologize for the drama of a video will, they were hackneyed when I was a young man. But some of you may have been caught by surprise by my death...not that I will be, I can see it coming down 52nd Street at this point," he smirked. "Anyway, one last message from me may help you with closure. Funny...I saw so many that I knew die, came back to Earth to find out that almost everyone else I knew and loved had died, but I never needed 'closure'. They told me I was just bottling it up, but that's not true. I missed every one of them, but...well, it was just another goodbye, I'd had enough of those that didn't involve death yet never led to a reunion. But enough about me, this is all about and for you, the survivors. At least, I presume everyone in my will has survived me...some of you might not have. It's a violent world for young heroes, and it's entirely possible one or more of you has fallen in the past week or so. I do hope not, however.


  "Howie Senior...my first bequest, request really, is for you. Not everyone I cared for died in 1998, but I let most of them think I had died. Most of them probably figured out the truth by now, but it'd be cruel to leave them guessing now. Since you've been getting hip-deep in secrets in the past few decades, I suppose you'll be able to tell them what they need to know without violating any confidences. I could have just arranged for them to be sent emails with the information, but I'd rather they have a human face to help them navigate the maze of grief," he paused to cough, a violent spasm that forced him to pause for several seconds before continuing.


  "Peregryn, among my effects is a medallion, a souvenir from an old case that I'd hidden away before my long journey. I've been in correspondence with a linguist in California, and he's expressed an interest in translating the ancient Minoan script on it. I'm pretty sure it's magical, so I don't want to just courier it to him, and I've been meaning to ask you to do this anyway...if I neglect to do so before you view this tape, please take care of it. You may keep the medallion after Professor Pi is done with it, add it to your little collection."


  Director Henderson slid a small lockbox across the table to Peregryn.


  "Tom Dodson," the Professor continued, "I've given you what I could already. I know money isn't as much of an issue with you, what with the support ASH gets, but I'm leaving you some of the small fortune I accumulated during my life. I also want you to go home. I know you've been avoiding going back to the town where you grew up, avoiding the remaining family you have, but you need to talk to them, at least make sure everyone's able to deal with your separation from them. And while you're there, you can present whatever they're calling that university now with an endowment for a Professor of Violation Physics, and another one for more student parking. Always wanted to do that last one."


  Tom looked uncertainly around the room, then sighed. "I guess I'll go," he muttered.


  "Jonathan Zachary Taylor...you have already inherited my name and my legacy, so I guess I'll leave you some of my responsibilities as well. Director Henderson will give you a map detailing the locations of some of my fiercer battles in the 1990s, and my best guesses at the locations of various free-standing warp oubliettes I left behind because of teleportation, defensive warps and so forth. Some may have faded, others might be growing unstable. Please visit the locations in the order indicated and 'clean up' the warps for me. Why didn't I take care of this myself? Well, somehow these spacetime loops got bound into the Barrier, and I couldn't budge them while the Barrier was still whole. Now that the Barrier has been pierced, you may be able to do something about them. I certainly was no longer in any condition to try by that time." There was a quiet murmur through the room. By the time the Barrier had been breached, the Professor was wheelchair-bound due to the strain of helping defeat the Burnout Assassin.


  "Sarah Grant-Taylor, Sal Napier, George Sylvester...each of you has recently become something other than human, discovered that flesh isn't a requirement for life. While I grant that you have struggled with the results, you do give an old man hope that death won't be the end yet for me either. Perhaps I will see you all again, eh? In the meantime, however, I have assembled the diaries of various post-humans I knew in the 90s, plus recorded my reminscences about others for you. Matrix, Haze, Bubba da Gargoyle, Spyder 9000 and others, they've gone through similar situations, you three are not alone...."


  * * * *


  By the time the video ended half an hour later, the bequests and requests handed out and final goodbyes spoken, the mood of the room was lighter, if apprehensive.


  "Did the Prof strike you as being...needlessly cryptic at times?" Scott asked George as the two left the room.


  George shrugged and hummed in a way that Scott had come to interpret as tentative agreement. That George could use his new photonic form to make sound at all was a significant accomplishment, but he was still a long way from understandable speech. His features blurred for a moment, the effort required to keep them fixed in the form of his old face while also "speaking" being a little too much. Not that he really complained about these problems...it was better than being dead, after all.


  "I mean, it's not like I had a lot of long chats with him, but it didn't sound like the way he normally talked," Scott continued, still uncomfortable with carrying the entire conversation himself. One of the things that had helped the two become friends was that each could hold up his end of a conversation with the other...and both tended to bulldoze just about anyone else if they weren't careful. "He sure had a lot of oddly unfinished business as well, things he should have been able to take care of a long time ago. The medallion, the endowment, that whole Manhattan deal...strange. And then there's asking *me* to approach Coulter and see if he wants to teach Applied Ethics at the Academy! I'd rather just reduce that collaborator to a pile of ash and molten metal...I would have at the funeral, if it hadn't been, um, a funeral," he finished somewhat lamely.


  George just nodded companionably.


  * * * *


  [June 8, 2025 - Kirksville, Missouri Sector]


  For once, Tom had taken his time, driving down from Chicago in a quietly purring electric car. He'd used his powers a little, mostly to get more speed out of less charge, so he wouldn't have to stop as often for a recharge, a trick he'd picked up when his powers were first manifesting back in the early 90s. Although he'd used it then to save on gas, not electricity.


  There was a steady, if light, stream of traffic down U.S. 63. It had been renamed at some point as Highway G-210, but you could still see the occasional old road sign here and there that no one had bothered to take down. Kirksville...was Kirksville, pretty much. Like most smaller towns in the Bible Belt, it hadn't been hit all that hard by the Godmarket and its aftermath, and people fleeing from the cities in 1998 had mostly countered the loss in population due to general economic decline in the years after the disaster. Truman State University and the College of Osteopathy were still there, and still the only real reason the town had for existing anymore.


  He had mixed feelings at the sight that greeted him as he came across the city border. The housing development he grew up in had been knocked down and replaced with a new one. Not that the old boxes were likely to have survived thirty years of normal use, much less rough use. The storms that had followed the nuclear destruction of Wichita had nearly blown over one of the blocks, in fact.


  It was home...but it wasn't home. Even when it had still been there, it had stopped really being home once he'd redubbed himself Lightfoot and joined ASH. He hadn't wanted to be a damn townie anymore, he wanted to follow his older, college-age friends into the rest of the world, make a difference out there. Not sit and rot in a little college town that refused to admit it was a college town, like so many of his peers were content to do. He'd taken his GED's at sixteen, passed, and gone on to being a superhero with his mother's permission, if not her blessing.


  Tom turned right on Normal and slowly drove towards the university. She'd wanted him to come home for college. Truman State was a good school, he'd had to admit. It'd even been Solar...the Professor's undergraduate school, which was a stronger recommendation than anything U.S. News and World Report could offer. With his powers, it didn't matter so much where he chose to go to school, he could always zoom back to Milwaukee in an hour or so at need from anywhere in the country.


  But he'd be a townie again.


  Didn't matter that he was a superhero, that he'd lived in Milwaukee for the past couple of years, or that he'd be living in campus housing like every other frosh. You could always tell the kids who grew up in Kirksville, it was like a stink that wouldn't wash off. Anywhere else, ANYWHERE, he'd be just another out-of-towner come to college, it wouldn't matter where out of town he was from. But here in K-ville, he'd be a townie.


  He pulled into the visitor lot and killed the ignition. It was fairly empty, classes weren't in session and the summer programs weren't taking up space at this end of campus at the moment. His meeting with the university president wasn't for another half hour, but he didn't feel like checking into the hotel yet. If he'd had his way, he wouldn't be staying in a hotel here, he'd just present the endowment and then leave. But he and the Professor counted as major celebrities for this little town, and a big day was ahead of him tomorrow.


  Tom sighed. At least he could probably use all the official fooforaw as an excuse to avoid spending too much time with his mother or cousins, who were now too old to feel like relations.


  Not that he'd ever really felt like one of them.


  * * * *


  [June 8, 2025 - Stanford University, California Sector]


  "Thank you for making the time to see me before heading off to the Moslem Confederation," Peregryn said, bowing slightly to the slender old linguist. "I know how difficult it can be to get permission to enter those nations for research purposes, and how tight your schedule must be right now."


  Professor Pi waved a hand dismissively and grinned. "Ur will still be there tomorrow, assuming your friends have no plans to invade the Confederation," he chuckled. "And it seems a simple enough task you ask of me. May I see the medallion?"


  Peregryn nodded and extracted a smooth steel safe-deposit box from the large satchel he had slung over his shoulder. Placing his thumb on the ident square, he opened it to reveal a necklace with broken chain.


  "This looks brand new," the archaeolinguist frowned.


  "It has a glamour upon it that resists the effects of time," Peregryn explained. "Although, for all I know, it *is* relatively new. Many ancient artifacts of new vintage appeared in the late 90s, after all."


  "Of course," Pi nodded. "It's part of why I switched from living languages to dead...a number of tongues were coming back to life during the first half of my interrupted graduate studies. Oho, it's in Linear A!" he reached for the medallion, then paused. "Is it safe to touch?"


  Peregryn nodded. "It doesn't seem to be very powerfully magical, and lacks any sort of obvious defensive charms. I...got the impression that the Professor knew enough about it to be certain it wasn't too harmful." There was a short pause. "Linear A? Wasn't that the Minoan script that was never translated?"


  Professor Pi chuckled as he turned to his computer and started rummaging through files. "Officially, it wasn't. In 1975, a powerful postcognitive named Robert Mayor managed to view enough of ancient Crete to create a rough translation key. However, 'serious' linguistics journals wouldn't touch any work done using postcognition thanks to some notable hoaxes in the 1960s, so he ended up publishing it in Physical Review M as a Violation Physics paper. Not many physicists are interested in dead languages, and not many linguists even know Physical Review exists, so it languished for decades. A few years ago, though, your Professor stumbled across the article while doing some 'light reading' of Physical Review M, and emailed a few linguists who had done work on revived languages in the 1990s. I was the first to reply, and he sent me a scan of...yes, definitely a scan of part of this medallion. Just a fragment with no real meaning on its own, but enough that I could confirm for him that it was Linear A, and that I could probably translate it if I spent enough time with Mayor's key."


  "How long will it take you to translate, then?" Peregryn frowned.


  "Not long," Pi assured him. "This was a few years ago, and I found myself tinkering with Mayor's paper on and off since then. I can't translate it by sight, of course, but...ah, here. I have a reasonably good translation key and dictionary here," he turned the screen so Peregryn could see it.


  For a few minutes, he silently compared the medallion's inscription to his notes, jotting down words and phrases occasionally.


  "Done," he sat back in the swivel chair. "The printer's spitting out a literal translation," he gestured at the device, "but here's the general idea. It's a prayer to the bull god...Minoans worshipped bulls, you know. It's where the legend of the Minotaur comes from. And...take this with a grain of salt, mind you...the phrasing of this particular prayer suggests to me that the medallion was meant to be given directly to the bull god as an offering."


  Peregryn nodded, then scrutinized the literal translation. "Thank you very much, Professor. This should help me understand the artifact, and maybe divine the reason it was given to me."


  * * * *


  [June 8, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "I just dunno, George," Scott slumped, his face going into his hands as he leaned forward onto the table separating the two. "I've been chewing on this for days now, and I can't figure out what I'm going to do about Coulter."


  "aaaa iiiimmmm oooo oii?" George replied. Now that he knew how to make sound in the first place, he was making rapid progress. But he still sounded like a really bad speech synth from the 1970s, more like a guitar "talking" than a person. Still, Scott was able to make out the words enough to level a baleful glare at his photonic friend.


  "Right. Ask him to join the Academy. I just arrange a meet and tell him, 'Hi, Challenger. There's an opening at the Academy for a CSV member, would you be interested in applying?' I doubt that'd go over too well. And how am I supposed to convince him it's a good idea when I'm convinced it's a *bad* idea? I'm not that kind of salesman, George."


  George hummed some more, but it was atonal. His features blurred, and he gave up on the effort. Instead, he held up a hand and increased the albedo of his solid-light body until the fingers shone like polished green metal.


  "What?" Scott quirked an eyebrow. "Mirror? Oh...you mean that mirror thing Radner was going on about when he recruited Coulter?"


  George nodded.


  "How does that apply? Sure, villain groups with an ethical member tend to be more stable, but hero groups get along fine without unethical members. Usually better, I'd say. For instance, Barnstormer only made trouble for the original ASH back in the early 90s when she joined as a mole for that gang of goofball baddies. Although her light control powers were helpful when Doublecross surfaced, I suppose...but that had nothing to do with her criminal origins. Do we really want someone at the Academy providing them with a bad example?"


  George reached over and turned on a computer screen embedded in the tabletop. He did that a lot, he could type more quickly than he could make himself understood speaking.


  "The Academy kids already have plenty of bad examples," he typed. "Khadam in the news, some of them come from paragangs, that sort of thing. Coulter is a...mixed example. :) He's played both sides of the fence. He was a paraganger, then a reporter, then a supervillain, he's seen a lot and been forced to make a lot of choices. Ethical choices. He's stood by his friends through it all, tried to find solutions that would keep things from spiraling out of control. Even if some of those choices were on the darker side of gray."


  "I guess. You're saying that Coulter could help the kids figure out that it's not all shiny four-color stuff out there, without having to feed 'em into the sort of meat grinder we got put through as Grads. Maybe. I'm not sure that sort of lesson can be learned in a lecture hall, or if it's worth the risk of letting him inside the Academy's walls. I'll have to think about it some more."


  George nodded, then typed, "So, as long as you're uncomfortable and uncertain already, how're things between you and Julie?" He grinned lopsidedly at Scott, his face almost managing something like its original color, but with a vaguely disturbing green tint to it.


  Scott sighed, feeling a disturbing green tint come over his own face. "Could be worse. Now that we've had a few months to get over the shock, we're pretty sure that while you may have sparked things by being inside my head, what came after was just the two of us. Although I'm still creeped out when I think about you along as a passenger when I was in bed with your sister."


  "YOU'RE creeped out? XP" George typed an archaic "emoticon" signifying eyes squeezed shut and tongue stuck out. "I'm glad I only have a few vague memories of that time, to be honest. My awareness seems to have been tied into how hard you were pushing your powers, and you mostly restrained them around Julie, thankfully. I do have some memories of horrible humming, which was probably when Mr. Strings tried to take you over in Montreal. Not enough room for three in that tiny skull of yours. ;)"


  "Do you remember anything about how you got into my head, yet?"


  George shook his head ruefully. "Still just a few bits and pieces, like a dream that seemed so clear right after I woke up, but faded almost immediately. Maybe I lost some stuff in the move from Doublecross to this Squad-Bod. But I think somebody out there has his eye on me...I didn't just happen to wind up stuck in your body, I was *put* there. :/ And I don't think it's entirely luck that the boost to your powers has stuck around, either. Someone has plans for both of us."


  "Well, I need to go think about the plans the Professor has for me some more. You can go back to your speaky-practice now and give your hands a rest."


  The one sound George had managed to reproduce faithfully by this point was the "raspberry", and he favored Scott's departing back with one.


  * * * *


  [June 8, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Solar Max felt around the edges of the warp, formed several dozen meters above the oddly-named Kinnickinnic Avenue. It was the third warp on the list, and the Professor's notes indicated it had been used to snare a spread of minimissiles aimed at a nearby school building as part of a diversion.


  Time folded back on itself inside the warp, so the missiles would still be there, ready to explode as soon as they hit something. Or they might have exploded on hitting each other...then unexploded, re-exploded and so forth to infinity. It was a little piece of 1992 all tied up with a bow. But the odds were too good that they'd come out of the warp "live" to be sloppy about this. And it had to be done, there was always the chance that an Anchor would wander too close to the bubble and it would come undone spontaneously. Less chance than there used to be, but...he decided not to keep thinking along that path.


  Breaker and Agent Teller of STRAFE waited below to help clean up the mess if the swarm of missiles came screaming out the moment Solar Max opened up the warp bubble. Breaker could simply catch them by main force, while Teller could guide them into each other or at least nudge them out over the lake. It had taken a little wrangling to get Teller along on this, but given the nature of the threat, he'd felt it was a good idea to go to the extra effort. And, as an extra safety measure, there was a police cordon out to half a kilometer to keep everyone away.


  "Ready?" Solar Max asked over the comlink.


  "Yes," Breaker replied.


  "Born that way," Teller added.


  Solar Max reached into the warp and *pulled*. Suddenly, space everted and vomited up its deadly cargo.


  As he'd hoped, the way he'd turned spacetime inside out left most of the missiles crashing into each other immediately. He was buffeted by the blasts, but the armor he wore was more than up to the task. A few strays got loose, but were quickly grabbed in golden auras or tweaked into each other. A quick wave of gravitic tides and the remaining missiles shuddered and then detonated, away from anything that could be hurt.


  Police manning the cordon visibly relaxed, and the small crowd that had gathered around cheered at the impromptu fireworks display.


  "Three down, five more to go," Solar Max told his onboard computer. Then he reviewed the rest of the list.


  Each of the first seven were progressively more hazardous, but there were no notes about the last one's contents. Maybe it was harmless, and therefore a low priority once JakZak had gotten the hang of popping these bubbles?


  Something nagged at JakZak, though. It couldn't be that simple. If had really been an easy one, it should have been at the top of the list along with the other "practice" bubble he'd popped a few days ago. And while it was the most recent of the warps, created shortly before the original Solar Max left on his trip across the galaxy, all the warps were created within a span of five years. If that sort of difference was important, the Professor would have made sure to clean up his mess before this time. Not to mention, the bubbles JakZak had popped felt pretty sturdy, time didn't seem to weaken them on its own.


  No, there was something special about that last one. Something important enough to make sure JakZak didn't try to open it without as much practice as was possible.


  So...why not say what it was? The list itself had been generated weeks before the Professor's death, and he wasn't sloppy enough to leave something like that unfinished, for the last minute.


  Unless he *couldn't* put words to screen about it?


  The sound of the cheering crowd grew distant as JakZak realized that, no matter the details, this simple cleanup job was definitely not simple.


  Time to have a little chat with Papa Henderson....


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


  Next Issue:


  "Unfinished Business 2: Bull Market" reveals some of the secrets of the Professor's Last Will And Testament, with a look at those bygone days of the mid-90s!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, I killed myself off. Sorta. The original Solar Max character was conceived as a version of myself 7 years older, so he could have finished a PhD by 1989 (the time the original ASH campaign got off the ground). My middle name is John, but back when I was taking Confirmation Class I picked a "Confirmation Name" of Isaac, so I decided to give this older self that as a regular middle name. Over the years, I became increasingly uncomfortable with having a self-insertion character, even one in a supporting role, so when I was looking for something that could follow #41's theme of growing into the role of command, it struck me that eliminating the Professor would stone two birds with one kill. (Mind you, Tony then asked for a self- insertion in the form of Professor Pi, but that's *his* problem now.)


  In the standard Hero Story, the mentor usually dies at some point. Sometimes too early, forcing the young hero to fend for himself in a cruel world. Sometimes rather late, as a sort of capstone to the hero's ascension to adulthood. But the mentor rarely sticks around, and now Solar Max II is on his own.


  But, as Shakespeare once said through Marc Antony (IIRC), the evil men do lives on after them, while the good is oft interred with their bones. JakZak now gets to deal with his mentor's...Unfinished Business.


  Finally, a disclaimer. I haven't talked to the real Tom Dodson since 1992. Lightfoot is only loosely based on him, however...not only would Lightfoot's life diverged pretty strongly after getting powers, I also don't know much about Tom's life before age 12 or so, and will be making it up like I would for any other character. If I happen to get the details right, it's purely coincidence.


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


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


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/?yguid=8894028 !


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


  #43 - Unfinished Business 2: Bull Market


  Copyright 2003 by Dave Van Domelen ___________________________________________________________________________



  [cover shows the original Solar Max, battered and cut in severalplaces, crouching on gravel at the edge of a woods. The imageis somewhat wavy, as if viewed through a rippling surface.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  - / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [June 10, 2025 - Washington D.C., Federal Sector]



  "Thank you for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice," JakZak smoothed down the front of his "formal" uniform as he took a seat across the desk from Howard Henderson Sr.


  "Frankly, I'm surprised you didn't just come bursting through the door, demanding to know the truth," Peregryn's father smirked. "It's practically de rigeur in relations between supernormals and government agents."


  JakZak shrugged. "I considered it, for dramatic effect if nothing else. But it's been a long time since you were first a mere 'agent' and I doubt you would have been impressed. In any case, a wise man once told me to save the outbursts for when it was really important, or you'd never be able to convince anyone you were really serious."


  "The first Solar Max said that once when I was a 'mere agent' if I recall correctly," Henderson nodded. "And I presume you're here about the circumstances surrounding that final warp bubble?"


  "Exactly. There's a clear pattern of escalating threat in the warp bubbles, yet the notes on this last one say nothing. It's in the middle of nowhere, and there's nothing in the news archives...open OR sealed...that sheds any light on it. So I figured you might know. Or at least, you would have looked into it while checking the will for security purposes."


  Henderson tapped a few virtual keys on his desktop, calling up a file. "You're right, I did look into it. And, officially, it's as blank as you've been able to find out."


  "Unofficially?"


  "No one knows. No one still alive, anyway. Back in early 1997, a prison transport carrying the morpher Mosasaur to the Northwoods Correctional Facility got into a one-vehicle accident. Solar Max...the original...was in the area, kept Mosasaur from escaping and helped the injured driver and guards. Curiously, the impact marks on the front of the transport were inconsistent with hitting a tree, although there was a felled tree nearby. And one guard was missing without explanation, but Solar Max claimed to have come upon it after the accident, and not witnessed it. The agent who filed the report said he thought Solar Max was holding back, but...." He shrugged.


  "But Solar Max left on his interstellar jaunt pretty soon after that, before anyone could bring official pressure to bear?" JakZak suggested.


  "Exactly. And by the time he got back, things were a little, ah, hectic. And it seemed that just about anyone who could have been involved if it was a jailbreak attempt was dead anyway, so we never pushed the issue."


  JakZak scratched at the back of his head for a moment, the military-cut hair hardly disturbed by the action. "The Godmarket was getting started around then. Maybe a Pureblood was involved in things and messed with Solar Max's memory?"


  "But why would he remember the warp bubble, then?" Henderson countered.


  "Why indeed?"


  * * * *


  [June 10, 2025 - Kirksville, Missouri Sector]


  Well, it hadn't been total hell, but it *had* been pretty damned uncomfortable. Tom's mom was old enough to be grandma, and grandma was long dead. Cousin Jerry was working on his baldspot, his beer gut and his third marriage. Adrian, one of his high school gaming buddies, now had kids in college. Oh, everyone was proud of him, glad to see him, there were no awkward cases of drunken relatives staggering in and berating him for thinking he was "better 'n us".


  But none of that made them feel any more familiar. They'd had nearly a generation's worth of extra years to forget him, and to change to the point that they were nothing like what he remembered.


  What was this supposed to have taught him? That he was a man out of time, isolated from everyone he'd known before? He already knew that. He'd grown apart from most of these people *before* his little tussle with special relativity. The Professor wanted him to take something away from this experience, but what?


  Well, in a literal sense, there was that package he'd been given by the university president after the ceremony, with instructions to give it to JakZak once he was done taking care of his cleanup job. But anyone could have been sent to fetch that. It could even have been mailed or couriered.


  He sighed and went over to the window of his hotel room, pulling aside the curtain a little and peeking out. The crowd had gotten smaller, but it was still there. People he'd barely known when he was a kid here in Kirksville, and their kids, who he'd never known.


  There was a knock at the door. Probably room service...he'd ordered down a few minutes ago, not feeling up to going out to eat in public but too emotionally tired to want to hit the road.


  He opened the door. It was not room service. Rather, a tall, thin man with somewhat bushy white hair stood there, wearing a suit that screamed "Professor of Humanities".


  "Dr. C?"


  "In the flesh, what's left of it," the old professor nodded. "Sorry I wasn't at the ceremonies today, but I've been retired for a while, and the letter from you-know-who didn't reach me in time to get here until now. May I come in?"


  Tom blinked. "Oh, sure." It was weird...Dr. C had been a young man when his son had been part of Tom's gaming group. Well, young for a professor, anyway. Chris...hadn't made it past 1998, though. Tom had checked.


  "Quite a crowd out there, eh?" Dr. C nodded towards the window as he came in and sat on the edge of the bed.


  "Yeah," Tom frowned.


  "Oh, you don't like the adulation? I thought that was one of the fringe benefits of being a superhero. Or any kind of hero, for that matter."


  "Maybe for the hero of a comedy," Tom made oblique reference to the professor's specialty, "but I'm not sure if I'm not in a tragedy."


  This brought a small frown. "Tom, life is neither comedy or tragedy. Things can go well or go poorly, but there's no artificial structure to events, no denounment to wait for. Are you worried that you have some sort of 'tragic flaw' that this crowd will exploit? Vanity or hubris?"


  "Maybe. I don't know. I never really got this sort of response before. In the 90s I was a junior member of a team that wasn't always terribly popular...heck, they stuck us out on an artificial island because a shadow dragon knocked over a few buildings in the previous HQ's neighborhood! And since getting here," he waved his hands around in a vague gesture, "I've been pretty much in the background as well. Catching up on the times, going to school at the Academy. I've got a few groupies there, but it's more along the lines of...oh..."


  "Someone who had gotten a few bit parts in the movies spending time at a Shakespeare festival?" Dr. C suggested.


  "Exactly. They're impressed, they want to know if I have any pointers, but they plan to be just like me. It's not like the people outside, who adore me because they *can't* be just like me. I don't really know how to take it."


  "Well, here's where you can figure that out," Dr. C gestured at the curtains. "You have your adoring fans, hometown friends and acquaintances who've been waiting for months for you to come home...yes, I know you don't really think of this as home, but THEY do."


  The old man stood and placed his hands on Tom's shoulders. "Someday, assuming you don't go and get yourself killed, you'll draw crowds like this everywhere you go. Crowds as big as I hear the Green Knight draws in Mexico. Like it or not, you're on stage, you have a Public. And right now, they're pretty well-disposed towards you, they're not likely to turn on you if you make a mistake...like you're making now, sulking in your hotel room."


  "The show must go on?"


  "Damn straight."


  * * * *


  [June 10, 2025 - Italy]


  Simon Smith had always, at least as long as he could remember, put great stock in the aphorism that true wisdom is knowing how much you don't know. As a man who couldn't remember anything of his life before twenty-seven years ago, who had been "born" aged about fifty or so as far as he could tell, Simon knew that there was a great deal he did not know.


  But in the past few months, his wisdom had increased greatly by the measure of that aphorism.


  A little persistence had unearthed a small underground chamber among the ruins of the old manor house on the estate he was "house-sitting" for Giovanni. The Italian was certainly enjoying his life in the city, closer to his offspring...Simon's presence alleviated the man's lingering guilt over abandoning his family estate.


  In any case, the old manor house had been in ruins for centuries, but the hidden chamber was almost miraculously intact, as if it had been sealed up by magic until the right person arrived. In fact, Simon's studies to date suggested that might be exactly the case.


  Of course, he was no Mage. From all he'd heard, anyone with even a scrap of mystic talent vanished in 1998, and the hazy fragments of memory he had of that year suggested truth to that claim. But there was power in the right kind of knowledge, and there were ways one could fan the tiny spark held by all non-Anchors into at least a candleflame. Small divinations were now within his power, as well as spells that helped him understand the encoded and ensorcelled tomes that represented the true knowledge this vault contained.


  None of it, however, had helped him unlock the memories of his first forty or fifty years of life. Every so often there would be a tantalizing clue, or something that felt familiar, but it would slip through his fingers like sand.


  But he had time...attending to Giovanni's grapevines was hardly onerous, and his own investments meant he could retire from his life as a wandering repairman, extending this hiatus indefinitely.


  Yes...a new career did seem likely for his twilight years.


  * * * *


  [June 12, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Scott reflected on the advantages of a flashy costume. Sure, he didn't have a "secret identity" like a lot of the godtimers, and his face was available on the nets, but he really wasn't recognized for it. Most people knew him now by the Black-Opal-like helmet he wore on duty. So all it took was sunglasses and a decent fake mustache and no one paid him any mind as he sat in the mall food court during the mid-morning lull.


