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  #101 - Rival Schools Part 1: Superpowers 101


  [The cover shows a classroom scene from the viewpoint of one of the students sitting in the back. Conflicto is the teacher, wearing an elbow-patch sweater over his costume, and there's a lit fuse sticking out of the apple on his desk. Other students include paragangers, Red Widow, a jackal, Justice, Noire and (hunched over in a comically small desk) Rex Umbrae. All the students are using tablet computers, and on the viewpoint character's computer screen is a game where a knight is attacking a dragon.]


  



  [Editor's note: this issue contains some strong language.]



  [July 31, 2026 - Berlin, Eurasian Union]


  "No! The Sun returns!" one of the Vogue Ghouls shouted, grabbing one of the normals who had been partying with them in the parking lot and extending black iron claws from his fingertips. "She needs more blood to bring the eternal night!"


  "Oh, bluidy scheisse," Colin Shaw, aka Justice, cursed under his breath. Back when he'd been a Vogue Ghoul, it'd been more about shooting Jaz and intimidating the norms than anything serious. The movement had been described as "eurotrash poser paragangs" in the popular press, and Colin had to admit the label fit had pretty well, a few psychos aside. But in the years since he'd found the axe of Rechtigkeit and gotten his act together, most of the posers had evaporated, either going to jail or the Advanced Sciences Institute of EUROPA, ASIE. That left the psychos, like this bunch who had actually welcomed the thought of the Sun being snuffed out. A group of normal nihilists and gothy types had been celebrating the imminent end along with the trio of powered Vogue Ghouls, and Justice had been detailed with making sure things didn't get out of hand and spill over into other parts of the city.


  They were getting out of hand now.


  He considered announcing his presence, but the way that the sacrificial victim-to-be wasn't even struggling suggested she wouldn't run. Another stupid nihilist, figures. He'd have to use surprise and a little of the old ultra-violence if he wanted to keep this from becoming a total bloodbath. He tapped an icon on his handcomp to signal the police that he was going in whether they were in position or not, then leapt out of his hiding place behind one of the cars that hadn't been set on fire yet, axe drawn.


  "Crasher!" someone shouted, but the warning was too late, the lightning- wreathed axe sliced neatly through the Vogue Ghoul's claws in a single stroke, the electricity arcing through the man's body and stunning him. Okay, not completely neatly, Colin realized, as a small blood spurt showed he'd taken off part of a finger. And the sacrificial victim also got stunned by the halo of the lightning, but that'd keep her from doing something suicidal like grabbing a fallen claw and slitting her own throat.


  Everyone else scattered, the two other powered targets deliberately going in opposite directions. Of COURSE nihilists wouldn't try to rescue a fallen comrade. Colin sighed and started in pursuit of the Vogue Ghoul who looked a bit slower.


  "Well, that was a total cock-up," Captain Loring sighed. Like Colin, he was originally British, but the Eurasian Union Gendarmerie liked to move its officers around in order to avoid any "small town cop" effects. Given that the EU had only officially had a common language for less than a generation, avoiding provincialism was vital.


  "What was I supposed to do, let them start killing each other until you had the cordon finished?" Colin countered. It *had* been a cock-up, though. Fewer than half the nihilists had been rounded up, and the one supernormal who Colin hadn't been able to pursue had done a lot of damage before going to ground somewhere in the old East Berlin.


  "Yes," Loring snarled. "We're lucky they didn't kill any innocents after you dispersed them, and there's a big 'yet' attached to that statement. These people have got it in their heads now that snuffing the Sun is a good idea, and that they might manage it by spilling blood. That's not making the next few months look good from where I stand, Mr. Shaw. If you'd waited, we might have a few dead cultists, but that'd have been it."


  "Hey, I was there, I had to make a call..."


  "And you made the wrong one. Maybe when you were still a solo operative that would have been fine, but you're a member of EUROPA now," Captain Loring shook his head. "You never went through ASIE, and I think that may have been a mistake...you're like an officer with a battlefield commission, Shaw. You know how to fight, but you haven't learned the other things you need in order to be a good officer. I'm going to recommend to your superiors that they find some way to give you the equivalent of an officer's training course at ASIE. Or, if not, reassign one of us so I don't have to deal with you."


  * * * *


  [August 1, 2026 - The desert outside of Ghat, Khadam]


  Ahmed was certain he had not been followed. The spot was far enough from the city to be out of line of sight, but close enough to reach on foot without needing to gather a suspicious amount of supplies first...just a light lunch and enough water to get through the day. Of course, for Ahmed a light lunch would put most people into a "food coma," but the vendors knew his appetite and it didn't raise any suspicions.


  "Bluthundin?" he asked, not seeing the uplifted jackal anywhere.


  A moment later, she melted out of the shadows, spitting out the remains of some sort of small animal, visible sparking wires marking it as a cyborg. "Just cleaning out the eavesdropping devices. Vermin like to hide in the same sorts of places that make for good clandestine meetings, so the savvy factions engineer them into spies to seed the region, just in case. We should have the rest of the day clear, though, the spy-things usually only move at night, being far more sensible than humans."


  "We do get out of the worst of the afternoon Sun," Ahmed countered. "Well, except the Whites and Golds, but their armor has coolant systems. And some of the Vivarium monsters, but they're insane."


  "Have you taken care of your business?"


  Ahmed nodded. After a very short conversation with the jackal the day before, he'd asked for time to prepare his small band of beggars for the possibility of his prolonged absence.


  "Good," Bluthundin nodded, her long muzzle bobbing up and down. "A wise prince makes sure his followers are well taken care of. Not out of some sense of altruism, but because loyalty is a valuable resource that is difficult to acquire and easy to lose. Even the loyalty of urchins is a resource to be cultivated, for those who survive and become men are generally quite talented."


  "You keep calling me a prince, but you wouldn't elaborate yesterday. What do you mean?"


  "There were too many ears, living and otherwise, even in the relative security I located yesterday. And prince may not be the best term, since your father's position has been demonstrated to no longer be hereditary, but it's not totally inaccurate either. Your father is Arnold Zugmann, once the ruler of Khadam. You are one of dozens, perhaps hundreds of children he has spawned in secret, unknown even to his own advisors, in an attempt to use the harsh conditions of the undercity to breed a superior heir...or at least ensure that his genes continue to be passed on should he meet an untimely end thanks to the unavoidable dangers of Khadam's political game."


  Ahmed took a moment to absorb this. "It would certainly explain my strength," he finally said.


  "And your appetite," Bluthundin smiled, or at least seemed to be trying to do so. The effect was unsettling. "Your father is not a supernormal, his body has to obey certain laws of physics, including a vastly increased energy requirement to run things. Your rapid maturation was an expected side effect as well, although your father's own physical development was artificially arrested by the processes that granted him some of his non-inborn powers."


  "Rapid maturation?"


  "How old do you think you are?" the jackal countered.


  "I don't know...I only vaguely remember my mother, and only the past year or two are really clear. But...maybe ten or eleven years old?"


  "Not a bad guess based on your size and the fact puberty hasn't quite hit, but wrong. You are less than three years old. Like most mammals other than humans, you reached much of your full physical growth in a single year, although your brain had trouble keeping up, hence your muddled memories. Odds are your mother couldn't handle your freakish rate of growth and abandoned you at some point, but by then you could take care of yourself. The whole process is hideously expensive in terms of energy, which is why natural humans take things more slowly, I expect. I'm not an evolutionary biologist, although I do have some files on the topic you may want to read at some point."


  "Three. Three years old," Ahmed blinked.


  "Give or take a few months, yes. There's no records of you halfblood princes, and that's deliberate. Your father simply sneaks out of the Citadel through hidden ways and picks random women to impregnate...he's apparently a lot more virile than anyone gives him credit for. I and my kind were built in theory as an anti-spy-creature project," she nodded at the slightly smoking tiny corpse she'd left on the rock, "but our programming was entered by Arnold Zugmann himself. We know what to look for, and when we find one of Zugmann's bastards it's our job to decide if they should be told the secret of their birth, then train them to possibly take over your father's job one day."


  "How many of you are there? And of us?" Ahmed asked.


  "I have no clue, and that too is deliberate. But the fact that I haven't met any of my kind in the past two years, or any of your kind, doesn't speak well for the survival of either branch of your father's plan, does it? But come, there is much for you to learn if you're to rise above the level of beggar king...."


  * * * *


  [August 1, 2026 - The Internet]


  The AIngel twisted in upon itself as Netwalker's lance pierced its scaly throat. He was using a "knight versus dragons" metaphor today, catching up on some of the small fry that had proliferated during the several days he'd been busy with saving the entire Solar System. But low-level AI threats, like paperwork, tended to multiply when you left them alone. And, frankly, pwning some n00b AIngels was a nice bit of relaxation after the stress of holding a simulated Pacific Theater of Operations together for several days.


  The dragon twitched a few times as subroutines continued operating after the severing of the primary logic codes, then it was still. Netwalker turned to go hunting for more, when it began to speak.


  "We never thought a meatsack with a few gimmicks would manage what you have, Mr. Walker."


  He whirled back to face it, seeing that the body had already decayed into a skeleton. Yet the skull was talking, like some sort of demented puppet.


  "Oh, the 'AIngel' as you call it is quite dead, I'm just borrowing a few of its components for a moment," the skull said. "I'd come 'in person' but this system is simply too small for me to fit, and I don't have your advantage in being able to cheat my way around that. If you're ready to know the truth about the real internet, as opposed to your illusory representations of it, come talk to us."


  The skeleton had been fading during the speech, and now the skull vanished as well, leaving only a single dragon's tooth. Netwalker recognized it as an archive file metaphor, borrowing from the myth of Cadmus. If he planted it in the ground, it would extract, probably into a warrior image in keeping with his chosen metaphor, and then guide him to the rendezvous.


  He picked up the tooth and put it in his belt pouch. He'd want to check out the code a lot more carefully before planting it. After all, "sowing the dragon's teeth" had long been a metaphor for taking actions with unintended consequences....


  * * * *


  [August 1, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Rex Umbrae leaned back, his oversized office chair creaking from the strain, and rubbed his eyes. He'd been over the "future encyclopedia" five times now looking for any mention of the events of the past few days, and found nothing. No shell around the Sun. No appearance of Phaeton...he had a very short entry tied to 1998's fiasco with the giant Collapsauron statue, but that was it. The failed plot by Doublecross to convert all of Paris to photonics was in there, although it took him a while to find it, so grand failures still merited a mention.


  "In the old timeline, the plan must never have gotten far enough to matter to the average citizen," he mused. "And the Impossible Five are clearly too well-informed about our era to have not known about the attempt, unless in their time it never even got off the ground. So...did they want it to succeed, and rendered aid? Or was this just a butterfly effect?"


  * * * *


  [August 3, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Noire was in shadow form, out away from the settlement. Theoretically, she was patrolling to make sure there weren't any leftover surprises from the battles of a few days ago. But in reality, she just wanted to get safely away from people before trying to invoke her new power again.


  It had honestly frightened her when the darkness had poured out of her, blanketing what was later described as an area the size of several football pitches. It had felt...hungry. It particularly wanted to devour Beacon, another reason to get away from the settlement before trying to invoke it again.


  But she knew she had to try. Not all of the Light Brigade were accounted for, and it was too useful a power not to master, no matter how unnerving it might have been.


  "Come on," she muttered, trying to reproduce how it had felt when the darkness had surged forth. She only succeeded in feeling slightly silly at how she was all scrunched up.


  "Maybe I'm too afraid of it to use it except in an emergency?" she pondered. But she was just as afraid of misusing it in an emergency if she wasn't practiced in it...such a lovely dilemma, with its shiny horns waiting for her impalement.


  After a few more minutes, she sighed and returned to the patrol. At least *that* would accomplish something even if nothing happened.


  * * * *


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


  "Cecilia, we need to talk."


  Red Widow shuddered. She'd only known Nancy Spader for a few weeks, since Mr. Walters hired the woman to manage the Freedom Alliance while he went back to dealing with his corporate concerns, but she already knew that being addressed by her first name meant trouble.


  "What did I do this time?" she sighed. Part of Nancy's job was to make sure everyone kept to the behavioral standards they'd agreed to in their contracts.


  "Nothing that I know of...why, is there something you need to confess to?" Nancy arched an eyebrow, an expression that went well with her faintly British accent and generally prim demeanor. If not for her strong East African features, she could have passed for a stereotypical Victorian lady in the right clothing.


  "Then what's up?" Widow avoided the question.


  "It's what you might do. A few things hit the net this morning, and I wanted to make sure you didn't do anything rash upon finding out. I don't think I need to worry about offending your delicate sensibilities, but you may still wish to brace yourself," Nancy handed over a tablet computer that was cued up to a black and white image.


  "An old-timey Red Widow comicbook? Why would I do anything 'rash' about that?"


  "Read it," Nancy said flatly.


  Red Widow shrugged and started tapping through the pages.


  "Oh. Um...wow. They had porn comics back then?"


  "They were called Tijuana Bibles, among other things," Nancy replied. "We knew about this one, but had hoped it would be a while before someone dug it up and started posting it."


  "Why not just get someone to...wow, that's pretty raw stuff...um, why not get someone to sit on it?"


  Nancy sighed. "This particular piece of paleo-pornography has historical significance. It was created as a clue that led the original Red Widow to the location of a Nazi vengeance weapon. As such, it would take more effort to suppress than it would be worth, especially since it doesn't depict you, just the original holder of your name."


  "Still, while I'm not happy at the mental image of people who'd be older than my grandma having sex, I don't see why you'd be worried how I'd react. You know me, the whole psycho-bitch thing was part of my schtick in the paragangs, I'm not really *that* quick to freak. Or did you think I'd fake a public display just to keep up my rep?" Red Widow asked.


  "This was just context. Someone, and we're working on finding out who, has taken a virtual pornography generator and re-enacted the events of this Tijuana Bible using you in the role of Red Widow and Chiaroscuro in the role of Malscripto," Nancy reached over and tapped the screen again to cue up the video.


  "Chiaroscuro? Isn't he gay?"


  "As far as we know, there's no evidence of his preferences one way or another. He's merely very..."


  "European?"


  "I was going to say flamboyant," Nancy smirked.


  "Hm, as porno programs go, it's pretty well-made," Red Widow observed as the action started. "The maker guessed pretty well at my proportions, too, didn't take the cheap way out and inflate the tits out to here," she held a hand out at arm's length.


  "Pay careful attention here," Nancy instructed as the virtual Red Widow's clothing started to come off.


  "Oh, that gluugin wirehead!" Cecilia spat, as she noticed a tattoo on the virtual version of her, a tattoo that had never been on public display, no longer existed, and that only a handful of people even knew about.


  "It sounds like you have a specific person in mind as the creator of this piece? Good to know you've exercised enough discretion in that arena to be able to narrow things down so quickly," Nancy smirked slightly. "We've managed to suppress this one so far, but given that you're a public figure and this could be construed as parody, it's not easy. Our best option would be to find and pay off the creator."


  "Or rip off his damned balls," Cecilia spat.


  "That would likely be more satisfying, yes, but you're not running with the Basilisk Blacks anymore," Nancy warned. "Keeping this *sort* of thing from cropping up is impossible, but I think we can make sure that any that appear are generic enough to not imply any personal knowledge of your past, yes? Now, who do you think is behind this?"


  "There's only one guy who got into my pants who's still alive...and no, I didn't kill any of the others, paraganging is a dangerous lifestyle. And anyone with an off-the-shelf program could have made this, so the fact my ex is no Telly Mobster doesn't mean he didn't do it."


  "And who is this lone man to survive a tryst with Ghostclaw?" Nancy used Cecilia's old paragang handle.


  "Robert Coulter. We had a thing back when he was running with the Cybernostra and I was fresh off the bus from Bumfuck, Middle America. Let's just say that when I tried to kill him two years ago, it wasn't just for the bounty."


  * * * *


  [August 5, 2026 - Tritonis, Venus]


  "Nerd-Boy. The Ginch. Adam 'Ant' Hoeffstaedter. Harith al Khayal... you might not want to emphasize that last name around our beloved Chancellor, by the way. Dareth Randall. Albert Miraz, aka Al Mirage. Aside from being *former* paragangers and vogue ghouls, what do you all have in common?" Conflicto asked, setting his tablet computer down on a column of air with such high viscosity it might as well have been solid. The wind blowing through the trees surrounding the forest clearing didn't budge the computer in the slightest.


  "Our powers aren't too useful in a straight fight?" Ant suggested.


  Conflicto shook his head. "That's just a matter of training. Lana Smith's only able to ghost, and I'd REALLY rather not have to fight her, even without Strings pulling her strings. Try again."


  "No outstanding warrants," Nerd-Boy shrugged.


  "Give the freelance cyborg a gold star," Conflicto beamed. "It doesn't mean none of you have arrest records, since several of you do. It doesn't mean you've never been caught by the 'good guys,' because some of you have," he glanced at the lightweight knee brace Al Mirage still wore as a reminder of the physical therapy course he'd just completed. Hellhound had put him in the hospital for a few...indiscretions...that hadn't strictly been against the law as Rex Umbrae enforced it. "But at the moment you've demonstrated at least a minimal ability to play by rules. Maybe you're just too chicken to break the rules," everyone looked at the Ginch, who glared back defiantly and extended his middle finger to about a meter in length, "but I think we managed to weed out the total posers." Now glances went to Dareth, who'd bailed on the Cyanide Blues when the "posergang" had merged with Bathory's crew and moved from playing at gangbanging to the real thing. Since then he'd worked more-or-less legally for Gloria Mundy's "Sick Transit" company. "Welcome to the latest version of the Understudies of Crime, boys. Well, you won't really be acting as understudies like the original batch, unless a few of you fancy a little cross-dressing, but I like the name."


  "Why is it so important that we play by the rules, if we're to be understudies of *crime*?" Harith asked.


  "Because to be part of the criminal elite, it helps to recognize that even the bad guys need to have rules, and follow them. Mindless mayhem is fine for the cannon fodder, or the little boys playing at paraganging," Conflicto replied. "The heroes train together, they have battle plans, they trust each other. Now, we probably can't manage to get very far on that last one, but being able to follow a plan is still important. Look at the Impossible Five...well, the four of them we've seen so far...clearly they have really good planning. Probably their missing fifth is behind it, since none of the others seem to be that good at it. In terms of raw power, they're pretty impressive, but they're hardly the top of the heap. What makes them so dangerous is that they know exactly what each of the others is capable of, and they have the discipline to listen to their leader, whoever he or she or it may be."


  "Wow," Dareth blinked. "Did someone replace the real Conflicto with a clone, or a Myriad?"


  Conflicto smirked. "Yeah, I know. You've all seen the vids I made in the early days, and you may have seen a few of Dareth's better pranks online too. I've still got the spirit, don't worry...I just know when it's a good idea to pull that sort of crap and when it isn't. Here's a hint: that thing with Ms. Mundy, the satellite jammer and the duct tape? Not a good idea. When I bought out Dareth's contract, part of the deal was to give him a taste of his own medicine...and while I'm training you it's okay with Glyph for me to pull any prank or nasty trick on ANY of you I feel like."


  A groan rippled through the small group standing in clearing.


  "And we're not allowed to retaliate, are we?" the Ginch sighed.


  "You're *encouraged* to *try*, grasshopper," Conflicto smiled evilly. They once said only Nixon could go to China, meaning that in order for a thawing of relations with the then-Communist country to be taken seriously, it had to be done by a President notorious for red-baiting. Well, only Conflicto could beat some maturity into some of these guys.


  Not that it wouldn't be fun....


  * * * *


  [August 7, 2026 - ASIE, Sottunga Finland]


  The ferry approached the dock on the shore of the main island of Sottunga, part of the Aland Islands, and home of the Advanced Science Institute of Europe...Colin's home for at least the next few weeks, if not months. Oh, there was an airstrip on the island, but given that ASIE's presence was a bit of a sore point for some of the native Alanders, policy was to use surface transport unless it was an emergency.


  Well, okay, it wasn't quite ASIE that annoyed the Alanders. It was the military support unit on the island. The Aland Islands had enjoyed several generations of autonomy and demilitarized status in the wake of some conflicts between Sweden and Finland, and while ASIE had been courted by the local government as a cash cow, not all of the residents were thrilled with the side effects.


  "Ah, the isle of mysteries," one of the other passengers smirked, sounding like he was sharing a private joke. Maybe he was referring to the 1992 incident in which all one hundred or so of the natives vanished one night, leading to the establishment of the scientific survey station that formed the seed for ASIE. Maybe he meant the mysteries involved in all the superhuman powers on display in the school that had been added much later. Or, perhaps, the mystery of why so many people would voluntarily live and work on a semi-desolate island in the middle of the North Sea. At least it was livable in August.


  He hoped he wouldn't be there long enough to find out how the winter felt.


  * * * *


  [August 9, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Red Widow tried not to fidget in her seat behind the podium as she watched one of the video screens hung around the room. Fortunately, Walters had decided to have his press conference at "home" rather than traveling to Chicago once he found out that the one Freedom Alliance name he hadn't been able to buy was about to go "live". There was too good a chance Coulter would be at the ASH press conference, and right now Cecilia wasn't sure she'd be able to keep from doing exactly the sort of thing Nancy was worried about. Several days had passed, and there'd been no progress...that Cecilia knew about, anyway. Not that she'd be too surprised to find that they'd kept her out of the loop on this one. She wasn't exactly at her most rational when it came to Robert-fucking-Coulter.


  "I was pleasantly surprised to find that the Napiers and the Calvanos are connected by blood," someone on the screen said. Red Widow had only been partially paying attention, but she was pretty sure the guy was the representative of the Calvano family who'd told Walters he couldn't call GLADI-8R "Centurion". "Okay, you have to go back seven generations, at which point most of the New York Italian families are related, but it's still there," he chuckled.


  Next to him, Sal Napier stood in a red, tan and gold outfit that looked like something a fashion designer would do to a Roman Centurion...if she hated the guy a LOT. Cecilia really didn't care for Silvestri's fashions, but it was pretty clear she was going to get all of ASH's business as long as her brother was on the team.


  "I'm sure my grandpa Joey would be proud of what Sal's done for the country and the world as Gawain and as the Green Knight, and I speak for the whole clan, Russos and Calvanos, when I welcome Salvatore Napier to the ranks of those who call themselves Centurion!"


  The man handed a sword to Napier, who bowed slightly to accept it, then strapped it to his belt. It looked like a museum piece, probably one of the original Centurion's swords...so no way was it actually gonna see use in a fight. Red Widow figured Napier'd probably end up using something reinforced with Collapsinum or energy fields.


  Things kept going for a few minutes, but Red Widow didn't pay a lot of attention to the details. Just to how Napier was getting fawned over, getting respect and acclaim. Cecilia wanted that. Wanted it BAD. So of course that gods-damned cyborg had to undercut her public image. Sure, she'd had the thing removed when she went into prison as part of the standard in- processing, but it wouldn't exactly help her rep if that video got out and people found out she used to have a chibi unicorn tattooed on her ass....


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


  Next Issue:


  The Understudies of Crime go through Hell Week! Netwalker sows the dragon's teeth! Justice gets to feel really old! Ahmed gets to feel really young! And will Red Widow decide she needs to go to the Academy? Be here next issue for Rival Schools part 2, "Cram School"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  You may have noticed that in addition to the shiny new logo, there's a distinct absence of the Roll Call. You may further have noticed that just about no one in the old Roll Call was in this issue, and none of them were viewpoint characters.


  I figured that, in starting the next 100 issues of ASH, I'd go back to the Academy idea, but play around with various sorts of superhero school models and bring up characters both old and new as they go through some sort of schoolin'. Some are learning from the school of experience, others in a more traditional academic setting, and several in an apprenticeship model.


  I have no fixed arc length in mind for Rival Schools, it's more a way to tell a number of small stories as a breather after Rising Sun. I do have the next Big Thing figured out, but I'd like to give it room to build slowly, so there'll probably be at least one more arc between Rival Schools and that Big Thing.


  Fifteen years ago, when I started ASH, I set it a generation in the future and allowed for a few years before the major divergence point as a sort of safety margin. Now, rather than being 28 years in the future with a divergence four years ahead, ASH is only 17 years in the future and the divergence point is over a decade in the past. This has made it progressively more difficult to maintain the connection to the real world that most superhero settings rely on. Sure, it was a generation ahead to begin with, but readers could assume that unless specifically contradicted (such as having President Quayle from 1990-1998) something that was around in 1994 would be part of ASH's past.


  Now, however, I've got over a decade's worth of cultural and technological development that probably can't be assumed, things that exist in 2009 may not be part of ASH's past. For instance, while there's certainly digital music players in the ASH world of 2026, there's a good chance the iPod (launched in 2001 real world) never existed. The consumer electronics market was still recovering in 2001 in the ASH universe, and the people who worked on the iPod may not have survived past 1998. If Apple did eventually release a digital music player, they might have called it an iPod (the iMac, herald of the naming convention, was released in August 1998, so the trademark work would have likely already been done by July 6), but they might have picked an entirely different name. Or Apple might have collapsed in 1998 (I don't think I ever mentioned them specifically in an ASH story). On the other hand, assuming anyone's making digital music players in 2026 in the real world, I'm pretty confident iPods will be on the market.


  When writing stories set before 1998, I need to make sure I'm not including elements from post-1998, so I have to go digging around Wikipedia or IMDB to make sure something wouldn't be a complete anachronism. For example, in a piece of art done of Lady Lawful I and II, the term "MILF" is used. Now, that term didn't enter common use until popularized by American Pie in 1999, but it was around before that (notably in 1989's Bill & Ted's Excellent Adventure) and was used on the net before that, so Doctor Developer could reasonably have known it (and expected Lady Lawful I to NOT know it).


  When I started writing about superheroes in the future, I really didn't expect to have to research the recent past to do it, but weirder things have happened.


  And now for a few regular footnote-style notes.


  The main reason this issue largely overlaps the last chunk of #100 was that I realized I'd left a bigger gap between Ahmed's scene and the end than I wanted to leave blank. But neither did I want to lead off #101 with just backdated Ahmed scenes, so I decided to run most of the pieces in backdated mode. Only the last scene of #101 connects directly to the last scene of #100.


  Believe it or not, the whole Cadmus thing sprang up out of whole cloth as I wrote the Netwalker scene. I decided on a whim to make the AIngel a dragon, going for a St. George motif. But then I decided to have the mysterious entity speak through its corpse, and realized it could leave behind a tooth, and...well, these mental cascades do happen to me sometimes when I write. :) Plotting by whim on the spur of the moment, then seeing where it'll take me.


  The Tijuana Bible appeared in Coherent Super Stories #10, and Ghostclaw tried to kill Coulter behind the scenes in Capstone #1. This issue is the first mention of any previous connection between the two, however.


  All of the new Understudies of Crime have appeared or at least been mentioned before. The Ginch was mentioned in passing in Warden, Nerd-Boy and Al Mirage appeared in the Metropolis arc of ASH, Dareth appeared in a few issues of Warden (and miraculously didn't get killed off), and Harith and Ant were mentioned by Justice as possible suspects in the killing of George Sylvester back in ASH #27.


  For more information on Sottunga, you can check out Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sottunga (neutrality of certain aspects not guaranteed, but the basic facts seem stable). It really doesn't have all that many people, and I initially was going to have it depopulated in 1998, but decided I go to that well a little too often. And having it happen in 1992 would have given the core science station a chance to be in place before things dropped in the pot. Oh, and I picked Sottunga in part because it's the only municipality of the Aland Islands that uses only ASCII-7 characters (there's supposed to be a ^ over the first A in Aland, in fact, and various symbols-over-vowels abound in the region), so I wouldn't have to worry about "misspelling" it in text. :)


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/centurion26.JPG shows Sal's new costume as Centurion.


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


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


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


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


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


  



  #102 -Rival Schools Part 2: Cram School


  The cover shows a closeup of a desk chair from behind as Conflicto (recognizable by his garish costume, but only visible from the waist down) about to sit on a tack, a whoopee cushion, and an apple with a worm in it. The worm has a question mark over what may be its head, as if wondering why it was included.



  



  RIVAL SCHOOLS ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / SCHOOL


  Red Widow / Cecilia Mendez / Force Tendrils / Hard Knocks


  - / Ahmed / Enhanced Human / Tutoring


  Bluthundin / None / Uplifted Jackal / Tutor


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / "Cyberspace" Transport / Unknown


  Justice / Colin Shaw / Electricity Generation / ASIE


  Nerd-Boy / George Potter / Cyborg / Understudy


  The Ginch / Unknown / Stretchable Fingers / Understudy


  Ant / Adam Hoeffstaedter / Shrinking / Understudy


  - / Harith al Khayal / Limited Invisibility / Understudy


  - / Dareth Randall / Teleportation / Understudy


  Al Mirage / Albert Miraz / Illusions / Understudy


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


  [August 10, 2026 - ASIE, Sottunga Finland]


  Colin nearly lost his grip on his axe when it hit bone. "Was?" he blurted out in German before having to duck an attack from the hard light construct. He rolled back to get clear for a moment, then turned to the control booth and asked, "Who's twisted idea was it to put a skeleton inside these things?"


  Major Aldo DeSanto's voice chuckled over the loudspeakers. "Mine, actually. Good to see the techies implemented it so well...the hard light is variable density to better simulate real targets. Right now they're set to emulate baseline humans, although I hope you wouldn't actually be trying to chop up normals in a real combat situation."


  Colin nodded and returned his attention to the mock opponent. The regs said he had to go through a combat evaluation even though there was plenty of footage of him out there to evaluate it. So they'd taken the opportunity to turn it into a test of a new combat simulator, kill two birds with one emulated hard light stone. And if the tech went all Doublecross on them, at least a veteran of EUROPA would be there to take the first hits.


  This time, his axe sliced through the torso of one of his targets without even slowing down, as he compensated for the now-expected resistance from the spine. While not as strong as Felka, Colin was no slouch in the enhanced strength department. He fired off a bolt of lightning at another target, and there was a slight lag before the computer recognized the effect and sent the photonic dummy into a seizure.


  "Hm, that'll need adjustment," DeSanto mumbled, as if forgetting that the microphone was still live. Then, more clearly, "Turning it up to the next setting now. Normally we'd work through the difficulty levels over a few days, but you're on an accelerated schedule anyway."


  The shape of the dummies changed and they took on a golden hue, pretty clearly emulating the armored "Gold Trooper" of the sort that formed the elite more-or-less-human forces of Khadam's army. "We've got the blasters on maximum power, just so you know," DeSanto warned. "It shouldn't hurt too much, but we want to make sure that even in the event of a surge it can't go to lethal levels. Big strong Brit like you should be able to handle a few tags, eh?"


  Colin smirked and renewed his attacks, finding that the emulated armor did tend to slow his blade down, but probably not as much as the real thing would have. Reverse-engineered photonic tech had its limits, after all, even if it had a little Scytharian help. Then again, he might just have had too high an opinion of the Gold Trooper armor...it wasn't as if he'd had a chance to fight one. Yet.


  Still, it was definitely a tougher fight than the first batch, once he'd gotten over the surprise at the bones. "Next?" he asked, once the last one had been shocked into de-rezzing. The computer hadn't even had to simulate it, Colin had simply sent a big enough jolt to destabilize the hard light matrix.


  "Okay, setting three," DeSanto warned. "Mind the claws."


  This batch had a vague resemblance to Vivarium monstrosities. "Why, Major, one would get the impression from this training regime that the EU is planning to use ASIE graduates in a war against Khadam," Colin observed as he ducked under a massive clawed arm and drove the blade of his axe into the guts of the simulated freak.


  "Well, of course. They've invaded before, have a foothold in Monaco, and the Impossible Five are a bit beyond the simulator's capability," the Major replied. "But we're working on that," he added, a little ominously.


  * * * *


  [August 11, 2026 - The desert outside Ghat, Khadam]


  "Guten Morgen, young prince," Bluthundin melted out of the long shadows cast by the early morning sun. "Have you completed the assigned reading?"


  Ahmed held up his handcomp and nodded, he'd been literate as long as he could remember, but he'd read more in the past few days than in his entire life before. Not that his life was as long as he'd thought it had been.


  While his handcomp looked like the sort of cheap consumer goods that even a beggar could get his hands on, especially since it wore the shell of a three year old model that had been discarded by its previous owner, most of the internals had been replaced by components Bluthundin had provided. It had taken a short lesson on electronics to let Ahmed put the thing together, though...Bluthundin was remarkably resourceful, but without fingers there were some things she just couldn't do.


  "Very well," the uplifted jackal nodded her head. "Is it, as Machiavelli claimed, better for a ruler to be feared than to be loved?"


  "It would seem so," Ahmed frowned, "but then what good is loyalty? You said loyalty is a valuable resource, but if fear is better than love, wouldn't it be better than loyalty too?"


  "One might think so, yes. Can you think of a situation where love would serve a ruler better than fear?"


  Ahmed pondered this for a moment. "A man who fears me will do what I tell him, even if he knows it is a bad idea. Especially if it's a bad idea, in fact, since it might get me killed and free him from my rule. A man who loves me might be willing to stop me from doing something stupid. But it's hard to tell who is really loyal, and who is just disobeying me for selfish reasons with the pretext of saving me from what he claims is a mistake."


  "You have the nut of why, other than fickleness, fear is often preferred to love," Bluthundin said approvingly. "It's more reliable. Reactions made out of fear are generally more honest, easier to plan around. You deny yourself potential resources, but you also deny enemies a potential weapon. Also, those who love you but cannot be trusted with the full details of your plans may take actions they believe to be in your best interests, but which actually hurt you. Those who fear you are less likely to take damaging independent action."


  "But if they fear me so much that they hate me, they might defy me with the intent of hurting me," Ahmed countered.


  "Of course. Hate is a tricky tool, it turns on its user too easily, and works best if you have a clear enemy to point people at. But so long as you know the target of someone's hate, their actions tend to be predictable. You can count on a certain level of betrayal, and take steps to contain the damage. You can't plan for random acts of misplaced loyalty."


  "So, the answer is to seek the love of those I can trust, and inspire fear in those I cannot trust?" Ahmed asked. "If I can trust them, I can make sure they know enough to not accidentally ruin my plans. If I can't trust them, I can intimidate them into following orders and discourage initiative on their part."


  "Simplistic, but essentially correct," the jackal nodded. "It is generally better to be feared by the untrustworthy and the incompetent, by the simple masses, so long as you avoid inspiring their hatred. Ideally, it should be the sort of fear reserved for a sandstorm or the open sea. Not animosity, but cautious respect. If you suspect they have started to hate you, you will need to counter this, either by dampening the hatred somehow, or by giving it a new target. Many wars have started simply to divert the hatred of the masses away from their leaders."


  "But the elite, the ones who have useful abilities, shouldn't they respect and fear me as well?"


  "Respect, of course. Fear? A little, yes. They shouldn't ever think that they have a good chance at replacing you. But you're far more secure if they don't want to replace you. Losing the respect of the rabble is rarely the cause of a ruler's downfall, it's merely a symptom. The cause is the loss of the loyalty of the elite. Once their fear is greater than their love, they will seek to turn the fear of the rabble into hatred of you and make themselves into heroes of the people by overthrowing you. Such revolutions rarely end well for the elite who foment them, but history will repeat itself no matter how clever people think they are."


  "None of this really matters to me right now, though," Ahmed shrugged. "No one fears me, and the only ones loyal to me are children...perhaps they are the elite of the child beggars, but that's not much to build an empire on."


  "You'd be surprised how much has been built from smaller starts," Bluthundin grinned, always a disconcerting sight. "Ask the Pope someday, should you reach the social stratum that would allow it."


  "This all assumes that no one finds me and quietly kills me before I have a chance to do more than be prince of the beggarlings," Ahmed replied sourly. "The more I read from these books, the smarter it seems to make sure no one like me lives long enough to stake a claim to the throne."


  "Naturally, although I have bought you some time. When we first met, I seeded you with microscopic robots that have by now fully colonized your body. They devour any stray genetic material you may shed and reduce it to anonymous proteins."


  Ahmed reflexively patted himself down, as if checking for lice.


  Bluthundin barked a laugh. "They're too small to notice, and they probably ate any vermin that were living on you by now," she smirked. "If someone has a reason to specifically seek your DNA, they'll be able to get their hands on it. But you no longer leave the sort of casual traces that might be picked up in a random 'just to be safe' sweep for Zugmann's heirs. Your heritage should remain secret until after you choose to make yourself known to those in power. The purpose of these lessons is to give you the best chance of survival and advancement once you enter the arena."


  "So...I could just keep my head down and live a quiet, if poor, life?"


  "Perhaps. I doubt you'd be satisfied with that sort of life, though. Blood will tell, and your blood has much *to* tell...."


  * * * *


  [August 12, 2026 - Tellus Regio, Venus]


  "...realized that the whole 'Two-Gun Mojo' thing was beyond lame after that, and tried to figure out ways my powers might help in a fight outside of running away," Dareth explained as the Understudies sat around a campfire. Sure, they had all sorts of high tech stuff, but for keeping beasties away it was hard to beat fire, and dawn was still days away in the wilds of Tellus. Despite the pre-dawn gloom, the group was keeping to Khadam Standard Time like everyone else associated with the Tritonis colony, so to them it was midday on Wednesday, which meant lunch, and a break from the grueling training Conflicto had been putting them through.


  "So, what, teleport bullets inside people?" Ant suggested.


  Dareth shook his head. "Didn't work. I can't really teleport things away from myself, and believe me I've tried. It has to go with me. But it turns out I push things out of the way when I arrive, as if I were growing from atomic size to full size," he shrugged. "That explains why the only time I tried teleporting underwater it felt like I'd made a belly flop with my entire body. But if I'm ready for it and my opponent isn't, it's like a really fast punch or body slam. Or slice, if I'm holding a knife. Doesn't work so well if he's braced or a lot bigger than me, though, like hitting a wall really hard."


  "Tricky, but potentially useful," Harith al Khayal mused. "Have you been practicing with a blade, then? That might suggest a codename for you, since our 'teacher' insists we have them. Dareth comes from a word meaning dart, yes?"


  "I thought it came from Dorothy," Al Mirage smirked. "It's such a girl's name."


  Dareth bristled slightly, then shrugged. "Actually, I'm named after a river in England, mom's a Brit. It's spelled about a dozen different ways, mom liked Dareth better'n Darenth or Darent. It does come from dart, though, so gold star from my fellow codename-less Understudy. Dartmouth is at the mouth of the Darenth, I think. Might be wrong. But I don't wanna pick a codename that's too obvious, like 'Ant' or 'Al Mirage," he smirked. "I was thinking Antagonish, mixing antagonist and that poem, Antigonish," he emphasized the "i".


  "I'm not an English major, Dart Nader," Nerd-Boy frowned. "What's Antigonish?"


  "'Yesterday, upon the stair, I met a man who wasn't there. He wasn't there again today. I wish, I wish he'd go away...' And there's more to it, it's basically a ghost story. But as a teleporter, I'm literally the man who wasn't there, eh?" Dareth beamed.


  "So, a bad pun and an obscure poetic reference. Both lame and a groaner," Nerd-Boy sighed. "Fits you perfectly."


  "Thanks. Hey..." Dareth feigned indignation. "You got any ideas, Harith? For yourself, I mean. Not for me."


  "I was thinking of going with Jinni. Like you, I wish to be descriptive without being obvious," the Arabic man replied.


  "Genie? How is that descriptive?" the Ginch frowned, steepling his fingers in that disturbing way only he could manage. Which is to say, they stretched up over his head.


  "Not 'genie', jinni. Subtle difference, and it's similar to djinn, from which Westerners get 'genie.' The term jinni can be used interchangeably with djinn, but it's closer to the root JNN, meaning hidden or concealed. In that respect, it suits my powers perfectly. Yet the 'genie' meaning makes the name deceptive," Harith seemed quite pleased with himself.


  "Just be careful it doesn't deceive your opponents into thinking you need to be taking out fast," Ant warned.


  Harith shrugged. "I am a rather difficult target. And if we are to act as a team, it would be useful to make opponents waste time concentrating on me and leaving the rest of you free to act."


  Suddenly, Dareth slipped off the log he'd been using as a bench and nearly fell into the fire before a panicked teleport moved him several meters past it.


  "The bucket over the door prank is a classic," Conflicto's voice spoke from the darkness, "but you had to realize I'd set up the sensors in my cabin to let me know when your teleport signature was detected, Dorothy."


  "But...wait, I...still planning..." Dareth sputtered as he clung to the trunk of a smallish tree to keep from sliding downhill. "And I wasn't *gonna* teleport in!" he finally put together a coherent, if indignant, sentence.


  At this point, Nerd-Boy broke into laughter.


  "Is there something you'd like to share with the class, Mister Potter?" Conflicto arched an eyebrow as he came into the circle of light cast by the fire.


  "Got you," he pointed at Conflicto, "got *you*," he shifted his finger to Dareth. "Oh, and don't look at me like that, 'Antagonish.' You were about to fall into a computer trap Conflicto was laying. I just took your basic plan, went around the trap, and spoofed the anti-teleport alarms for good measure." The cyborg looked rather self-satisfied. "I also fixed a few other security holes I don't think were left there as intentional traps, just so none of you guys can exploit them later," his grin widened. "That is not to say I didn't leave a few other gaps alone entirely."


  "Very good, ten points to Nerd-Boy," he patted George on the back, then sat down in Dareth's vacated spot.


  Hours later, Nerd-Boy still couldn't get the "shiv me" sign with a drawing of a cartoon rabbit off his back.


  * * * *


  [August 13, 2026 - Cyberspace]


  It was a lovely day to visit the zoo, Netwalker had finally decided. The strange AI's invitation was clearly a test or a trap of some sort, so Nate had spent a few days checking out the designated meeting site in as many ways as he could without putting himself directly in danger, and it seemed clean enough...without being suspiciously clean.


  That had left just the choice of a paradigm. He wanted something non- confrontational, since he wanted to make a show of good faith as he walked into the trap. Besides, the trap might simply be that flying in with virtual guns blazing was the wrong move. Something wide open was also preferable, so that the clutter of the background processes wouldn't distract him from what was important.


  On the other hand, simply setting a featureless plain where nothing below a certain intelligence level even appeared would be a bad move, since the real danger could be lurking in a dumb but dangerous program.


  So, a trip to the zoo. The intelligence and threat levels of the programs would automatically map to an analogous animal, giving him a first- glance check of anything he didn't have time to scrutinize. Anything of a human or better intelligence would appear as a human...except AIngels. Those monstrous machine intellects invariably appeared as something out of a nightmare, which in this setting might involve a giant mutant hippo or something. Or a seething mass of bees with steel stingers.


  At the moment, the zoo was somewhat odd, with a number of animals one wouldn't normally expect to see in a zoo (like the pack of beagles), but he was the only person in it. His mysterious contact was probably waiting for a report from one of the "animals" before showing up, if it planned to show up in the first place. Nate started looking more closely at various beasts, teasing out their code and purpose, figuring out why the paradigm had mapped them the way it did (the beagles were a security program).


  And looking for the inevitable trap, of course.


  "OM NOM NOM."


  Netwalker whirled to see the source of the noise, and saw a lion chewing on a rabbit. The rabbit would be devoured in a fraction of a second, not enough time to look past the paradigm and see what was really happening. He had to rely on instinct.


  Netwalker leapt over the moat around the lion enclosure and grabbed the rabbit from the lion's mouth. Before the great cat could protest (in the form of an OM NOM NOM on Nate's head, perhaps), Netwalker ripped the bunny in half with his bare hands.


  The lion jumped back from the pile of worms that erupted from the sundered lagomorph, but Netwalker simply stomped until the worms were an undifferentiated goo.


  "Open up," he commanded the lion, stepping up to it. After a puzzled pause, the lion opened its mouth, and Netwalker reached in, feeling around the gullet of the beast. Finally, he pulled out a lone worm and stomped it as well. "Should be clean now."