  Well, not exactly no one. There were at least three STRAFE agents with *much* better disguises scattered around the area, just in case the meeting went sour. And probably a dozen more Scott didn't know about.


  Scott's bookreader pinged, popping up a small and seemingly routine system message. It was the signal Coulter had arranged to send to let Scott know he was there. Scott looked around, and immediately noticed something iffy about a heavyset black woman slowly meandering her way towards the frozen yogurt stand behind him.


  Scott met the woman's eyes and nodded slightly. With a faint expression of surprise, she changed direction and came to sit down across from him.


  "How'd you know it was me?" a husky contralto asked. "Gimble told me this holodisguise was perfect."


  "You walk like a guy. But good job not intersecting anything with the hologram," Scott added. At the unspoken question, he replied, "When your fiancee is a fashion designer, you pick up a few things about how men and women tend to move. Anyway, the fact you're here means you're at least willing to consider the offer. I'm here to answer any concerns you have, and ink the deal if you're willing."


  "I'm tempted," the disguised Robert Coulter nodded. "Anya and I have been wandering for a few months, and the fun is starting to wear thin. But if we settle down anywhere, people are going to zero in on us and maybe take out some bystanders in the process. The Academy is already one of the more secure places on the continent, and preferable to most of the other options."


  "Plus you get pardon for anything you may or may not have done at your last job," Scott added.


  "You don't sound too enthusiastic," Coulter narrowed his eyes. Well, the holographic woman did, anyway.


  "I'm not. But that's not really relevant at the moment, since I'm no longer involved with the Academy."


  "Hm. Well, trying to figure out Van Domelen's motives was giving me a headache, I'm not going to start again now. I'm leaning towards accepting, but I have two conditions."


  Scott had expected something like this, so he was able to avoid an indignant outburst. "Those being?"


  "One, odds are that with me on the faculty, I'm going to be in a position where I have to share secrets with you people. I need to know you can *keep* a secret, even a potentially explosive one. You don't trust me, Handleman, fine. But I don't necessarily trust you, either."


  "How do you plan to test our trustworthiness?"


  "By telling you a secret and seeing if it leaks. If it gets back to me by any press channels, Anya and I keep wandering."


  Scott nodded. "Shoot. There's an Essay Special under the table that will keep our voices from being intelligible more than a meter or so away."


  "A great deal that would be of interest happened at the wedding reception, some of which may come out in due time. One thing that happened was that the Conclave became aware of the existence of Innocenza Graves, daughter of Gimble the fixer and...Lorenzo Archangeli." He continued over a silence that had nothing to do with Essay's jammer, "Find Innocenza, and you find old Montreal."


  "Um...and the second condition?"


  "A job and pardon for Anya...for Spiral."


  * * * *


  [June 14, 2025 - Somewhere on Highway G-113, Wisconsin Sector]


  Various evergreens crowded up against the shoulders of the General Usage highway that had once been named U.S. 51. The road was only one lane each direction, like most G highways, but it was better maintained than most, since it was part of the main route up to the Academy from the south. The traffic was never heavy enough to justify upgrading it to a four-lane H-series "Heavy Usage" highway, but it was important nonetheless.


  The driver pulled over at a spot where a recent storm had felled a few trees. He called back, "Geepiss says the spot y'want is about a hunnerd emm up the road."


  Solar Max and Peregryn got out of the van. "You guys stay back here," Solar Max told the quartet of troopers who had shared the ride with the two heroes. "If it drops in the pot, you probably won't be able to help...your job is to make sure the alert goes out if something nasty pops out of the warp bubble and we can't stop it," he waggled his gauntleted finger to take in himself and Peregryn.


  "Yes sir," the sergeant of the partial squad saluted. The rest of his men had been left off several miles back to man a temporary barricade. A similar one had been set up to the south.


  The two supernaturals cautiously walked down the road, casting about with their specialized senses. After a minute, they stopped.


  "Feels like the right place," Solar Max waved an arm at a spot slightly above the roadbed.


  "Yes. The trees here are younger than those around them," Peregryn laid a hand on the trunk of a tree about fifteen meters from Solar Max. "This is one of the older growth trees, and I feel a strong mystic signature deep in its heartwood. Something more than an accident happened here."


  Solar Max whistled as his onboard computers confirmed Peregryn's analysis of the tree growth. "Mr. Henderson is a master of understatement. Physical evidence inconsistent with a one-vehicle crash indeed...looks like someone cleared enough trees here to land a helijet or two."


  "Give me a moment to consult with the spirits of this place, then I will be ready to support your time-viewing effort."


  Solar Max cocked his head, at least as much as was possible in armor. "Do you think the spirits might be able to tell me what I need to know? So I won't have to risk the time-viewing at all?"


  Peregryn shook his head. "Spirits of the land and the plants tend to be fairly slow. They will remember something having happened here, but unless it took hours, they will be uncertain what it was. They remember storms and harsh summers, not crashing trucks or battles of even an hour in duration. But I shall ask." He sat down on the scraggly grass at the forest's edge and closed his eyes.


  A long, uncomfortable moment passed for Solar Max. Third time's the charm, he kept telling himself. No backlash this time. And maybe no "this time" this time, either, if the spirits were chatty enough.


  Peregryn finally opened his eyes. "The spirit of the bedrock recalls the presence of great power, greater than you or I possess. However, the time we are interested in *was* the beginning of the Godmarket, so it could have been any one of a dozen or so sylvan gods who took an interest in this area. But no, I don't think it's a pure coincidence either."


  "Guess it's time to time it," Solar Max stepped up to the warp bubble. He could "see" it as a sort of wavering shadow when he focused on the local gravity. Just a faint effect, not enough to even disturb the insects that flew through it...but there, if you knew how to look.


  "Remember, think of it as a magic mirror," Peregryn said. "It will show you not just images, but the entirety of the events surrounding the beginning of its existence, so long as you do not doubt yourself and your abilities."


  "Right, no doubt," Solar Max nodded, staring into the flickering shades.


  An image began to form, with sounds bubbling out of nowhere....


  * * * *


  [January 10, 1997 - Somewhere on U.S. 51, Wisconsin]


  A heavy armored truck drove north towards "The Pit". Without warning, walls of shimmering gold force sprang into existence around the truck. The driver swerved hard in an attempt to follow the new maze he had found himself in, but his efforts were insufficient and the truck slammed into one of the walls. The maze shimmered for a moment, then shattered into golden shards that evaporated in the cold morning air.


  A man wearing a heavy parka over some sort of stylized ancient clothing grinned even as he shivered. "Your turn, my lord."


  "Do not call me that where any may hear, 'Mr. Maze.' It is important that none suspect I am anything but a simple criminal." The speaker stepped out from behind the snow-covered trees.


  It was a huge man, easily 240cm tall, his head that of a bull. He carried a gleaming golden double-bladed axe that was taller than Mr. Maze. He wore no heavy clothing against the cold, although his thick fur seemed to do the job well enough. He wore a sort of skirt and a wide array of medallions and pendants that covered most of his chest. His feet ended in thick cloven hooves and his fingers in short but savage talons. In short, he was a minotaur.


  The minotaur stepped over to the armored van and gripped the doors firmly, digging his talons into the seam between them. With a shrug, he tore the doors off.


  "B-back off!" came a voice from inside the van, followed by a cyan lance of light as a laser weapon of some sort was trained on the minotaur. Most of it reflected crazily from the assortment of gold and silver adorning his chest, but there was a faint sizzling sound as the weapon found flesh.


  The minotaur reached into the van and pulled out a crumpled weapon as the guard screamed. "We are here for Mosasaur, little man. I do not care if you live or die, but if you care, you may wish to run now." He followed this with a snorting sort of laugh, a sound that was as cruel as it was strange.


  The guard darted past the minotaur, who nodded to Mr. Maze with a smile. A shimmering arch suddenly appeared in front of the guard, who fell headlong into it while looking back at the minotaur. The arch closed.


  "He'll never find his way out of that one, Minotaur," Mr. Maze chuckled. "Anyone else in there?"


  "Three more guards, unconscious or dead from the crash. And our Doctor Victor Pressman, aka the Monstrous Mosasaur. Drugged into oblivion, naturally, or he would have simply freed himself by unleashing his atavistic form," the Minotaur assessed before reaching in to withdraw a gurney. The man strapped to it was slender and balding, the sort of man you'd expect to find at a Faculty Club, not in an armored truck headed for The Pit.


  Suddenly, everything acquired a second shadow.


  "Hold it right there!" an amplified voice boomed. The light faded and a figure in red dropped to hover nearby. It was the original Solar Max.


  Suddenly the view blurred into shifting planes of gold and flashes of red. Muffled voices could be heard, but everything was as if from a long distance down a twisty maze of corridors, all alike.


  Seconds ticked by with nothing concrete to see or hear, then there was a blinding flash that seemed to fill all the world.


  Things dissolved back into focus to reveal Solar Max, glowing like a piece of the Sun itself, standing over an unconscious Mr. Maze. The glow faded to tolerable levels, coalescing in Solar Max's hands and connecting into a fiery quarterstaff.


  "One down, one to go," Solar Max said, panting slightly. "You're big and strong, Minotaur, but DSHA reports say that's pretty much it as powers go. Do you want to join Mosasaur in the Pit with, or without, serious burns?"


  "I think Mosasaur will be joining me in my new team, and you will be going to a very different pit," the Minotaur literally snorted.


  "Fine. Hard way," Solar Max said as the staff suddenly reformed into a small lens, from which spouted a torrent of light and heat...


  ...which fell into a disk of inky blackness that formed in front of the Minotaur.


  "The DSHA is wrong," chuckled the Minotaur. He released one of the amulets dangling from his neck and touched another, gliding into the air. His slow glide rapidly became a flying rush, and Solar Max barely avoided the swing of that deadly axe the man-monster carried.


  Reforming the lens into a staff, Solar Max jabbed at the Minotaur's chest in passing, hooking onto a few medallions and snapping their chains. He cursed under his breath, having missed the one that seemed to be capable of blocking his solar blasts.


  "Do not confuse the favors I bear for the source of my power, little man," the Minotaur said in a low growl as he spread a massive hand to clutch the remaining pendants to his chest. "You could strip me of all of them and I would still destroy you."


  For a long minute they fought, axe against staff, with Solar Max occasionally switching his powers in an attempt to gain temporary advantage. Teleportation, blinding light, even an explosive electromagnetic pulse failed to tip the balance of the fight. And while Solar Max was tiring, the Minotaur seemed to be growing more invigorated by the challenge.


  Finally, the Minotaur settled to the ground and Solar Max circled warily.


  "I get it. Those 'favors' are from various gods, aren't they? You're some sort of avatar, like Set or Stormcloud," Solar Max said between deep breaths. "Or at least someone who has bargained with the gods for power."


  The Minotaur laughed, a deep, hearty sound with only a hint of mocking tone to it. "Avatar? No, for my failings, I am no mere avatar of some other, greater god. I am, as you mortals say, the real McCoy. God-King of what you call Minoa in days that no longer are. This is all politics, you see, the games of divinity that a mortal like you could never grasp. Nor will you live to try."


  The axe glowed with an inner fire that reflected the glow from one of the pendants.


  Forgotten by both, Mr. Maze had regained consciousness. "I will banish him for you, my lord!"


  Realization showed on the faces of both Minotaur and Solar Max in the same fraction of a second.


  "Yes!" Solar Max crowed, bending his will to the arch even now manifesting before him.


  "NO!" the Minotaur bellowed. "He will...!"


  The arch flipped over and engulfed the Minotaur, only the broad shaft of his axe remaining outside and keeping him from falling into an endlessly recursive maze.


  "How DARE you!" Mr. Maze staggered towards Solar Max, fighting him for control of the golden arch. It was clear now that he was not a young man, and the earlier fight had taken a lot out of him.


  "The Wanderer's told me about fallen Purebloods like your master, Maze. I'll dare a LOT to keep them out of my world!" Solar Max shouted back.


  Things seemed balanced for a moment, but then Mr. Maze collapsed like a puppet with cut strings. The arch started to seal, despite the Minotaur's efforts at bracing it open.


  "Robert, no!" He levered himself up and faced Solar Max. "You killed him! I will eat your entrails for that!"


  "You can't eat what you can't touch," Solar Max snarled, as if trying not to think about the fact that he'd just killed someone. "And you're... going...IN!"


  The gate shrank again, a sound of shattering bones accompanying it. The Minotaur howled in incohate rage for a moment, then focused a gaze of unadulterated hatred on Solar Max.


  "I curse you threefold, Solar Max. So long as I remain in this trap, you will know no peace. You will see this world descend into chaos and know the loss of those you love. And you will surely die if you tell any the truth of what happened this day. I invoke the Furies, Hecate and Nyx to seal this curse! I call upon Oranos and Zeus to lend their might to this curse! I beseech Kronos to remember my words until the end of time!"


  The gate closed further, and now only the Minotaur's bloody and frothing head was still visible.


  He turned to face JakZak.


  "So, you've finally come to free me...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The arc concludes in "Unfinished Business 3: Inauspicious Return", as the second Solar Max fights the battle that his predecessor couldn't win! PLUS: for you "process geeks," the original outline for #44 will be included in the Author's Notes section, so you can see how a typical issue of ASH begins its life!


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


  Author's Notes:


  More on the roads, first. The old Interstates got to keep their numbers, but I now stands for Intensive Usage, thereby depriving would-be wits of lines like "How can Hawaii have Interstate highways?" The old state highways became Sector highways, but also usually kept their old designations. Even the Combine government isn't hardcore-bureaucratic enough to want to rename all the couple thousand Texas highways! But all the U.S. highways and their counterparts in Canada and Mexico got relabeled as General Usage or Heavy Usage roads.


  I know a few threads from last issue seem to have been dropped, but don't worry, they'll be back. I wanted to concentrate more on the bits that dealt with "generations" issues this time out...fathers and sons, mentors and students, the godtimers and those yet to come. Okay, I admit it, I just trimmed a few scenes that felt like they were too much for this issue, but looking back I realized that my feeling was based on the theme of generations. :)


  Finally, the Minotaur and Mr. Maze started life as one-line-wonders in a big list of villain seeds I wrote up for my game Modern Knights. As I turned the basic idea of this arc around in my head ("The original Solar Max dies, leaving behind a mystery" was the original idea), I decided that making the Minotaur a fallen god would give me someone with the power to tie together all the bits I was thinking of, without being SO powerful that it'd require a plot device of epic proportions to keep him from just taking over the world in the 2020s should he be released (I hadn't yet decided whether he'd get out, but I wanted to leave the option open).


  More background in the notes for #44! Oh, and I was going to include the original outline for this episode, but it has too many long term plot spoilers in it. #44's is safe for release. }->


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


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


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


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


  #44 - UnfinishedBusiness 3: Inauspicious Return


  Copyright 2003 by Dave Van Domelen ___________________________________________________________________________


  [cover shows Solar Max II in the same situation as Solar Max Ifrom the cover of ASH #43. However, it's now crystal clear,and the shadow of a huge minotaur falls across him.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  - / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [June 14, 2025 - Somewhere on Highway G-113, Wisconsin Sector]



  "So, you've finally come to free me."


  "SHIT!" JakZak almost jumped back from the warp bubble. The Minotaur was looking straight AT him!


  "No, wait...the colors are right, but the soul stench is different. You must be a protege...ah, I can feel that a generation has passed," the Minotaur mused.


  "Who are you talking to?" the original Solar Max asked, strain in his voice as he tried to seal the warp at his end.


  The bull's head swiveled back to face Solar Max. "Your successor. My liberator, whether he wishes that role or not."


  "Quickly, seal it!" Peregryn urged, standing and placing his hands to either side of the warp.


  "What do you think I've been trying to do?" JakZak grunted. He couldn't spare a moment to look, but he really hoped the troopers standing watch down the road were running like hell.


  The space in front of JakZak shimmered visibly as the Minotaur tried to surge through the "window" created by the warp.


  "I do so want to see how my curse unfolded," the Minotaur sneered as he reared back for another try. He was now fully constrained in the past, but paradoxically becoming freer and freer in the present. It was like watching an old style multiple-exposure film. "The gods are in the details, after all," he added.


  "In the name of the Icosarchs and the Pillars of Reality, I command this portal to seal!" Peregryn incanted, releasing a burst of mystic energy that hurled the Minotaur back and merged his present-image with his past-image, if only for a moment. "NOW, Solar Max!"


  With a herculean effort, JakZak slammed the warp closed again, then dropped to the pavement. "I think I pulled something," he muttered.


  "It is clear why the Professor wanted this saved until last. And why he said nothing of it...the Minotaur's curse clearly worked."


  "Can we keep him sealed up?"


  Peregryn paused, then frowned. "No. The Minotaur knows there's a weak spot here now, the Barrier is no longer reinforcing things...he will emerge soon. Fortunately, he shouldn't be able to emerge in our past, as your scrying has tied down this end of the corridor...but I can't say how long we have before he breaks through."


  Then he returned to casting wards of binding and alarm on the space occupied by the warp.


  JakZak painfully stood and keyed his comm unit. "People, we're going to need to make the barricade long-term and start evacuating everyone within, oh, ten miles...."


  * * * *


  [June 14, 2025 - Mexico City]


  Arin looked up at the thin membrane stretched out over the ASH HQ's rooftop garden and then stretched lazily in her deck chair, enjoying the Saturday afternoon lull. The awning cut ultraviolet levels down to levels that were safe for humans without cutting them completely...some plants needed UV, after all. But it let her sun herself without worrying about getting burned. Even with supernormal recuperative powers, she was still of Irish background and didn't so much tan as turn pink.


  A couple of meters away, Sal was sitting up in his heavy-duty deck chair, reading from a tabletcomp. He seemed to be having trouble concentrating on it, though, and he probably thought she'd missed all those furtive glances he kept shooting her direction.


  "Okay, big guy...what's on your mind?" she hopped up to sit cross-legged and leaned over to peer at his tabletcomp. "Your 'assigned reading' from the Professor doesn't seem to be keeping your attention, and it's been long enough I doubt my bathing suit is what's distracting you."


  Not that it hadn't distracted the heck out of him the first few times, Arin chuckled to herself. He'd turned redder than her 'tan'.


  Sal sighed and put the reader aside. "Well, it's us. You and me."


  "Am I pushing things too fast again?" She reached for her robe and started to pull it on. On the one hand, Sal seemed to like that she was taking the aggressive role in their relationship, but on the other, he'd freaked out the first time she'd suggested they do more than neck. Okay, it had been a LOT more than necking that she'd suggested.


  "No...it's not that. Not exactly. But, before we get more serious, there's something you need to know. There was someone else last year," Sal said, almost dragging each word out of his heart.


  "Honey, it's not cheating if it happened before we started seeing each other," Arin chuckled. How sweet of him to worry about something like that. "I mean, unless she was a supervillain or something, then I might worry about jealous ex-girlfriends."


  Sal was silent for a long moment, as if not sure whether to continue. Finally, he did. "*He* isn't a supervillain, no."


  "Ah."


  "Yeah. 'Ah.'" The words started to come out in a rush. "His name's Arturo, and if I wasn't a public figure in a state where people still don't really accept that sort of thing, I think I might be with him now. I still care for him, and we talk once in a while, but..." he trailed off, sounding and looking guilt-ridden as he ran out of steam.


  Arin searched her feelings. Yes, there was an echo of shock and outrage. She doubted she'd ever be completely rid of the values her parents had all but beaten into her for eighteen years, even though Josh had helped beat many of them right back out. But an echo was all there was.


  "Do you still care for me?" she asked, carefully.


  "Yes, but..."


  "No buts about it. Okay. So you're bi, or at least somewhat unsure about your sexuality. As long as whatever your preferences are include me, and as long as you don't go behind my back with anyone else of either sex, what does it really matter? Maybe some of that old time Greek attitude is rubbing off on me, but it doesn't really bother me if you fell for a guy. Was he a good person?"


  "Very," Sal nodded, looking a bit dumbstruck.


  "Well, that's okay then. For all your muscles, you're really a teddy bear sometimes, Sal, and my only worry would be that you let yourself get into an abusive relationship. And it's not like I'm planning to take you home to meet my parents...they're still fuming that I'm seeing a CATHOLIC. People in my hometown would condemn you for being bisexual, but burn you at the stake for being Catholic, you know how some Protestant sects can be."


  "I've had some experience with that," he replied, his composure starting to come back.


  She grinned impishly. "I was raised on stories of Catholics using the blood of infants in their Masses, of the Pope being a pagan, of..."


  Sal interrupted, "Actually, the Pope probably was...and is...pagan."


  "Huh?"


  "Our current Pope and his predecessor both turn out to be highly placed in the old Conclave," Sal started to explain.


  "Yeah, yeah," interrupted a voice behind the two. "Speakin' of pagan gods, we got a live one comin' up. I just felt an old familiar twinge act up," Peter the Satyr declared, pointing at somewhere on his shaggy chest. "Someone from th' old stomping grounds has come out ta play."


  As if on cue, Sal's tabletcomp flashed red with a priority incoming message from Solar Max....


  * * * *


  [June 15, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Tina felt calm, and not in a good way. It was the same sort of "way beyond freaked out" calm she'd felt when facing Rebus last year, and for much the same reasons.


  A god was coming out to play, and it played rough.


  Okay, sure, it was more of a "demon" to use the terms Peregryn was tossing about. Demons were nasty former gods, but they could be beaten. Had been beaten. And that seemed to make the others less nervous, but Tina wasn't buying it. A smaller infinity is still infinite.


  Of course, it was probably for the best that this news alone was enough to shock her silent, because she had no idea how she would have reacted otherwise to the other bombshells dropped at this meeting: that Montreal still existed somewhere, and that one of its residents was the child of Rebus! All of this being revealed at once kept her from settling down enough to gibber madly, she supposed.


  "Okay, time to come to order," Solar Max rapped his knuckles on the table of the meeting room. The last time they'd all been in this room had been for the reading of the will, Tina realized.


  "We're going to shelve Scott's news for now. Just remember, this is top secret, need to know, all that stuff. Even leaving aside Scott's promise to Coulter, the government agrees with me that we really don't need this news getting out yet. Canada would freak about Montreal and insist on immediate and probably pointless running around looking, and EVERYONE would freak about baby Archangeli and start looking for Montreal so they could nuke it. Best to keep a lid on this for the moment and concentrate on the problem that's already about to blow up in our faces." He gestured to Peregryn.


  "I have warded the time loop as tightly as I could manage, with both alarms and bindings, but this will only slow the Minotaur down. It may be a 'mere' demon now, but it retains enough of its Pureblood nature to be aware of the passage of time outside its prison and to effect an escape. We need to be ready to move at short notice to contain and possibly capture him," Peregryn said, a bit optimistically in Tina's opinion.


  "From what I saw of the battle that sealed him up, one key to making it possible to defeat the Minotaur is to remove the amulets he wears," Solar Max called up an old film frame of the Minotaur from 1996 and pointed at the mass of chains and necklaces around his neck. "He boasted of having power enough of his own to defeat the Professor, but every advantage we can deny him is a good thing."


  "Not ta mention," Peter the Satyr chimed in, "if'n he invokes th' power of any of them amulets, it might attract th' innerest of th' real, live gods who empowered th' things."


  Tina started to shake, a little. "Oh, that would be *perfect*," she interjected, more than a little hysteria giving an edge to her voice. "What the HELL are we supposed to do if THAT happens?"


  "Where gods are involved?" Peregryn shrugged. "Pray."


  * * * *


  [June 16, 2025 - Italy]


  "The danger," Simon Smith wheezed as he picked himself up off the floor and sat back in his chair, "in opening yourself up to the cosmos is that sometimes the cosmos is...painful." He then looked over to make sure he hadn't knocked the recorder off the side table during his spasm. "This is the second time in the past few days I've felt this sensation while meditating, and this time was...stronger," he smirked quietly at the understatement.


  "Something very powerful is hammering at the gates of this world. But will it be a power that will help me, or one I will need to hide from?"


  * * * *


  [June 17, 2025 - Site of the Warp, Wisconsin Sector]


  Sarah waited nervously with the rest of the team in the freshly-cleared area around the warp bubble. Peregryn had convinced the trees to go elsewhere, and most were glad to go, he'd said. There was still nothing visible, but Peregryn claimed his wards were screaming, and her husband was eying the empty space with expectation. Not the good kind, either. Oh, he had his helmet on, but she knew his moods well enough that she didn't have to see JakZak's face to know what expression it'd be wearing. Not that anyone was exactly calm.


  Oddly, the old accelerated impatience Sarah always used to feel was gone, had been gone since she more or less returned to the world of the living after months in that icy hell. A lot of her old emotions were gone, in fact. Not her love for JakZak, of course...but the passion, the physical longing? That was missing. She was afraid of what would happen today, but it wasn't a gut-wrenching terror, more of an intellectual appreciation that she might well be hosed. She'd joked that she was getting cold feet, but nobody seemed to appreciate that. Especially not Tina, who'd almost been left behind. But...it was still strange to Sarah. She didn't have what the psych boys called "flattened affect," it was just that her physical, adrenalin-pumped reactions were missing. Emotional responses that didn't depend so fully on chemistry were fine. Peregryn had explained that she was like the higher soul divorced from the lower, her lower soul still being bound to her body in the ice, somewhere.


  CRACK! The air itself was rent asunder!


  "This is it!" JakZak shouted, getting ready to slam whatever emerged from the hole into the ground at high grav.


  Obligingly, the Minotaur burst from the torn air with a howl of fury and victory intermingled. "FREE!"


  Then he grunted and went down on one knee under Solar Max's gravitational assault. Now it was up to her and Tom.


  Streaking towards the Minotaur, she angled away and reached through the heavygrav field to snag a handful of chains, ripping them away as she passed. She'd practiced all day yesterday with clipping JakZak's fields, so she made it through without spiraling out of control. She could see that Tom had made a successful run as well.


  Still some left. Sarah dropped the pendants into the special box Peregryn had prepared and returned for more. The Minotaur had something in his hand, spinning around? Have to grab from behind, cutting it fine....


  An axe blade smashed through Sarah's gut, spraying ice everywhere.


  The cracks spread from the hole in her center.


  Have


  to


  out


  run


  the


  cracks...


  "SARAH!" Solar Max screamed as Comet seemed to explode into a flurry of shards that was barely holding together. Peregryn watched with guarded hope. He knew that the ice wasn't her body, her "body" was a portal to the quasi-elemental plane of ice. If she held together long enough to get away from the location where the damage had been done, she would be whole again.


  It was over in a fraction of a heartbeat, for all that it had seemed to take forever. Comet skidded to a stop, unconscious and prone but whole, several hundred meters away. Her spirit had taken a hard shock, but she would live. Assuming any of them did, of course.


  The Minotaur was now surrounded in a nimbus of shifting energies. Flame wrapped in golden force and peppered with actinic bursts from hastily constructed UV lasers. High-speed projectiles shattered on the Minotaur's shaggy pelt and rivers of pure fury splashed around him to no apparent effect save for disorienting him. Slightly.


  It was time for the next step in the plan to be enacted, now that as much of the Minotaur's outside support as possible had been removed. Peregryn withdrew the amulet he had been given at the reading of the Professor's will. It had been fully translated, and its meaning divined. And it would hopefully be the key to victory...because nothing else seemed to be working.


  "With this prayer, Robert Mayor invoked you," Peregryn chanted, holding out the amulet. "With its destruction, I banish you!" He crushed the soft gold in a grip that, while weak for his ilk, could still bend steel. It cracked and crumbled, bits of gold falling to the soft loam.


  The Minotaur screamed in pain, his pelt now catching fire in several places under the relentless onslaught of Peregryn's teammates.


  "It...doesn't work...that way, mage!" the Minotaur snarled.


  "Looks like it works *some* way!" Scorch shouted. "Glad I got filters on this rig...burning fur, yuck!"


  The Minotaur, with great effort, slammed the butt of its axe into the ground. The concrete and blacktop road rippled like water, throwing several off their feet and sending their aim wild. Scorch and Solar Max had to pause in their assaults to avoid friendly fire.


  The Green Knight had apparently been expecting that sort of thing, and hurled himself at the Minotaur before the demon could take advantage of the opening. The Green Knight barely registered the swipe of the axe that took off his left arm, slamming his powerful right fist into the Minotaur's snout.


  Peregryn started to ready a spell, but the Minotaur paused. He didn't want to fight, he wanted to run, that had become obvious. With his left arm writhing uselessly several meters away, the Green Knight couldn't wrestle the Minotaur to the ground, but Contact was closing the gap, and the Minotaur clearly knew his position was...untenable.


  With a snort of contempt, the Minotaur leapt into the air, an unnaturally dense cloud of dust rising up in his wake.


  "I can no longer sense where he is," Peregryn admitted after a long moment. "He must have cast a spell of concealment."


  "Damn," the Green Knight spat as he went to pick up his arm.


  * * * *


  [June 18, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Tom rapped his knuckles on the doorframe before leaning in. "JakZak? You in?"


  "Yeah," was the terse response. The room's lights were on, but it felt dark anyway.


  "Um, Sal finally got his arm to reattach. There was some kinda mojo on that axe the Minotaur pulled outta nowhere, Peregryn says." Tom paused, deciding not to rub it in how close Comet had come to dying because of that "mojo". "Anyway, I have something for you."


  "Oh?" JakZak swiveled his chair around to face the doorway. "What?"


  "A letter. From the Professor," he held out a simple clasp envelope, the sort of brown paper container that hadn't changed much in generations. "The university president back in K-ville gave me a packet, which had this and some instructions. The Professor wanted me to give the envelope to you after you resolved your part in his will...and not before."


  Tom put the envelope down on JakZak's desk and then quietly left.


  "To Jonathan Zachary Taylor: To be opened only after completing the task set before you in my will," read the clasp envelope, in a somewhat shaky printed hand. JakZak stood and walked to the door, closing it and setting the privacy indicator. Then he leaned back against the door and opened the envelope.


  Inside was a single sheet of paper and a smaller, letter-sized envelope addressed to "Solar Max". JakZak looked at the cover sheet.


  "When you read this, I will be dead," the letter opened. "It's the only way I can even write this without pain...I sincerely do not intend for you to read this until after you already know about the Minotaur and have freed him from my trap. Even this little loophole is making me uncomfortable. I expect it may be taking a few months off my life every time I think about this old business. Back when I wrote the enclosed letter, I could only manage a few lines at a time before I'd almost black out from pain. Looking back, I think most of the Minotaur's curse was just him being a blowhard, knowing what was coming and trying to take credit for it. But he wasn't kidding about the part where I'd die if I revealed what happened that day back in 1997. I'm sorry I had to leave you so much in the dark, and I hope that you defeated the Minotaur, or at least didn't lose too badly, but it was the only way I could handle this. With everything else you've been through, though, I hoped it would be enough. I've arranged so that the enclosed letter would reach you specifically...back when I wrote it I could only hope that any successor I had would eventually want to go back to my alma mater."


  The signature, a looping scrawl, was genuine. Words from beyond the grave, taking care of an obligation that death itself wouldn't discharge.


  Slowly, JakZak broke the old-fashioned wax seal on the enclosed envelope. Almost no one used wax seals even in the 20th Century, but Peregryn had once mentioned how it was fairly easy to enchant one to reveal even subtle magical tampering.


  "To my successor, assuming the Minotaur was telling the truth about who he was talking to on the other side of that warp:


  "I've spent a few months carefully visiting every mage I know, and none of them can help...not that I can tell them enough to let them help me. If I tell anyone about the Minotaur, how he's not just some punk with a bull head and delusions of grandeur, it'll kill me. Just writing this now, firmly believing that no one will read it while I'm alive, hurts worse than anything I've ever felt. Including leading with my chin into Antiochus V's blades. I'm glad that someone picks up the mantle after me, though...after deciding not to have kids, I'd pretty much resigned myself to having no legacy outside of my work. But I kinda like the idea of starting a tradition, hope you manage to do a good enough job that someone takes on the name when you retire.


  "But back to business. I'm dead now. Either the letter found its way to you after my death, or I'm dying right now because of the curse. If the latter, you'd goddamn better avenge me and kill that bull-headed freak before he breaks out of the maze I shoved him in.


  "Speaking of mazes, I'm not proud of the fact I had to hide Mr. Maze's body. He was a fanatic, but that doesn't make it right to just disappear him and not let his family know. He's in a capsule in a long solar transfer orbit, should end up in the Sun by, oh, 2013. Probably boil away a year or so before that, though. His name was Robert Mayor, he was a postcog who applied his talent to linguistics, guess that's how he knew to summon up the Minotaur and ask him for power. If you can find any next of kin, I leave it up to you whether to tell them or just let it go. I think one of the guards in the prison transport got banished by Mr. Maze, you should probably let the authorities know why he went missing.


  "Anyway, I know you saw the battle, so you know about as much as I do about the Minotaur. Stop him. Maybe after I get back from my surveying trip to the fringes of the Planetary Confederation I'll have a better idea how to deal with this.


  "From one Solar Max to the next, good luck."


  All that for nothing, JakZak sighed as he tossed the letter down on his desk and slumped heavily into his chair. The Minotaur couldn't possibly have made things worse in 1998 if he'd stayed free, and now he was unleashed on a world battered and torn. And trying to find ways to not keep that secret had been an extra burden on an old man already ravaged by his own powers.


  Vengeance? JakZak had had way too much experience with that lately. He didn't think anyone would come out ahead if he tried to pay the Minotaur back for what he did to the Professor. The fire was there, but it was banked.


  Still, wherever he had gone, the Minotaur would be dangerous. You don't need to be seeking vengeance on a monster to have reason to kill it. In fact, your odds were better if you didn't have an Ahab complex to blind you.


  But how do you kill a god, even a little one?


  * * * *


  [June 20, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  "I have taken your home!" the Minotaur roared, his booming voice tinged with satisfaction. "Will you do nothing?"


  The Minotaur paused and looked around the pillared hall. The gods had reshaped the top of Mount Olympus to their liking when they arrived a mortal generation ago, and none had braved the dangers of this shattered land to explore it after they left. An earthquake or two had left its mark, and the tapestries were looking slightly shabby and worm-eaten. The short and savage battle with the Cyclopes who claimed the mountain had left its marks as well.


  He chuckled. He looked "slightly shabby" himself. His amulets stolen, his flesh bare in patches where the fires had finally broken through his wards and seared his fur, his clothing torn by the Cyclopes. He fit in perfectly.


  There was a faint tinkling sound as the Minotaur let his last few amulets drop from his grasp to the marble floor. Luck had not been with him, all his talismen of real puissance had been stolen by those thrice-cursed mortals. The ones that remained...well, the gods who gave them had never been the most reliable of benefactors. And while he could feel the doors to the immanent realms had opened a crack, it was clear that no one wished to come through the doors and reignite the Causality Wars in this era.


  This suited him quite well, and he strode to take a seat on Zeus's throne. "The gods may not be willing to aid me, but neither will they oppose me. Once I weld the abandoned god-spawn who infest this wasteland into an army, the mortal world will quake at my tread!"


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


  Next Issue:


  The Minotaur has mystically shielded his location, so it comes down to old fashioned searching as ASH tries to locate this ancient threat before it can become a modern threat! Plus, Robert Coulter is given a final offer by the Academy...will he take it? Be here next issue for "Monster Hunters"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  As promised last issue, here's the outline for this issue. You may note that I didn't follow it exactly. For instance, I realized later that letting Solar Max I glimpse Solar Max II through the warp would have meant a contradiction in the "Solar Max 2000" story, since he didn't recognize the new armor when he saw it.


  A few more comments will follow the outline.


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


  [June 14, 2025 - Somewhere on Highway G-113, Wisconsin Sector]


  [JakZak realizes that he's visible to both the Minotaur and to Solar Max I. He barely manages to keep the warp closed, even with Peregryn's help. The Minotaur taunts him, makes it clear he knows it's not the original.]


  * * * *


  [June 14, 2025 - Mexico City]


  [Sal confesses to Arin about his feelings for Arturo. She's momentarily shocked, but shakes it off, comparing it to how she used to feel about Sal being raised Catholic. She then jokes about protestant views of Catholicism, including the claim that the Pope worships pagan gods. Sal notes that the last two Popes probably did, given that they were/are almost definitely members of the old Conclave, and the Conclavers swore their loyalty to the Egyptian gods. "An' speakin' of pagan gods..." Peter interrupts. He starts to tell them about the return of the Minotaur, when *he* gets interrupted by an official summons back to Chicago to help deal with the Minotaur.]


  * * * *


  [June 15, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  [Reaction to the truth about Montreal, planning on what to do about the Minotaur. It's a countdown...the warp is breaking down from inside, the Minotaur is still godly enough to not be frozen in a time loop, and now he's trying to get out. Peter the Satyr is around, and tells what he knows about the Minotaur.]


  * * * *


  [June 16, 2025 - Italy]


  [Simon Smith senses a disturbance in the Force or summat. Essentially, he's reacting to the fact that the Minotaur is breaking through.]


  * * * *


  [June 17, 2025 - Site of the Warp, Wisconsin Sector]


  [A "tracer" Peregryn placed on the warp has started to scream bloody murder, so the time for planning is over. As much of ASH as could be assembled rushes to the location, loaded for bear. Or minotaur, whatever. Big ol' fight, the Minotaur is done sandbagging and he's nearly a match for ASH in raw power. However, he's more interested right now in escape, and manages to use his centuries of experience and cunning to do so. The fact that he's no longer fully a god is of little consolation....]


  * * * *


  [June 18, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  [Lightfoot gives the letter to JakZak. It's from the Professor, written in 1997 to "whoever it was I saw in my colors on the other side of that warp, in case the Minotaur wasn't lying and it's not actually me." Wrap up unspoken details about the whole Minotaur thang.]


  * * * *


  [June 20, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  [The Minotaur moves in at Mount Olympus, savoring the irony of using the spawn of his hated rivals as his pawns (he's already beaten a cyclops into submission). Perhaps he gets a mystic sending from Simon Smith? In any case, set him up as a new worldbeater mastermind type, so I can take it slow in developing Smith as a threat.]


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


  I also changed some things for reasons of pacing. Originally, I'd had Sal lay out exactly why he suspected the Pope of paganism, how he'd gotten the info, etc. But I decided that this killed the flow of the scene, putting in too much dry exposition between the "heart to heart" and the "we got's problems" parts. And I decided to leave contact between Smith and the Minotaur for later, give Smith more time to decide how to approach this new power.


  Finally, while this is the last part of the "Unfinished Business" arc, you'll notice from the Next Issue blurb that some kinds of business are never truly finished....


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


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


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


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


  #45 -Monster Hunters


  Copyright 2003 by Dave Van Domelen ___________________________________________________________________________


  [cover shows an angry centaur, mouth foaming, charging at thereader. It seems to be injured, but not slowed in the least.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [June 19, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]



  "Sarah...your shoulder's all glowing or something."


  JakZak and Sarah were in their quarters at the Chicago HQ, having just gotten back from a final mystic exam. Peregryn had claimed there was no permanent damage from the near-shattering Sarah had suffered while fighting the Minotaur...but had he missed something?


  "Huh?" She looked down at her right shoulder, then her left. "I don...wait, yeah. Something's different." She peered closely at her left shoulder.


  Sarah was "undressed", having removed the torn skiing suit she wore as a costume, but was still wearing an icy simulacrum of her original uniform, headgear and all.


  JakZak stepped closer. "It's...hairs?"


  Indeed it was. Thin filaments of ice caught the light and refracted it into a rainbow halo when you looked from the right direction.


  "Oh God...am I mutating?" Sarah tried to keep the panic out of her voice. She was only just getting used to being made of ice, and to have things change again?


  "I don't think so," JakZak ran his fingertips experimentally over Sarah's cold shoulder. The hairs bent rather than breaking, just like the hair within a few centimeters of her head. And where the area covered by hair ended, he could just feel a small ridge, the texture of the ice changing ever so slightly. "I think," he paused, not wanting to get either's hopes up, "I think it's a tear. Your uniform got damaged."


  Shock and disbelief warred in Sarah's features. "But...I tried everything to remove my uniform. It's part of me, I couldn't even chisel it off, it'd come right back." As if to prove this, she tugged on her gloves, which stayed firmly in place.


  JakZak stifled a chuckle.


  "What?"


  "We never tried having someone *else* take them off," he smirked.


  Sarah laughed, the tension in the room breaking. "Yeah, how dumb is THAT?"


  "Hold still," JakZak placed his hands on either side of the icy headgear that formed a seemingly permanent part of his wife's features. As he lifted, the helmet stuck for a heartstopping moment, then slid up and over her face.


  He set it down on a table, where it started to melt.


  "Is that better?" he asked.


  Sarah gasped. "I can hear! I mean, I can hear a lot better, I could still hear before, but now...I'm babbling."


  JakZak smiled and ran a finger along the curve of her ear. "Like a brook," he nodded.


  "Ooooh, that feels good," she leaned into her husband's touch, and he ran his fingers through her icy hair for a moment, then pulled back.


  He rubbed his hands together for warmth and smirked. "Let's try a glove next."


  This was harder, because Sarah's uniform had been designed to be slick and give very little air resistance, but slowly they were able to work her right glove off. As the thin "fabric" got far enough from her body, it lost its suppleness and shattered, leaving frozen eggshells scattered about the floor.


  Sarah put her hand up to JakZak's face, running it over the beard stubble that had grown up in the past day, then through his crew-cut hair. "I thought it was being turned to ice that was making everything seem dull and numb," she smiled. "I guess I was wrong."


  "Let's see how wrong," JakZak smiled as he started to pull down the zipper on the back of Sarah's uniform. "And maybe Essay can build me some sort of thermal-insulating force field later...."


  * * * *


  [June 22, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Tina let herself be carried by the milling crowd slowly filtering into the Episcopal church building, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. She'd even dyed her hair back to its natural black for the day.


  She carefully picked a place on one of the benches near the middle of the house of worship...growing up at colleges had taught her that sitting at the back drew almost as much attention as sitting up front, and it was usually negative attention when you sat in back.


  Someone sitting next to her pegged her as new anyway, and tried to strike up a friendly conversation. She went through on automatic, smiling and giving the story she'd invented just in case: college student visiting friends over the summer break, came here on their recommendation, probably wouldn't be back next week, etc. The last part was true enough.


  Why was she even here THIS week?


  That one was easy to answer, if hard to deal with.


  She was scared. Gods were starting to walk the Earth again, and the news had hit her like a hammer. She'd been raised nontheist, in the sense that she didn't believe in an omnipotent God who was to be worshipped. No one in her generation could be truly atheistic, not after gods had nearly destroyed the world in 1998. The line had been moved, though, and theism now meant belief without proof in a God who no longer made flashy and obvious moves among mortals. A God who was above the wars that seemed to occupy all the so-called Purebloods. A God who had never been mortal, yet who had also sent his mortal son to save us all.


  And, most importantly, a God who was as far above the Purebloods as those godlings were above Tina.


  Faith wouldn't protect her from death, she knew that. The faithful died all the time. But death wasn't the end, either. George was proof of that, wasn't he? Would God protect her from what might happen after death? And was a faith driven by fear worth anything?


  As the service started, everyone around Tina seemed to be generally happy with their situation, comforted by their faith. She wondered if she could ever find that comfort....


  * * * *


  [June 22, 2025 - Mexico City, Mexico]


  Whatever church Sal went to was always crowded. It wasn't that Mexico's Catholics were exceptionally observant...well, it wasn't *just* that. Rather, Sal was just really, really popular. People wanted to worship wherever he did, and would start gathering around him on Sunday mornings as he made his way to Mass.


  Sal had pretty quickly realized that he wasn't going to have the luxury of a regular place of worship. If he started going to one church regularly, it would be mobbed by Saturday evening every week. So he picked a different place every week, trying to make sure he spread the love, as it were. He had an agreement with the Archbishop: he'd let the relevant parish priest know in advance so preparations could be made to have extra communion wafers, more ushers, etc...but word would not be "leaked" beyond that. No one would be turned away, portable speakers would be ready to wheel out at the appropriate time so those crowded outside could hear the sermon, and the collection plate would be passed around the entire crowd.


  Of course, the betting on which church would be the lucky one had started almost immediately, and Sal had wisely gotten his hands on a really good randomizing program so the bookies (and the eager faithful) wouldn't be able to guess his next stop.


  All of that made Sal feel like he was on a concert tour, especially the part where he'd be mobbed by groupies after the service. So far none of them had done anything inappropriate to the holy setting, fortunately. It helped that it was widely known that he and Arin were an item, and that she was always waiting for him outside, like now.


  "Come on," she urged, pulling at his arm. "You've been putting off the answer to my question for days, we're going to go somewhere private so you can spill the beans."


  She pulsed with power, a gentle shove that got the crowd to step back a meter or so, and then directed her blasts at the ground, hurling the two into the air. It always surprised people when she showed she could carry Sal around when flying...she was such a slip of a girl. No, of a woman. But like all supernormals, she was a lot stronger than she looked. She might not be able to toss tanks around like Sal could, but with effort she could haul a few hundred kilos into the air.


  Within minutes, they had landed in the arid mountains that ringed Mexico City.


  Arin launched right into it. "What did you mean when you said the Pope was pagan? Is pagan, even? Spill it, or you have a long walk back to town," she frowned. She was quite serious, Sal could tell. She may have been raised by people who though the Pope was a servant of evil, but she understood geopolitics well enough to be concerned by any hint that this was true and not just religious bigotry.


  Sal shrugged. "Okay, I don't have tapes of Pius XIII dancing naked around a fire or anything. Most of this isn't public knowledge, but it's stuff that we have access to if we go looking. And after Rebus's shot at godhead, I started looking."


  He sat down, and gestured that Arin should do the same. "Pius was an Anchor, that much everyone knows. Not only did he die Anchoring the Curse of Tezcatlipoca, he also made his name as a 'monster hunter' when he was younger, using his Anchor effect for exorcism and the like. And, according to STRAFE's files, Pius was a member of the Conclave, just like almost every other Anchor in a position of social, political or economic power. It sometimes scares me how successful the Conclave was at creating a true worldwide conspiracy, and I'm glad that their main goal was just keeping dangerous supernormals Anchored."


  "Fine, Pius was in the Conclave. And I suppose Paul VII is also Conclave?" Arin cocked an eyebrow. "But what does this have to do with being pagan?"


  Sal nodded. "Cardinal Stagliano was a Conclaver. But the Conclave was already falling apart when he became Pope, so there's no guarantee he was selected on their say-so. Still, there's whispers that he's been involved in some fairly questionable stuff...anyway, the pagan part is a bit of intuition and some digging on my part. Grind probably knows, and he's probably told a few people he thinks need to know. But the Conclave had a sort of 'house religion' that you almost had to subscribe to if you wanted to advance in their structure. Devlin Marx, for instance, was also known as the Eye of Horus. And we all know Archangeli's aspirations. If you wanted to be big in the Conclave, you had to worship the Egyptian gods, or at least give them convincing lip-service. I expect both Pius and Paul practiced some form of syncretism, finding a place in their Catholic faith for other gods, possibly taking inspiration from how the Coptic Christians incorporated a lot of their ancient gods as angels and saints. Horus becoming St. Horace, for instance, and minor gods finding their way into the ranks of angels."


  Arin narrowed her eyes. "I'm not sure I'd really call that paganism, then. Isn't angel-worship part of Catholic practice already?"


  Sal shrugged. "In a way, yeah. Most people have trouble with an infinite God, and prefer some sort of intercessor that's more comprehensible. A saint, an angel, some minister of grace to protect them. And I was kinda joking when I called the Pope pagan, but both Pius XIII and Paul VII do seem to be a lot closer to pagan than the usual sort of Catholic mysticism. I mean, my gramma memorized the names and duties of something like a thousand saints, and was always ready to tell you who to pray to for any little thing, but that's not quite the same as playing around with spells that can summon up Purebloods."


  "Fine," Arin sighed. "But please don't joke about the Pope being pagan around anyone else who can hear, okay?"


  Sal nodded in the direction of the great valley. "In Mexico City? I'm not sure I'd survive the backlash," he grinned wanly.


  * * * *


  [June 23, 2025 - Italy]


  A great power had returned to the world, that much was certain. Not a god, not exactly. Simon wasn't sure how he knew, but he knew he'd recognize the feeling of a full-blown god walking the Earth. But this was definitely something akin to a god. A demon, or spirit, or perhaps a very powerful monster.


  Monsters had roamed parts of Greece for decades, he knew, but they rarely showed up on his mystical "radar", at least not in the time he'd been studying magic. He hadn't had a mystical radar before that, he was pretty sure. Or had he? He sighed...he had learned much in the past few months, but his own past had not been included in that curriculum.


  Whatever this new presence was, however, it was in Greece now. He couldn't be too precise with his passive spells, but he thought the presence was in the vicinity of Olympus, which had a number of disturbing implications. For reasons that might have been shadows of his missing memories, he feared the gods of Olympus more than any other group.


  He mentally catalogued the scrying spells at his command, more powerful means of gathering information than he had used so far. There was a danger in them, however. The spells he had been using were like using a telescope: limited but passive, with no hint they were in use. Now he contemplated spells more like radar or sonar, which sent out a mystic signal to "ping" off the target. These could be detected, and draw the attention of the subject, attention Simon wasn't sure he wanted.


  It was a quandary to be sure. Because, with that power across a mere sliver of a sea and a few hundred miles of land, it would probably be entering Simon's life shortly no matter what he did....


  * * * *


  [June 23, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Another day, another mall, another set of disguises. Scott sighed. Lesson received, Professor...learn to be more subtle. Learn to deal in good faith when he didn't necessarily agree with the deal being made. Skills a kid lacks but an adult needs.


  "Here's the deal, Coulter. We've kept your bombshell secret, but we can't give Anya the same blanket pardon we're offering you. Sit down, Robert, I'm not done yet. Anya was involved in the Battle for Montreal, and while that can be seen as an act of war rather than a common criminal offense, it's a Big Deal. People are not going to accept a full pardon for her other acts on top of not putting her away as a POW."


  "She's not even a Combine citizen," Coulter pointed out.


  "That just makes it worse, and you should know that. She participated in the breakout from the Cavity, a Class One felony on its own, even if no one can prove that the five guards who died from 'ricochets' were actually victims of her turning their bullets back on them. By all rights, we should just arrest her and put her on trial...you've been pretty clever about hiding, but we've been keeping the two of you under close surveillance for the past few weeks now."


  "Fine. What *can* you offer us?"


  Scott sighed. George had suggested just seeing it as a puzzle and trying to solve it, leaving out any personal feelings. The fact that he hadn't really been given a reason to *personally* hate Spiral had helped, but still.... "To start with, house arrest at the Academy, in one of the wings still being converted. You will be free to come and go, but she will not, at least initially. She will have to enter a guilty plea to reduced charges, probably a Class Two felony of some sort, the details are on this chip," Scott pulled out a small plastic case. "Once she's served enough time that we can change her status without howls from the press, she'll be put on parole, probably under your watch, assuming you haven't screwed up somewhere along the line before then."


  "So, she'll be hostage to my good behavior?" Coulter half-snarled.


  "More like the other way around. You're getting pardoned if you take this deal, Coulter. No take-backs. But if she tries to escape or otherwise violate her parole once she's on it, we can just fire you and let you go free into the world."


  The expression on Coulter's holodisguise wilted slightly. "Where everyone still after my shiny metal ass will have free shots at me."


  "Exactly. We're willing to trust you. Anya, however, we're not. If she demonstrates she can be trusted, she can get some freedom, maybe even a faculty position if she demonstrates a skill we want the kids learning."


  Coulter pondered for a moment. "I'll have to talk it over with Anya." Another pause. "But...to be honest? I really didn't expect anything this good. Anya's not a bad person, all in all, but she's done some pretty nasty things, and that's just what she's been willing to tell me so far. I'd think you'd want her locked up in the Cavity for good."


  "Coulter, being a reporter, even if only for a magazine like Para, has probably given you a pretty cynical view of the government. That it's a monolithic pile of stupidity and red tape, and that the best thing you could say about it is that it's usually too tied up in its own failings to do much harm."


  "Sounds about right, yeah."


  "Well, it's only half right. It's a huge organization dealing with an even huger population...that doesn't leave much time for the sort of individual attention that you need to NOT come across as stupid and bureaucratic. But it's made up of people, many of whom are intelligent and give a damn about where the world is headed. And one thing that these people have learned is that when a 'supervillain' tries to go straight, it's in everyone's best interests to help them as much as possible. Maybe not much will be possible, and you can't be naive and take claims of going straight at face value every time...but we try. Tell Anya that, and tell her not to make us regret trying."


  "I'll...do that, Mr. Handleman." With that, Coulter picked up the chip case and rose from the table. And to any casual observer, an elderly black man walked slowly out of the food court, leaving the bearded young man he'd been talking with to sit alone in silence.


  * * * *


  [June 25, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  The centaur loosed its last arrow, flinging a barbed taunt after the barbed arrowhead. "Why should I follow you, o fallen one? It took bold Heracles to best my kind, and only clever Daedalus to ensnare you!"


  The Minotaur decided not to let this shaft shatter on his mystic shield, instead catching it with the ease of a boy catching a ball tossed by his father. "That you think bravery is more important than intelligence is part of why you *should* follow me, wild one." He gave the arrow an easy underhand lob so that it stuck in the dirt a few paces from the centaur. "Feel free to try that again, if you think it will help."


  The centaur picked up the arrow and, snarling, slid it back into its quiver. "I am the grandson of Chiron. My people did not even bow to the gods, though the gods could destroy us all. Now that the gods have left us again and we are free of their terrible lightnings, why would we take up the bit from one whom the gods have humbled, MINOTAUR?"


  A dangerous glimmer flashed across the Minotaur's eye, and he smiled. It was not a pleasant sight on a face like his. "Yes, history knows me by the name they placed on me...my true name only survives in corrupted form as the city Knossos. Moloch stole my past, and history now records my worship as being a corrupted descent of his worship. My powers were vastly reduced, my stature changed to that of a clever monster who was bested by mere mortal heroes. I even served as their errand-boy for a time. But does it not say much for me that I have survived all of this? Too, consider a very important consequence of my fallen status: I am no longer considered a part of their time-spanning wars. I am free to make my own destiny again."


  The centaur shifted dubiously. "But what destiny *can* you make without your godly powers?"


  "What destiny can anyone make? That which we take with our own hands," he clenched his fists in emphasis. "I am a mighty power in this mortal world, and it is within my ability to forge an army of you cast off stepsons of the gods who inhabit this shattered land. You claim you are free now, but you are free only to wander these lands and run afoul of their dangers. Should you try to leave, to enter the lands of the humans, you would be hunted down and killed. Follow me, and we can make all the world ours, to go where we will! Pledge your name and your service to me, to Q'Nos, and this can be yours. Oppose me, and your tanned hide will adorn my palace atop Mount Olympus."


  The centaur nervously fingered the string of his bow, laboriously braided from the hairs of his own tail. "I...must discuss this with my brethren."


  "By all means," Q'Nos beamed. "But do not take too much time. The humans are taking an interest in this land...war with them may come to us sooner than any of us would like."


  The centaur nodded, then trotted off into the ever-present mists of the valley.


  Q'Nos turned and faced a point in the air, as if looking at something that only he could see. "I make you the same offer, little mage. Italy is not so very far away, after all...."


  * * * *


  [June 26, 2025 - Delphi, Greece]


  "I'm tellin' ya, we're not gonna find shaggy-butt here. The Minotaur's a Cretan. And a cretin," Peter muttered as they bounced along the ill-kept road in the back seat of an official car on loan from EUROPA. "The minotaurs we ran inta last time [ASH #10 - Ed.] were Khadamite mean genes. Fakes."


  "Humor me, okay?" Contact smirked. "I'm playing a hunch. Crete doesn't offer the Minotaur anything but old memories, but Greece offers him a lot of the things I think he's looking for."


  "Like what?"


  "Well, concealment for one. Delphi is at the edge of the clear zone, go much farther and there's all sorts of weird stuff...mystic deserts, eternally misty valleys, Mount Olympus itself. The land defends itself pretty well," Contact noted.


  "That might be changing, sir," the driver called back from the front seat.