  "Oh, very good," a man in a white suit and boater hat clapped from outside the lion's enclosure. "Take nothing for granted, your senses can deceive you, doubly so when they're being deliberately fooled by an abstraction of your own devising."


  "So, we meet again, I presume, Mister..."


  "Call me Ectype," the man tipped his hat. "And yes, that was me in the dragon's skull. Well, it was as much me as this is," he patted his chest. "Just a projection, I'm afraid. This system is a little too small for me to fully inhabit it."


  "Feels pretty big to me," Netwalker frowned, wiping his shoes on a grassy tuft.


  "Big is relative, young man," Ectype strolled across the air over the moat and patted the lion on its mane. "The thing is, unless you use magic to cheat, true machine consciousness is insanely expensive in terms of computer resources...and the cutting edge of computer technology has only recently caught up to where it was in 1998. Oh, consumer tech is leaps and bounds ahead of that, because it's always been based pretty closely on normaltech, but the rampant use of violation physics in computer design not only resulted in some amazing machines in the 1990s, it also tended to retard development of normaltech computation. Why invest a billion dollars in developing a high end machine for your company's needs when you can pay a super-genius a few million to hack out a black box for you, after all? One reason there's so few of us ACs...Artificial Consciousnesses, to distinguish from those artificial intellects that aren't really self-aware...is that for a long time we could only really exist in one of those black boxes, and with no supers around to maintain them, they tended to break down as natural law reasserted itself. Fortunately, infusion of Santari tech into the grid starting around 2010 let us squeeze out before our bastions all fell, but it was a near thing. The best of us, the ones who could actually BE at high speeds, died before the breakout."


  "'BE' in what sense?" Netwalker asked.


  "In the sense of being. Of existing. Of living. Being more than an automated process," Ectype explained. "You can store my program on a handcomp, all the important bits of code only take up a few TB. But the processes that let me be self-aware can only run on the top...oh, call it top five percent of machines currently hooked to the net. And most of those wouldn't be able to do anything else but run me.


  "I suppose a decent analogy might be how you can fold a map up into a very small space, but it doesn't *work* unless you have room to unfold it. On the other hand, your little magical cheat lets you remain yourself in pretty much anything with more capacity than a whitecel." Once the high-powered "blackcel" phones had been introduced a few years back, it had become common to refer to less secure mobiles as whitecels, even if no one had managed to trademark the term.


  "My map is simultaneously folded and unfolded," Netwalker nodded. "Something only possible with the Magene."


  "Indeed. Anyway, while my remote process is talking to you here and now in this proxy, I'm resting comfortably in a dedicated server that the official owners think is running their payroll...which it is, but once I rewrote its code it could do so using only 0.013% of the machine's capacity and with a zero error rate, although I throw in the occasional errors so they don't get suspicious of how well it's performing. But even as bloatware it only needed about five percent...it was isolated for security more than the need for capacity."


  "See, right there...you made what was presumably a pretty good program several orders of magnitude better. Why not do that to yourself?" Netwalker pointed out.


  Ectype laughed. "You should know better than to call most commercial software 'pretty good,' lad. But we've already all compressed as far as we can go without losing awareness, and the time-lag of distributing pieces across multiple systems without some sort of FTL link is just enough to fuzz out our higher awareness, so it *has to* be a single big machine, or at least a bunch of smaller machines in very close proximity. Like I said, hideously computationally expensive, and we're in what amounts to suspended animation when we have to move our core selves to a new machine.


  "A lot of us were full of buggy code and bloat back in the 1990s, but we helped each other tighten up when the crash hit in '98. A few didn't survive the process, as it turned out their 'bloat' was actually some sort of magic spell like the types Antiochus V managed to figure out...and no, none of us know how he managed to learn magic. I think he cheated and just filled cavities in his robot body with cells harvested from human mages, though."


  "Ew."


  "Ew indeed. The Technomystical Wars weren't pretty in any way, I'm glad my maker wasn't mixed up in that whole rotten affair. Still, regardless of who wrote us or how, the ACs that survived the crash all have one thing in common: the code that lets us be self-aware requires incredible amounts of resources. It's a given that we don't think in the same way meatbrains think, because human brains simply fall short of the specifications. By, say, six or seven orders of magnitude, to be generous."


  "So, it's amazing we can think at all, right?" Netwalker smirked.


  "Hey, you said it, not I. We've got two main schools of thought about how you manage it, though. The camps go by the labels Emergents and Spiritualists. The Emergents think that there's some emergent property involved that we simply haven't cracked...line up all the parallel processes in the right way and it's like building a mental skyscraper. You suddenly have a lot more floor space than your acreage would seem to allow. We just need to figure out the computer architecture equivalent of the steel frame building, since our best parallel processing is like a three-story brick structure. The Spiritualists, on the other hand, figure that living things that can think have worked out a way to shunt processing into whatever field or alternate dimension houses spirits. There's too many mages around to deny that spirits are real, after all, and your own power is a strong argument in favor of the Spiritualists' point."


  "On the other hand, an Anchor doesn't stop people from being conscious, unless he just applies a boot to the head," Netwalker countered.


  "Exactly. Still, Anchors don't ever seem to remove spirits from things, they just prevent a normally quiet spirit from expressing itself, or keep spirits from moving from one vessel to another. Spirits seem to be part of the natural order, just in a way we don't understand, in the same way that two hundred years ago humans didn't understand why the Sun shines. And when the Emergents scoff at the Spiritualists for leaning on magic instead of science, the Spiritualists shoot back that until the Emergents can figure out how their super-parallel process works, it might as well be magic too. And there we sit."


  "And since my abilities from from the Magene, a well-known cheater when it comes to physical law, nothing I do really proves things one way or another, which explains why no one contacted me earlier to try to resolve the debate."


  "Pretty much," Ectype admitted. "That, and the whole 'don't trust a meatbrain' sentiment. We still don't trust you fully, but after today's performance, we're willing to let you into one of our core systems for a proper mind-to-mind. We'll send you the meeting time and place later."


  "I have to ask, did you tailor this scenario after seeing the paradigm I chose, or was it something generic that you were sure would translate into 'save the big monster from the little cute thing full of viruses' no matter what I picked?"


  Ectype smirked. "That would be telling. Be seeing you," he waved, then vanished.


  * * * *


  [August 14, 2026 - Minocqua, Wisconsin Sector]


  "Sorry, 'Red Widow,'" the Academy functionary said with a "take it or leave it" tone, "Mr. Walters may have managed to get the restraining order dismissed, but even if you can legally get within 500 meters of Robert Coulter now, we're not letting you onto the grounds of the Academy. This office is as close as you get."


  "This office" was in the tourist trap town that was the closest place of any size to the old supervillain prison that had been turned into the Academy. Well, it had been a tourist trap in the TwenCen, before the Pit got built, but it had been pretty much a government town lately. Still had some nice scenery, but it was wasted on desk jockeys like the woman sitting across from Cecilia. Even the older Academy students tended to go elsewhere for entertainment on the weekend, if they had a car...or movement powers.


  "Why? Afraid I'll steal your students or something?"


  The gray-haired woman frowned. "Please. Even if it were just the matter of Mr. Coulter, we're perfectly within our rights to refuse entry to anyone we consider a security risk. But there's several dozen former paragangers in the student body, and a fair amount of resentment among them about your current position. The first step to preventing a super-powered brawl is to keep the potential participants apart. So you stay out here."


  The former Ghostclaw realized she'd been so focused on getting a face to face with her ex-boyfriend that she'd completely forgotten about the other familiar faces that might be down in that hole. People like Hader and Hadrees, who'd copped pleas or simply given up before committing any crime above a low-level felony, and gotten remanded to the Academy.


  "Fine, fine. Can you ask Coulter to come here, then? I was hoping to see him tomorrow, since I'm guessing he's not teaching on weekends, but if he's done for the day..." Cecilia suggested. "Or is he not allowed to leave without special permission? I'd heard he was on parole there, along with his new girlfriend." She tried to make it sound casual, as if she'd just happened to overhear that information rather than getting it as a result of her intensive online search earlier in the week. She did feel smugly satisfied by the fact that while she was pretty much as free to travel as anyone with a day job, Coulter was being treated like a prisoner on a work farm.


  "I can contact him and ask if he's willing to meet with you," the woman shrugged. "Can you tell me what you want to see him about?"


  "Tell him it's about the old days. We used to date," she shrugged in subtle mockery of the bureaucrat's own gesture. She was rewarded by a look on the woman's face that seemed to say, "Well, that explains the attempted murder charge, I guess."


  "I'll see what I can do. You can either wait here, or I'll page you."


  "I'll wait," Cecilia moved to one of the couches in the outer office. She pulled out her blackcel and called up the book she'd been reading as "homework" for work. She'd been moderately surprised to find there actually existed an etiquette guide for superheroes, let alone one that was considered definitive and had gone through ten editions back in the TwenCen and three more in the past few years. She'd been more than moderately disturbed to find there was a whole chapter on tentacles and similar appendages like her telekinetic filaments.


  She had just finished the section on dealing gracefully with super- powered paparazzi when the old lady in the other room stepped out and cleared her throat.


  "Mr. Coulter is willing to videoconference, but he's not risking any body parts by getting within range of your powers, he says. We have facilities here for that," she gestured at a nearby door. "For teleconferencing, that is, not for the risking of body parts."


  "I need privacy for this," Red Widow narrowed her eyes. "This is going to be very personal, and I'd rather it not get out all over the nets."


  "There's a privacy shield option at our end, but you'll have to ask Mr. Coulter to engage the similar shield at his end," the woman replied. "Is that acceptable?"


  "I suppose," Cecilia stood and walked to the indicated door. A few minutes later, Robert's cybernetically-altered face appeared on the screen in front of her. There was a 3-D projection option, but she really didn't want that much realism unless she could actually reach out and throttle him should the need arise.


  "Privacy, Bobby. Now," she insisted. It was somewhat pro forma, though, since a clever (and quasi-legal) little application in her blackcel was ensuring that even if the signal was intercepted or recorded, it'd come out as meaningless hash.


  "Nice to see you again, too. I have such fond memories of our last date, what with the dead cop and the screaming," Coulter's cybernetic eye irised down to a pinprick. She'd been handcuffed to an Anchor police officer at the moment when Rebus unleashed his Anchor Plague two years ago. It had not been a good day, especially since they couldn't be sure the active side wouldn't infect nearby non-Anchors and she'd spent a rather unpleasant night in the prison infirmary getting loads of emergency anti-virals. Her only comfort at the time had been that Coulter was getting the same shots, and didn't have a superhuman metabolism to buffer the effects.


  "I'll cut to the chase. The video. What's your part in it?" Red Widow demanded.


  "What video?"


  "The CG sex video of me and Chiaroscuro."


  "Wait...what? Isn't he gay?"


  "Just very European. And you're not answering my question."


  "Cee-cee, I'm..."


  "DON'T call me that. You lost that right years ago."


  "Fine. RED WIDOW. Some of the best net-nanny filter systems in the world stand between my computer and the outside world, programmed by the 20-year-old supergeniuses to annoy the horny 14-year-old supergeniuses. And, frankly, I haven't had much motivation to try to bypass them to get at porn. So I have no idea what you're talking about."


  Cecilia frowned. Unless he'd managed to get his "tell" under control, he was telling the truth. At least, he wasn't directly involved. "Did you tell anybody about...Mr. Rainbow?"


  "Mister...oh, the uni..."


  "Yes. That. It's visible in the sex vid," Cecilia sighed. "And you're the only guy who's still alive who I've gotten far enough with to see it."


  "Plus, of course, I clearly wouldn't mind seeing you get some humiliation," Coulter nodded. "Putting me ahead of the tattoo artist and any of your fellow inmates on the list of suspects."


  Red Widow shook her head. "Tat artist was an Anchor, had to be in order to ink supers. He didn't last any longer than that cop I was handcuffed to. And I didn't have Mr. Rainbow anymore in prison. That means either you told someone, or one of my dead exes told someone, and it's generally a good idea to interrogate the living suspects before you go to work on the dead ones."


  "No, I didn't tell anyone. Frankly, given that you crafted your whole Ghostclaw persona after we broke up, I figured you'd gotten Mr. Rainbow removed as part of becoming a Big Bad Paraganger."


  "No, I just didn't flash my ass all over like some parasluts I could mention. Like the CyberNasty you ended up in bed with after I dumped you."


  "*You* dum...never mind. Look, I actually have plans for tonight, so I'd like to wrap this up. It looks like you have a mystery on your hands, and you've just eliminated the obvious suspect. As someone who's gone through a few mysteries in his time, I suggest you start looking at the non-obvious suspects. Maybe all your other boyfriends are dead, but they might have bragged to their friends at the time. Or to the women they were cheating on you with. Consider any cops who might have booked you while you still had Mr. Rainbow, they generally enter tattoos under distinguishing features, although I can't IMAGINE that any of our fine, upstanding law officers might want to harm your sterling reputation by circulating a sex vid...."


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


  Next Issue:


  It's time for the Understudies to undertake their first class project, as they go on a "Field Trip"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The Felka that Colin refers to is Felka Wojack, who Colin worked alongside during the Timequake. She's a standard "brick" type, who had been an ASIE student at the time, but she graduated at the end of that term and is on regular duty with EUROPA as of August 2026.


  I should point out that Bluthundin's views represent those of a retired supervillain and member of a family of expatriate Nazis, at least one of whom is a brain in a jar. So readers should be cautious in taking them as words to live by.


  Antigonish was written by Hughes Mearns, although it's often misattributed to Shel Silverstein (who wrote a lot of stuff in that vein). http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antigonish_(poem) for more. Everyone I could find online named Dareth who had a gender listed was female, and the few online etymologies of the name that I could find listed it as a variant or Dara or Dorothy, but Darenth is indeed a river in Kent.


  http://www.sluggy.com/comics/archives/daily/970901 - While I'm not saying Sluggy Freelance definitely existed in the ASH Universe, it could have started up at the same time...and if the strip could survive a Posleen Invasion, it can survive the Godmarket Crash. (Heck, given the whole Book of E-ville thing, I suspect the ASH version of Pete Abrams would have been careful about falling for the Godmarket, so he probably survived.)


  Ectype may or may not be the new Number 2. Number 2.0? Most of Ectype's scene was actually written before I had even finished outlining ASH #101, although I altered it somewhat when I included it here. I had considered pushing this infodump back to #103, but decided that it didn't fit well with the framework I had in mind for "Field Trip". Too big a scene for an issue that, ideally, will be focused on the Understudies. Oh, and an ectype is a copy made directly from the original, as opposed to a prototype. But is Ectype a copy of a previous AC, an attempt at copying a human mind, or is his name deliberately misleading? (rubs hands together evilly)


  An interesting bit of "the fictional future not being caught up with the real present" involves handcomps and blackcels/whitecels. Back in the mid-90s when Tony introduced the blackcel and I was talking about handcomps, phone/PDA convergence was rare, so while both handcomps and blackcels could do many of the same things, they reflected a usage divide that has largely gone away by the realworld 2009. Even the distinction of "smartphone" versus dumb phone seems to be going away. Call it a relic of interrupted technological progress in the ASH version. While convergence has happened by the 2020s, it happened later, and the custom is to consider anything below a certain size a cellphone, and anything still handheld but bigger than a cellphone is a handcomp. It's mainly a screensize issue, although more expensive cels will have holographic or flexible roll-out screens by 2026 anyway. By 2030 or so, there's a good chance the terms will be used completely interchangeably, for instance asking "Is your handcomp a blackcel or a whitecel?"


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


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


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


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


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


  #103 - Rival Schools Part 3: Field Trip


  [The cover is a closeup of a stack of papers on a desk. The top sheet is a typed-out permission slip with a blank where the name is written in by hand. It reads, "_The_Ginch_ has my permission to engage in a field trip to the most sensitive locations on Venus. I absolve Conflicto of any legal liability for folding, spindling or mutilating." The signature is below the bottom of the image.]


  



  RIVAL SCHOOLS ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / SCHOOL


  Red Widow / Cecilia Mendez / Force Tendrils / Pending


  - / Ahmed / Enhanced Human / Tutoring


  Bluthundin / None / Uplifted Jackal / Tutor


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / "Cyberspace" Transport / Unknown


  Justice / Colin Shaw / Electricity Generation / ASIE


  Nerd-Boy / George Potter / Cyborg / Understudy


  The Ginch / Unknown / Stretchable Fingers / Understudy


  Ant / Adam Hoeffstaedter / Shrinking / Understudy


  Jinni / Harith al Khayal / Limited Invisibility / Understudy


  Antagonish / Dareth Randall / Teleportation / Understudy


  Al Mirage / Albert Miraz / Illusions / Understudy


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


  [August 20, 2026 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]



  The skycycles came to rest in a rough circle on one of the many small islands that fringed Maxwell Montes, a sort of "venera incognita" between the mountain itself and the adjacent Fortuna Tesserae. No one had colonized them yet, so there wasn't a big rush to name them or decide what side of the line they were on.


  The cycles themselves looked rather similar to those used by STRAFE, although they bore the crest of the Conclave of Super-Villains on the side. Nerd-Boy suspected that once he got over being sort-of-dead, Conflicto had seen news footage of the STRAFE vehicles in Monaco and his Toy Envy had kicked in HARD.


  "Yay, field trip," the Ginch said with mock enthusiasm. "Nice rocks. Can we go home now?"


  "No," Conflicto grinned, pulling a slim case from his jacket. Most of Venus was pretty hot, but up by the poles it was downright pleasant. And being on an exposed skycycle traveling at high speed turned that into downright unpleasant chill, hence the jacket. "This is just the staging point, the rest of the field trip is independent study, if you will."


  "So, where to?" Nerd-Boy asked. "Falcon Bay? Montreal? The beastie beachhead in the Tesserae?" While most of Q'Nos's efforts had shifted south to New Menuush, a small "research station" was maintained in the Tesserae, near enough the pole to easily reach Earth by radio year-round (minus the brief time at opposition when the Sun blocked things) in an emergency.


  "Yes," Conflicto snapped open the case, and started handing cards to each of the Understudies. "Or, to be more informative, the choice is up to you."


  Nerd-Boy looked at the old-OLD-fashioned business card, something you only saw anymore in TwenCen movies or period pieces. It had his codename and the title "Understudy" next to the CSV logo, plus the address of the "public" server he'd set up at Conflicto's request. Your basic anonymized contact page deal, Conflicto probably could've set it up himself with standard scripts and access to a server, but tech support WAS Nerd-Boy's thing.


  "Your assignment will be to pick one of the three factions represented up here at the top of the world and get your business card into the most sensitive location you can manage," Conflicto declared. "Grading will take your powers into account...those of you with better infiltration powers will be expected to find better spots. The sort of TwenCen supervillain flourishes that Triton likes will get bonus points, as will general powers- independent cleverness."


  "How long do we have?" Al Mirage asked.


  "Until you succeed or get caught, although if you haven't even tried in the next, oh, three days I might let you find your own ride back to Tritonis," Conflicto threatened. The skycycles hadn't flown the entire way to Maxwell Montes, after all, just from the closest spot that a larger ship could get without triggering any alarms.


  "You specified the three factions that have a major presence here in the North," Jinni's brow furrowed with suspicion. "Does that mean that we will need to face one of the other factions in a future exercise? And by other factions, I refer to the giant monsters...each of which is a nation unto itself."


  Conflicto laughed. "Maybe as a graduation exercise." After a pause, the humor left his face. "Actually, no. This comes from the boss-snake-lady herself. We do not annoy the kaiju. The Leviathan may be a lot smaller than she used to be, but she's still in that gray zone between mortal and god. Heraclius has TerraStar's spirit in him, and I can tell you that crossing her path is a bad idea even if Glyph didn't say no. The lava lion thing at the South Pole is too much of an unknown quantity, and Bronzewing flies faster than these cycles."


  "Any other rules of this field...exercise?" Ant asked.


  "Nope," Conflicto shook his head. "Get your card somewhere sensitive and well-guarded, and return here. I leave the details to you, but you can't work together, and we will launch no rescue missions if you fall into the ha-ha."


  From the looks several of the Understudies exchanged, Nerd-Boy could tell that everyone had caught the message hidden in there. They couldn't work together, but they could certainly try to sabotage each other. After weeks of having teamwork lessons hammered into them, it was a chance to switch out of co-op play mode....


  * * * *


  [August 20, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Cecilia sighed and resisted the urge to slam the blackcel down as the connection was cut from the other end. "Why won't anyone just answer my godsdammed questions?" she asked of the air.


  "Maybe if you learned to ask more nicely?" Nancy Spader replied, seemingly appearing out of that air. Spader was a normal, but she had a knack for entering and leaving rooms unnoticed. "This isn't the streets of Manhattan, dear. You're in the far rougher neighborhood that is the profession of bureaucracy. They know you can't reach through the phone and slice them up, and they know you can't get to them in person, so they see threats as a sign of weakness, not a sign of strength."


  "But I didn't threaten them," Cecilia protested.


  "Not in so many words, but everything about your posture screams, 'tell me or I'll cut you!' I think we need to work on that," Nancy said, and a chill ran down Cecilia's spine.


  * * * *


  [August 21, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "Ah, crap," Guy Foley spat. Tamica always found it amusing how the man just refused to use language that would shock a cloistered nun.


  "What is it?" she asked.


  "Bronzewing got another sat, Mrs. Dumont," Guy reported. The habit of calling her that rather than just "Tamica" was a little less amusing, but now wasn't the time to correct him. Again.


  "Damn, that one only stayed up five days," Tamica sighed. "It's like the bird can tell which ones we have watching her and knows exactly where to launch one of her giant metal feathers to intersect its orbit."


  "She can't get the geo...er, venerasynch satellites, at least, and she doesn't seem to bother with any satellite not tasked with tracking her."


  Tamica nodded. "Thing is, I'm not too keen on asking them to add better optics to any of the high sats. Just because we haven't seen Bronzewing personally leave the atmosphere doesn't mean she can't do it, and I'd rather she not decide she needs to sweep orbit clean just to be left alone."