  "Oh?" Peter and Aaron replied simultaneously.


  "The Moslems have this holy man who claims to be able to cleanse the land," the driver remarked. "So far it's just talk, but there's a lot of worry at the higher levels that the Moslem Confederation is going to try to drive across Greece and link up with the handful of their co-religionists hanging on in the Balkans at the edge of the meteor-blasted parts of Serbia. So it might not be possible to hide in Shattered Hellas for much longer, even if this holy man can't actually do what is claimed."


  Aaron contemplated this for a moment. "Actually, I think that plays right into the Minotaur's hands, assuming he's here."


  "How could it?" Peter asks, bewilderment clear on his face.


  "The other thing Greece offers is the makings of an army of monsters," Aaron explained. "Not just natives like you, Peter, but some of the things unleashed in the later days of the GodMarket, like Set's Warhounds in Croatia, or the strange sapient colors that arrived on the meteor strikes. If the Minotaur knows about the impending conflict, he could use it to weld all these chaotic creatures into a single force, smash the invading Moslems as a show of power, and then go on to conquer. At least, that would be his plan. He also might be canny enough he'd try to portray his actions as protecting his 'citizens' from the Moslem menace, to keep the Union from interfering as he sweeps east."


  "Can't say as I like the sound of that, sir," the driver said. "He could even justify going towards Egypt under the excuse of helping repatriate those Warhounds, couldn't he?"


  Any further conversation was cut off as they rounded a corner and saw a hulking figure, easily twenty meters tall, striding towards them on the road to Delphi. It held a gnarled tree as a club, the root ball serving as the club's head. And it had a single eye in the middle of its forehead.


  Contact pulled on his goggles. "Cyclopses eat people, right?" he asked Peter.


  "Been known ta, yeah."


  "Stop the car, I'm going to go see what the big guys wants," Aaron was already opening the door.


  "Yes sir," the driver replied coolly, attempting to project a "Just another day in the neighborhood" attitude and not entirely succeeding.


  Contact jumped out and sprinted towards the oncoming giant. +-I hope we can end this peacefully,-+ Aaron thought to his "better half."


  -+I wouldn't bet on it,+- came the answer from the part of Aaron's mind that still thought of itself as Paul Mahler. -+He's radiating hunger and hate like a bonfire.+-


  "Hey, there! Big guy! How's it going?" Contact shouted up at the lumbering cyclops.


  There was no real response, merely a grunt as the monster reached down and tried to grab Contact in one huge and filthy hand.


  -+He wants to eat us, and not in any way that I'd approve of,+- Paul informed Aaron.


  Contact boosted his leg muscles and jumped up and out of the way. +-Kinda figured.-+ "Okay, going to be the hard way," he muttered aloud.


  He danced back from a swing of the improvised club, then jumped onto the arm as it slowed for the backswing. He ran up the confused giant's arm and was on its shoulder in the blink of an eye.


  And then he slammed his fist down the cyclops's ear canal, hammering on the massive eardrum.


  The cyclops reeled in pain and confusion, stunned by what amounted to boxing his ears. It dropped the club and tried to swat away this surprisingly painful entree-to-be.


  -+I've got what we need to know,+- Paul noted. One reason Aaron hadn't worked particularly hard to integrate his brain, aside from having something of his deceased lover to hold onto, had been the fact that he could multitask better this way. Aaron would take care of the physical stuff as he was used to doing, and "Paul" would handle the mental intrusion. -+Feel free to drop him anytime.+-


  +-Thanks kindly for the permission. Here's something I've been meaning to try out, and I think his brain's weak enough I can pull it off,-+ Aaron replied as he easily evaded the giant's attempts to smash him.


  "SLEEP!" Contact intoned, driving the force of his will into the tiny brain of the giant creature.


  It paused, then let out a mighty roar...no, a yawn.


  Contact jumped free as the cyclops crashed to the ground and started snoring in a way that called to mind a jet engine.


  "I've called in our people to take it from here," the driver called out from the open car door. "But I'm afraid we can't go any farther until they arrive...the monster is blocking the road," he gestured at the sleeping hulk.


  "No need," Contact replied as he got back in the car. "I found out what I wanted to know. The Minotaur's here in Greece. He's set up shop on Mount Olympus and is gathering an army. Big guy over there didn't want to join up, but also didn't want to join his brother in death, so he was looking to find greener pastures. Better warn your people that the cyclops is probably not going to be the only one looking to stake out new territory...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Geopolitics and geomancy collide as Q'Nos flexes his muscles and expands his influence in ASH #46, "The Minos Touch"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The first scene was actually written last, after I'd sent out a rough draft of this issue to the other ASH writers for comment. One commented that the issue seemed a little short (although this was mostly in comparison to the rather large #44), and I decided that it would be a good time to put in the next step in the Taylors' story. I'd always intended for the ice costume to eventually come off, and getting damaged in the Minotaur fight seemed like a good excuse to let them figure out it could be taken off.


  It's stuff like the first scene that tempts me to someday do an "ASH Sex Special" or something like it (maybe more like Avengers v3 #71 than like the Elementals Sex Specials). They certainly do have pretty bizarre sex lives, for the most part, if you think about it. Tantric magic, dealing with bodies that are no longer normal flesh and blood...and then there's Contact's mind over body powers and a whole raft of implications of sex for telepaths, heh. On the other hand, some of the logical consequences that have come to mind I should probably just keep to myself. }->


  On topics other than the prurient, the Moslem Confederation has largely been ignored for the near-decade I've been writing ASH stuff, and I decided it's time to rectify that. Things have been mostly peaceful for the past fifteen years in the ASH setting, largely because powers have consolidated to the point where wars require a pretty serious committment. But with Khadam and Rebus having shaken things up recently, some within the Confederation are looking to see if they can get a small conquest going while everyone's worn out....


  ============================================================================
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  - / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [July 7, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]



  "Not much to look at, is it?" Anya snorted, gesturing at the small room hewn out of bedrock. No one else was in the long hallway, but even if it hadn't been summer break and the day after the remembrance of That Day, this part of the Academy would have been pretty deserted.


  "Well, it *is* a jail cell," Coulter shrugged. All the "rooms" nearby were still largely as they had been a generation ago when the installation had been called the Northwoods Correctional Facility. "At least they took out the restraint devices." He didn't bother to add that they'd replaced the existing locks with a simple spring-loaded bar that could only move in a straight line. When she got locked in for the night, or for any other reason, her powers of telekinetic torque wouldn't be able to open the door subtly...she could break out, but not sneak out. Simple but effective, both as a security measure and as a message.


  "I suppose. And since broken air conditioning in an underground complex is a reason to evacuate, I guess it'll be comfortable enough even this deep," Anna conceded. "I still wish we could share a room."


  Coulter sighed. That had been the hardest sell, oddly enough. "Honey, you know, I know and THEY know...you've done a lot of bad things for which they don't have evidence or jurisdiction. They're willing to give you a shot, but one step at a time. We can still be together in the evenings, as long as you're back here by nine."


  Anya hugged her arms close and twisted back and forth in frustration. "It's like I'm a small child with a curfew, and my parents looking over my shoulder."


  Robert paused for a moment and considered that. "You know, that's about right. Because eventually parents do let you go out on your own, once you've grown up."


  This earned him a cold glare. "I am grown up already," she snarled, reminding Coulter that he'd hit a sore point. Because of her early ballet training and its dietary restrictions, Anya had taken much longer to reach puberty, only really blossoming after becoming a supervillain.


  "It's just a metaphor," he backpedaled. "Our lovely paternalistic government has decided to treat you like a child rather than like an incorrigible criminal, that's all." He clicked the shutter on his cybereye, a sort of mechanical wink that usually got a chuckle out of Anya.


  Not this time. A muttered, "Not MY government," was all that escaped her lips.


  After a pause that was just long enough to get uncomfortable, Coulter picked up Anya's bags. "Come on, let's get you moved in." That should kill about ten minutes, he thought...staying one step ahead of a number of factions on a motorcycle for months, not to mention the whole circus incident, had taught both to travel light.


  After that...they'd just have to take it as it came.


  * * * *


  [July 10, 2025 - Somewhere in the Andes, South American Protectorate]


  "Okay, you can open your eyes," JakZak said as he and Sarah touched down on hard-packed snow.


  Sarah looked out over the snow-covered and jagged peaks jutting up from a sea of clouds below and gasped. "It's beautiful! Where are we...the Canadian Rockies?"


  JakZak shook his head, grinning. "The Andes. Peregryn said we should test out the amulet someplace cold, and someplace where my powers were their strongest, symbolically. Well, aside from a spot or two in the Himalayas, gravity is stronger here than anywhere else on Earth. And no sense in risking antiaircraft fire by going into China," he smirked.


  "It's like an alien world up here," Sarah whispered as she turned all about to take in the vista. "Nothing for miles and miles and miles, we're completely out in the open, but no one's around to see us."


  "Maybe a few spy satellites," JakZak winked as he took off his helmet. "Whoa, thin air. Better set up the tent so I don't pass out. And, um, to deprive bored sat-intel wonks some jollies, too."


  Sarah gently punched her husband in the arm and then got to work helping set up the pressurized tent, using her speed to rapidly dig out a hollow in which it could rest securely.


  Within minutes, the tent was ready and she was helping JakZak remove his armor. "How's the temperature?"


  JakZak breathed in deeply and then exhaled. "A little cool, but more like having the air conditioning turned up than anything else. Certainly not the Oh-My-God-Below Zero that the thermometer claims," he jerked a thumb at a small readout on one wall of the pressurized tent.


  Sarah took JakZak's bare hand and slid it up the front of her skisuit, holding it against her stomach. "And how does this feel?"


  "Like polished marble...cool, but not cold," he replied, slowly sliding his hand further up. "And softer than I'd expected, too," he grinned.


  Outside the tent, the wind started to pick up, but its moans went unnoticed by those inside....


  * * * *


  [July 10, 2025 - Knossos, Crete]


  "People of Crete!" a mighty voice boomed over the rooftops, carried for miles in every direction by enchanted breezes. "Know that I am Q'Nos, god of this land of old, and I have come to reclaim my domain!"


  Across the city the reactions to this bold proclamation were mixed. Some merely snorted derisively, knowing that this braggart would soon be dealt with by their preferred polity, be that the Eurasian Union or the Moslem Confederation. Others fumed at the blasphemy of setting oneself up as a god. But a few, those who had been paying attention to the world beyond the local disputes of the island, trembled with fear, knowing that war had come to them.


  Then there was one who reacted in a way uncopied by any other on the island, for he was a hero. He was the Bull of Allah, and he would not stand by and watch his home be taken by a demon who wore the guise of a minotaur.


  He could not tell from what direction the voice came, with its promises of reasonable treatment to all who would surrender, but the Bull had grown up on this island. He knew where one who thought himself an old Minoan god might wish to speak from, the ancient palace of Knossos. And so he leapt into his reinforced jeep and drove there as fast as the early morning traffic would allow.


  "I have been expecting you, man who calls himself bull" a voice carried by the wind whispered in his ear, nearly startling him into losing control of his vehicle as he drove up the gravel road leading up to the palace ruins. He pulled over and leapt the remaining distance in a single bound, his mighty thews propelling him into the presence of the demon.


  "Then you have been expecting to be driven out, devil," the Bull of Allah proclaimed as he faced the bull-headed abomination who stood flanked by two ancient pillars. "Allah will not permit such monsters as you to live."


  Q'Nos chuckled, a low, growling sound. "Allah, assuming He exists, does not care about such petty mortal concerns as rulership in life, oh 'Bull.' And even if He does, perhaps He is allowing me to live and thrive as a test for the faithful, much as He must have allowed the disaster of a generation ago to strike." He grinned, exposing teeth that belonged on neither man nor bull, but might not seem out of place on a shark.


  "Do not try to twist the Laws of Allah to suit your perverse needs, monster. I will fight to my last breath to protect the people of my home from your evil...die if that is what Allah asks of me. But I will not stand idly by!"


  "Do you not realize that this is *my* home as well?" Q'Nos countered. "Before Mohammed dictated the Koran, before the Torah was in written form, this island was my domain. I am willing to let you continue to worship what gods you wish, so long as you accept me as ruler of this island. It would certainly solve the ongoing dispute over whether Crete should be part of the Eurasian Union or the Moslem Confederation...it would be part of neither. Is that so unreasonable?"


  "You say you were a god, but there are no other gods but Allah. If you utter such a falsehood, how can we trust any of your other claims or promises? No, it is not reasonable. Leave this island and go back to your miasma of hellpits in Greece, Q'Nos," the Bull of Allah spat the name out as if it were a bit of rotten pork.


  Q'Nos shook his head slowly and dramatically, as if he knew he was being filmed by news cameras...which he probably was at this point, the Bull realized. "You seem to think you can stop me, that if necessary, the sacrifice of your life will cripple me enough to force me to turn back. Perhaps, perhaps not. But whether you could best me in single combat is irrelevant. Or did you seriously think I came alone?"


  The shadows of the pillars to either side of Q'Nos slowly warped, lengthening unnaturally and twisting into unholy forms. Within a heartbeat, they had become ebon hounds as tall at the shoulder as a normal man. And within another heartbeat, the Bull of Allah had no more heartbeats ever again.


  * * * *


  [July 11, 2025 - EuroNewsNet Broadcast]


  "The superhuman formerly known as the Minotaur and now calling himself Q'Nos today eliminated the last significant local opposition to his takeover of Crete. The conquest, which started with a bold proclamation and the death of the Bull of Allah, Crete's only native-born superhuman," a long-focus image of a large man in a vest and trousers being attacked by shadowy hounds appears as an inset, "lasted a mere 18 hours before local authorities surrendered. Loss of life is unknown, but seems to have been relatively light, as the supernatural troops at Q'Nos's command routed defenders without fully engaging in many cases."


  A map of the Aegean and northeastern Mediterranean now takes over the screen.


  "The island of Crete has nominally been part of the Eurasian Union since 2012, but the Moslem Confederation has been making stronger claims on it in recent years due to the strong Moslem population that includes refugees from the Balkans and Cyprus. The EU has held onto its official claims because of the strategic importance of Crete as potentially blocking Russia's warmwater ports on the Black Sea, especially since there were indications that a Moslem Crete would be harder to deal with than the relatively moderate Turkey. With Crete in the hands of the apparently hostile Q'Nos, both Russian and Turkish sea trade is threatened."


  Now a platinum blond man with receding hair standing before a podium appears. He can be heard speaking Eurolac under the English-speaking newscaster.


  "Defense Minister Kjarlsson of the Eurasian Union expressed 'grave concern' over the actions of Q'Nos, stating that this pattern of conquest will not be allowed to continue. He also warned the Moslem Confederation against 'interference in our internal affairs'. Unnamed officials within the Confederation countered that the EU didn't care about a blasted Greek wasteland and that it had been a Moslem hero who died in defense of Crete, not a member of EUROPA. However, no official response has yet come out of the Moslem Confederation, which is notorious for needing several days to bring its various member nations into consensus.


  "Chancellor Stockwell of the North American Combine expressed official condolences for Crete's national hero, and promised the aid of the NAC in this crisis should it be requested."


  The image shifted to the newsdesk.


  "More details as they become available. And now Jean with the weather."


  "Thank you, Karol. It continues to be unseasonably warm in the British Isles, likely a side effect of last year's repeated weather manipulation in the Mediterranean...."


  * * * *


  [July 13, 2025 - Somewhere in the Mediterranean]


  "I'm too old for this," Simon muttered as he climbed up the grassy slope. In truth, he'd learned enough basic physical magics lately that he felt as fit as he assumed he had when he was a young man. He still had no real memories of his youth, though. And Q'Nos had been honest with him, claiming no special talents with memory or ability to restore what had been taken from him. But the godling had given Simon useful clues, and that was enough for the time being to help secure loyalty.


  For now, however, he had other things to investigate, such as the lines of magical force in the land below his feet. He sat for a moment and looked out at the sea.


  "Strange that it would strengthen away from the sea," he mused aloud. "Ah, but of course!" he realized.


  Standing, he continued his walking for some time, then smiled and turned sharply to the left, heading obliquely back to the sea.


  "Of course," he smiled.


  * * * *


  [July 17, 2025 - Istanbul, Turkey]


  The view from the conference room seemed to have been chosen very deliberately to emphasize the many lines the Turkish government straddled. Centered in the windows of one wall was the ancient Hagia Sofia, which was at once church, mosque and repository of ancient treasures. The other window's view was bisected by the gleaming steel and glass spire of the Ataturk Building, a 60-story tall earthquake-resistant skyscraper completed five years ago with backing from secularist elements within the government.


  Old and new, mystic and technological, religious and secular, Turkey covered quite a bit of ground these days. They were one of the gateways to the Moslem Confederation, which was both a cause and a result of their more moderate stance on the influence of religion and tradition on their government. Some members of the Confederation tried to retreat from the modern world, shunning trade and technology (save for military technology) and embracing traditions that were forged by nomadic tribes or subsistence farmers. But Turkey, after a few generations where religion was actively banned from the government, had found a working balance when circumstances threw them together with the rest of the nascent Moslem Confederation a decade and a half ago.


  Aaron reflected on this as he waited for the "Eye of Purity" to arrive and fill the empty spot at the negotiating table. Arc, of EUROPA, sat uneasily across the table from Aaron.


  +-Arc's the one who really has to go to the mattresses on this one,-+ Aaron thought.


  -+Yeah, and her anxiety is giving me a headache,+- Paul replied. Granted, the head was Aaron's, and Paul was really just a sort of psychic ghost, a memory of a man who died months ago, but the arrangement had worked so far for Aaron. -+She keeps thinking, very loudly, that she'd rather be dealing with Rebus again than having to play the diplomat here.+-


  +-Well, the Eye of Purity insisted on dealing directly with supernormal representatives. He's supposed to be able to absorb powers, kind of like Aegis, maybe he has some sensory powers related to that and figures he can 'read' supernormals better?-+


  -+Or maybe he just thinks that he stands a better chance being understood by peers,+- Paul countered.


  The speculation broke off as the mahogany doors of the conference room swung open to admit a slender young man in robes and a turban accompanied by a short, balding man in a business suit. The robed man had an eyepatch over his left eye, a simple black oval with no ornamentation.


  "Greetings," the robed man said in lightly-accented English as he swept over to one of the empty chairs at the table, but did not yet sit. "I am known as the Eye of Purity. Mister Kamed will be assisting me on matters of secular law as well as aiding me on the technological front...I'm afraid my diligent study of the faith left me lacking in a number of practical skills," he smiled warmly, then sat down, gesturing for Kamed to sit beside him.


  Aaron immediately felt himself more at ease than he had been all day. He'd been expecting some sort of fiery religious zealot, not a well-spoken young man who seemed to have a sense of humor and a genuinely gentle spirit.


  "I will be frank," the Eye of Purity said once Kamed was settled down and had his computer out, "ever since Allah gifted me with the power contained behind this," he tapped the eyepatch, "I have suspected that my destiny was tied to the land west of here. The wars of the devils a generation ago tore Greece apart, rendering large swaths of it uninhabitable because of abominable magic. I can heal the land. But political concerns," he nodded to Arc, "convinced my government to hold me back, even though I have proven in several places within our borders that I could repair the damage done in Greece as well."


  He paused, and a stiffness like unto iron suffused his posture and his voice now. "We can no longer wait on diplomatic concerns. A monster from the past has found a way to use the shattered lands as the seed of an empire, and he has invaded Crete, slaying a hero of Islam. The Moslem Confederation is unified on this matter: Q'Nos must be driven back, preferably destroyed entirely. And I will lead the Righteous Flame of its destruction. I have been empowered by the Confederation to take your concerns under advisement, but we will not bend on the core of the matter."


  The Eye of Purity fixed his gaze first on Aaron, then on Arc, who seemed torn about something. Aaron decided to give her a little breathing room, and cleared his throat.


  "As representative of the North American Combine, I'm here in two capacities. One is to attempt to avert any major conflict between the Eurasian Union and the Moslem Confederation, and the other is to provide advice regarding Q'Nos and his likely forces," Aaron opened. "I have also been tasked with reminding you that the North American Combine officially recognizes the Eurasian Union's claim to the territory once known as the nation of Greece, and while we support action to remove Q'Nos from those lands, any action by the Moslem Confederation must be taken with consent of the Eurasian Union may be construed as an act of war."


  -+I can't believe you said 'construed',+- Paul snickered. -+Oh, and Arc seems to have unclenched a bit. She was genuinely worried that our new Chancellor was ready to let the EU go it alone on this one and leave them hanging.+-


  The Eye of Purity nodded slowly. "Do convey to your goverment that we appreciate the North American Combine's help, but that Q'Nos has already declared war on us by his actions. We must respond."


  Arc cleared her throat. "Officially, the Eurasian Union considers Q'Nos to be a purely internal matter. Outside assistance may be accepted, provided that it operates solely under the control of EU auspices." She held up a hand as the Eye of Purity started to interrupt. "Yes, I know you cannot agree to those terms. I have further unofficial instructions, if Mr. Kamed will cease recording?"


  The Eye of Purity narrowed his eyes, then nodded to his assistant. "What you say now is not part of the official record. You have my sacred oath on it."


  Arc nodded. "Unofficially, we're willing to let you come in and deal with Q'Nos. We might even be willing to negotiate a new border that gives Turkey some or all of the reclaimed territory, provided you can cleanse it as you say you can. But step one foot beyond the twisted lands, or enter any of the Balkans, and we DO go to war over it."


  "I was told such an unofficial offer was likely," the slender Turk nodded. "And to accept it if made. My government seems to think it likely that the new borders will be...in our favor. Mr. Kamed, you may resume your record. Now, Mr. Zander. You said you had some advice to offer regarding Q'Nos? I believe you actually fought him some weeks back?"


  Aaron nodded. "My advice would be, don't try to take the fight to Q'Nos. He's a canny bastard, and I can't help but feel that he's trying to draw you into a fight that he's ready for and you aren't. I've spent enough time in Greece to know that it's not a friendly place for supernormals, much less regular army troops."


  "But my power will cleanse the land ahead of the army, rendering it perfectly safe," the Eye of Purity countered.


  Aaron shook his head. "You will be creating a safe path, but this will force your army into a thin line. It will be like one long mountain pass, letting Q'Nos use his forces like the Spartans at Thermopylae...only this time, the Spartans have much better odds. Q'Nos seems to be collecting a small 'army' of mythic creatures and monsters. In an open battlefield, you'd tear them to pieces. But when your forces can't stray from a cleared path, well, let's just say Q'Nos has a heck of a force multiplier going. On the other hand, Q'Nos really doesn't have the means to do a lot of expansion yet, as far as we can tell from spysats and my own research. His powerful combatants can defeat enemy units, but are less effective at holding territory."


  The Eye of Purity broke in at this point. "That is precisely why we must attack now, before the monsters are strong enough to hold territory, as you put it. Now they are strong on defense by weak on offense, as you say. Should we then wait until they are strong on both defense and offense?"


  -+Give up, Aaron,+- Paul sighed. -+He's radiating his thoughts so strongly I can't keep them out. He knows it's probably a trap, but he also knows Allah is on his side, and while he may die in the process, he will defeat Q'Nos.+-


  "Fine," Aaron sighed. "Additionally, my associate Peter can give you information on the sorts of forces Q'Nos is likely to have available, as he used to live in the twisted lands."


  "Is he a monster, then?"


  "Well, strictly speaking, yes. Which is why I asked him to stay on the other side of the border for now, rather than risk stirring up the citizenry with his appearance," Aaron admitted. "Also, I don't entirely trust him in a city...he's a satyr, you see."


  * * * *


  [July 18, 2025 - Istanbul, Turkey]


  "For a Koran-thumper, that Eye of Purity ain't too bad a guy," Peter mused as he strolled through a wild area south of the Golden Horn, idly grabbing up reeds and fashioning them into a set of pipes. Aaron had sternly warned him not to go out in public in Istanbul, but while the satyr had protested, it was really just out of proper form. He had no intention of spending time in that city, not after the last time. Moslems don't react well to horned people.


  Just as he was about to test out his new pipes, Peter spotted some movement by the shore and carefully trotted over. "Hallo?"


  "Hello," replied a thin and burbling voice. Peter looked down to see a woman in the water, he hair green with weeds, her face pinched as if she'd been without a drink for some time, but still beautiful.


  "You're a naiad, aren't you? A bit out of your 'jurisdiction', eh?"


  "I've come many leagues to find you," she replied, her head slowly rising out of the salty water.


  "Ah, the ladies can't resist ol' Peter's peter," he leered. "Care for some water sports?"


  "Perhaps later, once you have returned to your own kind and I am back in my river," she replied, although a faint look of disgust crossed her features before she got them back under control.


  Peter cocked an eyebrow. "My own kind? What, are you recruiting for Q'Nos, then? Fuggeddaboutit, as the mortals used to say. Q'Nos isn't our kind, he's just using you all to help him grab power."


  "You could share in that power," the naiad wheedled.


  "Why take the risk?" Peter shrugged. "I'm already in good with some of the most powerful people on the planet, I've got no reason to change my colors now. In fact, I'm helping the mortals over there work out how to kick Q'Nos's smelly tail right now."


  The naiad looked relieved, as if she'd really not relished trying to lure the satyr in, and preferred the tack she was about to take. "How long would they trust you if they knew...certain things...about you?"


  Peter barked a laugh. "Like what? That I'm a horny devil and that locking up your daughters won't do any good because I own a good set of lockpicks? Look, you moistened bint, blackmailing someone who has no shame is a waste of time. There's nothing you guys could dig up on me that I wouldn't own up to proudly."


  "Isn't there?" she smiled, revealing sharp, fish-like teeth. "Is there really nothing that any of us mystical beings could know about you that could drive a wedge between you and your mortal allies? Think long and hard about that, satyr...I will be back for your final answer anon...."


  With that, she disappeared beneath the surface, leaving only ripples.


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


  Next Issue:


  Armies clash, in Shattering Hellas B: Valley of Death!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Last issue could really be considered the first part of this arc, but when I wrote it, I hadn't decided whether I wanted to plunge right into the war or let things sit on the back burner for a while. Oh, and the numbering for this arc will be A, B, G...alpha, beta and gamma. In ancient Greek writing, letters pulled double duty as numbers, as in many other ancient alphabets.


  The Andes scene was inspired by a map in the February 2004 issue of National Geographic, showing the strength of gravity over the entire globe. The variation is only a couple percent at most, of course, nothing you'd notice. But it's something Solar Max would certainly notice, and be interested in. I also included the scene because this arc doesn't spend a whole lot of time on ASH members, so I wanted to get in a few more bits so they'd get to show up in their own title. }->


  Finally, in case you're wondering why the naiad was pinched-looking, it's nothing deep and secret. She's a freshwater spirit hanging out in salt water, which is dehydrating her.


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


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


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !
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  [cover shows a long column of troops and vehicles at night,headlights stretching off into the distance, troops backlit.All around them are sinister amber and red eyes.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  - / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [July 24, 2025 - Istanbul, Turkey]



  "Well, *that* could have gone better," Aaron sighed as he and Peter the satyr got out of earshot of the rest of the participants in the now-closed talks. Aaron had hoped to convince the Moslem Confederation to not send an army into Greece, not to let themselves be drawn into what was obviously a trap set by Q'Nos, the Minotaur of myth.


  "Ehh, there's only so many times and so many ways y'can tell someone not to stick their dick in the blender," Peter shrugged, trotting along beside him. "If they're set on doing it anyway, it ain't yer fault. At least they got an under-the-table agreement with the EU, so it won't be a *bigger* war. I like Arc, she's got brains and bod...you suppose she...?"


  "Nope," Aaron shook his head, grinning at the mental image of the super-strong speedster, ah, "rebuffing" the satyr at high velocity. "I'm pretty sure she and Teller still have something going. Don't fault your taste, though."


  "What, you switching teams?" Peter arched an eyebrow.


  "I keep telling you, I'm not gay. I'm not straight, I'm not bi. I'm psi. And I'm no more likely to have any kind of deep relationship with Arc than with any other non-telepath. But I can still appreciate the shallow stuff just fine, okay?"


  "Eh, just trying to getcher mind off the coming storm," Peter grinned wickedly, reaching the limousine first and hopping in. "All right, a minibar!"


  Aaron followed suit, closing the door and motioning for the driver to take them to the NAC Embassy. Peter meant well, but it was kinda hard to get BOTH of his minds off a problem this thorny. Even if Aaron was distracted, he could feel the psychic echo of Paul in the back of his head, worrying. Multitasking could be a pain sometimes.


  The Moslem Confederation Expeditionary Force was massing in the Golden Horn, ready to march on Q'Nos's forces in the Shattered Lands at a moment's notice. The Eye of Purity was on his way out to meet that army and lead them in along a path cleared of the reality warps that had plagued most of Greece since the "Godmarket" of 1998. And the EU had already shifted additional troops into Albania and the remnants of Montenegro to back up their public posturing.


  But as long as it remained confined to the Mediterranean, he was just an observer. And the one observation he was certain of so far was that the whole situation was going to end badly. VERY badly.


  * * * *


  [July 25, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Patch & Crow's Nest - At one point a pirate-themed bar, it has since changed owners and themes several times without changing the name. The current incarnation is a fairly straightforward sports bar with reasonable prices and slightly better than average service and variety. What makes it notable of late is its proximity to the Academy of Super-Heroes regional headquarters, and the chance that patrons may catch a glimpse of one of the NAC's own heroes relaxing off-duty there...." - Excerpt from Pieterzoon's Field Guide To North American Cities: Chicago (2025 Edition).


  On the surface, the mood was jovial, a regular Friday night out at a bar with friends. A few of the screens showed the White Sox or Cubs games, but most were tuned to the paraball game. The Chicago Fire were currently leading the Mexico City Knights 5-3, welcome news after the lackluster first half of the season.


  But underneath it all, the mood was brittle. World events were marching towards war, and no one was more uncertain about what this might bring than the group at a special corner table, currently swathed in green light thanks to one of the half dozen or so occupants.


  "I really don't like just sitting around waiting for something to happen," Scott fumed. "When it was Rebus, we went in. When it was Doublecross, we went in. Why not now?" He took a sullen drink from his longneck.


  George, the source of the green light, shrugged. When he spoke, it was with a slight buzzing sound, as if he was using old stereo speakers that had faulty wiring. "Because we went in when it was Rebus and Doublecross, I think. Well, because you guys did," he smirked, acknowledging that he had been busy being presumed dead at the time of the previous incursions.


  Darran, one of the intel people who worked in a support role for ASH, nodded sagely. "Doesn't matter that these have been 'our' baddies. Public opinion in the EU has been pretty savage regarding the fact that you guys keep having to go in and save the day. Leaves egg all over EUROPA's face. And it doesn't help that the biggest ongoing threat on their doorstep is run by an expat American ex-con," he shrugged, preferring not to mention Chancellor Radner by name. "Diplomatically, it'd be a real disaster if we sent any of you into the EU right now for anything but consultation." He drained the last of his mug and set it down, sighing contentedly. "But enough talking shop, you two. There's a far more important issue me and the guys," he gestured to take in three non-powered coworkers and Tom "Lightfoot" Dodson, "wanted to bring up tonight. Tom?" He nudged the speedster suggestively.


  "Ah, yeah," Tom started somewhat hesitantly. In a strictly legal sense, he was old enough to be served in a bar in Illinois, what with being born in 1977. Biologically, though, he was only 20 thanks to his time travel jaunt, and he'd been ill at ease all night because of it. "Two words: bachelor party."


  "What the old man said," Jefferson chuckled, the maint chief clearly enjoying Tom's whole age-related discomfort. "Running a proper bachelor party for a celebrity like you is gonna take as much planning as the wedding, at least in terms of security, eh?"


  "I can just imagine trying to find a strip club that passes security checks," Darran chuckled.


  "Oh, no strip clubs," Scott made a cutting gesture with both hands.


  "What, Miss Silvestri already having a bad influence on you?" Jefferson winked.


  "Nah, just never really saw the point," Scott shrugged. "It's like going to a restaurant where they only let you look at the food. Anyway, I'm not sure a bachelor party is a great idea, not after what happened in Ibiza for Radner's. All I need is for an Ares-class Santari Warsuit to pop out of a cake or something, and I won't make it to the wedding. Not that we've even figured out where to have the wedding...probably want to settle on that before even thinking of stuff like bachelor and bachelorette parties."


  "Have you considered the Cloisters?" Darran suggested.


  "The ones in New York City?" Scott arched an eyebrow.


  "Yep."


  "The same New York City we're not supposed to go into?" George added.


  "Uh-huh," Darran nodded. "Before you set fire to my shorts or something, hear me out. Devlin Marx has bought the Cloisters and turned it into a casino and convention center. It's neutral ground in the city, and according to the reports I've been getting, the paragangs seem to be honoring that. There's been a few isolated incidents, but mostly at the start, before word got through that 'isolated incidents' would not end well for the instigators. It's a beautiful setting, Marx owes you all collectively, and it'd drive Umbrae nuts figuring out how he'd want to spin things."


  "There is that," Scott nodded thoughtfully. "I'll mention it to Julie and her International Planning Committee."


  Just then, a window shattered and people dove for cover. In a flash, Lightfoot was out of his seat and in front of the window, holding a tattered baseball made of silk cables and covered in kevlar. Then he grinned and directed everyone's attention to the screens showing the Fire/Knights game.


  "And what a home run for Hector 'Slammer' McGee of the Fire, punching RIGHT through Jesus Ibanez's force net AND the stadium's dome! That was not just out of the park, it might be out of the SECTOR!" enthused the announcer.


  "I'll be back in a minute," Tom grinned, lightly tossing the ball. "Don't make any plans while I'm gone!"


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  Mujahid looked up and down the column of advance uncomfortably. Allah may inspire, but man is responsible for the details...and the details of this operation worried him. It reminded him far too acutely of the battle of Teutoburger Wald and the lost legions of Tiberius: an army forced to travel in a tight column through terrain that was unfriendly to them but home to the enemy. At least they weren't also hampered by traitorous guides.


  "Varus, give me back my legions!" he muttered.


  "Sir?" Yussuf looked over. The lieutenant had been assigned as Mujahid's aide, but had proven to be useful for little more than the tasks of an orderly. His education was, sadly, typical for that of a soldier of the Taliban.


  "An old quote from a Roman emperor, who found his armies sent into a situation such as this," Mujahid explained. While the typical soldier's learning consisted of propaganda, scripture and how to field-strip a rifle, the men in charge of the project that trained Mujahid were wise enough to see the value in a broadly-educated super-soldier. Such a role required one who believed in the nation with true understanding, after all, so there was little danger in exposing him to a wider world. Too many followed the Law because it was all they knew, and they would abandon it once they discovered there were alternatives. Mujahid followed the narrow path of the true faith, however.


  But that did not mean he liked following *all* narrow paths.


  The Eye of Purity was indeed a holy man, exceptional among his nearly infidel countrymen. But he was no war-leader. He honestly did not believe that there was any particular danger to limiting the army to only two directions of movement...they would always be moving forward anyway, thanks to the grace of Allah, yes? The Hands of Fire seemed to have a better head for tactics, and the Eye was practical enough to hand over operational details to the Omani, but tactical wisdom is not always tied to strategic wisdom, and the Hands of Fire seemed to be a case in point.


  Mujahid was distracted from his thoughts as Scirocco sped past, raising a trail of dust and showering the vehicles and men with pebbles.


  "Do not worry, sir," Yussuf grinned. "Allah would not let danger slip past the eyes of one so devout as our Jordanian ally."


  "No, He wouldn't," Mujahid replied, hiding his scowl from his aide. Unfortunately, their "Jordanian ally" was hardly devout. He put on a show for the public, but in private it was clear he worshipped no power but himself. Oh, he was not one to proclaim himself a god in defiance of Allah, he was merely self-centered and petty. Mujahid treated him merely as a tripwire for now, as Scirocco was likely to either fall to or flee from any dangers first, his absence providing some warning.


  Even in this he failed.


  Mujahid heard the faint slap of bowstring against forearm just in time to raise the small collapsinum buckler strapped to his left arm. The arrow shattered against it.


  Centaurs boiled out of a copse of too-green trees, firing a ragged volley of arrows clearly aimed at command vehicles and at the visible members of the Righteous Flame.


  Mujahid raised the alarm by the simple expedient of opening fire on the charging creatures with his assault rifle, ducking down to use the firing slit in the truck's high walls. A small corner of his mind realized Yussef was standing stock still in shock, but a quick legsweep brought the aide below the protected level before any arrows could find him.


  Gunfire chattered out of the column, to little effect as the centaurs seemed to be uncannily nimble. Every few seconds, though, a ravening lance of white light lashed out from ahead of Mujahid, signifying the position of Cannon, a converted alien cyborg who now worshipped Allah and served the government of Egypt. His tracking systems were superior to the human eye in most respects, and soon he was finding a target with every shot, although he was also being found repeatedly by arrows fired during the recharge cycle of his namesake weapon.


  A few tongues of white flame far ahead told that this was not an isolated ambush, rather it was coordinated along the length of the column. Perhaps even timed to hit while Scirocco was as far away as possible? That the enemy had that level of organization worried Mujahid.


  The enemy was wheeling away now, leaving dozens of dead and wounded Moslems, but no shortage of their own dead, thanks to Cannon. Mujahid was fairly certain he had felled at least one himself as well.


  The Base of the Pillar was only now reaching the edge of the column, its lumbering pace being ill-suited to this sort of battle. Much like the bulk of the army, the mass of animate rock was best used in a "set piece" battle where a slow moving powerhouse could get into a dangerous position. Against the Centaurs, it was only really a distraction target, one that they had stopped shooting at once they saw their arrows did not penetrate its stone body.


  He looked at his shield. The red paint covering most of it had been scratched by the arrow, but there was no other effect on the wafer of preternaturally strong metal. That meant that the arrows were simply arrows, not magical enough to penetrate a product of 20th Century super-science.


  Good. The enemy had enough advantages already.


  * * * *


  [August 1, 2025 - Washington, Federal Sector]


  To the southeast of the still-standing buildings of the old United States federal government...the Capitol, the White House, the Washington Monument, and so forth...a second set of buildings rose from an area nearly razed by the unrest of the turn of the century. More utilitarian, lacking in the neo-Classical charm of the older buildings, these structures were the heart of the Combine government. With a mere 100-member Commons and nine Senators, there was less need for space, but more need for security.


  Broad, empty swaths of grass or pavement surrounded each building, with defenses both visible and hidden placed all about. Concealed silos could disgorge antiaircraft drones or even anti-satellite missiles at a moment's notice, and the underground was honeycombed with escape tunnels and bunkers.


  For all that, the room in which JakZak and Agent Hendrick waited for the nine Senators was unremarkable. No extreme security measures, just a standard, if well-appointed, meeting room in one of the dozens of office buildings that ringed the edges of the NAC governmental complex. Sometimes the best security is just keeping them from knowing where to aim, after all.


  The Senators had arrived from different directions, by different means, but all entered the meeting room within a minute of each other. They all took places around the table by some silent agreement born of habit and off-screen maneuvers for seniority. As invited guests, JakZak and Hendrick had chairs against the wall near the head of the table.


  Senator Lafferty, the senior Senator for America, nodded to the two team leaders. "Mister Taylor, Colonel Hendrick, thank you for making the time in your schedule to be available for this meeting. You understand, of course, that anything you overhear here is confidential, and covered by contracts you have signed regarding NAC secrets."


  The two men nodded. Hendrick wasn't, strictly speaking, under the authority of the NAC, as STRAFE was a United World team. But private contracts provided a way to stopper up that loophole.


  "Fine. To business, then. Greece. Opinions?"


  JakZak watched and listened as the nine most powerful men in the Combine government laid out their opinions and propositions regarding the situation in the Shattered Lands. Compared to the Senate's public deliberations, it was remarkably straightforward, with little posturing or playing to the crowd. It struck him that perhaps this was how the Senate conducted all of its *real* business, the public debates merely being a show for the masses. Playing to their age-old expectations that representative democracy must be constantly tripping over itself, unable to make much real progress and therefore less of a threat to those it supposedly served. Maybe the State governments really were that hamstrung, with their unwieldy hundreds...but for all the obvious disagreements, the Senate was frighteningly efficient in this mode of operations.


  Lafferty listened to the last opinion and then nodded. "So, in summary, we seem to have some consensus, but not much. Sra. Alonzo of the Pacific State and I think overt involvement is inevitable, and would prefer to act before action is forced on us. Sr. Gutierrez of Mexico and Mr. Talbot of Canada think we should not get involved in any fashion. The remainder of the Senate believes something *should* be done, but short of direct intervention. And no one can quite agree on what. Sounds to me like we have a good starting point," Lafferty chuckled. "No matter what we decide to do, someone's probably already got a plan worked out. Mister Taylor, could we hear your opinion of the matter?"


  JakZak nodded, standing so that all the Senators could see him clearly. "With due respect for the Senators from Canada and Mexico, Q'Nos is a menace on a par with Doublecross or Rebus. He may be a *fallen* god, but that still leaves him more powerful than any single force on this planet. If we let him gain political power in addition to the purely physical, it may not be possible to stop him WHEN, not IF, he turns his sights on the Combine. But like the Senator for the Isthmus points out, it's not obvious how we should intervene. It's entirely possible that the Moslem Confederation will be able to defeat Q'Nos, but will then try to march into the Balkans...do we put forces there to reinforce the EU, even though we've been asked not to? On the other hand, I agree with my teammate Contact's assessment that this is probably a trap, with Q'Nos luring the Confeds into a fight that will leave them badly mauled. In such a case, they might be tempted to use the 'secret' nuclear weapons everyone knows they have."


  "Are you suggesting we send forces to support the Moslems?" asked Jean-Bertrand Baptiste, the Senator from the Carribean.


  JakZak shook his head. "No, I agree that doing that would just anger the EU, and we don't need that. Overt aid wouldn't be good, at least not coming directly from the Combine. Colonel, might you have some ideas on this matter?"


  Hendrick shrugged. "Officially, no. Both the EU and the MC are members of the United World. If the EU wasn't being so pig-headed and refusing to admit in public the deal they made with the MC, we might be able to arrange some support above-board. Best we can do right now is try to sneak in a team, probably Tracey's or Kleinvogel's, to do a little sabotage behind the lines."


  "We could try to prepare for the contingency of nuclear assault," JakZak added. "Build a limited missile shield of some sort using some of the laser tech we captured from Doublecross's bases, put it in geosynch over the Middle East."


  Lafferty stroked his chin. "Maybe. But I don't like the idea of letting it get far enough for missiles to be launched in the first place. We could find ourselves in a shooting war with the Moslems if we do swat their nukes. Hendrick, I like the idea of a sabotage team. Given how much of both sides' fighting strength is focused in a few supernaturals, it might be possible to tilt the balance without revealing the presence of the team."


  Translation: assassinating Q'Nos would be a really good idea, but we can't come out and *say* so.


  "Taylor, you'll be hearing from my office one way or another soon."


  Translation: it might be necessary to just drop an asteroid on Q'Nos if the assassination team fails.


  "Gentlemen, thank you for coming."


  Translation: We want to talk in private now, and while you did sign those contracts of secrecy, we don't trust you *that* much.


  And with that, JakZak and Hendrick were shown out.


  * * * *


  [August 5, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  The battle raged. Colossal Cyclopses dominated the field, attracting much of the fire and distracting the Confederate forces from other, perhaps more dangerous threats. Shadowy hounds darted in and out of the lines, the so-called Wardogs of Set. Harpies swooped and wheeled, dropping jars of flaming oil or even grenades plucked from soldiers' bandoliers. Centaurs used the hilly terrain for cover and sniped at officers.


  All of this was clear to the Base of the Pillar, for although slow in body, the Irani supernormal was just as quick of mind as ever. Quicker, in fact, which was a curse.


  HER curse. In some ways, turning into a sexless brute of stone seemed to be a punishment from Allah. She would shed bitter tears over her fate if she could still shed them at all. But it was better than the life that she had been growing into before her transformation...a bright girl in a society that didn't value the intelligence of women, a nascent freethinker in a closed and intolerant nation. If she had manifested powers that left her clearly human in form, she would have been stoned to death as a demon.


  She almost laughed at that. Instead, she had been stoned to life, it seemed. Living, immortal stone.


  The Base lumbered onward, seeking out one of the giant Cyclopses as a fitting opponent. They could move more quickly than she could, but seemed too stupid to think of anything smaller than themselves as a threat.


  As a human paranormal, she would have been a threat to the system, to be purged before she could have a chance to demonstrate that she wasn't evil, wasn't a demon. So her parents faked her death and helped her concoct a story of being a nearby rock outcropping come to life. She had released some of her fear and anger by smashing that rock to pebbles.


  Since then, she had been given a great many things to hit, and it did help a little. But it was all so unfair! She was barely a woman yet, only a girl by the standards of other nations, and her life had been taken from her, replaced by cold, unfeeling stone! Even an accidental encounter with one of those called "Anchors" had not freed her, it was as if her natural state was stone, and the only magic was that she could move and think. It had been like dying, if only for a moment.


  She reached her target, which seemed not to have noticed her, distracted as it was by a heavy weapons platoon. It at least seemed to have the intelligence to block missiles aimed at its eye, she noticed. The Base grabbed its ankle and then planted her feet firmly on the ground, merging with the stone under her and becoming immovable.


  The Cyclops noticed her now, and tried to shake free. The ground creaked and rumbled, but the monster did not succeed.


  "Clear my three!" she rumbled, a sound like a talking gravel crusher. Well-trained, the soldiers to her right moved out of the way as quickly as they could, dragging wounded with them.


  With a mighty heave, the Base of the Pillar toppled the gargantuan Cyclops, its bones shattering like lightning-struck oaks as it hit the rocky ground in an ungraceful slam. A rocket-propelled grenade struck its single great eye as it tried to rise on its one unbroken arm, sending it howling to the ground again.


  She methodically started to work her way up one of its legs, striking with her full force, shattering the bone into fragments. It would never rise again, and she would feel...better...for a good long time after so much hitting. Let the war take care of itself, she had her battle.


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


  Next Issue:


  The war for Greece comes down to one climactic battle in Shattering Hellas G: Storm of the Eye!


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


  Author's Notes:


  As mentioned in an issue of STRAFE, the 2025 season marks an expansion of the Paraball League to eight teams, allowing them to play each other more often and the "normalball" teams less often. Why so many paranormals shifted into what is essentially entertainment? Well, not all paranormals have the temperment for combat, or appropriate powers, or the talent. But getting them into well paid professional sports jobs has many benefits, not the least of which is keeping them from joining paragangs. It also gets them into a situation where they learn teamwork and creative uses for their powers... while they may not be as combat-effective as the NAC Marshals, in a pinch they can be drafted into a fight and be much more useful than if they'd been left to their own devices.


  The 2025 season roster is skewed towards America, with no teams at all in the Minor States of Carribean, Isthmus or Pacific yet. The Baltimore/ Washington Federals and New York Neons carry over from the 2024 season, although most of their rosters have been spread out across the other teams in a draft arrangement. Added for 2025 are the Mexico City Knights, the Chicago Fire, the Dallas Stars, the Edmonton Megas, the St. Louis Cavaliers and the San Diego Kings. The Megas were originally intended to be the Montreal Megas, but the backers were in town when Montreal vanished. There's some agitation to move the Megas to Montreal anyway, since their stadium was outside the vanished zone, but the money is talking louder than the fans. Investors in Tokyo and Sapporo are looking into forming teams and petitioning for entrance into the league for 2026, rather than trying to run a two-team mixed league a la 2024's season in North America.


  Oh, and if you're asking things like "Isn't there already a pro team called the Fire" or something, keep in mind that not every professional sports franchise survived past 1998.


  And now, a bonus "docket entry" on the Righteous Flame!


  The Righteous Flame:


  The MC has been very inward-looking since the scouring of the Levant, but the Righteous Flame reflects the attitudes of the "young turk" faction that is looking outward again, hence their involvement in the current campaign of expansion into Greece. Of course, not every member reflects this outward-looking attitude, they may simply be followers of more energetic faction leaders.


  Being outward-looking doesn't necessarily make them tolerant or embracing of foreign ideas, of course, but it does mean they will tend to make concessions when dealing with outsiders. For instance, when interacting with EU or NAC reps, they will tend to give the translations of their codenames, rather than put up with Westerners mangling the Arabic. Mujahid is the sole exception (even Cannon's real codename is Arabic...and Scirocco is a Latinization of Arabic s^arq), in part because he is aware that his name is a term well-known to the West.


  Righteous Flame members: Note - the name in parentheses after the full codename is the "battle codename", shortened for ease of use in combat.


  Eye of Purity (Eye) - Nominal leader, but tends to leave most decisions to The Hands of Fire. Tall, gaunt young Turkish man in simple robes and an eyepatch. The eyepatch keeps him from accidentally unleashing his "purifying" power, which is actually the ability to drain the supernatural from something and use it to empower himself (primarily enhanced physical attributes, but at high levels of absorption he has been known to manifest a "holy aura"). He answers to no name other than his codename or battle codename, having left behind his birth name entirely.


  He sees himself as truly being on a holy mission to purify lands damaged by the Godmarket. He has tried also to purify the radioactive wastes of the Levant, but it didn't work, suggesting to him that Allah wishes that devastation to stand as a reminder of man's pride.


  Ironically, Turkey's backlash against enforced secularism did not result in a hotbloodedly zealous culture, and Turkey is considered one of the more moderate members of the MC.


  The Hands of Fire (Fire) - Generates white flames from his hands. Targets struck by them are not only physically burned, they also suffer some kind of psi attack. This generally takes the form of overwhelming guilt for their sins, and Hands of Fire can reduce the physical burning if he wants to focus on the psi attack.


  His real name is Aqbar al Hamed and he is from Oman. Oman is currently in a zealous phase, and Aqbar is considered a bit extreme even among his countrymen. He leads the Righteous Flame in fact, if not officially, because his driven personality steamrollers the more introspective Eye of Purity in most cases.


  Base of the Pillar (Base) - A hulking, vaguely humanoid stone figure. She prefers to let people think she is a construct of some sort, and cultivates the idea that she is the land given form to follow the Eye of Purity's holy mission. This is because her native Iran is very intolerant of superhumans and is one of the more Taliban-like in its treatment of women...a holy creature gets MUCH better treatment than a mutant woman. Her family helped her fake her death and create her alternate origin story, and they still love her. However, because she is supposed to be dead, they cannot treat her as their daughter, and they know that revealing her secret might result in her true death.


  Base is something of a moderate atheist in her heart, although she has managed to get over her phase of cursing Allah for her fate. Publicly, of course, she says all the right words and does all the right things. The rest of the team suspects she was once human, but not that she is female (the Eye probably figured it out, but is allowing her privacy on this matter).


  Scirocco - Named S^arq by his parents after a harsh desert wind, S^arq ben Jussef turned his name into a prophecy when he developed superspeed powers and limited control over wind and sand. Raised in the barely habitable eastern parts of Jordan, he's something of a nationalist without much of a nation (Jordan is more or less a protectorate of Iraq at this point, having lost so much in the early 2000's war with Israel). He would love to see Greece become colonial ground for his family and friends to move into.


  Scirocco is an outright infidel, raised Zoroastrian but generally faithless. However, for political reasons, he feigns devout Islam faith...to the point that his public act can seriously annoy the truly devout like The Hands of Fire or Cannon.


  Cannon - Oddly, this is actually a Scytharian cyborg that was part of the invasion of Egypt in 2024. He escaped the warzone and turned himself in to the Egyptian authorities, claiming he wished to not only defect, but also convert (it's possible he "got religion" in the same weirdness wave that enlightened Kaliban).


  Cannon is something of a symbol of the lack of trust growing in the MC...not only do the other members of the Righetous Flame distrust him, Egypt put him on the team as their representative because he's immune to the Eye of Purity's powers (being non-paranormal), and they don't really trust the Eye.


  Egypt is about middle of the road for the MC, fairly devout and incorporating elements of Islamic law into their current Constitution, but not as strict as Iran or Afghanistan. They distrust moderate Turkey, but tend to side with Turkey against more extreme nations more often than not. Needs no separate battle codename.


  Mujahid - This Afghani representative is a highly trained normal, not really able to keep up with the rest of the team, but giving them a backbone of solid tactical experience. Like the Eye of Purity, he has given up his birth name and now only goes by his codename, which translates roughly as "warrior".


  Mujahid is well-armed (although with purely normal technology aside from his Collapsinum buckler, he even lacks much in the way of offworld tech) and highly trained, and ready to give his life for Allah. In public, he's the perfect "Patriotic Hero" for Afghanistan. But, as if someone up there was delighting in irony, he's a really nice guy when he's not "on stage". He's still fanatical in his faith, but as long as you don't touch on the wrong topics, he's pretty good to have around. He even has a pretty good sense of humor when off-duty, and is very broadly educated in a number of fields you might not expect of him (and, of course, things you would expect, such as military history and scripture).


  His government, however, does not have much of a sense of humor. Their policy is to execute any paranormals that exhibit powers, as they are abominations and demons. They don't even want to taint their representative with unholy alien technology, and simply recognize that every so often they will need to replace Mujahid with a new man, since a normal working with paranormals tends to have a short life expectancy. (Aside: the Taliban managed to hang onto power in large part because after 1998 everyone but Afghanistan's immediate neighbors ignored them in favor of more pressing local problems.)
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / MEDICAL LEAVE


  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 / ACTIVE


  



  [August 10, 2025 - New Jerusalem, Cyprus]



  Aaron cast a sidelong glance at the helijet parked in a specially cleared section of the casino parking lot. If the word came down, he could be in Greece inside of an hour.


  -+Not that the word is going to come down+-, Paul sighed from inside Aaron's mind.


  +-You never know,-+ Aaron shrugged as he strolled casually around the mostly empty lot. Rebus's Anchor-killing plot had put a big dent in New Jerusalem's gambling industry, and having a shooting war going on within short-range missile range had generally put a damper on any tourist activity. The Milk & Honey Hotel had been ecstatic that the North American Combine was taking over an entire floor of the hotel for diplomatic staff and military observers...they were practically the only people staying at the place. And they weren't gambling much.


  -+Well, they're gambling quite a bit,+- Paul noted, -+just not with cash. I think just about everyone here is convinced that if nukes start flying over this whole thing, someone's gonna decide to lob a few over here, for old time's sake.+-


  Aaron nodded wearily. Just trying to block out all the ragged nerves surrounding him day after day was tiring, without considering his own worries. The Moslem Confederation was doing better than he'd expected, working its way into Shattered Hellas at a steady pace and surviving various ambushes. But it seemed too easy. And if the expeditionary force led by the Righteous Flame got cut to ribbons by one last trap, the Confederation might well decide to secure their borders with *atomic* flame.


  And when you've launched one nuke, it's a lot easier to launch more. You'll be damned for one, why not be damned for ten? A hundred?


  Aaron sighed and said out loud, "Even Peter's showing nerves on this one, and that's saying something. I bet he has friends in there working for Q'Nos...no matter which side wins, he loses."


  -+I wonder+-, Paul thought. -+Is that it? He hasn't just been nervous, I think he's been avoiding us. As if he doesn't trust himself not to think too loudly about something.+-


  "Hmm. I think you're right. I wonder what's up with that?"


  * * * *


  [August 10, 2025 - Somewhere in the Mediterranean]


  Standing atop the high point of the island, Simon Smith finished walking the pattern for his third and final time. The first time had suggested it, the second time had confirmed it, and the third time was to make sure he hadn't been letting his hopes blind him.


  "This is definitely it. The key to the next step."


  Setting his hiking pack down, Simon pulled out three small vials. Each contained what looked like blood, yet it was not clotted or decayed by having been in his pack for days on end. He held them up to the bright sunlight, then selected one and replaced the other two in his pack.


  Emptying the vial onto the rocky ground, Simon spoke a short incantation in a language few mortals had spoken in millennia. Then he added in English, "I claim the peak in the name of Q'Nos."


  He paused, probing with senses that most mortals possessed, but that few mortals paid attention to. Nodding in satisfaction, he hefted the pack onto his shoulders and started the long trek down to the sea. He might need to rent a car to finish before the deadline, but that shouldn't cause too much of a problem.