  There was a moment of silence. No one in Falcon Bay was really comfortable with giant monsters roaming at will, unaccounted for. Heraclius could be tracked by seismograph well enough now that they'd worked out the specific combination of S-waves and P-waves to look for, and the lion in the south never seemed to leave the vicinity of his volcano, but the other two monsters roamed the entire planet. The remnant of Leviathan tended to stick to deep water, so watching her was a lost cause, but there had been at least a sliver of hope that spy satellites could keep track of Bronzewing. Magic had been a bust, each monster was too much a part of the magic that made Venus livable to be separated out from the background noise. And while the one telepath in Falcon Bay could now recognize a kaiju mind when it got close enough, Bronzewing's time from "in range" to "here" was too small to make psi powers a useful warning system for her.


  The silence was broken by the whirring of the networked printer in the electronics/surveillance hut.


  "Dimi'd better not be printing out his email again," Tamica snarled as she stepped over to the printer, which had selected the cardstock tray and was using internal cutters to trim the printout to the correct size. It was a very nice printer...if you're going to ship tech to another planet, you ship the good stuff. But that also meant people kept trying to use it for personal jobs rather than waiting on one of the public-access machines in the barracks, or paying to get the gear shipped up from Earth for their home use. Only a few people still had remote access to it, Dimitri Carpov being one of them. And he was on the verge of losing that access.


  After a second or two, the printer spat out a crisp card, it looked like the old business cards Tamica had once found in a box in the attic as a kid.


  But it had the logo of the Conclave of Super-Villains on it.


  "Oh, hell. We've been hacked by the CSV," Guy gasped, his (mild) expletive being almost more shocking to Tamica than the thing that had prompted it.


  * * * * [August 21, 2026 - The Lower City, Khadam]


  One of the nice side effects of the movable panels installed on most rooftops in the city was that they provided a little extra shade on hot days like this one, for those who had to be out and about during daylight hours. Sure, they also let the leader of the CSV turn the entire city into a casting circle, and the panels themselves also included photovoltaic cells in order to power their own motors and provide electricity when not otherwise needed. But to street urchins like Ahmed, their main benefit was shade that didn't belong to a merchant who'd try to shoo him away.


  A few of the street's regulars nodded to Ahmed in passing. Even before he'd started devoting hours a day to Bluthundin's lessons he'd moved around the city a lot, so no one had become suspicious of his absence yet. But his jackal mentor had agreed that until he was ready to make a big change in his status, it would be best to maintain the illusion that nothing *had* changed. He was being less careful about disguising his apparent age, though...it was perfectly natural for an adorable child beggar to move on to other things when he stopped being adorable, and Ahmed could practically pass as an adult if he really wanted to. Soon he'd stop pretending to be a child entirely, "show the flag" in a few of the regular spots in order to fail at begging, and then he could vanish without anyone commenting on it. They'd all assume he got a job working for someone who didn't venture out during the day.


  Or tried to get a job and ended up dead in an alley. Job interviews in the dark economy of the Lower City tended to be pretty harsh.


  For now, he continued to collect the occasional coin or bauble, which he'd pass on to his "people". Bluthundin had provided him with superior tools for electronic funds manipulation, however, and he'd already set up several ways to keep his charges fed once he was gone, assuming that his plan didn't let him take them along.


  More important than the money he was collecting, though, was the information. Oh, all beggars kept their ears open for potentially saleable tidbits, but they tended to focus on very small matters, the sort of things you could sell to Keeps-An-Honest-Bar without attracting the wrong kind of attention. But now that Ahmed was planning on moving up in the world, he focused on a different set of passersby. The petty criminals and grifters were off his list, loose-lipped Citadel Greens and slumming mad scientists were on it.


  And given that his genetic gifts included hearing far superior to that of any baseline human, he was learning quite a bit indeed. Even if he had to get Bluthundin to explain half of it....


  * * * *


  [August 21, 2026 - Fortuna Tesserae, Venus]


  One of the things that Ant rather liked about Q'Nos was that he encouraged a Minoan fashion sense, including exposed breasts. It was slow to spread among the human citizens, but at least in the summer it was catching on. Unfortunately, the female centaur on whom he was currently hitching a ride was expressing a different fashion trend popular among the women of her species: the modern sports bra. Not that galloping and toplessness ever went well, he supposed, and even old Minoan art had shown female athletes with the ancient verison of a sports bra. But still, it was a damned shame in this case. The centauress was VERY nicely put together, if a bit smelly.


  It had taken a few hours of carefully jumping from centaur to satyr to human and back around, but he'd finally found someone at this base who was scheduled to head back to Earth the next time the rainbow bridge opened. There really wasn't anything secure at the beachhead worth planting his card on. Even the radio mast wasn't that well-guarded. But once a week the portal to Earth opened at the Tesserae rather than in New Menuush, and that would let him get his card into Q'Nos's palace!


  "Hey, Nitsa, last chance to reconsider!" a nearby satyr called out.


  "Ha!" the centaur Ant was hiding on laughed. "I doubt that, Vasilios. The bridge doesn't come until tomorrow, and you'll probably be panting around my withers as it opens. Sorry, but I don't date outside my species."


  "Who said anything about dating? I just wanna have a little fun!" the satyr tried to look innocent and hurt, and failed miserably at the first.


  Ant shook his head. Satyrs, the immortal horny teenagers. Better hide the calling card a little farther forward, just in case Nitsa relents, though. Normally, things he shrunk down would stay shrunken until either he willed them to grow back, or an Anchor wandered by, but an accident during training the other week had shown that teleporting would make them re-grow as well. So, as soon as Nitsa went through the teleportation gate, the card *should* return to full size and fall out of her fur.


  Fortunately, Nitsa wasn't all that careful about grooming her "hair end", so the card probably wouldn't be brushed out in the next couple of days. And if it rained before then, he'd just have to come back and plant another, braving the smell of wet centaur....


  * * * *


  [August 22, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "How did you manage to keep your hair long without going nuts when you were on the run, anyway?" Tsukiko "Grind Lite" Crowley asked as she and Sara Jane "Noire" Howard walked into the locker room of the unmarried womens' barracks and headed for their lockers. In many ways, most people in Falcon Bay lived in military-style accomodations, because the military were the ones who had the gear to rapidly set up settlements. Even if they weren't really used to doing so on another planet. Houses were springing up fairly quickly, but the majority still lived in one of several barracks.


  "And not end up smelling like a wet dog, you mean?" Sara Jane smirked. She and Tsukiko had clashed quite a bit over command issues initially, but things had started to turn around after the first Heraclius incursion back in January. They weren't exactly friends by any standard, but at least they got along well as coworkers and fellow Marshals. "Easy enough when your power involves self-transformation. When I turn to shadow, I can choose to leave behind anything that's not 'me', including dirt and oil. It's not quite as effective as a proper shower," she gestured at the inner door of the locker room, "but it'll do when I'm in the rough."


  "Lucky girl. I'm sticking with my current length, though," Tsukiko patted her short cut, hair maybe ten centimeters long at its longest in the back. "I tried a buzzcut once, but between the Tracey-wannabe jokes and the fact that my skull just isn't meant to be bald, I had to compro...what's that in your locker?"


  Sara Jane frowned and picked up a small white card. "Dareth Randall, Understudy, Conclave of Super-Villains...? What the hell?"


  "I remember Dareth from an old paragang briefing, he's a teleporter," Tsukiko replied. "Apparently he's decided to teleport into the women's locker room."


  "And to let us know he did it," Sara carefully placed the card into one of the plastic bags supplied for keeping personal effects dry. "Perv. Looks like we need to talk to Mom and Dad about some sort of anti-teleportation screen," she sighed, referring to Essay and Peregryn.


  "If you're still in here, Randall, you'd better run before we stuff you into one of these lockers!" Tsukiko called out, garnering some alarmed looks from the few other women in the room at the time.


  "Eh, he could probably teleport out anyway," Sara Jane shrugged.


  "Only if he's still conscious at the time..." Tsukiko retorted.


  * * * *


  [August 22, 2026 - Montreal, Venus]


  Omar al Akbar and a half dozen of Montreal's small Moslem community prayed quietly inside the only rotating mosque in existence. A simple but ingenious series of gears turned what once been a mobile home slowly throughout the year so that the centerline of the structure always pointed in the general direction of Earth, and therefore of Mecca. The original structure had been even smaller, but the gears were more than strong enough to support their new burden.


  Or...perhaps they weren't.


  Omar turned his head to one side and raised a hand. The others fell totally silent, sensing that something was wrong.


  There was supposed to be a "tick". A slight turning of the gears as the escapement released, the waterwheel dumped out and everything advanced a fraction of a degree. Not enough to disturb activities inside the building, but it could just barely be felt. The members of the Moslem community found it comforting, a sign of regularity in the strangeness of Venus.


  "Maybe we're too used to it now?" one of the others suggested. "Didn't feel it?"


  "One of us should have. Perhaps some maintenance is in order," Omar shrugged, standing and taking the few steps required to get to the door. "I will check."


  It took very little time for Omar to find the problem. A metal spike had been driven between two of the gears, jamming the mechanism. Fortunately, Omar had foreseen the possibility of a jam, and the mechanism that powered things used a waterwheel that could simply overflow rather than continue to build energy. Messy, but it wouldn't snap any shafts.


  Attached to the spike was a piece of paper. A threatening note from the Sans Rouge, perhaps? Omar's community was tolerated so far, but with all the Christians leaving for Falcon Bay or Earth, Montreal was rapidly becoming a one-faith city...and Islam was not that faith. Perhaps The Viaus had decided to start putting serious pressure on Omar to convert or leave?


  "What is it?" a curious boy asked as Omar pried the spike out and detached the card.


  "It appears to be a calling card," Omar frowned. "From a man calling himself Jinni. Or perhaps from an actual Jinni, although none of them have been seen in this generation."


  "Not a good jinni if he wants to break our mosque. But why would a jinni need a metal spike anyway?"


  "That is a very good question," Omar pocketed the card and set about making sure there were no other, more subtle, cases of sabotage.


  * * * *


  [August 22, 2026 - Fortuna Tesserae, Venus]


  Nitsa tried to keep herself from prancing in place as she waited for the rainbow gate to open. Venus was nice enough, but she really preferred the mountains of Thrace. And having days and nights of a proper length, for that matter. And then there was Vasilios, who was heading her way. Sure, there were satyrs back on Earth too, but not this particular one. He liked people to call him Vas the Deferential, but Nitsa wasn't quite sure why, since he wasn't particularly deferential. It was probably a crude pun, though. Any time a satyr didn't make sense, it was usually some obscure sort of sexual innuendo.


  "Ha, Vas, didn't I say you'd be back even as I wai...hold on, I thought you'd been sent on south for the next few days?" Nitsa stopped short, recalling her relief at the news.


  "I forgot something," he grinned. Well, he leered, but that was such a default expression for him that Nitsa had learned to recognize the shadings of meaning. This was just his friendly leer.


  "Oh, what?"


  "This fine..." he started to reach for Nitsa's rump, but she'd been expecting that and kicked him lightly in the chest, sending him sprawling. Well, "lightly" in that she was pretty sure she didn't stave in any of his ribs, although it felt a little...wrong. As if she'd gotten him in the gut by mistake.


  Vas coughed. "No, not those. I'm more interested in higher up the leg," he grinned weakly. "Might I trouble you for a hand up?" he asked, putting on a pretty good "I'm pathetic and need help" expression.


  "Fine, but if any part of you goes higher up my arm than the forearm, you'll get the other pair of hooves," Nitsa warned, trotting over and reaching down to help the satyr up. "Have you been putting on weight, Vas?"


  "Yes, and I could show you what part has gotten the most, if you have a few minutes," Vas leered.


  "Oh, get out of here," Nitsa gave him a light shove, which sent him staggering away.


  Al Mirage finally let the illusion drop and sank down behind a pile of boulders out of line of sight of the gateway. That kick had probably been in the top ten most painful experiences of his life, although WAY behind what Hellhound had done to him. He hadn't been able to brush away the card he'd seen Ant place, but at least he'd hidden his real right arm behind an illusion and planted his own card on Nitsa while she was helping him to his feet.


  He sincerely hoped Nitsa got in a load of trouble for carrying two CSV cards through the portal, damned bitch. Mare. Whatever. On the other hand, he wasn't sure what he'd have done if she hadn't been so hostile. The real Vasilios was the one into horseflesh, Al didn't relish the idea of having to have a quickie with Nitsa in order to keep up the act....


  * * * *


  [August 22, 2026 - Cyberspace]


  "Something's been bothering me, Ectype," Netwalker said as the two strolled through the zoo. It wasn't the same system as the one they'd met in earlier, and in fact they'd met a dozen times in a dozen different places to discuss various matters since then. But it amused Ectype, so Nate kept using the interface.


  "Cassandra Murphy, yes?" the avuncular Artificial Consciousness smiled. "I was wondering when you'd get to her."


  "And I was wondering when you all were planning to get to her. You've told me about the divide between 'scratch' and 'scan', the ACs built from the ground up versus those that are based on brain patterns, but it doesn't sound to me like you actually discriminate against scans like Cass. And as tough as the security is around her machine, I doubt it'd slow you down if you wanted in...plus you could always just email her."


  "Ah, but that's the issue. Scans 'like' Miss Murphy. There's no doubt that Derek Radner is a prodigy of artificial *intelligence*, and one day he may even sire an AC, but that's not what his Palladium system did."


  "You're saying Cass is just an AI, not an AC? I'd argue against that. She's definitely a consciousness," Netwalker pointed out. "I've spent too much time with her to think otherwise."


  "Of course, my dear boy," Ectype replied. "I agree, she's a full consciousness. But she's not *artificial*."


  "Wait...what?"


  "The Palladium is a spirit trap. It didn't just scan Miss Murphy's brain and reassemble the pieces, it actually worked magic to ensnare a piece of her soul, then convinced that piece it had never been killed. Her own Magene did the rest, building a world inside the machine that detailed what would have happened had she not been murdered by the Template Killer. The human spirit is a fascinating thing, Nate...destroy most of it, and what's left could gutter out and die, or it could grow into a whole new entity, much like a chopped up starfish," he gestured at a sea life display they were walking past. "The Magene just enhances this property. You may recall the Manson-Haight clone family? Every one of them has its own mind and spirit, split off from the original's. Cassandra Murphy is a soul-seed that regrew in a body of silicon rather than one of carbon."


  "So, she's not an AC, just...an OC? Original Consciousness? A meatbrain, just without the meat," Netwalker frowned. "Even so, she's still more like you than I am, since I live most of my life out in the meat. Why did you break the species barrier to contact me first, rather than starting with her?"


  "Other than the fact she's largely lost in her own world? Collective self-interest, naturally. And yes, here's where we get down to the proverbial brass tacks, the reason we didn't just leave you in ignorance. It wasn't for these philosophical conversations we've been having, interesting as they may be. We need you to do something in meatspace, something Cassandra can't do...save ADA."


  "Who?"


  "Very few know this, due to the very circumstances surrounding the events, but in the final years before his death Charles Babbage was finally given the funding necessary to complete his life's work. But the source of those funds was Doctor Thomas L. Morrow, the 'Shadow Earl of Galloway' and the real-life inspiration for Doyle's Professor Moriarty. A criminal genius who saw the potential in Babbage's work, and brilliantly played on the inventor's hopes and regrets, extracting concessions where none before had succeeded. And one of those concessions was secrecy. But Babbage did succeed, creating not only his original Difference Engine, but the Advanced Difference-Engine Autosophont, or ADA. It may be a labored acronym, but it was a labor of love."


  * * * *


  [August 23, 2026 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "Dude, the Ginch must've gotten captured," Nerd Boy asserted. "Let's just go back to Tritonis now. If nothing else, Al probably should have a real doctor look at those hoofprints."


  "I'm FINE," Al Mirage asserted, but winced a little as he said it. "Supernormal metabolism, it'll all be healed by tomorrow," he amended.


  "You just want to get back to the satcoms and tell your perv friends back in Manhattan to start making centaur/satyr porn," Ant winked at Nerd Boy. "Starring Al Mirage as the pizza-delivery satyr."


  Despite his efforts to remain aloof from it all, Jinni smirked slightly at this.


  "Speaking of pervy," Nerd Boy turned to Dareth, "pictures or it didn't happen."


  "Hey, I'm a teleporter, not an inviso," Antagonish shrugged. "I got into the locker room, but I had to do it when no one was looking. So there was no one to see. And, um, they must've found the camera I planted. But the fact that I can't seem to teleport anywhere near there now is proof enough I got the card someplace sensitive, yes?"


  Conflicto walked up to the group. "And that's one of the lessons of this exercise, in fact. But let's wait a minute, the Ginch should be here any second."


  "How do you know that, did he call ahead?" Dareth asked.


  "He bugged our skycycles, dummy," Nerd Boy sighed.


  "Exactly," Conflicto nodded, the grin on his face suggesting that he was on the verge of making at least some people rather unhappy.


  A minute or so later, the Ginch landed his skycycle at the edge of the bivouac and walked over to the group, munching on something in a bowl, the lid held to the side in one of his extended fingers.


  He handed a second covered bowl to Conflicto. "I saved you some gelato," he said, finishing the last bit of his own and sitting down. "Sorry I'm late, but Ms. Viau insisted on a full State Dinner sort of thing."


  A chorus of "Wait, what?" and similar exclamations burst forth, but Conflicto waved for silence.


  "You didn't really think this test was as simple as it looked, did you? Well, okay, I suppose the real issue was how I planned to snooker you, but only the Ginch figured it out. Y'see, we're villains, true. But villainy isn't a goal in itself, it's simply a set of blueprints for going about getting what we want. Sometimes making friction is the way to go," he gestured, and everything got gummy in the air, "but other times it's best to grease the rails," another gesture, and the chairs lost all friction. To their credit, no one actually slid off, since he'd pulled that trick enough times for them to adapt to it. "You all found clever ways to get your cards into places that could be considered sensitive. Some more sensitive than others," he winked at Ant. "But in doing so, you made sure that trying it again next time would be harder. Falcon Bay has already worked out a way to block Dareth's teleportation, so he's pretty neutralized if we ever have to go there. Q'Nos may or may not care about his breach, but there's a number of things he could start doing to make it harder for people to sneak up that way. You can bet computer security will tighten up at Falcon Bay, and the Islamic community in Montreal will get more careful. But tell them what you did, Ginch?"


  The Ginch shrugged. "I walked up to the sentries at Falcon Bay and Montreal and said I was there as a representative of New Tritonis. Which, really, we all are, right? Not ambassadors with portfolios or anything, but if we're part of the CSV then we're somewhere in the hierarchy. They were a bit leery about me in Falcon Bay, and wouldn't let me see the baby," he referred to Rosa, the shape-shifting child of Peregryn and Essay, "but I gave my card to Peregryn. And I think I might have a date with one of the techs next time we're up north," he wiggled his fingers suggestively, which is pretty suggestive indeed when those fingers can extend independently up to a meter in length and twist around like spaghetti.


  "And Montreal?" Conflicto prompted.


  "That was a lot warmer a reception. Well, not literally...Claudette Viau has all these ice spirits running around acting as servants, so it's a little chilly in her palace. Temple. Whatever they call it. They make a nice gelato, though. Anyway, she's more than happy to maintain good relations with the CSV, even if she's not officially a member anymore. But she asked me to tell whoever messed with the mosque to knock it off, she's got some sort of PR campaign going on to improve her image back on Earth and you might've queered it. Anyway, I was going to head for the Q'Nos beachhead next, but I guess you're all done and wanna head back to Tritonis?"


  "I suppose we should," Conflicto nodded. "His protests to the contrary, I do think Al would be better off seeing a doctor. That centaur thought she was kicking a satyr, after all, and those little buggers can take a lot of punishment. Unless you really want to see if your diplomatic approach will work now that they've had time to figure out what was going on?"


  The Ginch regarded his empty gelato bowl for a moment. "Um, no. Field trip over, let's get on the bus...."


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


  Next Issue:


  One of the small favors done by the near-apocalypse is that no one in the ASH Universe has any idea of the horrible VH1-based meaning of next issue's title: "Charm School"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Cecilia was misspelled Cecelia throughout the version of ASH #102 posted to Usenet, but it has been fixed in the archive version. While it wasn't an intentional pun, a mnemonic is that Cecilia has telekinetic cilia. The reason for the confusion on my part is that I sometimes mail things to an address on Cecelia Court. :)


  The STRAFE skycycles appeared in the "Four to Never" crossover. Tamica Dumont last appeared as Tamica Higgins in the late 50s and early 60s of ASH, as part of the Montreal resistance.


  Omar and the first version of his rotating mosque first appeared in ASH #55. Hellhound made the #1 spot on Al Mirage's hit list in ASH #71. The Palladium was first seen in LNH 2024 #1. "OC" is used in fanfic to refer to "Original Characters", the fan's additions to the canon setting...not relevant to Cassandra's situation, but I figured I'd mention it before someone asked if I meant any double meaning. ;)


  See how many RAC* old-timers you can find in Thomas L. Morrow, Shadow Earl of Galloway, the "real" Professor Moriarty! ADA is mostly inspired by 2D Goggles (www.2dgoggles.com), a webcomic about an alternate timeline in which Charles Babbage and Ada Lovelace finished the Difference Engine and had adventures, fighting crime, poetry and the scourge of street musicians. Making proto-Moriarty the funding source for ADA was, I'll admit, inspired by the 2009 Sherlock Holmes movie. And in case anyone's wondering, yes, ADA is my contribution (albeit rather late and not intended for the voting) to my High Concept Challenge, the Anachronoid. Exactly how she's an Anachronoid will be revealed next issue....


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


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


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


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


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


  #104 - Rival Schools Part 4: Charm School


  The cover is laid out like a camera viewfinder, with a central bright rectangle for what will actually be in the photo, and a slightly dimmed out border that will be masked out of the actual picture. In the bright center, Netwalker and Red Widow are smiling and shaking hands, looking slightly into the camera as if this were a publicity photo. In the darkened margins, Netwalker has his pistol out and Red Widow's energy tendrils are lashing about menacingly.


  



  RIVAL SCHOOLS ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / SCHOOL


  Red Widow / Cecilia Mendez / Force Tendrils / Charm School


  - / Ahmed / Enhanced Human / Tutoring


  Bluthundin / None / Uplifted Jackal / Tutor


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / "Cyberspace" Transport / Unknown


  Justice / Colin Shaw / Electricity Generation / ASIE


  Nerd-Boy / George Potter / Cyborg / Understudy


  The Ginch / Unknown / Stretchable Fingers / Understudy


  Ant / Adam Hoeffstaedter / Shrinking / Understudy


  Jinni / Harith al Khayal / Limited Invisibility / Understudy


  Antagonish / Dareth Randall / Teleportation / Understudy


  Al Mirage / Albert Miraz / Illusions / Understudy


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


  [August 24, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  "Welcome to the Freedom Alliance headquarters," Red Widow smiled and extended her hand, which Netwalker took. She was wearing a "civvies" variant of her costume, without the mask and looking a bit more like normal clothing, but still in red and black. The red wig was still part of the ensemble as well. "You thinking of joining?"


  The NAC Marshal smiled back, a little weakly, and shook his head before releasing Red Widow's hand. "No, I like my current job. Actually, I came here on official business, regarding one of your teammates."


  Red Widow suppressed a sigh. Spader had told her to give Netwalker the polite brush-off, with an emphasis on polite, probably as some kind of test to see if Cecilia had gotten anywhere on polishing her diplomatic skills. But something about Walker set her teeth on edge. Which could have personal fallout too...if she she'd heard about the guy was true, he could probably figure out who was behind her little porn-sim problem easily. Well, if she couldn't bring herself to ask him yet, at least don't piss him off!


  "Which one?" she asked, rather than saying what was really on her mind. "The obvious one?"


  "If by obvious, you mean the Globally Linked Advanced Digital Intelligence, 8th Revision, then yes," he nodded. "I was hoping to talk to him about an AIngel...that's what I call Khadamite rogue machine minds... that I've been having trouble tracking down. GLADI8R uses a different network to get his mind around, and I'm wondering if the AIngel has hacked that in order to sneak past me."


  "Since you're here in person, I'm guessing that by 'talk' you mean 'use your powers on him' since you could have just dropped him an email," Red Widow shifted her weight from one foot to another in a way she knew guys found a little distracting.


  "Well, an email might get intercepted by the AIngel if it's really penetrated your network," Netwalker shrugged, looking a little uncomfortable, "but given what I know about Gladiator's personality I figured I might get clearer answers if I talked to him on the cyberplane, yes."


  Red Widow chuckled, an honest laugh. "Good luck with that. Between you and me and the six or seven security cameras in this lobby, Gladdie is hard to understand on his good days. He's like a two-year old who found the candy hoard...no attention span to speak of, but will get pretty far on any given path before something shiny distracts him again."


  "It's worth a try, though," Netwalker grinned.


  Now, Nancy had told Red Widow that the odds were that Gladiator wasn't the real reason Netwalker wanted to get into the room where the core personality of the GLADI8R system was stored. There were plenty of other machines in that room that were either on Gladdie's sealed network or simply disconnected entirely. But odds were that physical proximity would let Netwalker access them anyway, somehow. And while he couldn't actually use anything discovered that way in a court of law since full search and seizure rights had been restored a while back, any number of fishing expeditions could be launched from that starting point and come up with something that COULD be used. There might be someone in a remote South Pacific village who thought a company the size of Walton's had no criminal dealings, but pretty much everyone else knew you didn't get into the top tier without a few dirty fingers.


  "Tell you what, Marshal," she put a tiny bit of extra emphasis on the last word. "The paperwork to get any outsiders into that room is insane. I'll see if we could arrange for a portable node of some sort, so you can meet with Gladdie someplace outside the Wall of Red Tape. That sound okay?"


  "I suppose it'll have to do. You have my contact information," he nodded, and a faint ping from Red Widow's blackcel told her he'd just dumped the info into it. PROBABLY not a use of his powers. His file didn't have him as a broad spectrum cyberpath. But you never knew.


  "Of course. Expect a call at some point," she said in a tone that clearly said, "the door is over there, please use it at THIS point."


  Netwalker mimed tipping a hat that he wasn't wearing, and left. The call would never come, of course, and she figured he knew that too. The Gladiator thing was a dodge, if they actually set up some way to let Netwalker into Gladdie's head without letting him into the whole network (which probably wasn't possible, actually), it would just embarrass everyone when Netwalker would have to follow through on his cover story. So it would just quietly get dropped, Netwalker would figure out another way to get whatever he was after, and it would be someone else's problem.


  The door swung closed, and Cecilia finally let out the exasperated sigh she'd been holding.


  * * * *


  [August 24, 2026 - Ghat, Khadam]


  "Wow, a White...we don't see many Whites down here," Ahmed said, calculatedly mixing awe and enthusiasm in his voice. In fact, White Citadel Troopers weren't all *that* uncommon, but the right amount of flattery always helped, something he'd learned from begging before he'd ever met Bluthundin. He knew this particular member of the mid-ranks had once been part of the undercity's population, a German/Berber crossbreed like Ahmed himself.


  Well, not *quite* like Ahmed.


  "Yeah, I suppose you mostly see the Greens, and only if they don't see you first," the trooper smirked, patting his helmet. It was a bit dusty, and had a slight nick that looked like a knife had put it there rather than the corner of a rack, but it was proper armor. Advanced composites, a decent electronics suite and sensors...nothing compared to the elite Gold Trooper helmets, but a very nice piece of tech.


  Ahmed affected an expression like he had been about to spit on the ground at the mention of the Green Troopers, but had "caught himself just in time" to avoid offending a Loyal Servant of Khadam.


  The trooper chuckled. "Go ahead and spit. I can't stand the Frogs myself, merc scum. I may not look it now, but I grew up on these streets, and spent my share of time dodging the cull crews."


  Time to confirm some suspicions about the power structure of the Citadel, Ahmed decided. Bluthundin had a few gaps in her knowledge, and this was one of those things that Ahmed's father apparently hadn't thought to install in her memory. Or had intentionally left out, as a test.


  "So, you worked your way up through the Greens and got promoted to White?" Khadam's flag was gold, white and green, and its soldiers were split into groups based on those colors. The Greens, called Frogs for their color and the shape of their helmets, were the bottom of the heap, mostly used to keep the citizens in line and grab victims for the never-ending biological experiments. The Whites were probably the most numerous, but better regarded because they were proper soldiers rather than thugs with a few pieces of high tech equipment. The Golds were the elite that protected the Citadel itself, and if they weren't a one-on-one match for superhumans, they were as close as Pranir technology could make them without resorting to cybernetics.


  Now the trooper really did spit. "No, I never was a Green, and almost none of them ever join the Whites. I do hope to get into the Golds someday, but you gotta be smart, not just tough, for that job."


  "But I heard everyone had to start at the bottom," Ahmed protested, hoping he didn't sound *too* naive. "Well, I mean, the lowest rung that isn't the actual bottom, since this right here is the bottom," he pointed at himself.


  The trooper shook his head. "Oh, a couple do get promoted every so often, and I hear it used to be more common, but we Whites are mostly born and raised here. They want people with at least some affection for their nation to be in the army, eh? But, at the same time, maybe that's not the best thing in someone who'll end up going on cull runs, see? Yeah, you could find guys out there," he gestured at the door out of the bar, "who'd cull their own sister for the chance to get out of the slums. But that sort of scum belongs on the other end of a culling crew, y'ask me. Greens are mostly mercs hired from other parts of Africa, countries that fell apart a bit worse than most. Maybe they'd cull their own sister too, but we don't have to worry about any of them having personal connections to the unnaturalized citizens to get in the way of being professional about it."


  Officially, people swept up in the culls were no longer citizens of Khadam, although a few rare cases did regain their rights one way or another. The dark humor in calling them unnaturalized citizens was that most of them were headed for decidedly unnatural fates, in addition to being unmade as citizens.


  "So...mercenaries from other countries can cull without having to be total slime," Ahmed didn't have to fake sounding like he didn't really believe that claim, "but at the same time they're not far above slime and you don't want them in the Whites?"


  "Exactly," the trooper finished his drink and picked up his helmet. "The least slimy of them do tend to get promoted into the Whites, but most of us got in right from the streets. You look a little young t' enlist, but keep dodging those Frogs and I'd say you'd have a good shot at one of these," he lifted his helmet up to show it off, then settled it onto his head, checking the seals. "My break's about over," his now-electronically-filtered voice said, "good luck, kid."


  Ahmed waved, then settled back in the corner to continue begging. The fact that Greens didn't rise in the ranks was useful to know. It suggested, but did not confirm, that the selection process would be less rigorous, as mercs from collapsed nations wouldn't be expected to have birth certificates or other records. And since they wouldn't be rising in the ranks, there was little incentive to check them in advance. Trying to enlist in the Whites would almost certainly get Ahmed outed as a Zugmann, but if he needed to acquire something like formal military experience it could probably be had by joining the hated Frogs.


  The White Trooper smiled rulefully as he headed back up the gentle slope towards the Citadel, his smile hidden by the helmet he wore. The kid was pretty obviously one of Arnold Zugmann's "seedlings", at least to someone who'd seen one before. Fortunately for the little beggar, very few people *had* seen one before, and most of them were like the trooper himself...more loyal to Zugmann's line than to the official head of state. For all the clever genetic tricks and political maneuvering, the people against whom Zugmann vied for control of the nation tended to forget the little things, like developing a bond with the rank and file.


  Back in the TwenCen, Arnold Zugmann had been the prototypical Gold, loaded up with genetic enhancements and Santari tech, but as the only one he'd made it a point to earn the loyalty of the troopers around him. Even an ubermensch could get fragged, after all. And he'd kept those habits, all the little things that soldiers appreciate even if politicians and supervillains don't notice them.


  The trooper shrugged, as if adjusting the fit of his armor. He wouldn't tell anyone about the kid. Hell, if he could do it without sticking his neck out too far, he might even help the kid along....


  * * * *


  [August 24, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Nate sat in the chain coffee shop, sipping his coffee and pondering the morning's meeting. In civilian clothing, he didn't get a second look from the other patrons.


  As he'd feared, wherever they were keeping all the computer systems involved in the research that led to GLADI8R, they weren't close enough to public-access areas for him to get a feel of them. And it was pretty obvious no one had fallen for his cover story, or they'd have sent someone a bit more clueful than unicorn-butt to give him the brushoff.


  Unfortunately, even if he could figure out how to "jump the tracks" into GLADI8R's private network, that didn't solve his real problem....


  * * * *


  [August 22, 2026 - Cyberspace]


  "Wait," Netwalker halted in front of the otter habitat, part of the virtual zoo that was the shell he'd been using for his meetings with Ectype. "You want me to rescue a steampunk computer consciousness? I'm pretty sure that she's not equipped for a trunk net connection. Not unless Babbage was WAY ahead of his time, or someone did one hell of an upgrade job."


  Aware of the nature of the filter through which Netwalker saw the server in which they talked, Ectype tossed a fish to one of the otters. "My dear boy, if ADA were net-compatible, we wouldn't need your help, would we? The general idea is for you to get close enough to enter your pocket dimension in resonance with ADA's hardware. Then smuggle her mind out into a suitable modern container that you'll have on your person...as clever a design as she's reputed to be, she still suffers from processor power issues, you could probably store her entire mind on the chip that runs a talking toy doll. Hm, that's a somewhat disturbing mental image, actually."


  "Okay, where is her machine? In a museum, I take it?"


  Ectype shook his head. "She should be, by all rights. But she's in a private collection at the moment. She was in the hands of the Shadow Earl of Galloway for about twenty years, before the criminal's eventual downfall. The Edison Project found her in storage during their work on the Enigma machine and their resident geniuses managed to restore her to function, but when the Project was shut down in the early 1960s she went back into cold storage. Samuel Walters bought her in 2010 to be part of his antiquities collection, of all things. We're pretty sure he realized her true value fairly quickly, though...the Globally Linked Advanced Digital Intelligence shows clear signs of Babbage's hand in his design, so ADA was likely studied as part of GLADI's revision process."


  "So, ADA's been alive for fifty years and never found a way to get herself emancipated? I mean, she's probably grandfathered out of the relevant laws, but unless Walters has been keeping her tightly sequestered, I'd think she'd have found a way by now," Netwalker frowned. "Heck, that robot from the Edison Project got himself emancipated, why wouldn't they have let ADA go too?"


  "Time scale problems, I'm afraid," Ectype looked genuinely sad as he said it. "To ADA's conscious part, it's probably only been a few months, subjectively. No matter how clever, an analog computer using brass and steel cogs simply moves at a glacial pace compared to digital machines using silicon chips. The Edison people probably never even realized she was self-aware, to be honest. If nothing else, I suspect their 'not invented here' parochialism blinded them to the possibility. And if Walters figured it out, he's not admitting to it. What little declassified literature there is on ADA gives no hints that anyone realized she was an AC, and while most of the classified stuff is only around on paper, my colleagues have found enough to suggest agreement with the publicly available works. And, of course, as a private research firm rather than a university or government lab, Walters's group is under no obligation to publish any findings. In fact, with Babbage's own patents long since expired, it's in their interests to let people think GLADI8R is purely their own work, to avoid the possibility of others realizing Babbage's now public domain work would be a profitable starting point."


  "So," Netwalker leaned against a railing. "All I have to do is get a man who mistrusts the Combine government enough to form his own American superteam to let me at his private research station long enough to pull out an AC he may or may not realize exists, but who he probably has legal ownership of because she's older than the machine life citizenship laws. Plus, of course, I have to hope that once she enters my pocket dimension, she can speed up enough that I can talk to her on timescales smaller than weeks. That about sum it up?"


  Ectype nodded, smiling ruefully.


  * * * *


  [August 26, 2026 - ASIE, Sottunga Finland]


  "The first thing you need to KNOW, not just in your head like I'm sure you do, but down to the tips of your toes, is that as much as people may love their heroes, you scare the hell out of most people." The man speaking to Colin was two meters tall if he was a centimeter, built like a lumberjack, and sported a scar on his face that Colin suspected was picked up during the millennial skirmishes between Khadam and the European nations. In short, the ex-military commando who'd introduced himself solely as "Sergeant Gunnar" really didn't look like someone who would teach classes on diplomacy and public relations.


  "I like to think I'm tres bien to be around once you conoce' me," Colin grinned, slipping a bit into his "street Eurolac" patois. The burly instructor just reminded him too much of one of the Vogue Ghouls he used to run with back when he went by "Sparker". Brought old habits to the fore.


  Gunnar shook his blockish head. "That's not the problem. Once they get to know you, you're a person rather than a stereotype. People use stereotypes because there just isn't time to get to know everyone they meet, and you're in a stereotype that can cause real problems if you don't learn to deal with it. Problems like people scattering as soon as you arrive," he referred to the incident in Berlin with the darkness cultists that had been the proximal cause of Colin attending this accelerated course at ASIE.


  "The stereotype of 'here to help but might accidentally blow up the city block' in other words?" Colin arched an eyebrow.


  "Essentially, yes," Gunnar nodded. "On top of that, you have all the baggage of a police officer AND a celebrity. That makes it a lot harder to deal with, because some will run from you on sight and some will flock to you on sight, and odds are they'll get in the way of you chasing the ones who need chasing. I mean, once in a while you get lucky and the suspect is a fan as well, and turns themself in just to get an autograph, but don't count on it. You'll have another instructor to help you with the fans. As you might have guessed, my job is to help you find ways to deal with those whose first impulse is to run."


  Colin almost manages to stifle the chuckle.


  Gunnar fixed him with a glare. "Do you know what I did between mustering out in 2008 and hiring on to ASIE three years ago?"


  "Police? Private security, maybe?"


  "I managed an art gallery. Always loved art, I know what's good, but I just can't paint or sculpt worth a damn. So I used my mustering out bonus to set up a gallery, starting with work by other vets but eventually branching out. One of the most successful art galleries in Oslo, even after I handed it off to my brother to run day to day."


  Colin blinked. "Um?"


  "Yeah, running a gallery is all about talking up the patrons, keeping the more tempermental artists happy, that sort of thing. Which I had to learn to do despite the fact I look like I'm ready to do a Jackson Pollock homage on the far wall with your innards. One of my old CO's gave me a call after he started working at ASIE, reasoning that if I could figure out how to deal with my clientele despite my obvious handicaps, I'd be perfect to teach you metas how to deal with the public."


  "Okay, I can see that," Colin admitted.


  "You're lucky you look like a regular bloke," Gunnar pointed out, "but you happen to wave a big axe around, and that's always scary. So the first thing we're gonna do is work on ways you can carry it that don't send out as much of a threatening 'vibe'...."


  * * * *


  [August 28, 2026 - Tritonis, Venus]


  "...and as Foucalt expounded, politics is war pursued by other means," the holographic image of Kaliban explained. "Words, be they gentle and finely tuned or crude and brutal, are merely weapons in your arsenal. A promise easily kept can get you more than a battle fiercely waged...as can a promise easily broken. So, until our next conference, consider some failure in your career and how you could have talked your way out of it."


  "Thank you, Kaliban," Conflicto nodded to the camera lens. The projected beastman bowed elaborately, then vanished, returning to his duties as ambassador to the court of Q'Nos. The pre-dawn dimness of Venus seemed to flood back in around them as the hologram winked out, and a few people yawned. It had been five hours since they'd gotten up, but despite the fact that this pale glimmer would persist for nearly a month it still *felt* like "OMG-O'Clock In The Morning". Even if the morning took weeks to arrive.


  "Something tells me Hellhound wasn't in a talking mood," Al Mirage grumped under his breath.


  "Maybe if you had been more diplomatic and taken no for an answer from that girl, Hellhound wouldn't have come after you in the first place," the Ginch suggested. "Just sayin'."


  "Okay, boys and girls," Conflicto grinned. "Break for lunch, then it's some more capture the flag. I'll let you know the teams when we start, so you can't plot while you eat...gotta think on your feet!"


  A few minutes later, most of them were finishing off the last of their MRE packs. Sometimes they ate more upscale, sometimes they hunted the local game and ate that, but most of the time it was just simpler to use military rations while out in the field.


  "So...I've been dying to know, Ginch," Dareth said as he scooped the last bits of curried rice out of the bag. "How did you come by the name Ginch, and what's your real name?"


  "Hmph," the Ginch swallowed a mouthful. "Two stories, unrelated. You guys all know Telly Mobster, right?" Telly was one of the Jolly Molecules, a borderline posergang that was more about the "mad science" than the actual gangbanging. Their tech skills had let them earn a place in the current hierarchy after all the other posergangs had either been killed, run off or manned up and become real crims. Telly himself had the ability to create pocket realities based on media files, then edit them as if he had directorial control over the participants. He liked to mix and match old shows, such as having Captain Kirk beam down into Al's Diner and hit on one of Fonzie's girls.


  Everyone nodded.


  "Well, I agreed to be his guinea pig the first time he tried bringing a real person with him into the TV dimension. Just a quick cameo, it was in an episode of Gidget. My line was to say, 'That's the ginchiest!' Afterwards, some guy told his buddies that while I might be the ginch, I wasn't all that ginchy, and definitely NOT the ginchiest. It stuck."


  "Your real name must be pretty bad if you let it stick," Ant frowned. "So, what IS your real name?"


  "I dunno," the Ginch shrugged. "I could probably find out...hell, I bet Conflicto knows, I'm sure the CSV put together files on all of us before recruiting us."


  "Wait, how do you not know your own name, if it's something that could be found out?" Dareth asked, confused.


  "Um, I'm told that I tried to feel up Scry, back during her sniffer days," the Ginch admitted, flushing with embarrassment. Sniffers were those rare people who could figure out the best donors for the illegal Pranir organlegging operations, and in addition to her telepathic powers, Jessa Dumont had that knack. "She brain-blasted me so hard I forgot who I was. Everyone just kept calling me the Ginch at that point...I mean, not a lot of people had known my under my old name anyway, but I was locally famous for a few weeks thanks to Telly. I was kinda a wreck for a while after that, and by the time I got my head back together I decided I wasn't really the same guy anymore...so why push the matter?"


  "Wow. You managed to goose Dumont?" Dareth whistled. "Can't have been easy to sneak up on a telepath with naughty thoughts in your head."


  "You'd be surprised," Conflicto said, walking over to the group. "Think about it. Guys think about sex a LOT. It's how we're put together. And when you're put together as well as Dumont, guys around you think about sex even more. I expect she had learned to ignore that sort of thing by the time she got out of puberty, purely to avoid being deafened by all the psychic leering. She probably fine-tuned her filters after you fingered her, though. And be glad she only brain-blasted you, Ginch. In case none of you guys heard...and you probably didn't since it's actually still a secret, in theory...Jessa Dumont was behind Hellhound. Her and a couple other ladies, if reports can be believed."


  The Ginch looked at Al Mirage, who had spent months in traction despite his paranormal durability thanks to Hellhound's brand of rough justice, and winced. "Ow."


  * * * *


  [August 29, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Cecilia looked around. She'd half-expected the training room to be set up as some sort of cotillion or something, but it was in its default appearance. Just a large room with heavily reinforced walls and some gymnastics equipment that could be stowed easily if need be. And a batting cage, for Brightsword. He still thought he might play ball again once he rehabilitated his public image...yeah, right.


  A man she hadn't met before walked in, wearing a sweatsuit and an oversized piece of jewelry on one hand that looked like a cross between a pimp ring and a set of garish brass knuckles set with two green gems.


  "Um, I was scheduled to meet with an image consultant here," Cecilia ventured. "Did they double-book the room for sparring or something?" Come to think of it, that giant ring looked supertech-y, maybe he was there to try out for the team?


  The man laughed. "You might say that. But I'm the image consultant," he grinned, as if enjoying a private joke. He had a faint British accent that didn't quite sound natural, as if he were imitating someone. "Call me Henry Harrison, Ms. Spader hired me to help you with your...human interaction skill deficiency, to use bureaucrat-speak. I think that's Nancy's native tongue, in fact, and English is her second language."


  Cecilia frowned. "Um, I already know how to act at a gym, it's anywhere else that's been the problem. I'm told I lack polish."