  * * * *


  [August 12, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  "This might cause some problems," Hands of Fire muttered as the giant crab creatures scuttled through his wall of fire without missing a step. They were too mindless to know of the concept of sin, thus were immune to the purifying aspect of his flames. And they seemed to be pretty well armored against the merely physical aspect of his power as well.


  Then he looked at the supply truck behind him and noticed its contents. Crates of rocket-propelled grenade launchers. "Allah will provide when the faithful are in need," he smiled, prying open one of the cases and motioning for the soldiers around him to do the same. Their bullets weren't even annoying the crabs, after all.


  Fire pulled out one of the launchers and assembled it with practiced ease. The warheads were anti-tank, but the crabs were naturally very sloped, so the grenades were as likely to bounce off as to explode on impact. He would have to strike the leading edge if it was to do any good, and while he was confident in his marksmanship, most of the men around him were less well-trained, which was why they were in the supply column and not at the spearhead.


  He shifted his aim at the ground, and fired. The projectile buried itself in the dirt for a fraction of a heartbeat before detonating, the concussive force hurling several crabs onto their backs. The monsters flailed about frantically, rocking back and forth in attempts to right themselves.


  "Flip them over with your grenades and then fire at the bellies!" he ordered, emphasizing this by directing gouts of white flame at the less heavily armored underside of one of the monsters. It shrieked in pain before curling up in its death throes.


  Within seconds, the ambush was retreating from Fire's section of the column, but he could see things were not going so well up ahead where the monsters had attacked from the other direction. "Come, men, we need to relieve the others!" He motioned for the driver of the supply truck to break out of the line and move forward, jumping up to hang onto the back along with several other soldiers. The squad's NCO had the presence of mind to detail a few men to finish off the wounded crab beasts. Fire made a mental note to ask that the men not try to eat the meat of these abominations...it was likely not only unclean, but poisonous to boot.


  Clearly, Allah was with the Expeditionary Force. This was the seventh time that he knew of that the enemy had tried to use an ambush to cut their supply lines, and the seventh time that the enemy had been driven off with only minimal losses among the righteous. Q'Nos's trap was turning out to have paper claws.


  * * * *


  [August 13, 2025 - Mount Olypmus]


  "It is good to have you back, Simon," Q'Nos smiled. At least, Simon was pretty sure the minotaur was smiling. "I trust things went smoothly?"


  "Aside from a stone in my shoe, completely, milord," Simon sketched a shallow bow. "Your suspicions were confirmed, and I was able to lay the necessary groundwork for the next step of your plan."


  "Very good," Q'Nos nodded. "But you seem concerned, Simon. Please, unburden yourself."


  "Well," Simon ventured, "this war seems ill-advised. Granted, it keeps anyone from looking at what I was doing on your behalf, but wasn't there a less dangerous way to accomplish the misdirection? We could have accomplished our goals in Crete without an open conquest, after all."


  The minotaur's booming laugh filled the high-ceilinged "conference room". "This is why I am the master and you are an advisor, Simon. It is good to counsel caution, but better to act boldly. I wanted my homeland back before invoking the final stages of my plan, is that not enough?"


  "To be honest," Simon was trying very hard to keep the trembling from his voice, "not really. Goading the Moslem Confederation into an open war at this point, when we don't have the forces to hold much territory, strikes me as wasteful. They cut a swath through our...your lands, kill your soldiers, and we cannot do the same to them without abandoning more of our defenses."


  After one last, nearly silent, chuckle, Q'Nos spread his hands wide and said, "Of course, it is a trap."


  "Oh? For whom?"


  "The Righteous Flame, to be specific. And as much of their army as we can feasibly ensnare. We meet them on the field every few days, hurting them and taking losses ourselves before withdrawing. We harry their supply lines regularly, without actually cutting them off. They think they have our measure and may even stand a chance of destroying me personally. They are...sadly mistaken. Misled. Our losses have mainly come from the expendable and the unreliable. Mindless monsters who we are better off without. Potential rivals for the throne. Those too slow or too stupid to retreat when the tide turns...as it always does, as we never send a large enough force to actually win. So I improve the overall quality of our remaining forces, while giving the false impression that the inferior soldiers lost to these battles are representative of our army as a whole."


  "And then what?" Simon asked. "Crush their armies and force their hand, so that they launch their atomic weapons?"


  Q'Nos shook his massive, horned head. "First, we cut their line of retreat for real. The Xenochromes can undo much of what this 'Eye of Purity' has done to cleanse the land. Then I prune back the more dangerous elements of their forces. Just enough that they will no longer be a threat to me, not so much that the Confederation will feel itself helpless. Granted, it is a fine balancing act, and I will have to be very careful in reading the situation when it comes to climax, but I think we can blunt the claws of this tiger to our east, so that they cannot interfere with my plans in any meaningful way...."


  * * * *


  [August 13, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  "I am bored," Scirocco remarked to no one in particular as he ran along the supply train at the relatively low speed of a hundred meters per second. "Then again," he sighed, "in war, boredom beats the alternative."


  In truth, even the alternative had been fairly boring so far. The enemy had no one fast enough to match him, and while there were plenty of opponents he couldn't hurt, none could really hit him in the first place. A few had tried with clouds of enchanted poison gas, but his winds had simply dispersed those attacks, rebounding them back on the attackers.


  This assumed he was even around during the short incidents, of course. The enemy had a habit of hiding very well and waiting until he had passed through before attacking. Fire thought he was just malingering, refusing to report sightings of the enemy and running away.


  Well...the thought had crossed his mind. It would certainly be a good way to live through this war. But no, he had honestly seen no sign of the ambushes. Even with the purification that Eye was doing, this was enemy territory. They knew the land, and they probably had invisible spirits or something annoying like that acting as spies. In fact, Scirocco had been finding it harder to make the wind do his bidding lately, as if the wind had a will of its own around here.


  Still, the net result of all of this was that he spent a lot of time running up and down the road to Istanbul, being bored.


  Wait.


  Something different on the edges of the road. Different is not boring, but different is generally bad.


  He reversed direction and went back to look at the new thing. Some sort of...fungus? It had an unhealthy look to it, simultaneously too colorful and yet feeling gray somehow.


  And it was growing down from the hills towards the road at a rate visible to the naked eye. More to the point, at a rate noticeable to his accelerated perceptions.


  He slapped the panic bar on his communicator. "We have possible enemy action at my location!" he shouted, knowing that the C-cubed units scattered along the convoy would automatically triangulate his position and append it to the message. "It appears to be some kind of abominable plant life!"


  A mist started to roll into the valley, a familiar mist. It was the sort of thing that existed all over this damned country, what Eye was supposed to have gotten rid of for good on this stretch of road. What men called the devil-fog.


  "We are losing clear road!" he added over his comm, although he was pretty sure there was now plenty of chatter on the matter. "Devil-fog is rolling in!"


  The real danger in the devil-fog wasn't that it was instantly fatal. If it were, there would be no enemies to fight, Greece would be completely barren and dead. No, it was that the devil-fog was unpredictable. The locals seemed to know it well enough to avoid the worst of it, but thousands of troopers unaccustomed to it? That was another matter entirely.


  An order came over the comms to come to a full stop, which told Scirocco that *someone* had their brains turned on today.


  But, of course, there were only so many brains to go around in any army, and one of the truck drivers was panicking, pulling off the road and trying to escape the devil-fog.


  Scirocco ran after the truck, willing the winds to clear the devil-fog from around them. It didn't work, never had worked, but he tried nonetheless.


  "Stop the truck, you idiot!" he shouted at the driver. Then he saw the driver's eyes, which were the pure white of eyes rolled back in their sockets. This was no normal panic. This was magic. Everyone had baffles as part of their comm headsets to block out the hideous piping of the satyrs, but this driver had pulled his off, probably because they were uncomfortable in the summer heat.


  Idiot.


  Scirocco opened the door, jogging easily alongside the truck, and prepared to pull the driver out and replace him. Then he felt the truck being pulled sideways.


  He looked past the driver and saw a gaping maw of darkness forming out of the mist.


  No time for subtlety. He threw the driver aside and then started to reach for the man who was sitting in the passenger seat, frozen in fear as he gazed into the darkness.


  Scirocco felt like he was in free-fall, and felt an all-too-unmagical surge of panic. The truck was falling sideways, and FAST. He jumped free, the soldier's expression of terror burned into his memory as the truck twisted, shrank and vanished.


  There was the sound of a shot, and Scirocco whirled around to see that the driver had put the barrel of his pistol in his mouth and pulled the trigger. But he could have just as easily shot Scirocco while he was distracted by the demise of the truck or the swirling closed of the dark hole.


  To Ahriman with this! Boring is a LOT better!


  * * * *


  [August 14, 2025 - Shattered Hellas]


  "MINOTAUR! I CALL YOU COWARD!"


  Under normal circumstances, the sight of the slender robed figure shaking his fist at Mount Olympus and bellowing his challenge might have seemed ludicrous. Especially since his other hand held a sword that was almost big enough to swing *him* rather than the other way around.


  But this was not anything like a normal circumstance. Behind the Eye of Purity was an army numbering in the tens of thousands, true believers who would lay down their lives for their faith. And who probably would be called upon to do so, now that they had been "trapped" at the base of Mount Olympus by the machinations of Q'Nos. In terms of their ability to leave, they were not truly trapped, mind you. Rather, their supply lines had been cut, and they had a hard choice: stay and starve, or retreat through hostile territory.


  The Eye of Purity sought a third option.


  "I CHALLENGE YOU TO SINGLE COMBAT!" he bellowed, lifting the sword defiantly.


  "Do not do this," Hands of Fire had said an hour ago when the plan had been proposed. "These abominations will not honor any agreement based on a duel. If you win, we're no better off. If you lose, we all lose."


  But Mujahid had seen the plan the Eye had hit upon. "They do not need to honor anything. This army is held together entirely by the minotaur's force of will. Kill him, and it collapses. It risks much on a single roll of the dice, but we have been left no other viable alternative save for retreat."


  Perhaps Q'Nos had hoped to force the Eye of Purity into such a position, rolling his own set of dice. So be it. Allah's will would be done this day, and His faithful would be advised to learn from the outcome...whatever it might be.


  A great winged shape broke through the clouds that wreathed the mountaintop, circling majestically three times before beginning a rapid glide down the slope of the mountain. It was a winged horse, one of many monsters out of myth that Q'Nos had brought into his service. But while the Pegasus was normally depicted as being of the purest white, this was a roan, its coat a better match for the minotaur's own.


  Within the space of a dozen heartbeats, the winged steed had landed a respectful distance away from the Eye of Purity, its passenger dismounting before sending the pegasus on its way.


  "I accept your challenge!" Q'Nos declared in a loud yet unstrained voice, hefting a huge double-bladed axe in his hands. He wore armor of stiffened white linen painted in black with the labris, a mate to the weapon in his hands. A wreath of oak leaves adorned his head as a crown, and the great horns atop his head were polished to a high sheen. Regal without being ostentatious, the Eye couldn't help but be impressed. The monster knew how to play to the crowd.


  "So, what are to be the stakes?" Q'Nos inquired once he had come within a dozen paces.


  "No more and no less than our lives," the Eye replied, lowering his sword so that the point bit into the rocky ground. "We both know that those are sufficient stakes, yes?"


  A booming laugh was the minotaur's reply. Then, "Yes, you clearly understand the situation I have maneuvered you into. I wish you dead, for you alone can nullify the special advantages this land gives me. You wish me dead, for I alone can unite the inhabitants of this land. And a duel gives us both a chance to attain these goals without wasting more of our followers. I accept, naturally."


  The Eye of Purity tore off his eyepatch, casting it aside with a whispered, "God is God!" Then, light flaring from the uncovered eye, he lifted his mighty sword and charged.


  * * * *


  [From the private memories of Cannon, AKA TCU-20432]


  It was not like a war between gods. I know this, because I was present the last time a god walked this earth and men warred against him, in that terrible battle in Giza. I awoke that day, and thanks to the perfection of my machine memory, I have studied the events of that day ever since, seeking in them the sign of Allah's grace. After all, the one called Archangeli did not destroy the world, so clearly Allah blessed us that day.


  But, as I watched the Eye of Purity and Q'Nos trade blows, I could certainly understand why others would later make such a comparison. Flashing sword and blazing axe clashing and sending out shockwaves that threatened to tumble those who were too near, the purity of the Eye's spirit leaching strength from his opponent until the two were on even footing.


  Shifting to other parts of the electromagnetic spectrum only made the battle more impressive...forces being unleashed threatened to rend the land to pieces, and those who could sense this were backing away from the two with unseemly haste. Those other than myself, of course. I would bear witness to the outcome of this struggle as I had been unable to do last year. A wave of power from Archangeli had rendered me insensate and scrambled my sensors, so I know no more about his final fate than any of my unenlightened vat- brethren.


  I would not be blind this time.


  However much I might have wished to not see what I saw.


  * * * *


  The moment seemed to stretch into infinity.


  A heartbeat before, the Eye of Purity had disarmed his foe and seemed on the verge of victory.


  Now, each beat of the holy man's heart served only to pump more of his blood onto the dusty ground, cascading over the head of his foe. Q'Nos had let himself be disarmed as a feint, and now the weapons he could not lose had served him well, one horn buried deep in the Eye's chest, the other pinning the man's shoulder.


  Shining no longer, the mighty sword slipped from the Eye's hand and fell to the ground with a clatter.


  The Eye of Purity whispered something that only Q'Nos could hear, then slumped over.


  Roaring his triumph, Q'Nos rose to his full height, throwing his impaled opponent to the edge of the crowd with a casual toss of his head. Then he turned slowly, taking in both assembled armies and the legion of spycameras hovering discreetly just out of view.


  "I have beaten your holy champion, o ye Mohammedans!" he roared. "I could just as easily destroy you all, but let it not be said that Q'Nos is without mercy! Leave this land and never return. NOW."


  There was a general uproar, but it was as much confused as angry, and only a handful of shots were fired before officers got their men under control. Generals and their staffs met in hurried conference. Soldiers milled about uncertainly, some looking like their entire world had been shattered, others fearful, still others clutching their weapons with expressions of pure hate.


  Q'Nos idly collected his axe and other bits of his attire that had been lost in the savage fight, composing himself carefully and then giving his enemies a few more minutes before calling out, "Will you now leave?" His civil tone was at stark contrast to the blood that soaked his head and shoulders.


  The Hands of Fire, who stood over the corpse of his leader, replied for the army. "We will leave now. We make no guarantees about the future."


  This earned a short, barking laugh. "No, none can guarantee the future, can they. Very well. Go, with neither my blessing nor my curse. Tell your leaders to expect emissaries from me within the week, to formalize your cessation of hostilities. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a nation to rebuild."


  The roan pegasus landed as if summoned by a silent signal, and Q'Nos mounted it. It clearly did not share a horse's fear of blood, as the minotaur reeked of it now. Flapping its clay-colored wings, the pegasus rose into the sky, carrying Q'Nos back to the top of cloud-wreathed Mount Olympus.


  * * * *


  [August 14, 2025 - Leaving Shattered Hellas]


  "I'm just glad we're going," Scirocco muttered. "He was just playing with us, we never stood a chance."


  "If you believe you will lose, then you will lose," Mujahid replied.


  "Fine," Scirocco spat. "You weren't there when those mushroom things popped up and turned reality into curdled milk. They could have done that any time, and probably will a few more times before we get everyone out of this Allah-accursed land."


  "The Jordanian is right," Cannon affirmed. "Obnoxious as always, but correct. I have analyzed the C-cubed data from the invasion and it is clear based on the forces visible at Mount Olympus that we were deliberately drawn in and trapped."


  "Why?" Base of the Pillar rumbled, breaking its habitual silence.


  "Why trap us, or why let us go?" Cannon asked.


  "I think the first is obvious, the second less so," Mujahid noted. "It seems to me that Q'Nos wished to prove to us that fighting him was folly, without having to crush us to do so. He has shown us the instruments of torture, to borrow a metaphor from the Christian Inquisition. For whatever reason, perhaps simply wishing to preserve the global balance of powers, he did not want to utterly destroy us. But he wants us cowed into submission, unwilling to launch another invasion."


  Cannon arched an eyebrow. "Historically, both on this world and others, that doesn't work. Not for long. It may buy a few years at most, but once the fangs are bared, the confrontation is inevitable and is settled only at exhaustion or the destruction of one side."


  "Yes..." Mujahid nodded thoughtfully. "Begging the question, what is Q'Nos buying time *for*?"


  * * * *


  [August 14, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  Q'Nos stepped from his bath, cleansed of blood and the sweat of fighting, then shook like a great mastiff, sending water flying. "Ah, it has been a good day, on the balance."


  "On the balance?" Simon Smith inquired, sitting on a nearby stone bench and monitoring various news outlets on a tablet computer. "It would seem that every part of your plan has been successful today."


  "That is true," Q'Nos admitted as he stepped over to a pair of zephyr attendants whose winds gently dried him. "On a geopolitical level, it was all golden, as they say. The Eye of Purity is dead, the Moslems are chastened, and our other endeavor went quite smoothly while the world's eyes were on my little duel. But I seem to have paid a personal price."


  "Oh? Does this have something to do with what the Eye of Purity said to you as he was dying?"


  A nod. "Two simple words, the truth of which becomes apparent as my wounds heal but my power does not return to me. It seems that with his death, he took much of my might with him to the afterlife. And he must have known this was going to happen, because his dying words were...'You lose.'"


  * * * *


  [August 14, 2025 - Palermo, Sicily]


  It is just before dawn, hours before the Eye of Purity's Pyrrhic victory. The sun is just starting to touch the top of distant Mount Etna. A few fires here and there send smoke into the lightening sky, and the occasional corpse can be seen in the streets. But it is otherwise quiet and still, a setting that would seem serene if it were not so ominous.


  For there is also no sign of the usual hustle and bustle of a city coming awake in the morning. Deliveries, commuters trying to beat the rush, a few lonely souls returning home after an evening of earning an honest or dishonest living has come to an end...none of these things are happening. The only movement comes from the small fires, and from shadows that flit from door to door, from alleyway to alleyway.


  Moving uphill, there are some people out and about, in rural areas as yet untouched by the shadowy invaders and as yet taking no notice of the silent city. Perhaps a farmer wonders about a missing friend, or realizes that a bus that always rumbles and coughs around the corner of his property every morning is very, very late.


  Then, at the Sun-kissed cone of the volcanic mountain, there is motion. A standard is being raised on a mighty staff. A black labris axe on a white field. The standard of Q'Nos.


  Sicily has joined the Kingdom of Q'Nos.


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


  Next Issue:


  The arc may be over, but Q'Nos's plans are certainly not, and they stretch beyond the Mediterranean next issue, in "Island Hopping"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Some of you may be wondering about Q'Nos's choice of the labris, or double-headed Minoan axe, as his symbol. Especially since it was historically a female symbol and is now commonly used as a totem by activists for both women's rights in general and lesbian rights in the more specific (if you don't believe me, do a web search on "labris"). Well, let's just say that when the Purebloods mess around with a rival's history and domain, they tend to play dirty. Q'Nos was a very masculine god in his day (as one might expect), adopting the labris as a symbol because of the "two horn" imagery, among other things. As part of the hatchet job (pun intended) done on Q'Nos, the labris was "retconned" into a feminine symbol. Q'Nos is now fighting a war of symbols along side the war of arms, trying to take back what was his in a history that never was...and poaching some of his enemies' symbols as well. So in addition to taking back the labris and insisting he not be called a minotaur, he's also doing things like basing his operations out of Mount Olympus and wearing Zeus's crown of oak leaves. Yes, he's pretty confident the Olympians won't come back and smite his furry butt any time soon.


  In other random points, the cover image is symbolic, Peter's situation will be expanded on later, and I promise, next issue we'll see more of ASH in their own book. :)


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


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


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


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


  #49 -Island Hopping


  Copyright 2004 by Dave Van Domelen ___________________________________________________________________________


  [cover shows a map of the Pacific, with a bloody red line snakingits way from island to island.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE



  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  



  [August 15, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]



  "We will not countenance this invasion of our soil! If Sicily is not returned to us by the end of the month, we will (KLIK)..."


  JakZak turned off the news in disgust, finishing the Eurasian Union representative's sentence for him, "...do nothing, but rattle our sabers more loudly and extend the deadline. Damn it. This is all Radner's fault!"


  Sarah, curled up against him in her insulated uniform, raised her eyebrows. "How d'you figure that? Khadam's stayed out of this one, for whatever reason. Not a peep. Or do you think the esteemed Chancellor of Khadam is at fault because he didn't nobly come to the aid of a neighbor nation?" she added sarcastically.


  JakZak shook his head. "Not directly. But the EU wouldn't be so gunshy right now if it wasn't recovering from the repeated hammering it took last year from Radner's schemes. They've got to be worried that taking too strong a stand against Q'Nos will earn them a new hurricane thanks to the minotaur's godly powers, or something."


  "That's not the impression Aaron got at the talks in Istanbul, dear."


  He waved a hand as if brushing aside the argument. "He was getting his impressions from Arc, who I'm sure is just as eager as we are to go in with guns blazing. If the EU was serious about acting, Arc would already be in Salermo, beating on monsters. It's a bluff, and I think Q'Nos knows it, because he's counter-bluffing just as hard. It's almost like he's trying to buy time...probably because it's taking him a while to move enough troops into Sicily to actually have a chance of holding it."


  "Maybe he's waiting for reaction from Khadam before deciding which way to go? Doesn't want to commit to staying or going until he sees how his neighbor to the south reacts?"


  JakZak nodded sullenly. "Maybe. I just hate being in the dark on this sort of thing."


  Tina sat in her room, alone. The shades were drawn, the lamps turned off. The only light came from the "strings" of her laser guitar, and she played a slow, haunting tune on it.


  A god was walking the earth, doing what he wanted, taking what he desired. Tina wasn't sure which prospect scared her more: that no one would try to stop him, or that she would have to be the one to try.


  She'd been going to church a lot lately. To more than one church, in fact. But it wasn't helping. She wasn't getting this faith in a higher power that everyone said she should have. The only higher powers she believed in were those she'd seen with her own eyes. Rebus the mad god. Q'Nos the bull.


  And neither of those gods gave her much hope for the future.


  She played on.


  "It doesn't make any sense. He doesn't have a fleet, how could he be trying to become a naval power?" Scott asked around bites of a thick, gooey slice of pizza. "Sure, he's got some river and sea spirits on his side, and those harpies could be considered an air force, but his strengths are land- bound."


  "Gatez could compenzate for a lack of zhipz," George buzzed, his agitation showing. He could speak without that annoying undertone now if he concentrated, but he wasn't at his peak right now, despite being cleared to return to active duty only a few days before. "He'd only need to have agentz plaze myztic linkz on the target izlandzzz. Gah," he threw up his arms, frustrated at his own lack of diction.


  "Okay, I'll grant that. And he has some very compact forces available, like those shadowhounds. But he's bottlenecking himself there, relying on mystic means of resupply when he could be expanding over land. There may not be a lot of Anchors left, but there are some around who could join commandos and cut off his gates." Scott finished off the slice with a thoughtful look on his face. "Crete I can see. It's supposedly his home, he'd want it back. But what connection does Sicily have to a minotaur? And it's not like it's so isolated that the EU would have trouble mounting a counterstrike from Italy. There's easier ways for him to choke the Adriatic if that's his goal, not that Venice or Trieste were in happy condition with him holding just the eastern shore. Q'Nos is not an idiot, I don't think he's just going after islands for some goofy theme. There has to be a valid strategic reason."


  "Then letz...*let's* figure it out before he shows us, right?" George nodded.


  * * * *


  [August 15, 2025 - Mexico City, Federal Sector]


  Sal and Arin sat in the relative cool of a shaded cafe table as the noonday sun beat down on the city. All around them, people went about their business, unconcerned about events on the other side of the planet. Why should they worry? A bunch of heathens defeated another bunch of heathens in some battles. And even if a Catholic nation was invaded, it was nobody they knew personally, right?


  The clock adorning a nearby church steeple clicked forward another minute. 11:58, it proclaimed. One tick closer to armageddon.


  "Something interesting about the clock, big guy?" Arin asked, tipping back her broad straw hat nonchalantly.


  "Hm? Oh, just thinking about something TwenCen. The Doomsday Clock. A bunch of scientists got together every so often and estimated how close we were to blowing ourselves up, and they'd symbolize it with a number of minutes away from midnight. Looking at that clock," he gestured, "made me think of it. And how Q'Nos may be ticking us closer to doomsday. Yeah, I know, it's a minute to noon, not a minute to midnight," he added as it clanked forward another minute. "Still, symbols are symbols."


  Arin was silent for a moment at this, and Sal suspected he knew why. She'd been sowing seeds of female empowerment all over Mexico, trying to establish a counter to its rather patriarchal culture. And the symbol she'd been using in these not-as-secret-as-she-thought meetings was the labris, the double-bitted axe that was an ancient symbol of female strength. Unfortunately, it was also the personal banner of Q'Nos, who was clearly waging a war of meanings here.


  "Yeah," Arin finally nodded, giving Sal a look that told him she knew that he knew. "Even when they don't mean what you want them to mean."


  * * * *


  [August 15, 2025 - Little Blue Lake, Wisconsin Sector]


  Politics. The plans of godlings. Strange tactics. Symbols.


  All of these things weighed on his teammates, singly or in pairs. But meditating in his woodland retreat, only Peregryn was trying to combine all of these elements and seek the true meaning behind them.


  There was also one event that Peregryn was aware of, but had not yet informed others about. Perhaps a dozen people in the entire world could sense it, and most of them would only know that something ominous was going on behind the curtains of the world. Of those who did know the true meaning, Peregryn was certain Q'Nos was at the top of the list.


  Tartarus was stirring. An abyss between the realities, it had been a dumping ground for enemies too powerful to simply destroy but no longer strong enough to escape by their own efforts. The sort of place Q'Nos may have spent considerable time, perhaps. A prison for fallen gods and titans, a part of the world yet just outside of it. Like the pocket dimension guarded by The Family in South America [ASH #3], it was inside the Barrier, but sealed with its own potent walls and cages.


  It certainly made sense that Q'Nos might have allies trapped within, allies he would be seeking to free. But who? And how did this fit in with his conquest of Sicily...or were the two unrelated? All volcanos were potential gateways to Tartarus, but there were easier targets than Sicily's Etna.


  He decided he would meditate further on the issue, but only until sundown. Then he would take what he had found...and what he had not...and bring it to the attention of his teammates.


  * * * *


  [August 16, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Thank you, Howard," JakZak nodded from the head of the conference table. "Does anyone else have anything to add?" His gaze swept the room, taking in both the people who were physically present and those, like Sal and Arin, who were participating via teleconference linkup.


  "Yeah," Essay snarled. "Why do we keep talking and not doing anything? And don't say 'politics,' 'cuz that's a stupid answer."


  JakZak sighed, leaning back in his chair and massaging his temples with both hands. "Yes, Essay, it's a stupid answer. But it's the only one we've got right now. Until and unless Q'Nos makes a move against Combine territories, and until and unless the EU or MC agree to let us act on their soil, there's nothing we can do but sit around and hope Khadam is the next target or something. But while we sit around, we can try to figure out what the hell Q'Nos is up to. The Pentagon agrees with Scott and George about the odd strategic environment, and Howard has a very good point regarding rituals and Tartarus. So that's what we DO. We follow those leads, keep an eye peeled for any other clues, and try to be ready to jump in case Q'Nos gives us an opening."


  "Meanwhile," Aaron interjected, "based on the reports I was able to weasel out of our Moslem counterparts before leaving the area, I think you should get to work on a really good fungicide, Essay. Q'Nos has some sort of space spore on his side that can warp reality."


  "Great. Now fungus has the Magene," Tom sighed. "I miss the 90s."


  "Actually, it was created in the 90s," Sal noted over his link. "A Bosnian supernormal tried to 'end' the ethnic crisis by bombarding the area with meteors. One of those meteors had some sort of space fungus on it, and it interacted with his own reality warping and the efforts of the super who stopped him. Drifted into Greece on the wind and took root. Supposedly a big part of why Greece is so messed up."


  Tom blinked. "Oookay. Can I miss the 80s instead?"


  * * * *


  [August 18, 2025 - Tenerife, Canary Islands]


  Life was good, Carlos thought to himself as he strolled along the riverbank near Las Caletillas, one of the smaller tourist towns on the island. La Playa de las Arenas might not be the finest or largest beach on Tenerife, but it was a fine place and attracted more than its share of tourists.


  And tourists, though they might be loud and demanding and sometimes crude, were what made life so good, this Carlos knew. His job at the Hotel of the Sands paid so well because of tourists. He could even afford to take the bus down from Araya every day, avoiding the six mile walk when he was tired or in a hurry. Today he was neither tired nor in a hurry, so he was saving the bus fare.


  Tourists came to Tenerife more and more lately. The Mediterranean was no longer safe, thanks to hurricanes and terrorism and war. Ibiza had all but been destroyed! So tourists from Europe and even from western Africa flocked to the Canary Islands for their sunny vacations.


  Carlos reflexively turned at the sound of a splash in the river, and saw a naked woman stand up in the shallow water! She shook herself, snarling about something in a language he didn't understand, and then dove back into the water as if it was a deep pool.


  He ran over to where she had surfaced, thinking he might have to save some drunken tourist who didn't think a swimming pool was "natural" enough. But there was no sign of a woman.


  Carlos sincerely hoped that Tenerife was not now getting the kind of tourist that had ruined Ibiza. He liked having a job. He turned around and headed back for Las Caletillas...time to report this to somebody. And hope they didn't tell him to go home and sleep it off.


  * * * *


  [August 20, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Tom, you busy?" Tina poked her head into the room there Dodson was staying over the summer, before heading back to the Academy and detached duty.


  "Not really," he shrugged, closing a file he had been working on. "Something on your mind?"


  Tina stepped in, idly brushing some laundry from a chair with the golden aura of her telekinesis and dropping it in what looked to be a laundry bin. "Yeah. I was wondering...could you tell me what it was like working with gods?"


  Tom blinked, then shrugged again. "More like avatars, really. I left on my little trip to the future before the gods themselves started walking around in person. But, well, they were all different. Stormcloud was really distant, there didn't seem to be much of her original personality left under the goddess. Set was...extreme. He was really this mousy little professor guy, but when he turned into Set it was like he was desperately trying to live the sort of life his scrawny body had kept him from living. And not always getting it right...for a big scary guy, he had a lot of trouble intimidating people. They tended to laugh at first, before he crushed them in one hand or something."


  "Oh," Tina looked disappointed. "So they were really just supernormals with a different kind of origin? Not really gods?"


  "If by that, you mean was I scared shitless by the prospect of being on the same planet as them, no. Like, they were dangerous, of course. And Set's evil fellow avatar Sutekh was both creepy AND dangerous. But nothing like having Rebus or Q'Nos around."


  "What makes you think..."


  "That you're stressing out over Q'Nos?" Tom interrupted. "I may not be all that perceptive, Tina, but even I notice when you flinch every time he's brought up. And you were really uncomfortable when we were in Egypt, although I think you thought you covered it up well."


  "I...guess I did think that," she admitted.


  "If you don't mind a bit of armchair psychology," he continued, "I think this has something to do with how you were always running away as a kid, after your parents defected. You spent years expecting to run away from things too big to fight, and while you've gotten more powerful and able to fight back against more things...gods just go off the scale, and you're five years old again, running from the PROC."


  Without another word, Tina stood and left the room. She looked like she was on the verge of either screaming or crying, and Tom wasn't sure which. "Okay, maybe she DID mind a bit of armchair psych," he sighed, then went back to the file he'd been working on.


  * * * *


  [August 23, 2025 - Guam, Pacific State]


  Officially, no one lives at the mouth of the Pago River anymore, not since a Spanish village there was wiped out by smallpox in 1856. The legends about a giant fish that was nibbling at the island at that point didn't exactly make it attractive for redevelopment, either.


  This lack of population and link to legend made it all the more attractive to others, of course, and a small bronze plaque flared to life in the pre-dawn gloom. A mystic gate planted on the shore of the bay by sea spirits friendly to Q'Nos, it discharged a trio of SHAPES. They were lupine in bearing, but composed of shadow so deep that it stood out even in the tropical night.


  Unofficially, Pago Bay was not exactly uninhabited.


  "Probably just another tourist who wanted to find someplace unspoiled," Cpl. Fredericks groused to his sergeant as the squad moved carefully through the overgrowth. The morning breeze was starting to kick up, so it wasn't really uncomfortable in his composite armor bodysuit, but he still didn't like having to put the whole thing on and go outside just because the motion detectors pinged. And there was a part on the left arm that chafed no matter what he did.


  "Can it, Freds," Sgt. Dawson snarled. "Unless these tourists are from the Emerald City of Oz and got here by clicking their heels together, they ain't tourists. This wasn't just a motion spike, there were clicks on the teleport detectors." Teleportation was the biggest worry of people trying to design secure installations. Fortunately for their peace of mind, most forms of instantaneous transmission made the local laws of nature go a little wonky for a moment, and detectors could be built to pick that sort of thing up. "Now quit grousing and keep an eye out...and not just yer Mk.I eyeball."


  Chastened into silence, Fredericks motioned the rest of the eight man squad into a sweep formation, and everyone dropped sensor monocles down from their helmets.


  Seconds later, one of the squad whispered on the general push, "Blank, two o'clock, fifty em!"


  "Jenkins, Louis, Parsons, Wolfe...I want you on regular subdual rounds. The rest of you, special settings," the sergeant hissed, thumbing over the control on his own weapon. Each of the squad had a different "special setting" that launched an attack intended to defeat some form of supernatural defense. His own was a focused sonic beam, Freds had a maser beam, and so forth. A "blank" was any target that showed up as a hole in the sensor picture, commonly meaning invisibility. And with invisibility often went a number of other powers, such as intangibility. The special settings weren't as effective in raw terms as bullets or beanbags, but it increased the odds something would work.


  "Fire!" Dawson commanded.


  The trio of blanks on his monocle scattered as soon as he gave the order, but the squad had been expecting that, and tracked targets. As he'd half-expected, the subdual rounds passed harmlessly through the blanks. The corporal's maser seemed to have an effect on the blanks, but Dawson didn't manage to score a hit on his own target to see if sonics were useful.


  Two of the blanks vanished into the trees, becoming effectively impossible to track. The third charged at the squad, either suicidally trying to protect its comrades, or maybe expecting an easy lunch.


  "Scatter! Maser fire if you've got the option!"


  Moving faster than an unaided human could, the squad members got out of the blank's way, using the flatpanel motor enhancement of their bodysuits to spring aside and then turn on a dime to concentrate fire on the enemy. Three maser beams lashed out, their invisible light accompanied by an electrical crackling as air in their path ionized. One flared high, but it drove the blank down into the path of the other two.


  The blank, now clearly a wolfen form made of shadow, writhed in pain for a moment before sinking into the ground.


  "WAR DOGS OF SET. PART OF THE FORCES OF Q'NOS," a display in the corner of his monocle read. "LIKELY PART OF AN INVASION. RETURN TO BASE TO REGROUP AND RE-EQUIP."


  * * * *


  [August 24, 2025 - Arlington, Federal Sector - Pentagon Offices]


  "At 0440 local time, sensors at a covert research installation on the eastern short of Guam picked up a teleport disturbance. A squad was dispatched to investigate, and encountered a trio of so-called War Dogs, known assets of Q'Nos," the briefing officer told the room of generals, superheroes and politicians. "The War Dogs were repulsed and reinforcements sent to the location. Due to their mobility and unique natures, the War Dogs have so far managed to avoid capture or destruction...while the units stationed on Guam have the equipment to hurt shadowforms, they have not yet been able to corner the War Dogs with enough firepower to do the job. They have been chasing Q'Nos's forces around the island for the better part of a day now, as well as working to evacuate civilians to more defensible locations. No further forces have arrived, oddly, but this may be in part because the teleportal device was located and neutralized."


  General Davis, head of the North American Combine Armed Forces, stood. "Thank you, Colonel Karim. Now that we know Q'Nos is pursuing some other agenda besides outright conquest, satintel and humint have revealed small incursions on a number of other islands around the world, including Tierra del Fuego, the Canary Islands, Singapore, the Seychelles and Zanzibar." A map on the wall lit up with red spots to indicate the islands Davis had named, and a number of other small Pacific islands and atolls. "With such a large number of targets, Q'Nos cannot be planning to conquer and hold all of them, especially the more heavily populated areas such as Singapore or the Phillipines. That puts it squarely in your laps, gentlemen," he nodded to the ASH contingent sitting together on one side of the conference table. JakZak, George and Peregryn all looked terribly young compared to the rest of the people in the room, yet no one doubted their experience.


  Chancellor Stockwell stood, looking as if he was posing for the press cameras that weren't there. "Gentlemen, this is no longer a problem just for the Eurasian Union, or the Moslem Confederation. Q'Nos has invaded our shores, which is as good as a declaration of war. A declaration that I will be asking the Senate for once we finish here. We have informed the other world powers of our intentions and of the incursions we have spotted in their territories, I believe we can get the United World to endorse this action."


  General Davis nodded. "Thank you, Chancellor Stockwell. Mr. Taylor," he turned to JakZak, "ASH is going to be split up to respond to both the threats we are currently aware of, and as preventative measures at any location within our borders that seems particularly at risk. I would appreciate opinions from your team regarding those latter locations, and any insights you may have into Q'Nos's plans."


  "I have one right now," George replied, keeping his voice steady as he keyed up something he had been looking at on his tablet. "Something that came to me after you put up those points on the map. I'm adding it to the display now."


  A green line appeared on the map, tracing its way all the way around the globe. And while it seemed a fairly poor match for part of its length, it went through or near every island indicated in red between the Phillipines and the Canaries.


  "This is Magellan's circumnavigation," George explained. You'll note that it doesn't match up with locations like the Seychelles or Zanzibar...but that part of the route happened after the death of Magellan himself. I'm not sure what it means, but it seems too coincidental to *not* have meaning. Especially since Q'Nos relies heavily on magic and symbol."


  "I think I should look into this," Peregryn decided.


  "You do that," General Davis turned the suggestion into an order with his tone and expression. "Mr. Taylor, I'd like you to stay behind to discuss the disposition of your people. Chancellor Stockwell?"


  "Hm? Oh, yes. Thank you all for coming, now let's be about our individual business, eh?"


  When people think of the Library of Congress, they tend to think of people roaming through dusty old stacks, surrounded by piles and piles of books. After all, every "serious" publication sent a copy to the Library of Congress, right?


  Not exactly. The vast bulk of the collection was inaccessible to the public. Instead, a system of ramps and belts and elevators was used to bring the books to reading rooms on request, a system in place for generations and occasionally upgraded for greater speed and greater care in handling of an ever-aging collection.


  But a few sections were considered too sensitive to be trusted to the mechanical delivery system. Even a one in a million error rate would put dangerous books in the wrong hands eventually. Conspiracy theorists who knew of these restricted stacks spent nearly endless hours trying to gain access, but most of these books were only truly hazardous in the hands of a mage.


  Hence, the librarian in charge of this particular room was very nervous to have Peregryn leafing through the tomes under his care. This was a man who had lived through the Godmarket, who knew what could be done with the knowledge he kept safe...even in the hands of a so-called "hero".


  For his part, Peregryn tried to ignore the anxiety the librarian radiated like the heat of a bonfire. He regretted that there was so much in this room that he had to skim over, that he might never get a chance to read carefully. But he had a specific task, a specific goal.


  And he had found it.


  "Aha...the diary mentioned in the Wanderer's effects," he whispered, careful not to disrupt any of the complex lines of power surrounding him. He paged through it carefully, until he found the passages he wanted. Reading them, then reading them again to be sure his translation spells were acting as they should, he nodded.


  "Magellan was guided in his course by dark dreams of the deep, as if the abyss itself was talking to him. Why he confided in this minor crewman is a mystery, perhaps he felt his officers would...do something rash...if he told them about his dreams." In truth, he wasn't really talking to the librarian, he just felt these words needed to be spoken aloud. In case...never mind that. "The diarist thinks that Magellan's ill-conceived actions in what we call the Phillipines were an elaborate means of committing suicide without being damned for it. He did not want to follow the path his dreams laid out for him, not anymore. No wonder this sailor's diary is in the restricted stacks...a dilettante mage with a sailboat might be tempted to retrace Magellan's route and unleash...something."


  Tartarus called out to Magellan, and now it called out to Q'Nos. A ritual that would gird the globe and open wide the gates of the pit. But to what end? Not that this mattered much at the end of the day. Whatever the purpose of Q'Nos's ritual, Peregryn would have to make sure it failed.


  Anything trapped in Tartarus should remain there, whatever its name.


  * * * *


  [August 25, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  Q'Nos sat atop his marble and gold throne and mused aloud to an empty audience hall.


  "It all goes well. Long has she been trapped in the abyss of Tartarus. They have called her many things. Typhon. The Leviathan. Jormungandr. But to me, she is simply...mother."


  A single, satisfied snort punctuated the statement, echoing across the room.


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


  Next Issue:


  Q'Nos's full plan is revealed, and all the heroes in the world may not be enough to stop what he plans to unleash! Be here for the oversized special issue #50, "World On A String"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The internet is such a lovely tool for getting both inspiration and information when writing. About the time I finished #48, I had a rough idea that Q'Nos would be trying to enact a ceremony on islands around the world, but didn't really know which islands I wanted.


  Then, while reading one of Matt Rossi's bits of weirdness at http://www.onceinoticediwasonfireidecidedtorelaxandenjoythefall.org/merkabah/ (yes, the Matt Rossi who wrote Warden), I was inspired. He was talking about Drake serving some mystic agenda in his travels, and things clicked. I needed a route around the world, and one alrady existed: Magellan's. Not only that, but when Magellan met his end, it seemed to be the result of uncharacteristic stupidity. What if he was following some call from the deep? And couldn't handle it anymore, getting himself killed to silence the voices?


  The next step was a bit tougher. I wanted a detailed map of Magellan's voyage, but all the online sources had rough global maps with no names. Eventually I found a one-page travelogue that listed enough stops to get me started, and I filled in some of the rest by just poking around an atlas at home.


  Things got easier once I had my islands picked. Want a map of Tenerife? Took me about half a minute to find a really good one. Guam? Even less time, and it was attached to a great information site that gave me a perfect place to set my secret installation. The legend about the giant fish was a nice bonus.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


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


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  



  [August 26, 2025 - Washington, Federal Sector]


  "Gentlemen, I don't know what Q'Nos is trying to summon up from the pits of Tartarus, but rest assured that it will be BIG," Peregryn addressed the assembly of heroes, generals and politicians. He was becoming more familiar with the Federal Sector than he really wished to, of late. "Beacon's Magellan hypothesis seems to be borne out by my research...Magellan was being guided by some mystic force to trace out a specific path around the world, called to by someone...or some THING, more likely...that desired freedom from the pocket reality of Tartarus. And Q'Nos is listening to that same call."


  Colonel Hendrick, present by special invitation, nodded. "And all his strange strategic moves lately make sense. He's not trying to pull off a conventional conquest, he's looking to free some sort of demonic superweapon that will win him the world in one shot."


  The wall display of the world had numerous islands lit up in various shades of red through yellow, and a bright green line indicating Magellan's journey superimposed over them. General Davis stood and walked over to the display.


  "Some of the targets don't fit the Magellan path, but as Beacon pointed out at an earlier meeting, Magellan may have deliberately gotten himself killed here," he gestured at the Phillipines, "in order to stop the ritual. The path certainly breaks away after their intended destination in the Moluccas of Indonesia, coming nowhere near the Seychelles, Zanzibar or Socotra, which we know have been compromised. And, of course, the Mediterranean was never on his path, since it would be a while before there was a canal for him to take," the general chuckled grimly. "Our official slice of the line is fairly small, all things considered. I'd like ASH to split up to deal with Tierra del Fuego, Pukapuka Island and Guam," he pointed at the three places, which obligingly gained blue halos.


  "Unofficially, China has jurisdiction over Singapore and the Phillipines, but their southern territories recently broke away into a polity calling itself the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization...yes, a new SEATO. SEATO is appealing to the North American Combine for help, but so far we've been deflecting their requests to the United World. It's likely that STRAFE will be tasked with defending some of SEATO territory, possibly Singapore due to their previous experience with that island state. The remainder of the path is firmly under the aegis of the EU and the Moslem Confederation, who have both stated their intent and ability to deal with this issue."


  Chancellor Stockwell cleared his throat. "For future reference, and this is not to leave this room, but Khadam has 'generously' offered to help deal with the situation in the Mediterranean, at least as pertains to Malta and Ibiza. They're being told to back off, but analysis suggests they won't."


  "Fine," General Davis nodded. "Hopefully Khadam will put stopping Q'Nos ahead of grabbing territory themselves, but that's an issue to deal with after Q'Nos has been stopped. Peregryn, how do we stop this ritual?"


  The young mage steepled his fingers in front of his shadowed face and sighed. "We may not be able to. Q'Nos is likely using a connection to his minions to establish a sort of sympathetic chain from island to island, then he'll rattle this chain to rip open the barriers between our world and Tartarus. If we can remove his influence from enough locations before he's ready, it *might* stop him from casting the spell. On the other hand, he may merely need to have had them on the islands at all, in which case we'd need to ritually cleanse the locations before they'd cease to be of use to him."


  "So, we're screwed," Chancellor Stockwell snarled, exhibiting a flash of the temper that had nearly cost him the election three years ago.


  "Perhaps," Peregryn admitted. "Much of it depends on what emerges from the rift, and where it emerges. I have an idea for a way to force it back through the rift after the spell is complete, turning much of the power Q'Nos is gathering back upon itself. But it will require waiting until he starts his own ritual, and if the freed beast is allowed to wander too far from the rift before I finish my counter-ritual, I will not be able to force it back through. If you cannot stop the ritual, you must contain the results until I can act. And you must impress on the other world powers the importance of this as well...contain the beast at all costs!"


  * * * *


  [Guam, Pacific State]


  George didn't wait for the suborbital shell to drop to a safe external temperature, he blew the emergency seals and flew out onto the airfield. The heat bothered him, but cautious testing with Scott had taught him that it took a lot of heat to actually harm him. And time was of the essence. He wished he hadn't needed the suborbital, but he hadn't yet figured out how to exceed 300 meters per second without starting to dissipate.


  "Mr. Sylvester," a hispanic-looking woman in Major's insignia nodded to him as he landed at the edge of the landing area. "Or should I call you Channel?"


  "I've decided to go by Beacon, Major...?"


  "Padilla," she replied. "Wasn't Beacon the name of a TwenCen hero?"


  "Yes, it was, Major Padilla. I figured it was only fair turnabout to take a body from Doublecross's forces and use it to redeem the name he'd sullied thirty years ago."


  Padilla's eyebrow quirked at the use of the word "sullied," but she didn't comment on it. "Very good, Beacon. If you'll come this way, I'll show you where we think the Wardogs are right now..."


  * * * *


  [Tierra del Fuego, South American Protectorate]


  "Tierra del Fuego my rapidly freezing culo!" Essay snarled as she led the way with her scanners. Scorch flew overhead, but was keeping his flames as muted as possible so as to avoid interfering with Essay. Sal and Arin flanked her, the trio moving slowly over the hard-frozen ground. "What genius picked THAT name?"


  "Magellan," Sal shrugged. "Named it after all the campfires he saw while sailing past...the locals didn't think it was terribly warm either. Although," he added thoughtfully, "the ultraviolet levels around here are so high that the few people who do still live here need to wear hats and sunglasses on even a cold and dreary winter day such as this. Different kind of fire, now."


  "I'm getting a reading, everyone," Essay cautioned, pointing towards a small pool behind, of all things, a beaver dam.


  "There's something metal down there," Scorch noted over comlink. "Looks like...bronze, maybe?"


  As if realizing it had been discovered, the creature in the beaverpond uncoiled its body violently, sending ice, gray water and muddy snow in all directions. It was an immense clockwork dragon with numerous serpentine necks...and atop one of those necks was a living head that was a blasphemous cross between the head of a serpent and that of a human infant.


  "I am the immortal hydra!" the living head cackled while the mechanical jaws of its fellow heads gnashed threateningly. "I cannot be slain, I cannot be defeated!" The color of madness infused its every word.


  Scorch and Fury answered with bursts of energy, but their attacks were intercepted by the secondary heads and largely deflected.


  "Let's see how you like my haywire grenades, tick-tock!" Essay shouted, hurling a pair of small cylinders at the clockwork hydra. On impact, they burst into manic swirls of fine wire. Designed to entangle non-powered opponents, they worked as Essay had hoped...the wires were quickly sucked into the whirring gears and shafts of the mechanical monster, where they wreaked havoc.


  Seeing an opening, the Green Knight jumped up and grabbed the living head of the beast. Ignoring the jaws that were starting to clamp down on him from all sides, he gave the head a mighty twist, a pull, and then dropped to the ground as the head came free and its mechanical body fell limp.


  "I cannot be killed!" the head raved. "Even Heracles failed to slay me!"


  "But he did bury you under a rock, I seem to recall," Fury smirked as she approached. "Essay, you got any of that quick-hardening riot foam?"


  * * * *


  [Pukapuka Island, Pacific State]


  "Wow...the French weren't far off when they called this cluster the Disappointment Islands," Lightfoot commented as he set the helijet down on the beach of the small atoll. "I've seen larger college campuses than Pukapuka."


  "At least it'll be easier to find Q'Nos's forces and fight them," Contact observed. "No people...at least, not since 1998 or so."


  There was a moment of silence at that. Pukapuka had never been teeming with people, rarely exceeding 200 residents. But they'd all vanished some time between July 1998 and the next contact with the island in 2004. By that time, France had ceded all claims to the Tuamoto Archipelago and the rest of French Polynesia, and the growing North American Combine had simply gobbled the territory up.


  Breaker, Comet, Lightfoot and Contact exited the Helijet and scanned the 800 hectare atoll. Aside from a few flattened buildings, victims of some hurricane or other, there was no sign of human habitation. A grove of banana "trees" occupied one corner of the atoll, but the rest of Pukapuka had returned to the hardy salt-resistant scrub that tended to characterize small tropical islands.


  "Why, exactly, did Solar Max decide this little dot on the map needed four of us?" Breaker asked.


  "A hunch, more or less," Comet shrugged. "This was the first land Magellan sighted after leaving South America, it's probably just seething with mystic resonance. And since it's so isolated, Q'Nos could have inserted massive forces without anyone noticing."


  "I'm picking up some muted thoughts coming from the banana grove," Contact squinted through his goggles. "Animal-level. Probably birds, but..."


  "But what?" Comet asked.


  "Birds generally don't radiate quite so much *hate*," Contact answered. "Sometimes they do, I mean, but this is pretty intense."


  Suddenly, a flock of birds erupted from the concealment of the banana plants. They shone brightly in the morning sun, as if their feathers were forged from steel.


  Breaker immediately threw up a shimmering golden dome of telekinetic force, just in time to deflect a hail of feathers that the birds loosed upon them. "Stymphalian birds," she snarled. "I guess Hercules didn't get 'em all," she added in a mutter.


  The others nodded silent agreement. Reading up on monsters of Greek myth had become almost mandatory for the team, in light of the forces Q'Nos had been gathering in Shattered Hellas. And the Labors of Hercules were full of nasty monsters.


  Feathers now rained down on the Helijet, but it was sufficiently armored that the birds were only ruining the paint job. Still, they'd have to inspect the intakes very carefully before trying to take off.


  "Breaker, keep up the umbrella. Contact, give us some fist-sized rocks, if you will?" Comet ordered.


  The psi nodded and jogged over to a largish coral boulder, sizing it up for a moment before bringing his fist down with a loud KRAK! The boulder split into hundreds of pieces of various sizes. "I'll take the larger chunks," he grinned.


  Between the Mach-speed throwing arms of the two speedsters and Contact's immense strength, soon the skies were almost empty of the steel-feathered birds. The few that remained, however, continued to dip and swirl and circle defiantly, and it was much harder to hit dispersed targets.


  Until, of course, Breaker dropped the protective shield and just grabbed the handful of remaining birds in cocoons of golden light.


  "Okay," Comet shrugged for the second time that morning. "Maybe it WAS overkill to send all of us."


  * * * *


  [Edwards Air Force Base, California Sector]


  "I'll try to keep up, but I might have to go into low orbit to do so," Solar Max warned. "Even in my exo-armor, my aerodynamics aren't up to high Mach in the atmosphere. Are you sure you don't want to do this up in orbit?"


  Peregryn shook his head as he doublechecked his flight suit, making sure he had all the necessary ingredients and objects. Things for helping with the ritual, things for helping survive after casting the spell. And, incongruously, a hastily cobbled-together pair of patchwork leather boots.


  "Q'Nos is girdling the world by land and sea for his ritual. I need to take the third sphere, the air, to cast my counterspell. By following the path of the Lucky Lady II, the first airplane to circumnavigate the planet without landing, I should be able to...hijack...part of his own ritual. But I must be at approximately the same altitude as that B-29. Orbit will not do. Hopefully he has not anticipated this possibility and placed defenses."


  "But if he did," Solar Max said as he put on his helmet and backed into the complex exoarmor unit, "I'll try to be there to shoot down anything that can be shot down. This scramjet is a recon craft, it's unarmed. Hell, it's not really meant to fly as low as a B-29 either. I might need to catch you in a gravity bubble."


  Pergryn nodded to his team leader, then crawled into the space that had been made for him in the T-43 Silverhawk. It was normally a one-man craft, but they'd gutted the extensive surveillance suite to make an uncomfortable, but adequate, place for Peregryn to perform his rituals. Most importantly to him, there was no way for the pilot to see into the compartment...for Peregryn would be doing things that might distract even the strongest- stomached military man....


  * * * *


  [Guam, Pacific State]


  "This is taking forever," Beacon thought to himself. Sure, all it took was a full-power blast of light from him to disperse one of the dark hounds of Set, but after that first lucky hit they hadn't let him get a clean shot off. He was faster, but they were more maneuverable and generally really sneaky. And now they'd split up again, so he'd been forced to leave one to its own devices.


  Beacon really wished he had Squadron's ability to make more of these bodies.


  He also wished these damned dogs weren't so clever. He'd tried herding one into a trap, where he could get supporting fire from maser-equipped troops, but it had sensed the gambit and risked dashing right past Beacon to get out.


  Sweeping the jungle with brilliant green light, he once again reflected on how odd the sensation was. He didn't just see things illuminated by his beams, he *felt* them as well, as if the shafts of light were extensions of his fingers. And that gave him an idea.


  The sky lit up green as it gained a new star. Beacon "felt" his way outward, covering acres at a time, seeking out a blank spot where the living darkness must be.


  "There!"


  The sky-filling light suddenly focused like a hooded lantern on one spot, becoming a ravening beam of destruction. Several trees shattered in the path of the beam, but what had been two WarDogs was now one.


  "Too bad the last one's probably already figured a way around that trick," Beacon sighed as he called in to get a sighting on the last enemy. He hoped he could find that third hound before it was too late....


  * * * *


  [The Ruins of Haven, Near Malta]


  Conflicto was getting serious deja vu.


  Well, except that last time the CSV went down to Haven, he wasn't wearing his own Deep Armor. And this time it was just the guys, provided you counted Myriad as half-guy. She was ahead of them, in kraken form.


  And, last time, he wasn't riding a rhynchocephalian crocodile with a third eye. Or alligator. He kept forgetting which it was. He had gotten the beast a while back, along with the two-headed dromedary...or bactrian (he kept forgetting that one too). Both were Magene-spliced aberrations that he liberated during that damned circus incident, and Ringo (his name for the gator-dile) was powerful enough to survive even these depths. Ringo and the fire-breathing two-headed camel were the first members of his new obsession...the Zoo of Malice.


  Triton was up ahead as well, plowing deeper in his Strafe armor. Conspicuously, the AstroSpear was absent, but Eugene figured Tritey hadn't found a replacement power source just yet. However, Tritey did have that first trident he owned, as well as a battalion of robocrabs at his side.


  He reduced the viscosity of the water around himself and his mount to speed up and catch up to Triton, then flipped open his sonar-beam com- channel. "Hey boss? Remind me why we're down here, and why we're helping ASH?"