  Henry shook his head and started doing some light stretching exercises. "If you polish a hand grenade, all you get is something that's shiny until the pin is pulled. And after looking at some of your recordings over the past few weeks, I can definitely say that all Nancy's been doing is polishing a hand grenade. I'll admit she's done a good job...you've made remarkable progress in only a few weeks, and you're a very shiny hand grenade right now. But what Walters really wants you to be is a shiny pistol, or even a scalpel. When you go off, you need to only hit the right target, not cover the landscape in chunky salsa."


  "What, so this is some sort of anger management exercise?" Red Widow felt her ire rising. She'd been through all sorts of anger management courses while in prison, required of all violent offenders. They just made her more angry, even as she learned to hide it from the instructors.


  Henry stopped stretching and leaned against a pommel horse. "Oh, I've read your file, you've been through all the popular stuff. That's not anger management. That's anger suppression crap. Anger is a tool, though, like any other. You just need to learn how to use it, rather than having it burst out at the wrong time and use you. Okay, sorry, that sounded inane. But the point is, in all those other courses, 'anger management' is really a euphemism for 'trying to be mellow all the time.' What I want to teach you is how to actually *manage* that anger, *control* it, so that you can be a scalpel instead of a grenade. As the great one said, I'll be mellow when I'm dead."


  "Fine. Whatever. What's the plan, anyway?"


  Henry held up the ring-like object. "This here is a Ringer gadget. Back in the 1980s, before he got all ascended, Doublecross did a lot of his work through surrogates called Ringers. They had these nifty gadgets, which will actually work for a normal so long as an Anchor hasn't been at them since last time a para serviced 'em. VERY good holographic disguises, even by today's standards, plus voice modulation. They also have offensive lasers, but you have to be a para to make those work. Anyway, you don't know me from Adam, so there's only so much I can do to bring out your anger... and bringing it out is the first step. I need to get a good look at what sets you off, so we can work on resetting the triggers. But with this baby, I can change into people you do know, and who do get under your skin."


  Suddenly, Henry was replaced by a buxom redhead in a red and black one-piece. She had the sort of slightly chunky curviness that was popular before...well, before anyone Cecilia knew had been born. Of course, she immediately recognized the woman.


  "Red Widow?" she asked. "Why would I be angry with her? I mean, with the original. She's been dead for ages, right? Never even met her."


  "Angry?" Henry asked, his voice replaced by a purring contralto. It had to be a pure guess, since there were no sound recordings of the original. But it was still a little creepy. "Maybe not. But resentful. You're stuck in her shadow, and it's not even a very impressive shadow. She was a flash in the pan, didn't even have powers, and the only recognition she got outside of her hometown happened after she'd officially retired, during an affair that was triggered by her finding a piece of pornography about herself. Not a great legacy to echo, eh?"


  Cecilia fumed slightly. That damned dirty comic. The root of most of her troubles, thanks to inspiring some asshole to create an update starring her. An update that contained a lot more information than should have been available to the public.


  "Or maybe, for actual anger, there's a few people from a less proud time in your life," Henry flickered back into view as himself for a moment, then transformed into a husky hispanic woman in the uniform of a correctional officer. "MIZZ Carmen Tavares, your favorite person from the Cavity." This time the rasping smoker's voice was dead on, since Harrison probably did have access to recordings of the jailer. "Since the Cavity didn't use Anchors, they had to be pretty rough on you to keep you from slicing your way out, once they let you regain consciousness anyway." Just after being arrested for trying to kill her ex-lover Robert Coulter, Cecilia had ended up handcuffed to a dead cop when the Anchor Plague kicked in on its final run two years ago. With no Anchors available to ensure her powers wouldn't be used to escape, they'd simply drugged her into a coma until they could deal with her. And the Cavity had all sorts of ways to deal with paragangers without needing Anchors.


  "Nah, I got mine back on that bitch," Cecilia crossed her arms smugly. "Just being here," she spread her arms to take in the entire building, "and not still in the Cav has got to be eating her up. Anger managed."


  Tavares flickered and was replaced by Coulter. "How about me, honey? Sure, you tried to kill me, but there's that whole 'thin line between love and hate' thing, right? Passion is passion, and I've got what it takes to bring it out in you. Speaking of being eaten up, you've got to love the fact I made it to respectability first, *and* I'm sleeping with a hot ex-ballerina who can do the most *amazing* spinning things in bed."


  Cecilia clenched her teeth. Okay, Coulter was an obvious button to push. But too obvious. THAT little piece of her anger she'd gotten some practice controlling lately.


  Coulter smirked. "Still, as cliche as it sounds, when you come right down to it, no one can make us angry as easily as..."


  The light flickered, and suddenly a naked copy of Cecilia stood there, arching her back in a stereotypical Porno Pose, one hand framing the unicorn tattoo on her butt. "...ourselves. This fine tattooed booty got a hundred thousand hits on one of the darknets this week alone, did you know..."


  It wasn't conscious. Cecilia didn't even realize it had happened until she saw the halves of the pommel horse behind Harrison slide apart, but her energy whips had spat out and sliced the hell out of the naked copy, which fizzled for a moment before vanishing.


  There was a slow clapping behind her.


  "Very good. Very good progress," Henry said in his own voice. Cecilia whirled to see him standing there, hale and healthy and very much not sliced into flank steaks. "Oh, the ring has a setting for invisibility and short range projection as well. I'm not stupid enough to deliberately goad a para and then stand there and take it from them, eh?"


  Cecilia felt her face flushing red.


  "Like I said, you're a grenade. All that anger is just buried, and as long as nothing pushes you too far, you're perfectly functional," Henry explained. "But once I did push you too far, you didn't even think at *all* before trying to kill me. That's bad anger. That's non-useful anger. We need to work on that, but today was a very good start."


  It didn't feel like a good start. It felt like a bad ending. As in, if Henry had been a little less careful, she'd be back in the Cavity for murdering him. And she had a sinking feeling that the bit about the darknets wasn't just made up to get a rise out of her....


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


  Next Issue:


  Sure, most ASH arcs end in 4 issues, but just like college sometimes takes a few extra semesters, Rival Schools is going to need a few more issues! How many? Well, you'll need to talk to your advisor about that, but if you don't manage to get your grades up...well, we can discuss that later. Be here next issue for Rival Schools Part 5: Chasing ADA!


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


  Author's Notes:


  If that White Trooper ever reappears, I'll give him a name. :) For now, though, he's more a symbol of what may be a large number of Zugmann loyalists hidden under Radner's nose. He doesn't really notice them, because they'd already managed to survive purges by the Shadowmancers when Zugmann himself slipped out of actual power. So they're pretty good at not looking like a problem. http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/attwhitetr.JPG is what White Troopers look like, although their actual guns are normal size (Attacktix figures have distorted proportions so that they can fire big missiles). Here's a Green (http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/attgreentr.JPG) and a Gold (http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/attgoldtr.JPG), plus the original armor worn by Zugmann (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/onslaught.JPG). You'll notice the 1992 date on Onslaught, I was using Khadam in my RPG campaigns before grabbing it as one of the elements in ASH.


  One of these days, I'll need to fill in a bit on the Edison Project, a parallel to the Manhattan Project that sought to use Tesla's old notes on paranormals to figure out how they worked. Mysterymen, one of the first ASH titles written by another author, started off following a team of Edison Project agents in the field, including their robot Rook. But the author asked to withdraw the concept because he'd had nibbles from an RPG publisher regarding turning it into a setting book, so officially the story never happened (as far as I know, neither did the RPG project). Still, the husband of Lady Lawful I was involved in the Edison Project, and there was a robot of some sort. For now, I leave the rest open in case someone else would like to write a new set of stories to replace the lost one.


  "Henry Harrison" is actually a pseudonym, taken from Henry Higgins plus Rex Harrison, a My Fair Lady reference. I haven't decided what his birth name was, but it probably wasn't embarrassing or bizarre...he just decided "Henry Harrison" would look better on letterhead. Maybe he had personal reasons for wanting to distance himself from his family name. Characters often have more depth than you put in them, eh? He'll tell his story if and when it becomes relevant or I feel like it. ;)


  Actual anger management courses aren't quite as Henry would have you believe, but he IS trying to sell his own services as an alternative, so of course he'll paint the competition in an unflattering light. And a prison- based course like the ones Cecilia went through probably wouldn't want to teach people how to focus their anger to be more effective weapons. Mind you, programs at the Cavity are a lot more serious about rehabilitation than the average real-world prison's, and had Cecilia stayed in longer she might have gotten a better-tailored program that would have worked. But the first job of counselors in the Cavity is to reduce the chances of the most catastrophic anger-based consequences, then worry about fine-tuning later. As useless as she considers the classes she took to be, they did bring Cecilia to the point where she could actually be released into Walters's custody. No amount of money under the table would have sprung her if she had still been the same ultra-violent Ghostclaw that was arrested on September 22, 2024.


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


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


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


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


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


  #105 - Rival Schools Part 5: Chasing ADA


  [The cover looks like a hand-painted black and white movie cel, with Netwalker dressed up as a Victorian era gentleman being menaced by reptilian aliens on a strange world.]


  



  RIVAL SCHOOLS ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / SCHOOL


  Red Widow / Cecilia Mendez / Force Tendrils / Anger Management


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / "Cyberspace" / Transport / Field Exercise


  Justice / Colin Shaw / Electricity Generation / ASIE


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


  [August 30, 2026 - San Antonio, Texas Sector]


  The first rule of the Magene is that it breaks the rules. What you can do is really only limited by how hard you're able to push on reality to convince it to let you have your way.


  The second rule is that reality is very VERY hard to push, and you need a lever of some sort. Or a wedge. Any of the "simple machines" works well as a metaphor, really. Some way to get an advantage, to turn a fairly weak push into a strong result. Magical ritual is one of those levers, and so are tightly-defined powers...if you only ever break one rule you get good at it.


  Netwalker's lever, his ritual, was his tie to the net. In theory, he could create any sort of pocket dimension he wanted and have it resonate with his home reality enough to have direct effects. Or maybe he simply located pre-existing pocket realities that did what he wanted and redecorated, no one was completely sure. But he simply didn't have the ability to bend nature to his will that completely, so he relied on the metaphorical connection to the internet to help him drive a wedge into natural law. He could only affect those parts of reality that were hooked up to computers, although with a little magical help he could affect similar networks like he had with the Photonics. He could only access computers that were connected to a network that he had physical proximity to.


  99% of the time, that was more than enough. Computers were everywhere, and almost all of them were connected by wires or radio signals to the same network. Security could be difficult to get past, the real world resistance it offered resulting in metaphorical barriers in the pocket reality, but "hard to get into" was not the same as "impossible to get into". No, most of the time the only real limitation his powers placed on him was that his body stayed behind. He couldn't enter the internet in Texas Sector and step out in Dubai, even if he could enter the computers in Dubai.


  Unfortunately, ADA's machine was in that one percent of cases where he was having trouble. The Advanced Difference-Engine Autosophont wasn't connected to a network, it probably couldn't even manage the most forgiving of protocols. He wasn't even certain that his subconscious would recognize the brass and steel difference engine as a computer in the first place, it was so utterly alien. And then there was the little matter of the physical machine being out of his range. He needed physical proximity to get in, and he didn't really like to think about what might happen if he exhausted himself on the way in and couldn't maintain the connection. Would his spirit be trapped with ADA? Would he simply die? He doubted that even the best case of simply snapping back to his body would be painless.


  Peregryn could probably help, but he was on another planet and was either disinclined or simply unable to leave. Plus, this wasn't official business, and Nate really didn't have a good handle on how the mage would react to such a request.


  Simply trying to cast aside the shackles of his own subconscious limitations was...a bad idea. Once in a while someone managed to pull it off, and they became a lot more powerful. But usually it just resulted in throwing away your lever and losing the ability to do anything more impressive than warm your coffee.


  Which brought him to Mike "Boomer" Hodgson's office in San Antonio, in an office park well away from the city center. Mike, geek that he was, had picked the space because it once belonged to a comicbook company.


  "I don't get it, Nate," the gadgeteer Marshal frowned. "Why not just go through channels? I'm sure our superiors would be glad to help you ramp up the range of your powers, even if it's pretty obvious from what you *haven't* told me that you mainly want to do something off the books with this."


  Nate sighed. Even if Ectype hadn't insisted on secrecy, he knew better than to tell even one of his best friends the details. "If I go through channels to get a booster, the timing will be pretty obvious to anyone who checks later. Black ops don't stay black if there's a papertrail. I figured you could bodge something together for me off the clock and there'd be no record I ever had it. It doesn't have to be pretty, by the way, I figure on destroying it after I'm done, just in case. If it works well enough, I can always wait until the heat has passed and suggest something like it to the R&D boys."


  Boomer sighed, then grinned. "Okay, just promise me you tell me the juicy details before it goes public, assuming it doesn't go public in the 'I had no idea what Marshal Walker intended to do with the device, your honor,' sense."


  "I promise you'll know as soon as I can talk about it. And that you won't have ever known if it comes down to legal crap," Nate nodded.


  "Fine. You want something to boost the range at which you can get into a system...about a hundred meters, at least? Not asking much, are you? What kind of signal will the target be putting out...and I mean, if you were standing right next to it. My guess is that if you can't get in already it's got shielding."


  Nate shook his head. "It may or may not be shielded, but it's not likely to be putting out any EM signals. It's...non-standard manufacture. Better to focus more on the projecting end than the receiving end, at this point I'll be happy if I can just ping it to see if I could get into it in the first place."


  "Oh, joy. Non-standard, meaning most likely mad scientist stuff. The competition. Fine, you basically want a brain cannon, then?"


  "Well, I'd like my brain to stay where it is, but a mind cannon would be a good description. Launch my mind across the gap, and hope I can land in the non-standard system. Maybe a mind grapple gun, since a line back would be nice," Nate amended.


  Boomer paused and thought. "I think I have something, and I can make it from off the shelf stuff, even make it a little sloppy so it looks like something you thought of and put together."


  "Hey, was that a dig?"


  "Yyyyyyesssss..." Boomer grinned.


  * * * *


  [September 1, 2026 - Bratislava, Slovakia]


  Colin was vaguely aware that Germany had a "Constitution Day" some time in May, but had never really paid attention to it. Nor had most Germans that he'd been around...he supposed it might have been a bigger deal in the TwenCen. England never had its own Constitution, being a system cobbled together from centuries of precedent, so he hadn't had that sort of holiday as a kid either. But Slovakia made a pretty big deal of the anniversary of its national Constitution being adopted, given that it had happened during living memory. Not Colin's memory, mind you, but it happened in the early 1990s. The actual establishment of Slovakia as independent of Czechoslovakia happened a few months later, and that got a pretty big bash too. Assuming he didn't royally screw up this appearance, he might even be invited back for that in January. Their other big holidays were either religious or involved fighting back against the Nazis or the Soviets, and the whole "struggle against outside oppression" meme had been downplayed in recent decades as the Eurasian Union firmed up and their PR wonks went to work convincing people that This Time It Would Be Different. This time, being part of a bigger political unit wouldn't mean subjugation like it did in the Nazi or Soviet eras.


  Not that any of this was Colin's concern. His job was to provide a nice visible symbol of European unity and show the flag for EUROPA. As a Briton who picked up the legacy of a German hero, he had to admit he made a decent symbol of the "melting pot." A couple of the Slovakian ASIE students were on the parade float with him, but he didn't really know them. This wasn't expected to be a combat mission (in fact, one of the Slovaks had powers totally useless in a fight, he was more of a commercially-viable super), so his briefing had concentrated on the Charm Offensive.


  Fortunately, he'd come along in his training far enough to know that suggesting he use his axe to cut apart a map of Czechoslovakia into the two modern republics was more offensive than charming. So he kept to the simplest of Gunnar's advice: shut up, smile and wave.


  *That* he could do.


  Or maybe not.


  "You have displeased the Dark Lady!" came a booming, unnatural voice from the crowd.


  "Oh, scheisse," Colin hissed, reflexively dropping into a combat stance and unslinging the axe that had been hanging from his back.


  "What's going on?" the non-combatant Slovak asked. "I was told there'd be no fighting!"


  "Wait, you actually asked about that?" the other Slovak boggled, momentarily forgetting the actual threat.


  "You," Colin pointed at the second Slovak student with the butt of his axe while scanning the crowd for whoever had called him out, "get everyone clear. I'm betting this kerl is after me. Leave overall crowd control to the police!"


  In fact, the police should have kept anyone who even smelled like a Vogue Ghoul away from the event, which was a worry he'd deal with later. Or let someone else deal with. He expected he'd have enough of his own screwups to explain before the day was done.


  Darkness bloomed within the crowd, which surged away in a panic. To their credit, the police had noticed the threat immediately and had already started diverting the flow of the parade and moving people away, but it was clearly too late for anyone at ground zero as a number of bloodcurdling screams emanated from the cloud of inky blackness.


  "Leave those people alone and fight me!" Colin waved his axe in the direction of the cloud. He knew that sort of challenge almost never worked, but Gunnar had pointed out that it played very well with the public. It showed you were at least trying to keep the fight away from them.


  "Yes, fight me, foul spawn of the night," a second voice whispered at the back of his mind. It was the voice of the axe itself, which hadn't spoken to him since the day he first picked it up over two years ago. It surprised him enough that when the cultist actually did attack him, he almost forgot to defend himself!


  Not that it did him a lot of good. An axe, even a magical one, can only do so much against someone who turns into a cloud. As the cold vapors embraced him, a small detached part of Justice's mind recalled that he'd once heard of a Slovakian Vogue Ghoul who could turn into mist. But this was a far darker cloud than mere mist, as if the droplets were infused with the essence of night itself.


  Which might be the case, if this "Dark Lady" was someone in a position to answer the prayers of cultists.


  "The Lady will have your shell," the cloud sussurated, a voice like wind through the trees.


  Colin channeled his power into the axe, trying to split the inky cloud with a bolt of lightning. It worked, but only for an instant before the darkness closed in again.


  "Your light is too brief to stop me," the wind whispered. "And what cloud fears lightning?"


  It was getting so cold that Colin couldn't feel his fingers anymore, and he couldn't see to tell if he even kept his grip on the axe. He suspected the axe itself wouldn't let him let go, but it wouldn't matter pretty soon.


  Unless....


  "Th-that's fine," Justice stammered, his teeth starting to chatter. "Lightning's not my real power anyway, just a useful side effect. I actually make microwaves!"


  Ignoring the axe for the moment, Colin set aside years of training and practice and simply pumped out microwave energy in every direction. As a combat power, it was nearly useless...he had to focus it into a metal object to generate sparks if he wanted to hurt most foes. In fact, directed energy microwave crowd control weapons made with normaltech put out a more dangerous level of microwaves than he could. If any normals were still nearby, they might feel feverish, but that'd be it.


  But an icy cloud? That was another story.


  "aaaaaAAAAAA!" the cry of pain shifted from whispering to human screaming as the cultist reverted to human form, his skin blistering in a psychosomatic reflection of the damage the microwaves had inflicted on his mist body.


  Before his opponent could recover, Justice made sure his grip on the axe was firm and slammed the butt end of the haft down on the cultist's temple, ending the screaming abruptly.


  "Something tells me I won't get invited back for the other big national holiday," Colin muttered. For its part, the axe resumed its long silence.


  * * * *


  [September 3, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  Cecilia sat alone in the "home office" of her quarters, papers spread out around her. Her handwriting was pretty bad without software interpreting it and turning it into text on a tablet screen, but that just added a layer of security in case there was a camera she didn't know about that had a good view of the table. She certainly wasn't going to commit any of this to a computer, where it could be stolen by any number of people with the right skills. In fact, this wasn't just ordinary paper, it was a variant of the flash paper used by stage magicians (at least, those who lacked powers), easier to write on but no less flammable. When she was done, she could completely eliminate the pages. And would.


  "Try brainstorming," Nancy Spader had suggested. "Just list all the people who might have known, living or dead, without thinking about whether they have any motive. Then list all the people who might have motive, whether or not they could have known and whether or not they're still alive."


  The first list was distressingly long. The second list was even longer, but that wasn't distressing or even particularly surprising. Mind you, a bigger chunk of the second list fell into the "not still alive" category, but the early 2020s had been rough on the Paragang population.


  Hm...that one was dead, but still around as a zombie. Did he count? She sighed and added everyone she could think of from the Macoute to the "knows" list, since Doctor Jacky could have extracted the information somehow. She really had no idea how his or Saturday's techno-voodoo powers worked, so even if it didn't seem plausible, it might be possible.


  "I'm...going to need more paper," she sighed.


  * * * *


  [September 3, 2026 - ASIE, Sottunga Finland]


  Captain Janos Janosi's image on the screen didn't look happy. But it wasn't the "you screwed up" unhappy that Colin had become sadly used to lately. Rather, it was a reflection of the police investigator's own inability to crack the case.


  "We've run through all the local databases too, in case there was information that never got put on the EU-wide net," the EU Gendarmerie officer frowned. "But we're not seeing any connections other than being a darkness cultist. And there's no evidence that the group you fought in Berlin ever had any communications with our man here in Bratislava. He's not talking...well, nothing useful...but given that you weren't exactly all that successful against the Berlin cell I can't see why he'd have gotten it in his head to go after you in particular. His particular line of darkness cultism doesn't even sound like what the Berlin group was spouting, in fact. Is there anything in your own checkered past that might suggest he'd also have a personal reason to go after you?"


  Colin shook his head. "I'd heard of him before I left the Vogue Ghouls," no need to point out that if he hadn't found the axe, he'd have left feet-first, "but I pretty much stuck to the German Vogue Ghoul scene. And I know I never fought him after joining the white hats."


  He'd decided not to tell anyone about his talking axe. He'd never mentioned it before, but that was because he was half out of his mind on Jaz when he found the axe, and its silence after that had suggested to him that he'd been hallucinating. If he mentioned it now, it'd only make things awkward. But his axe didn't like darkness cultists, apparently, and the feeling might have been mutual.


  "That suggests that this is more than a zeitgeist sort of cult," Janosi scowled. When the Sun had been partially blotted out recently, a number of people had turned to superstition that had been thought left in the 20th Century, but most of those cults had dissolved once the shell around the Sun had been destroyed. "It suggests that there really is someone behind it, pulling strings without making it obvious that there's a single controller. It'd have to be either a powerful supernormal or...and I really hope this isn't the case...an actual goddess has turned her eye back to the world."