  "Remember, Eugene, it's not my team anymore. I turned the reins over to Glyph officially after the wedding. It's her call, her scheme."


  "Oops. Force of habit, boss. I'll bug her instead. But tell me why you and Sultry even care? Shouldn't you be changing diapers somewhere?"


  A laugh. "For one, Haven's a historical site, in my books. I have a obligation as the heir to this armor to protect that TwenCen legacy of villainy," Triton explained. "Second, they're using blasted *tritons* down there. You know how I get..."


  "...when people use your trademark. I remember," said Conflicto. When Triton was in jail before the CSV formed, he had Rebus destroy all those who had vanity plates that read 'TRITON'. Now *that* was vanity! "And three, you were bored out of your shell?"


  "That, too. And that's on top of the whole world domination bid that really is our purview. Can't have other tyrants stealing our show, can we?"


  "Guess not." Conflicto switched channels, and paged Glyph. "Hey Glyphomaniac! Gotta minute?"


  A groan preceded Glyph's answer over the communication channel. Conflicto thought he also heard some weird music in the background. "Make it quick, Eugene. We've got sirens and harpies to contend with here in Malta, and I need to back up Sultry and Burnout before I join you. Be patient."


  "Sirens?! Singing nubile babes and you have us guys fighting fish with pitchforks down here?" Conflicto groaned. Maybe sirens would make him forget Anya, sweet Anya...he hadn't seen her since that damned circus incident.


  "We don't need more hypnotized men to complicate the picture. But keep an eye out for mermaids while you're down there."


  "Really? Mermaids? Bonus!"


  Triton cut in on their conversation. "Look alive, Eugene. Here come the hippocampi!"


  "Are hippocampi dangerous?" His eyes lit up. "Damn, I hope so. Can I get one for my Zoo of Malice?"


  Indeed, coming towards them from the glass shell of Haven was a school of hippocampi, bearing triton riders armed with tridents. Myriad was first to engage them, trapping the fishtails within its tentacles. Triton directed his robocrabs to disable the hippocampi, while he fired bolts of underwater lightning at the tritons. Conflicto had no idea how the lightning worked underwater (Tritey tried to explain it to him once, but he wasn't paying attention).


  Eugene looked behind him, and saw Kaliban catching up from behind. He hollered into the team channel. "Hey Bananarama! What are you doing back there? Hurry or you'll miss the fight!"


  Anyway, his job was to make the sea into "salt-water taffy" to trip up the fishtails. He did so now: reaching out with his power, he ramped up the viscosity around the hippocampi, and started looking for one he really liked.


  Then, he saw The One, and smiled.


  "Yee haw!" he shouted. "I've always wanted a palomino!"


  * * * *


  [Over the Sahara Desert]


  Peregryn would have presented an odd sight if there was anyone who could see him. Squatting in a hollowed out and windowless surveillance bay, stripped naked, and with a glowing sphere around his head. The sphere was his window on the world, a sort of mystical Heads Up Display, allowing him to keep track of his environs as well as his path around the world.


  He was already bleeding sluggishly from a number of shallow cuts to his arms and chest, using his own blood to help fuel the spells he was casting. A year ago, he could have simply drawn on favors owed him by the spirits of the air and sea and stone, but he had cashed in his credit to remove the Viaus from the battle against Rebus. There had not been enough time to regain his status in the spirit world, so he paid the price the hard way.


  Still, this was merely preparation. The true costs would be paid after Q'Nos began his own ritual, the one that Peregryn planned to steal from.


  "Radar shows unusual turbulence coming up," the pilot called back over an improvised intercom.


  Peregryn put his blade back in its sheath and cast his senses outward, feeling at the disturbances in the air that the pilot's instruments had detected. Yes, this was it. Not mere weather nor the whim of Angeline Croft-Radner, this was the air's reaction to the turning of a key. A key to a door that holds back chaos and the night. He waited out the brief seconds of erratic bumping and shaking.


  It was time to begin his own counterspell in earnest.


  He drew a sea urchin spine from its leather pouch and started speaking the sacred words of the Mayan kings, words to call upon the power of the Sun itself, then slowly drove the spine through his flesh at the prescribed location.


  The pain...was not enough to stop him. It could not be. For if the others could not stop the ritual Q'Nos was performing, it would be up to Peregryn to reverse its effects.


  No matter the pain, no matter the cost.


  * * * *


  [Socotra, Somalia]


  This island has changed hands between Somalia and Yemen so often that it was easy to lose track, Mujahid reflected as the life slowly bled out of him. At the moment, "independent" Somalia claimed it, but they were quick enough to ask the Moslem Confederation for help in driving the abomination from their territory. Perhaps this would help tip the Somalis into becoming full members of the Confederation?


  Still, such matters were no longer Mujahid's concern. His troops had acquitted themselves well, redeeming themselves after the disaster of Greece and destroying an army of centaurs. But a centaur's arrow, fired in spite as the beast fell to automatic weapon fire, had found Mujahid's heart.


  He could hear the medics working frantically, but the world had already gone black around him. He was but a man, and he would die. But he had died fighting in the name of Allah, destroying the abominations and protecting those who had no other defense. The only regret he had was that his successor would likely not be as open-minded a man as he, and he would never get the chance to help mend fences with the other nations of the world.


  Still, Paradise awaited Mujahid now...the world would tend to itself, as it always did.


  * * * *


  [August 27, 2025 - Knossos, Crete]


  Q'Nos lowered his blood-dripping arms and exhaled. It was done. The three sacrifices lay sprawled about the rough stone altar, the flickering light of torches revealing serene expressions that were proof that they died willingly for their lord.


  "Arise, she who is called Leviathan, who is called Typhon, who is named Jormungandr. World Serpent, who in days no longer recorded I called mother. They humbled me, but you they feared so much that they had to fragment your legend, turn you into many lesser forms, reduce you to a mere bio-weapon created in mystic labs.


  "The pit of Tartarus is open, o she who birthed me! Come out of the depths and to my right hand...together we shall conquer this mortal world!"


  The water seemed to boil, bubbles surging up in a line stretching away from shore in two directions. Then it churned, waves spreading out and crashing against the shore in breakers as tall as a man.


  Like a finger from the depths, the Leviathan's mighty tail thrust out of the water first, its sea green scales glittering in the spray for a moment before slashing back down into the water to create a wall of spray that reached for the heavens.


  But this was mere prelude to the true emergence.


  The head of the Leviathan rose from the center of a whirlpool, stately and monstrous all at once. Teeth the length of a man's arm dripped foul venom in a maw large enough to swallow a horse. Baleful eyes of fire flickered from red to green. Bony spines lined the jawline and brow, one or two actually broken by some ancient struggle. The serpentine body that supported it may have only been as wide across as two men are tall, but it stretched around the entire world.


  Stripped of the power of speech by its godly enemies, the Leviathan could only roar its satisfaction. Q'Nos added his own joyous bellow, and it seemed that the ground and sea shuddered in fear.


  * * * *


  [Guam]


  Beacon almost had the final shadow hound cornered, when something caught his eye and told him it was way too late now. Without even a parting shot, he flew out to sea as fast as he could.


  The sea was churning in a line from horizon to horizon, clearly visible in the late morning light. Something was coming up...something big. And Peregryn had said to contain anything that came through. Beacon hoped he could.


  With a quickness that belied its size, a blue-green ropelike shape jumped out of the water like a plucked laundry line, surging towards shore! Beacon poured all his light into the massive body, but it had no visible effect save to knock a few discs from it. Scales. Those were scales. But they were easily half a meter in diameter.


  This was one damn big snake.


  Water surged up from where the serpent smashed down just short of shore, sending a breaker dozens of meters inland.


  "Good thing everyone's in protective shelters already," Beacon muttered, trying a more focused blast at a segment that was above the water. There was a small shudder that ran up and down the serpent's body, but that was it. And now it was humping up for another go at the island.


  Thrash!


  The serpent's body was only maybe four or five meters thick, but it was long enough to go around the whole world...this must be the World Serpent of Norse myth, he realized. Under the thrashing coils, buildings were being crushed, roadways cracked, trees splintered. And the monster was shedding more scales, which were starting to wobble of their own accord.


  In a matter of seconds, the scales had grown into tall warriors in ancient armor, with the original scales becoming irregularly shaped shields. The warriors started rushing inland, towards the shelters.


  "Oh, hell," Beacon almost buzzed. "Well, I can't seem to even slow Jormungandr here down, might as well blow up some minions before they get to any people...."


  * * * *


  [The Ruins of Haven]


  Glyph watched the World Serpent writhe, shedding scales and turning them into deep sea serpents, sending them towards the Conclavers atop the dome of Haven.


  Unlike the others, Glyph was not in Deep Armor, but protected herself with a mystical henna tattoo that lent her protection and air. Just in case, however, she could summon a suit with a tap on another tattoo, like the one she had designed for Triton before. But it was the scintillating tattoo in her right palm that was permanent, a rainbow cobra ready to strike.


  She had her own reasons for this deep sea expedition. For years, some serpentine power had called to her in her dreams, and she had gained her thirst for mystical knowledge because of it. Could it have been the World Serpent's dreams calling to her? And would Q'Nos steal the power of Jormungandr that was rightfully hers?


  "Should we attack?" asked Triton, nervously eying the great serpent's thrashing body. "If only I still had power in the AstroSpear...."


  The rest of the Conclavers were likewise cowed.


  But not Glyph.


  She had known from her dreams that the scales would shed, and prepared for this moment.


  "They're mine," she laughed, and floated towards the serpent swarm. She held out her hand, palm towards the scale-creatures, and pronounced the final phrase of her spell.


  "Creatures born of fallen scales, come and sheathe this one in power!"


  The tattoo in the palm of her hand struck lightning-fast, a stream of rainbow glyphs reared like a cobras and plunged into the morass of serpents. The creatures reshaped themselves back into scales, but now they were rainbow-colored and tiny, and rushed back through the gullet of the rainbow cobra. When they reached Glyph's hand, they began to coat Glyph's skin with scales of many colors.


  A gasp came across the comlink. "I remember that!" shouted Eugene. "That was what she looked like in astral form, that time we were plotting against Derek! All scaly-like!"


  "What? When?!" exclaimed Triton. "I *knew* you guys had been talking behind my back!"


  "Er, um, ask Glyffy," evaded Conflicto. "I gotta go check on my seahorse."


  Glyph ignored them, and reveled in the touch of power that was now wrapping around her.


  She would attain perfection soon....


  * * * *


  [Pukapuka Island]


  A faceless dragon, stretching from one horizon to the other, it sent out mindless minions from its body to crush all opposition, all dissent. Breaker had hoped that, even if they failed to stop the ritual, whatever came through the rift would do so in Crete.


  And...it probably had, she realized. This was the serpent that circles the world, the Jormungandr spoken of in Norse myth. How a Mediterranean like Q'Nos could know how to free it didn't matter right now. Only containing it mattered. Peregryn had said he could re-imprison whatever came out, as long as it was held near the doorway, so hold it she would.


  If only it weren't so...so much like China. Tina bit back a hysterical giggle at the realization. An imperial dragon, shedding scales that turned into soldiers of the proletariat. No beginning or end in sight, no face, just miles and miles of body.


  The coils she held fast in her golden aura were the coils of the State she had been taken from as a child, coils her parents had spent years fleeing from across the face of the world. The State had been a god...an angry, vengeful god...to her parents, and to her. She had grown up in the Combine, but for years woke up screaming that the State was coming to take her away, give her a number instead of a name, pound her into shape until she was just another cog. Just another scale on the body of the serpent.


  A shield-bearing warrior got past the others and tried to impale her on its spear, but she smashed it away with a savage burst of power.


  It was all so clear now...yes, she feared the godlings, who wouldn't? But the white-knuckled terror, the unreasoning panic that had gripped her all too often in the past year? *That* was the old fears of childhood refusing to be quietly forgotten, latching onto a new threat so they could express themselves. Rebus, Q'Nos...they had been surrogates for the State. For China.


  Now, if only she could survive *this* serpent, she knew what she had to do to put the nightmares to rest forever....


  * * * *


  [Mactan, the Phillipines]


  The coils of the serpent rose and fell, thrashing against the water and creating waves that rushed out in two directions, not just towards the island. Nearly as tall as the taller buildings near the shore, the waves crashed on...and past...the shore, moving anything that wasn't bolted down. And some things that were.


  Normally, this would include people, but one group of people, most of them locals who hadn't gotten to the shelters fast enough...seemed to be unaffected, surrounded by a faintly-visible dome. Still, this didn't stop them from huddling in fear around a trio of people clad in the uniforms of NAC Marshals.


  "That was close," one of the Marshals said as water splashed against the dome. "Good job, Tyler."


  "Thanks," one of the other said. He was standing in the center of the dome, a look of concentration creasing his face. "Uh-oh."


  "Uh-oh what?"


  "That," said the third Marshal, pointing to scales that had fallen off of the serpent and turned into warriors in ancient armor. He shifted his grip on the quarterstaff in his hand. "We should get these people to safety, Wes."


  "And make sure those things don't try to go after them," Tyler added. He braced himself as another wave crashed against the dome. "Now would be a good time."


  "Right. Get ready to drop the barrier," Wes said, then turned to the group of people they were protecting. "Okay, everybody...when I say 'run', you need to go straight to the shelter as quickly as possible. Understood?"


  They all nodded, murmuring in agreement.


  "Good." He looked back at the approaching warriors, then at the third Marshal. "Try to leave some of them for us, Ben." He looked at Tyler, nodded, turned back to the civilians, and shouted, "RUN!"


  Ben watched the crowd run towards the shelters, guided by Wes and Tyler, then turned his attention back to the armed mass that was now only twenty feet away, and let his quarterstaff drop into his hands. Under his breath, he muttered, "The things we do in the name of international cooperation."


  He nodded to his opponent, and the battle was joined.


  * * * *


  [The Moluccas, Indonesia]


  Hitting things was no longer helping the Base of the Pillar feel any better. This was because it was no longer seeming to have any real effect.


  Oh, each of her mighty blows rocked the twisting body that had crawled up onto land, and she was slowly forcing it back towards the sea from which it had arisen.


  But each blow also sent scales flying, and each scale became a warrior in ancient Greek armor with a spear and shield. The spears couldn't hurt her, of course, but the rapidly growing swarm of warriors was turning on all the other targets on the shoreline, soldier and civilian alike. She was making things worse, with no apparent benefit.


  White flames licked along a nearby section of the mighty serpentine body as Hands of Fire shouted, "DIE, DEMON SPAWN!" The serpent seemed to twitch a little at this full-force attack, but that was all. Its scales now had a glassy, molten look where Hands of Fire had attacked...perhaps those scales would not become warriors?


  Base lumbered over to the section her leader had attacked and smashed both stony fists into it as hard as she could. She heard the scream of pain in her mind as the coils lashed about furiously.


  She had about a second to feel satisfaction before a loop of the body settled around her and crushed her into a pile of rubble.


  * * * *


  [August 27, 2025 - Over the Mediterranean, near Crete]


  Peregryn prepared to leave the T-34. The hatch could not be opened while in flight without fatally destabilizing the plane, but Johnny Angel's ring of teleportation would handle that. The plane's stall speed was nearly a hundred meters per second, but the Amulet of the Winds would let him cope with that, as well as lowering him gently.


  And the footwear he struggled to put on, made from pieces of army boots from several museums in the Federal Sector, as well as some old Roman sandals and pieces of damaged footwear owned by his teammates...that had its own purpose. They were not Tyr's mighty boot, but hopefully the mystic resonance would help his cause.


  After all, it did not look like he anything he could do today would be considered overkill.


  The preparations done, Peregryn twisted the ring and was instantly fifty meters from the T-34, bouncing about in its wake but rapidly slowing to a speed where he could breathe.


  Below him, the Leviathan thrashed about in the shallow coastal waters, twisting in the grip of Solar Max's gravity powers. Q'Nos was too far away to be visible, but Peregryn could feel his baleful presence, and almost hear his triumphant laughter.


  "Solar Max, begin contingency plan alpha," Peregryn calmly spoke into his comlink.


  "Roger," came the reply, and the heavily armored red and gold form broke off and shot skyward at top speed. Contingency plan alpha involved Solar Max flying to a piece of orbital debris that had been picked out from the maps made during Doublecross's plot, and then dropping it on Crete, hoping to kill the head of the Leviathan. It wasn't given a high chance of success, but... well, something is better than nothing.


  The Leviathan suddenly realized it was free, and started looking about with more purpose. Peregryn needed to fix its attention on himself as he drifted down like an autumn leaf. No need for arcane solutions, however.


  The early evening sky lit up as Peregryn activated a dazzle flare Essay had made for him. All eyes were now on this new falling star.


  It was a faint glow by the time Peregryn floated mere meters from the snout of the great beast. It...she, he could feel that now...eyed him suspiciously. She was canny enough to be suspicious of mages who just floated there. The dire vapors of her toxic breath washed over him as she snorted her challenge, but the Amulet of the Winds protected him from the poison.


  "Is she not lovely?" a voice boomed from shore, mystically amplified and directed to his ears by Q'Nos. "If you swear allegiance to me, I'm sure I can convince my mother not to devour you."


  His mother. This was both surprising and...not. Of course his mother would have been reduced to some sort of monster in the time wars. And of course Q'Nos would have sought her freedom over all others. She was the icon of monstrous maternality, Grendel's dragon dam.


  "Open your mouth," Peregryn said simply, before kicking the monster in the snout with all his might and the borrowed might of all those who had worn the footwear from which his boots were fashioned.


  The head snapped back with a crack, the maw opening to bellow in pain, but Peregryn knew that his strike had been no more effective than a rolled up newspaper to the snout of a dog. It was merely the opening gambit.


  He didn't trust the monster to simply lash out in anger, so dove into her throat. The surprised gasp of Q'Nos was cut off when the tremendous jaws clamped shut.


  Now! He was inside the serpent, inside the defenses that might have blocked his spell!


  "I call upon the serpent that eats its own tail. I call upon the wind that surrounds this world, on the fire that warms it. I invoke the power of Q'Nos himself, drawn into me by sacrifice and pain. In penance for what I did unknowning, and to save all who live from the twilight of man...."


  He paused, sinking his fingers into the flesh of the Leviathan's tongue, which was starting to lash back and forth in an attempt to either swallow him or spit him out.


  "Banish this behemoth from the Earth that imprisoned it, the Earth that it encircled, the Earth that it threatens...FOREVER!"


  Solar Max called up the spysat image of Crete as he broke from the upper atmosphere, looking back to see how Peregryn was doing.


  The serpent had vanished.


  Which meant that Peregryn was gone too....


  * * * *


  [August 28, 2025 - The Moluccas, Indonesia]


  A roughly humanoid pile of rubble lay on the shore. A few candles had been left around it, a strip or two of scripture laid across it. A more formal funeral was to be held in the morning...for now, the body was its own tomb.


  The tomb shifted.


  Unnoticed by sleeping soldiers and exhausted sentries, a slender form slowly shifted aside the larger chunks of rock and levered itself up. Its crystalline body glinted in the candle light, revealing it to be very clearly female.


  She stood, looking at her hands, then the rest of her body, and an expression of horror flitted across her features. The masquerade was over, the Base of the Pillar could no longer pretend to be sexless stone.


  Then she noticed the candles and the scripture. "They think I am dead," she whispered to herself, a hopeful note to her voice. "Let them continue to think so," she added, stepping from the pile and rearranging the remains of her "cocoon" to look as undisturbed as possible.


  None saw her flee into the night.


  * * * *


  [August 28, 2025 - Guam, Pacific State]


  It all seemed to be over, and Beacon settled down to the shore to check in with the disaster relief operations that the NAC Navy was running. There had been a lot of flooding, and buildings smashed by the serpent.


  "What's the good word, Ensign?" he asked as he landed.


  "Very good, sir," the young officer saluted. ASH members had official military ranks, but were generally out on their own chain of command. If the ensign did what George asked of him, it was out of respect, not because he had to. "A few injuries here and there, but no fatalities. The creature didn't reach any of the shelters, and we'd managed to get almost everyone evacuated from the shadow dogs earlier. Just National Guard stuff now."


  There hadn't been a separate National Guard in over a decade, but Beacon nodded, understanding the sentiment. "Any word from other sites? My comlink got smashed by a spear."


  The ensign nodded. "The damn thing's vanished. The monsters are all running away, no sign of that last dog anywhere on Guam. Word is that the Righteous Flame and EUROPA both got hammered pretty hard, but they're staying mum about *how* hard. And they're saying that the EU's conventional forces took back Sicily."


  George unclenched, just then realizing that he *had* been clenched up. Q'Nos had shot his wad. Aimed for the stars, and thankfully missed. Had his arm nudged and his aim thrown off. And other metaphors to that effect. "Any of our people hurt bad?"


  The young man shook his head. "Nothing definite yet. Some of the groups got cut off...can't reach the Pukapuka group at all. STRAFE seems to have come out of their fight with the merlions of Singapore in one piece, though, same with the Marshals we loaned to Singapore. Sir...? We could really use you over on the north shore, there's a half-crushed building that might have people in it."


  Beacon nodded. Time enough to check up on his friends later. "I'm on it, just give me a radio headset...."


  * * * *


  [Mactan, the Phillipines]


  The three Marshals had spent most of the time since the serpent's sudden disappearance helping with cleanup and rescue operations. The serpent had managed to knock over several buildings, including one of the shelters, and the Marshals had proven to be helpful in clearing away debris.


  Tyler used his force fields to prop up a collapsed wall while Ben led a family out from under it. Twenty feet away, a hand attached to a tentacle- like arm pulled a stuffed lion out from under a bit of debris. The arm, a glowing, blue energy construct attached to Wes's body, lifted the toy up to eye level just as one of the children squealed with excitement.


  Wes grabbed the stuffed animal with his real hands, letting the tentacle dissipate, and walked over to return the toy to its owner. "Here you go."


  Medics guided the family away from the debris, even as the parents thanked the Marshals for rescuing them. They passed a local official who was making a beeline for the three Marshals, a smile on his face.


  "Friends, I can't thank you enough for your help here," he said in almost unaccented English. "I want you all to know that I'll be including positive recommendations in my report to the NAC." He looked at Tyler. "Particularly for you, Mr. Cochrane."


  Tyler turned beet red, causing Wes to break into laughter and Ben to start snickering. "But..." Tyler began, "*Wes* is the leader, not me!"


  Wes cut in. "Actually, Mayor Ordoveza, none of us were officially assigned as leader here," he explained. "But we know each other well, so we're pretty good at working together."


  Ordoveza nodded. "Understood. I'll leave that thought out of my report, then," he said to Tyler's relief. "I need to go tour the damaged areas now, but I'm sure I'll see you before you head back to the Combine. Take care, friends."


  "You too," Wes replied as the mayor left. He took advantage of the subsequent lull to look around and survey the damage in the area they were in.


  "We did good here, guys," he said. "Real good."


  * * * *


  [August 27, 2025 - Pukapuka Island]


  Midnight was fast approaching. Breaker lay on her back on the sandy shore and stared up at the stars. Nearby, the helijet lay like a smashed eggshell, flattened by the serpent's coils. Tina had lost control of it for just a second before it had vanished entirely, but a second had been enough to strand them.


  Lightfoot padded over and sat down next to her. "Aaron finally got through to a Sensitive in Tahiti, we should have transport out of here in a couple of hours."


  "You were right, Tom."


  "About Tahiti? Of cou..."


  "No," she sat up. "About this all being about running from China. It just clicked while we were fighting Jormungandr. You're right. I thought I'd gotten over those childhood nightmares, but I guess I just put them away in the closet, and they came bursting back out once I started facing things that were big and scary."


  Tom nodded. "So...are you okay now? No more freaking out and running from church to temple to synagogue?"


  She shook her head. "Not really. I mean, I know what the real problem is now, but that doesn't mean it's resolved. I need to face my true fear, deal with that."


  "You don't mean...?"


  "Yes. I need to go back to China."


  * * * *


  [August 27, 2025 - Tierra del Fuego, South American Protectorate]


  Essay slumped back in her seat in the helijet, exhausted from search and rescue work. The coils of the serpent had smashed up part of a small village near the shore of the Strait, and it had taken a few hours to dig out all the survivors...and make sure that those *were* all the survivors. Digging out the dead could be left for morning.


  She finally opened her eyes and linked her visor up to the companel, downloading her messages to a half-mask display that let her see the world outside the visor dimly. There were a few official communications, detailing how the other squads had done, confirming that the serpent had been banished, and so forth.


  Then a flashing icon indicated that a personal message had just been delivered. Hm, time-delayed, from Howie.


  That didn't bode well.


  She scanned all the official messages again first, trying to find word of Howie's fate, and she found it. Report by JakZak.


  Her heart sank, and the cold of the winter outside seemed to penetrate the sealed cabin. Dread making her breath catch in her throat, she opened the message.


  "Sara, by the time you read this message, I will most likely be missing and presumed dead."


  "Madre de Dios..." she hissed, then read on.


  "I may be dead, but I don't plan to be. To banish this...Titan, let us call it...I will most likely have to accompany it into the pits of Tartarus. My plan is to try to ride the Titan along the wave of the banishment spell and seek out wherever Montreal has gone, for I am now convinced that it still exists. Somewhere, in exile.


  "I may be dooming myself and Montreal with this plan, but I hope not. I believe that the Titan is tied to the Earth, and should not survive the trip. As for myself, I should have enough power in myself and my artifacts to survive wherever I arrive.


  "I WILL find my way back to you, Sara. You are my anchor to humanity, the glowing beacon that will guide my way. And, more than that, there is a piece of me in you. I am not being merely metaphorical...


  "How should I say this? I've known something for several weeks that I have not told you, and it scares me more than the thought of diving down the maw of the Titan, yet also fills me with hope for the future. Sara, if I have to defy the gods themselves, I will return before our daughter is born."


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


  Next Issue:


  Peregryn's gone, and he's not the only one who will be leaving the team, as next issue sees two more heroes go! But, perhaps, there will be new heroes to take their places? Be here for #51, as we transition between The Q'Nos Chronicles and the next uber-arc, The Romance Of Three Republics!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The CSV scenes were written by Tony Pi. The NAC Marshals scene(s) were written by Mike Escutia, in his ASH debut. Joe Singleton didn't write anything, but he did draw the cover and create a new logo for the title. :)


  Keeping track of happenings in a world-spanning story with so much of the action being near the International Date Line can be tricky, apologies if I mixed up any dates or times of day.


  Yes, there are beavers in Tierra del Fuego. SUCH beavers there are! Beavers are to Tierra del Fuego as jackrabbits are to Australia: an import brought in by an entrepeneur who then found that without natural predators the damn things would be everywhere within a few years.


  There are two Pukapuka Islands in the Pacific: the one in this story, and the one also called Wale Island of the Danger Islands. Wale has three villages and a tourist industry. Pukapuka in the Isles of Disappointment doesn't even list as having population in some atlases.


  In one version of the tale of Ragnarok, Tyr faces off with the Midgard Serpent. He has no sword, having traded it away for the woman he loved, but he is equipped with a mighty boot made from bits of leather given to him by men all over the world. This boot breaks the serpent's jaw and slays it, but Jormungandr's final poisonous breath kills Tyr in turn. Ragnarok was all about "he dies, she dies, EVERYBODY dies."


  Oh, and I was very tempted to make a Shaft reference just before Peregryn tells the Leviathan to open her mouth. She's one baaaaad mother, after all. But I (rightly) decided that it would go against the mood, and shifted it here to the endnotes, which are already silly thanks to the beavers line.


  While this issue is being posted slightly before the actual 10th Anniversary of ASH, it *is* being posted on my (Dave's) 34th birthday. :)


  Note from Tony: In case anyone's wondering what that *damned* circus incident refers to, it's an unwritten Annual about the Conclave of Super- Villains, the Circus of Crime, and the Zoo of Malice. It *may* involve noodles and invisible tigers. Hopefully, one day the story will be told....


  Note from Mike: Ben isn't sure that his name IS Ben (in fact, it was Andrew at first draft). So if he has a different name in a future appearance, assume this one is in error.


  Finally, http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/ash50key.JPG will help you identify all the characters on the cover! The Leviathan isn't keyed, but I think you can figure out which one it is....


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


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


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


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