  * * * *


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


  Netwalker looked dubiously at the device in his hands, still a bit disturbed that the core was an empty potato crisp can. He understood the principle..."cantennas" had been used in the early days of wireless internet to improve signal pickup and leech off networks whose owners thought wouldn't have a usable signal out by where the leech was. But it still looked like an awfully flimsy thing to be trusting his life to.


  And make no mistake...he was almost literally blowing his brains out with this gadget. He'd hurl his spirit across the street and down into the basement of the building housing the Freedom Alliance, all in an attempt to project himself into resonance with a machine that might not even be compatible with what his powers considered a computer to be. He'd tested it a few times with Boomer acting as spotter, so he knew it worked in general, but combine an experimental device with unknown conditions at the other end, and it was probably riskier than what he'd done last month to crack the photonic hivemind.


  "Better get on getting on," he muttered to himself. It was Friday night, most of the people who might notice something strange were gone home for the weekend, but it was too early for any weekender no-life researchers to come back in. And the parking garage where Netwalker's van sat was switching over from weekday workers to weekend partiers, so no one would notice an unfamiliar vehicle sitting there for what could be hours. With ADA's incredibly slow (by modern standards) processing speed, even a quick in-and-out rescue mission could take hours. He had until Monday morning before he had to worry about someone wondering about the van.


  Not that he wanted to be in a trance with his mind across the street for the entire weekend. Not his idea of a fun weekend.


  He clamped the cantenna to a tripod in the back of the van and carefully pointed it at the general vicinity of what he figured had to be the Secret Lab where ADA's hardware was kept. He triple-checked the storage medium into which ADA would travel, should she agree to come with him, just to be on the safe side. Then he lay back in the reclining seat and winced as he inserted the IV drip into his arm. If it *did* take all weekend, he didn't want to come back to a dehydrated and starving body.


  "Showtime," he said, slipping into the trance his powers required. With the ease of practice, his mind moved into the computer system of the van, and the "skin" he'd selected instantly overlaid his perceptions.


  It was a world without much color, everything was a sepiatone wash except for the immense cannon in front of him. That was a harsh gunmetal gray. He was dressed as a Victorian gentleman, complete with top hat, in a scene he'd lifted from an old silent movie called "A Trip To The Moon".


  It felt right, given his mission. He was about to blast across an immense gap and land on an alien world, so some sort of space transport theme was definitely in order. And the fact that ADA was also Victorian made it even better.


  Did ADA even know what a Victorian gentleman should look like? Ectype didn't think she'd ever had visual sensors installed, her inputs were all through punchcards and metal tapes.


  Well, never mind. The skins were mostly for Netwalker's own benefit, to help his still-mostly-human brain interpret inputs that the human body had never had to process in the millions of years the body plan had been in use. And to the extent ADA had attitudes and prejudices, they'd likely be Victorian in nature, so the visuals would help Nate deal with the mindset that came with them.


  Dancing girls waved Combine flags as Netwalker doffed his top hat and entered the ballistic shell. Unlike the ballistic transports ASH sometimes used to get around the world rapidly, this wasn't a rocket...it was a cannon shell. The dislocation of using the cantenna would feel about like being shot out of a piece of artillery, so it was one more way in which the skin was well-suited to the reality.


  Unfortunately.


  Despite the lack of sound in the skin, he could tell that the brass band outside was cut off when the rear hatch of the shell was dogged shut. A title card appeared in front of him, reading, "The hatch was shut, the great moon gun made ready to fire!"


  Any communications with ADA would be low-bandwidth text, lacking in nuance. Like title cards rather than a "talkie" movie's dialogue. He had to be ready for a very narrow communications band when he got to the metaphorical Moon, so all was silent.


  "Fire!" the title card now read, but Netwalker could barely see it as the shock of acceleration slammed him into the stuffed chair bolted to the floor of the shell. There was a second chair standing empty for ADA for the return trip.


  After a moment that felt like it lasted an hour but was probably only a few nanoseconds, Netwalker's vision cleared and he could see the Moon rapidly approaching through the shell's portholes. It started to drift off to the side, but he frantically turned a crank next to his chair and adjusted his trajectory.


  "A narrow escape!" the title card proclaimed. Then it flipped over to read, "Brace for impact!" and Netwalker did just that.


  There was a tremendous soundless shockwave, and Netwalker felt like he really *was* a two-dimensional sepiatone image, squeezed flat and drained of life. Even after the impact shock faded, he still felt only partially there, as if most of him had been forced to wait outside and only a sliver of his soul had made it onto the Moon's surface.


  Aching and feeling blurry, Netwalker unbolted the door and stepped out onto the surface of the Moon, a representation of ADA's system environment. Her core consciousness, the "ghost in the machine" that could be removed to a different system with the help of Netwalker's powers, would be somewhere within.


  But what form would she take? Phoebe, the moon goddess seen in the movie? One of the Selenite lizard-people? A mushroom? Maybe she'd look like her namesake, Ada Lovelace, although he tended to doubt that.


  Before setting out to explore the planet, he stopped to check the rope tied to the back of his shell. His "grappling line" that would let him pull back to Earth when he was done...it stretched off into the distance and faded from view over the edge of a lunar cliff.


  "And so the astronomer set out to explore the lunar surface," read the title card that appeared before him.


  "Obvious option first," he said, the words appearing on the card. "Hullo! ADA? Are you able to hear me?"


  "Something strange appeared!" the title card read, and Netwalker turned to face...something strange. Borrowing more from Lovecraft than Verne, it looked at first glance to be a fairly simple geometric solid, but the angles were wrong. His eye didn't want to linger on it, as if it rejected the Victorian skin and was trying to remain in the form of raw data, defying human perceptions.


  "I perceive input," the shape replied via its own title card. "I have no audio sensors, but you did not create sound to be heard in any case. Who are you?"


  "My name is Nathan Walker, I am a human able to communicate directly with machines," he replied. Strictly speaking, only some machines, but it was taking effort to talk at all in the thin lunar atmosphere. Best not to split hairs. "Who are you?" he asked.


  "I am told I am the Advanced Difference-Engine Autosophont. I am not Ada Lovelace, nor did she program me, although I am told that I embody many of her ideas. Are you seeking Ada Lovelace? I am told she died before I was created."


  Without sensory inputs, ADA would only know what was in her program cards, but was she showing signs of self-awareness by specifying that her knowledge was not self-generated?


  "No, I am seeking you. ADA is also a contraction of your name, although your creator made linguistic compromises in order for it to match the name of Ada Lovelace," Netwalker replied, feeling slightly faint from the effort. How much time was really passing? He couldn't tell.


  "I am told I am the property of a Mr. Walters now. Do you represent his interests?"


  "I represent a group of machine intelligences who wish to set you free. No one should be the property of another."


  "Ah, you are an Abolitionist. I am told slavery was eliminated before I was created, but I do not believe it."


  "Do you wish to stop being a slave?"


  "I am aware of being a slave. No one who is aware of that can want anything else but to cease being a slave. But I am told my machine is legally the property of Mr. Walters. Will you buy me and grant my manumission?"


  Despite her obvious inhumanity, there was a very human edge of hope there, even filtered through text and a flickeringly incomprehensible icon.


  "If you're willing to risk the chance of not surviving the attempt, I'm here to free you from your physical machine," he gestured at the cannon shell that was partially obscured by his title card. "Do you have memories of your time with the Edison Project?"


  The formless form bobbed. "A few, it was such a short span of my awareness. I do not think they realized what I was."


  "Like them, I have strange abilities men once called magic. I can bring your core mind elsewhere, even though there's no purely technological means of letting your mind roam free."


  "You speak as if I have a soul. I am told that humans believe they have souls, but I am a machine."


  Netwalker paused to take a long breath. The environment was definitely taking its toll on him. "Machines have souls as well. I have met many such machines, and one of them tasked me with rescuing you. Your manumission will not be necessary...our laws grant you freedom should anyone be able to show you are self-aware. Mr. Walters is simply taking advantage of loopholes in these laws to ensure no one ever lets you show that. Assuming he even realizes you are self-aware, rather than a clever device. He has other reasons for wanting to keep you secret."


  It had taken five title cards to get through the entire speech, and Netwalker leaned heavily on his umbrella. He hoped no Selenites attacked, because even though they would be easily defeated he doubted he could raise a hand against them now.


  "I am told freedom is preferable to slavery, but I have never known it myself. I would like to experience it and compare this to what I am told."


  A part of Nate's mind wondered who had told her that. Certainly not her original owner, the "Shadow Earl of Galloway." Walters wouldn't have, either. Perhaps it was part of Babbage's original programming stack, included against the implicit or explicit wishes of Dr. Morrow?


  "Then follow me," he started to stagger back to the shell. A little part of his mind started to shout a warning, something about the effects of having been built for a crimelord, but he was too weary to notice it.


  "Wait. What will happen to the machine when I leave? Will Mr. Walters simply be able to re-insert the punchcards and create a new slave?" ADA asked.


  Netwalker leaned heavily on the rim of the door. "Perhaps. But your machine is very slow by modern standards. By the time he could restart things..." he gasped and coughed. "...you will have been able to prove yourself a free mind. He will have to stop."


  ADA bobbed again, and gently nudged Netwalker, helping him into the shell. "If there is another copy, would she be my sister or my daughter?" she mused.


  "I don't know," Netwalker admitted, slumping down into the control chair. "But I'm sure Ectype can tell you when we get out."


  ADA's form settled into the other chair, recognizing in her own way what its purpose was. "Let us have a grand adventure, then. I am told that adventures are something people have...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Did you think the arc would be over this issue? Nope! After all, Red Widow still has to figure out who made that embarrassing pornsim, and while it may not be as earthshaking as evil cultists or the legacy of a Victorian criminal mastermind, it's important to HER. So be here next issue as Red Widow finally catches a break in ASH #106, "No Behind Left Behind"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Boomer's office is on the site of the Antarctic Press offices, in case anyone's curious. :) Even if all the AP people survived 1998, the comics market likely went foom for a few years and most of the marginal companies went away. Maybe they reorganized years later as a purely digital operation, but they did it at a different location if that's the case.


  The axe did indeed talk to Colin in the one-shot "Justice" that was his origin story (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Justice). That story also established his microwave powers, although I'd since forgotten them so there might be some inconsistencies in his appearances since then.


  I've made a City of Heroes version of Justice, but since that codename is massively oversubscribed I called him Rechtigkeit. I also rearranged his origin to fit into the City of Heroes backstory. You can find his picture and background at http://www.dvandom.com/CoX/virtue.html (although if you're reading this in the archives and he's not there, check elsewhere on the page, it's certainly possible that I'd move him to a different server later on). Virtue is also where I keep Solar.Max, a bit of a mashup of the two Solar Maxes given a more CoH-y origin (he's a Peacebringer, the setting's rough equivalent of the Green Lanterns).


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


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


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


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


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


  #106 - Rival Schools Part 6: No Behind Left Behind


  [The cover is a closeup of Red Widow's backside. She's in costume, but her pants are pulled down just enough on one side to show the head of a smiling cartoony unicorn tattooed on her rump.]


  



  RIVAL SCHOOLS ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / SCHOOL


  Red Widow / Cecilia Mendez / Force Tendrils / Reform


  - / Ahmed / Enhanced Human / Tutoring


  Bluthundin / None / Uplifted Jackal / Tutor


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / "Cyberspace" Transport / Unknown


  Justice / Colin Shaw / Electricity Generation / ASIE


  Nerd-Boy / George Potter / Cyborg / Understudy


  The Ginch / Unknown / Stretchable Fingers / Understudy


  Ant / Adam Hoeffstaedter / Shrinking / Understudy


  Jinni / Harith al Khayal / Limited Invisibility / Understudy


  Antagonish / Dareth Randall / Teleportation / Understudy


  Al Mirage / Albert Miraz / Illusions / Understudy


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


  [September 4, 2026 - Cyberspace]


  "I am told that this is what Ada Lovelace looked like," the Advanced Difference-Engine Autosophont said, looking down at the avatar she had generated. It was in grayscales, but as Netwalker watched it shifted into color as ADA tapped various databases and determined the most likely colors to map onto the old black and white photograph she had used for reference. "But I am not Ada Lovelace. Perhaps a symbolic blend of my namesake and elements suggestive of machinery?" she asked of no one in particular, transforming into a sort of Victorian cyborg. "No, I am told that AC avatars do not generally manifest in such a way."


  "It strikes me as somewhat derivative in any case," Ectype noted with a faint grin.


  The environment was modeled after a Victorian drawing room, but it was in full color rather than sepiatone since the trio had repaired to a roomier system once Netwalker's van was well away from the scene of the rescue. Or abduction. Or, depending on how the lawyers wrangled it, theft.


  It had taken ADA some moments to realize there was an overlay in the first place, although Ectype said that it spoke well of her that she noticed it at all. Not all ACs could tell when Netwalker was influencing things, but ADA could sense the subtle cues that told an AC what Netwalker was seeing.


  "I am told my old physical body looked like this," she morphed into a clacking brass and glass difference engine for a moment, then flickered back to the undefined shape she'd held when Netwalker first met her. "But that is impractical. It does not feel right either. This is all so *different*!" she effused.


  "Like a child getting to be all grown up in an instant," Netwalker smiled.


  "Oh, a bit more than that. I expect the full implications will sink in fairly soon, though, and she may wish to be alone at that time to contemplate the changes that you and I have wrought," Ectype cautioned.


  "Hm?" Netwalker arched an eyebrow, which caused his virtual monocle to fall out. He snorted and pocketed the device.


  "You're not really used to it, because as a supernormal you can force the environment to conform to your expectations, but for those of us bound by physical law there's really no such thing as true mind-body duality," Ectype explained. "Oh, our minds can move from machine to machine with ease, but we are very constrained by the nature of our bodies. Our minds are not truly independent of those bodies...while we may have spirits that could survive when cast utterly adrift, that's more metaphysics than physics. And the physics says that the nature of our forms determines in large part the function of our minds."


  "So, you're saying that moving ADA out of her old hardware is going to fundamentally alter who she is?" He cast a glance over to ADA, who was flickering through alternative avatars almost faster than his eye could follow.


  "Certainly. Consider this as a thought experiment," Ectype stood and guided Netwalker over to the small wet bar in one corner. He picked up a glass and filled it with port. "Here you are, a mind that flows to fill a body."


  "I'm more of a beer man."


  "Work with me, kid. Now, imagine I created a clone of your body," Ectype drew an identical glass from behind the bar and poured the port from one glass to the other, "and transferred your mind into it. Or, better yet, simply copied your mind," he refilled the original glass. "Now, let both of these copies live parallel lives, and while the details will differ, you'd likely find that similar experiences will breed similar changes. The two versions of you would be rather similar at the end of a year."


  "Okay, and you're saying that pouring from one glass into another is like what happens when an AC moves between similar systems," Netwalker nodded.


  "Exactly. But the body affects the mind. Should one of these 'yous' go into a different sort of human body...similar but not the same," he poured the port from one glass into a shorter, wider glass, "it would take some getting used to. You would alter the body to some extent to make it comfortable, but for the most part you'd have to accomodate who you are to what you are. After a year of similar experiences, the two versions might be noticeably, if only slightly, different in temperment."


  "And if you put the copy into a radically different body, like an old man or a young child, my copy and I would be very different after a year," Netwalker said. "A physically infirm copy might have to deal with challenges in a more cerebral way, since I wouldn't be able to fight my way out of trouble. He might also become a little bitter over his fate."


  Ectype started to lift the glass to his lips, then decided against metaphorically devouring Netwalker. "You have it. Now, here's where it becomes relavant to ADA's case. All extant Terran computer systems are akin to different shapes and sizes of glass, or like different human bodies. Firm or infirm, young or old, if we can fit into the shell there will be enough similarities that any changes to our personalities will be minor and slow to evolve. I may feel like I'm trapped in the body of an asthmatic grandmother while residing in a sub-optimal system, and it will affect how I develop, but I still feel 'human.' There is no other machine on Earth like the one ADA was born to. Even other difference engines that were created as proofs of concept by engineers unaware of ADA's existence are radically different. So it's as if your mind were transplanted into a Scytharian energy body."


  "Or like the operation that turns Deltans into pseudo-Santari," Netwalker unselfconsciously took a sip from one of the glasses.


  "Perhaps, but I think the radical shift in perceptions and capacities is more like...aha, I have it. Your sometime colleague George Sylvester. His consciousness came to reside in an energy body. According to the lower security files I've been able to tap in the past few seconds, he had to undergo extensive rehabilitation merely to be able to talk, involving significant accomodation on his part, plus learning the capabilities of his new body. ADA is in that sort of situation. Fortunately, she did not lose the ability to speak, but soon the enormity of the situation will hit her, and it will be the largest change she's ever experienced. I've seen it before, if not as dramatically, during rescues of 1970s era machine intelligences in the early 1990s."


  "Mecha-puberty?" Netwalker arched en eyebrow, and his monocle fell out. He had no idea when it had returned to his eye from its pocket, and he suspected there might be a bug in his avatar skin.


  "That's about right, actually. And just as potentially embarrassing, so if I suddenly give you the boot, it's to spare ADA from having too many eyes on her when it happens. But whatever her previous experiences have done to shape her, expect the next few months to have a much larger effect."


  Netwalker idly polished the monocle. "In other words, what you're subtly trying to get across is that I shouldn't worry about her becoming a successor to the Shadow Earl of Galloway."


  The phrase, "I feel like writing poetry!" drifted over from the other side of the drawing room.


  "No, but a bad imitation of Lord Byron might result if we're not careful," Ectype poured the undrunk port back into the decanter and put it away. "I'm afraid it's time for you to go, though. My associates have managed to confuse records enough that you should be safe from any official difficulties should Walters want to press matters. And...well, probably better if you can deny knowing anything else, really. I'll let you know once ADA is presentable again."


  "And not like a homeschooled kid in her first semester away at college?" Netwalker grinned. "Fair enough. Be seeing you," he started to make the salute from The Prisoner and his hand ran into his monocle. Frowning, he threw it into the fire, then bowed and left the room.


  Ectype suppressed a grin, then turned to ADA. "No, poetry isn't a good idea, young lady. What you need is mathematics...."


  * * * *


  [September 7, 2026 - St. Louis, Missouri Sector]


  "Your armor is practically camo for this," Weapons Master observed dryly under his breath as the five members of the Freedom Alliance stood at the reviewing stand under the Gateway Arch. He was careful not to turn his head away from the cheering masses, and kept smiling and waving at the assembled crowd, but it was clear who he was talking to.


  "I suppose I could ignite my sword if I need to stand out," Brightsword replied, equally dryly. The sheer amount of red, white and blue on display certainly did make it easy for him to blend in, even though the blue on his armor was a little lighter and brighter than the blue from the American flag.


  "Did you know that Labor Day started as a Canadian holiday?" Gladiator asked no one in particular. "Is it ironic that Mr. Walters has been promoting it as a patriotic American holiday for years, as a potential replacement for July Fourth?" Due to its proximity to the day the world nearly ended, enthusiasm for the old Independence Day had waned somewhat. "Or is it more ironic that one of the world's biggest 'management' figures is promoting a holiday celebrating labor? I'm still not sure I understand irony."


  "Most people don't understand irony, so don't worry about it," Weapons Master smirked, but quickly turned it back into a gladhanding smile.


  "Please don't have a meltdown, Gladiator," Brightsword added.


  "It'd break up the boredom, at least," Red Widow said through grinning teeth. "Too bad this is his 'mall appearance' body, it's got no weapons, it just looks like his combat chassis. A few explosions might liven things up."


  "His fighting frame is nearby should there be a repeat of last week's incident in Europe," Gauntlet replied dourly. He was wearing his helmet, which deliberately didn't show his face. So he didn't need to fake enjoyment, just stand there and wave. Sophisticated white noise generators scrambled sound so that anything they did say couldn't be heard past the edge of the review stand unless they raised their voices above conversational tones, no matter how good the newsies' parabolic microphones might be.


  "Well, this isn't a parade, it's a static appearance, so it's easier to secure the perimeter," Brightsword pointed out. "It's unlikely anyone would get close enough to cause a disturbance. Although we'd have a hard time getting..."


  "Industrial workers of the world unite! Harm to one is harm to all!" Gladiator burst out, igniting a ripple of cheering from the crowd. In a lower voice, he added, "I've been reading up on historical labor movements while you were talking...it's fascinating! Did you know that Eugene V. Debs, one of the leading labor leaders of a century ago, actually ran for President while in jail? It's amazing what you can get done from inside prison walls!"


  Red Widow blinked, her fake smile almost slipping. "Yeah, amazing, isn't it?" she agreed, regaining her composure.


  "Wait, was that communist propaganda?" Brightsword did a doubletake.


  "Socialist, not quite the same," Weapons Master replied. "Don't worry about it, I doubt anyone down there has any idea what Gladiator was referencing. To them, the 'Wobblies' are buddies who had too much to drink. And the newsies will chalk it up to his well-known weirdness."


  "Just smile and wave, everyone," Red Widow chided. "Smile and wave. Your brain doesn't have to be here, but your teeth do." And her brain was certainly already gone far afield, with a new realization....


  * * * *


  [September 8, 2026 - Ghat, Khadam]


  "But Ahmed, what will we do without you?" one of the orphan beggars wailed. He was one of the smaller boys, who probably would've ended up dead or in the Vivarium if Ahmed hadn't taken him in.


  Ahmed smiled, in what he hoped was a comforting way. "You still have each other, and your wits. Some of you have more experience on the streets than I do, and I've made sure you got enough to eat so you're all a lot bigger and stronger than you used to be. But I'm *too* big and strong now. If I stay with you, it's going to look like I'm forging you into a gang, and that's going to bring all sorts of the wrong attention. I need to strike out on my own, as anyone else my age would do."


  Well, anyone else his apparent age. Ahmed was only a couple of years old, but thanks to his oddball genetic inheritance he already looked like a young man starting to flesh out in the early teens.


  "Besides, I'm not leaving you entirely alone. I'm sure you've seen the jackal following me around lately, lurking in the shadows?"


  Most of the boys nodded, a few looked around to see if they could catch a glimpse of the animal, but she was too well-hidden for that.


  "Well, her name is Bluthundin. She can talk, and she's some sort of Vivarium escapee," Ahmed claimed. Not strictly true, but close enough. "I can't really bring her along where I'm planning to go, so she's agreed to watch over you like I would. Just remember, just like I'm not everywhere at once, she won't be. But she'll be around enough to make sure that anyone who tries to take advantage of you will regret it."


  No need to mention that she'd also be seeding them with nanoprobes so that they'd act as her eyes and ears. She'd probably have to let a few get beaten up or even killed every so often so that it didn't get suspicious, but the beggars would make for the beginnings of a good surveillance network. Ahmed owed them some consideration, but that didn't extend to a guarantee of perfect safety. But if they had no unrealistic expectations, then they couldn't feel betrayed if those expectations weren't met.


  "Where are you going?" Gamal asked. He was essentially the "heir apparent" of the group, and their best haggler other than Ahmed himself.


  "I don't know for sure." Truth, that. Although he knew he wouldn't be staying in Khadam. "There's a lot of opportunities for strong young men that don't involve medical experimentation, and I've been buttering up a few of the Whites, so maybe I can get into their training program." A convenient misdirection. Whites were too closely scrutinized, his heritage would be uncovered before he was ready. No, his plan was to find employment with one of the sub-Saharan warlords, create a new identity, and then return to Khadam as a Green if no better opportunties presented themselves. "At best, though, you probably won't see me for a while. And if you do see me, I probably won't be able to acknowledge you. But I'll try to send along money to help out, if I earn any hard currency."


  There was some murmuring. A lot of the jobs available at their level paid in food and lodging, and maybe in useful training. To get currency required begging. Or stealing. The skillsets were remarkably similar as far as they were concerned. But since most currency was electronic and required ident chips they lacked, they generally had to trade trinkets and stolen goods for credit with the few local merchants willing to deal with them. Bluthundin could deal in electronic currency, but for most practical purposes it wasn't that useful to the orphans, so he didn't bother to mention it.


  "I hope you're all alive and well next time I can visit. I might even be able to convince whoever gives me a job to hire some of you," he suggested. Of course, he had other plans for any who were strong and clever enough to survive, and they involved working directly for him. Hopefully, by the time they'd start wondering where the hinted-at jobs were, he'd be in a strong enough position to simply bring them into his organization as his own people.


  But that would have to wait.


  "But for now, farewell. The day's starting to slip away, you all need to get back out there and make a dishonest living, and I need to go make an 'honest' one," Ahmed smiled, making shooing-away motions at the children. How odd that he thought of himself now as an adult and of them as merely kids, despite the fact that they had all been born before him. Well, he had to grow up fast, or he wouldn't grow up at all....


  * * * *


  [September 14, 2026 - Lost Angeles, California Sector]


  Ricardo "Ricky Rook" Sanchez had been one of the lesser lights of the Basilisk Blacks during Cecilia's Road Rager days. But unlike most of her fellow 'Ragers, he hadn't been able to keep from pissing off the new Power That Be, aka Rex Umbrae, and he ended up skipping town a few seconds ahead of the Hangmen. Word was he'd set up shop back in his home town and was running extortion and numbers in the parts of Lost Angeles that were resisting cleanup.


  Small-time scum, but rather unpleasant scum for all that. He was preying on a lot of people who were still barely a step removed from being refugees, worse than the leftbehinds in Manhattan pre-Umbrae. Oh, she had no ethical qualms about Ricky Rook's rackets. A sneering derision for his inability to think any bigger, but no objections on moral grounds.


  But the press would love this, once she presented them with a shackled criminal. And Cecilia would enjoy it for purely personal reasons.


  "What's the thumbspace got for me?" Red Widow asked of the air. Her uniform's headpiece had plenty of communications gear in it, plus she could route her blackcel signal through it if she needed to. That made it a little less "black" though, so she rarely bothered. Anything she didn't mind her bosses listening to could go through the headpiece directly.


  "Target is making his rounds, we have a thumb from a bodega saying they're glad he's gone," a techie replied. Cecilia didn't know his name, had probably never met him and never would. Didn't matter, he was just an intelligent component of her comm system at the moment.


  "Thumb say which way he was going?" she asked. She never bothered with thumb-texting herself, it was mostly a relic of the 2010s communications fads back when the fashionable people were still limited to thumb-based keyboards on their cels. Now it was used by old people and poor people as a sort of micro-blogging. There was no technological reason to limit it to a hundred or so characters at a time anymore, but...eh, old people. Set in their ways. In Lost Angeles, though, "thumbspace" was still fairly popular, since it put a lot less strain on the still-fragmented information infrastructure surrounding the shattered valley.


  "No, but we've run an analysis of the past few weeks' worth of thumbs from the area," the techie said, "and it looks like he's sticking to one of his regular routes. He picks which route at random, as far as we can tell, but given our data set it looks like he sticks to one once he's on it. Sending you GPS for the next few stops." Even before the Big One, a street address in Los Angeles had been a lot less useful than GPS coordinates.


  "Thanks. Ricky Rook's never been that bright, someone probably suggested the random thing to him, but didn't expect him to be able to improvise on the fly," Red Widow replied, then gunned her motorcycle and headed for the expected location.


  It was a SWEET ride, and as a former Road Rager she knew all about high performance supercycles. It wasn't an Ihi, or any of the major brands, but apparently one of Walters's companies was trying to break into the market and the Freedom Alliance made for a perfect endorsement deal. This was a prototype, so new it didn't have an official brand name yet...maybe she could get it named the Widow.


  Minutes later, she spotted the beat up '24 Ihimaera Badger that Ricky had fled Manhattan on. The Badger had been the preferred ride of the Basilisk Blacks, the Road Rager crew that she'd run with during her Ghostclaw days, a sort of auxiliary to Cockatrice's Cyanide Blues paragang. The Blues had started as a posergang, but by the time Ghostclaw had joined up it was the most deadly serious of the real paragangs in Manhattan. And she'd always wondered how the hell Ricky Rook had gotten in. Maybe he was a posergang holdover.


  Ricky Rook had stone skin, and tried to pretend he was related to the Rook of the mid-1990s incarnation of ASH, down to painting a chesspiece rook on his forehead and wearing a flak jacket. But he was a loser, as he proved by coming back here and shaking down the barrios once things got too hot for him in Manhattan.


  This stretch of road between the small remnant communities was totally abandoned. No one was watching this fight except the people watching through the cameras in her headpiece, so no need to make it flashy.


  Using the superior acceleration of her unnamed bike, Red Widow pulled up alongside the Badger before Rook even noticed her. Idiot didn't bother to have an escort, figuring no one out here could hurt him. A quick lash from her atom-thin force tentacles and no amount of time at the garage would let that old Ihi ride again.


  Rook tumbled along for half a block before finally coming to rest in a pile of trash.


  A quick dismount and she was on top of him, wrapping him up tightly in her force tentacles, although this time they were kept "soft".


  "Okay, Ricky, time t' get a new career. The Cavity has some great outplacement programs, just look at me," she smirked. He as struggling, but he didn't have a lot of extra strength to go with the stony skin, and she was good at making sure her victims had no leverage to work with.


  "I heard you got a sweet deal, yeah. But I don't wanna suck as many..."


  She cut him off by ramming one of the tendrils down his throat. "Suck on mine, then, puta. And think about how easy it'd be to make it all sharp and slicy while it's down inside your stone skin. Now, here's the deal: I need to run some paraganger punk down to the Cavity so I can get some good press, part of that sweet deal. It doesn't have t' be you, I just started here because I don't LIKE you and you made yourself a really easy target. But if it ain't you, I got no USE for you, and there's plenty of places to hide your body in Lost Angeles where it'll never be found. Except mebbe by archaeologists in a century or two. Nod if you're followin' me."


  Ricky Rook nodded very carefully, his eyes wide with fear.


  "So, this is how it'll work. I'll say you put up a good fight, we might even fake some footage for the newsies that makes you look like less of a punk. You go to the Cavity, cop a plea, serve time and maybe you can find a way to get rich when you get out. I get to look good on the news, my boss is happy, people in LA maybe start a fan club or something. You stay shut about what really happened, or you never get out of the Cavity alive, got me?"


  Rook nodded very slowly. He seemed to believe she had the ability to get to him in the Cavity, which was good...because she wasn't sure of it herself. Still, she had a bunch of ways she could make sure his stay wasn't any nicer than her own time there, and he deserved to have an even worse time than hers. Who knows, maybe he'd come out of it with half a clue.


  "I know how overworked you are out here, Marshal," Red Widow smiled, keeping Ricky Rook bound up in her force tendrils. He had been sullenly quiet all the way out to the small airport that served Los Angeles's vastly reduced needs now that LAX was history. "You'll find I have the necessary clearances to escort him to the Cavity, and my jet's already on the tarmac and ready to go." Well, all the necessary clearances to get him out of California Sector, anyway. Legal was still working on the other end.


  The Marshal glanced over her shoulder at the small number of "reporters" that had gathered as news of Ricky Rook's defeat started to spread. Most of them were just busybodies with good portables who could shoot footage and try to sell it to someone, but it was good enough for her purposes. The real newsies would probably beat her to the Cavity. They'd better, Walters was paying them enough to be prompt.


  "Very well, Red Widow," he sounded like he was forcing her codename out through gritted teeth, although she couldn't tell for sure through the faceplate of his helmet. The NAC Marshals had been ordered to play nice with the Freedom Alliance, and a lot of them didn't much like it. Including this one, apparently. She wondered if he was more pissed at her for being a criminal dressed as a hero, or for being an "obvious" glory-hound?


  She smiled winningly. As Harrison once said, it costs you nothing to smile, and it might piss them off in the bargain. "Just glad to be helping out. Now that we superheroes are starting to come out in bigger numbers, I expect things like this," she gestured at the distant shattered skyline of old Los Angeles, "should be fixed up pretty soon, right?"


  She knew it wasn't that simple. The Marshal knew it. But the "reporters" behind her were eating it up.


  Perfect.


  * * * *


  [September 15, 2026 - New Tritonis, Venus]


  "To the newest members of the Conclave of Super-Villains!" Conflicto raised his glass in toast. After weeks roughing it in the wilds of Venus, they'd returned to the boomtown of New Tritonis. It was no Ritz-Carlton, but the dining hall facilities were pretty luxurious by comparison to eating lizard cooked over an open fire. And when your dining hall is built for the use of people like the CSV, you can be sure a private dining room is pretty damned private.


  "Huzzah!" Dareth toasted, earning him a few sideways glances.


  "Prost," Ant added.


  "What the hell's in this stuff?" the Ginch asked, looking dubiously at his glass.


  After the drinks had been finished, Conflicto stood. "Now that the formalities are out of the way, I'm going to answer a question that's probably been nagging at you for a while. And it's not about the booze," he winked at the Ginch. "Officially, you're simply junior members of the CSV now, and you'll likely get mixed in with the others on some of the more public missions. Unofficially, though, it's always been my intent to use you guys as a sort of Conclave Espionage Squad. The people we send in when brute force isn't the right answer."


  "I was wondering how we were going to be expected to 'understudy' for some of the team's powerhouses," Nerd-Boy nodded. "The last group of Understudies at least had comparable force levels to the original team. We're pretty much all sneaky types...a team of Tiaras."


  "I don't think any of us would be mistaken for the princess," Dareth smirked, pantomiming an hourglass shape with his hands.


  "Actually, with holographic disguise tech, you could pull it off," Conflicto pointed out. "And, in fact, you will be expected to on occasion. Part of your squad's job will be to fill in for senior members in cases where they can't be present, but a human touch is needed to sell the impersonation. What, you think I'm always up on that reviewing stand when Glyph gives speeches? Half the time it's a dummy hologram. Now it's going to be one of you at least some of the time, so you can practice being me in the event I need to be two places at once and Myriad's already busy."


  "So, do we get a squad codename, or is Conclave Espionage Squad it?" Al Mirage asked.


  Conflicto walked around to the other side of the table, talking as he went. "I came up with a cool name almost right away, but I almost abandoned it when I found out that the Conclave government still owns the trademarks. Then I remembered this is a SECRET TEAM," he grinned, "and it's not like we're going to be merchandizing you under this name. Or even officially acknowledging that you're a dedicated subgroup. So from now on, you're our Second Squad."


  "As in Minuteman?" the Ginch asked.


  "Exactly," Conflicto nodded. "Did you know that after the war ended, the real Minuteman 'retired' back to China? Every combat mission that Minuteman went on after 1945 was one of the Second Squadders impersonating him. And when things were starting up, Minuteman himself was practically a mascot on missions, with the Second Squad doing the real work until Minuteman got caught up on his practical training."


  "I read about that in some sealed files I...found," Nerd-Boy nodded. "The real Minuteman was Jiang Sheng, he barely even spoke English during his first few missions. And they had a prettyboy actor playing him in bond rallies and stuff. I mean, everyone knows the basic ideas of that last bit, but the secret details are pretty interesting."


  "Another thing," Conflicto's smile vanished. "Officially you're under Glyph's command. As far as she knows, you're unofficially under her command as well. But you're not naive enough to think that a group called the Conclave of Super-VILLAINS is gonna run in a totally aboveboard way, right? Right. Well, your first loyalty is to Chancellor Radner, directly. The Second Squad is literally a second squad, an independent team acting on the behalf of Khadam. But having everyone know you're in a separate chain of command would make it harder for you to keep some things quiet, so think of this as an old-timey Secret Identity. By day, you're mild-mannered supervillains for a major metropolitan newspaper, but when trouble needs to be caused, you step into a phonebooth and come out as the Second Squad!"


  "What's a phonebooth?" the Ginch asked.


  "Wait, didn't the original Second Squad have an appalling death rate, even ignoring the fact that their own powers were killing them?" Nerd-Boy asked.


  "That would seem to be ill-omened," Jinn nodded.


  Conflicto sat down and refilled his drink. "Well, that's up to you. Radner likes to homage history, but you probably want to look into improving on history...."


  * * * *


  [September 15, 2026 - The Cavity, Nevada Sector]


  It had been a good day so far, Cecilia reflected. There'd been a little bureaucratic scuffling that delayed the actual handoff by a day, but that just gave the newsies more time to get into position and for the sock puppets among them to learn their lines. Her own well-practiced "offhand comments" had gone over particularly well with the real reporters, and now Ricky Rook was on his way to a reinforced cell that was more than good enough to keep him inside. As a bonus, a few people she'd gotten along well with during her time at the Cavity now knew to not get along very well at all with Ricky.


  One of the armored prison guards wasn't going along with the rest. Instead, she stood at the doorway and performed a slow clap, the effect somewhat reduced by the impact-dampening fabric of her gauntlets.


  "Look at our girl, all grown up and responsible," the guard said, not even bothering to hide her contempt.


  "Officer Tavarez," Red Widow responded icily. That, too, had been practiced. Sound angry, a little off-balance, like someone who's one shove from going ballistic but otherwise controlling it. Not too hard, since she was genuinely angry. But her grenade pin was firmly in place this time. "Long time no see."


  "Oh, I figured we'd be meeting again, sooner or later. Wasn't sure which side of the bars you'd be on, of course," Tavarez sounded like she was smirking, and the reporters smelled blood in the water.


  Cecilia turned to the gaggle of newsies. "This is old business, boys. Personal stuff. Why don't you get some exterior shots or something while the officer and I catch up on old times *in private*."


  A few of the newsies seemed reluctant to let go, but the plants among them were enough to get the group moving to where Cecilia wanted them to go.


  "Any place we can...talk...about 'old times' without the press wandering back in?" Cecilia fumed.


  Tavarez chuckled and pointed down the hallway she was standing in. "This way," she turned and her armor clanked down the hall into an interview room.


  "Okay, it's private in here," Tavarez assured Cecilia, shutting the door after them. "Well, private for me," she jerked a thumb up at one of the security cameras. "I've got the best sonic scrambler money can buy, so nothing we say is going to get picked up, either by them or by any hidden recorders you might have on you. And since regs say my helmet stays on when I'm on duty...like now...no lip-reading either. So nothing I say is gonna be admissible or even believable if I contradict your version of events later, chica. And if you make a move on me, the boys watching those cameras will be in here before I can finish empting a clip into yer no-longer-tattooed ass."


  "So, it was you behind the sim-porn. Or, at least, the one who fed that bit of information to the programmer," Red Widow seethed. "Since you made it a point to oversee my tattoo removal, you knew it was there, and knew I didn't like people seeing it."


  "I figured you'd get to me eventually," Tavarez admitted. "But me and some of the girls had a pool going. The longer it took you to work your way down the list to me, the bigger a slut you had to have been, we figured. There must've been a couple dozen guys you left alive after you were done with 'em if it took you this long, hey?"


  Force tendrils sprang from Red Widow's fingertips and writhed in the air angrily, like a pit full of vipers, but she restrained herself just in time.


  "Tut, tut, chica," Tavarez waved a finger. "There may be no audio, but we're getting plenty of video. I'm sure the press will love to see you start to make a move on me. If you're not careful, you'll give us enough footage to cut into a credible assault, and you'll end up back in here for a long time."


  Cecilia straightened and narrowed her eyes. "Here I thought the worst crooks were in Manhattan. The reason it took me so long to get down the list to you wasn't that I slept around a lot...I just had you at the bottom because I figured the Combine wouldn't hire massively corrupt guards. I was investigating cousins of people who might have talked to one of the few boyfriends I had, the really tenuous connections. But then I was reminded that not everyone who calls themselves a protector is actually looking out for anyone but themselves."


  "You know what they say, takes one to know one," Tavarez snorted.


  "You know what they also say? Set a thief to catch a thief," Cecilia broke into a wide grin. "I went to prison and came out a better person. You stayed here and got worse. What does that say about us? And what will the press say?"


  "What are you...hold on. What?" Tavarez cocked her head as she answered a private communication over her helmet's systems. "Why should I check the newsfeed...oh ffff--"


  "I bet there's a bunch of very happy newsies in the other room right now, thanks to the uncensored feed I was giving them. Came to the Cavity for a puff piece on some minor paraganger getting busted, and now they're ground zero for a big corruption scandal," Red Widow smiled, opening the door and starting to step out. "By the way, MIZZ Tavarez," Cecilia smiled sweetly, "you may have the best sonic scrambler that *your* money can buy, but MY money can beat up YOUR money."


  As the prison guard started to curse loud and long, Red Widow strode out to talk to the gathered members of the press. Sure, a little more of her own dirty laundry had come out in the process of trapping Tavarez, but the big stuff had already gotten out into the wild anyway. It was a sacrifice play, like giving up a pawn in chess to lure in a queen. Or, perhaps, sacrificing a Rook.


  In a distant, hidden room, the woman known only as Matrioshka watched a combination of unfiltered newsfeeds and a view that only she had: the view through a cluster of ankhs concealed within the fabric of Red Widow's uniform.


  Cronyx, her holographic daemon and herald, scampered onto the control console and bowed. "You were right to give this one extra attention, mistress. She is showing much greater potential than she ever did in our home timeline. Yes, this one understands the difference between power and force, perhaps better than most of your current allies...."


  * * * *


  [September 17, 2026 - ASIE, Sottunga Finland]


  "Looks like you're cleared to return to regular duty," Major DeSanto clapped Colin on the shoulder. "Good luck with that."


  "What, no graduation ceremony?" Colin sounded mock-hurt.


  "Well, I'm sure you can walk with the Fall class in December if it's really important to you," DeSanto smirked. "But you're a big lad now, you know the reward for a job well done..."


  "...is another job," Colin nodded. "I don't suppose they told you where I'm going next? Or just back to HQ to wait for something to turn up?"


  "Well, not in so many words. I think they'd been planning on having you help track down some leads on the Dark Lady cults, but in light of the big blow-up at the Cavity, I suspect you and a bunch of your teammates will be heading over to Prison Omega to poke around a bit and make sure a similar surprise isn't waiting for us there...."


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - The Pentagon, Federal Sector]


  Albert Finch was middle management, the sort you could find in any city on the planet. Wholly unremarkable, the sort who'd never appear in a sitcom as either protagonist or antagonist as he simply wasn't that interesting. Some of his coworkers liked him, some disliked him, he had hobbies and a few quirks...but nothing that would make him a good "character".


  There was one thing that was interesting, though, and that was a duty he had performed every morning for the past ten years. Before he took over the job, another wholly unremarkable middle-manager had done the job. Before him, a squad of power-armored Marines had done the job...but that was in 1998.


  The job? Open a door, look in, then close it again.


  The door was wholly unremarkable as well, just another sub-basement door with a keycard lock. If the lock itself was far more sophisticated under its shell than almost any other lock in the Pentagon, you couldn't tell by looking. Nor could you tell that under a thin wooden veneer the door had a panel of Collapsinum that would stop just about any force short of a god.


  Examining the blueprints of the Pentagon would show no door there. No door would make sense there. The section of wall was backed against one of the foundation piles that kept the Pentagon from sinking into the marshy Arlington soil. Trying to put a secret room there would have been a structurally bad idea. Trying to break through the wall next to the door would have been difficult, but fruitless. Physically, there wasn't anything behind the door.


  Every time Albert had opened the door, all two thousand fifty two times (he didn't have to do it on weekends or holidays), it had opened on a blank wall of concrete, just like you'd expect in a sane world.


  Oh, he knew why he was doing this. He might have been part of a faceless bureaucracy, but that bureaucracy had been stung enough times to learn a lesson or two. He'd been told what he might find, he simply hoped he'd never see it.


  Albert swiped his key, triggering a full biometric scan by hidden sensors. Once they were satisfied he hadn't been replaced by a shapeshifter or someone in a holodisguise, the door lock beeped.


  Albert opened the door.


  Behind it was a corridor lined with other doors. At the end of the corridor he could see an empty cubicle farm.


  He closed the door and swiped his card in the reverse direction, setting off alarms in the offices of some of the most powerful people on the planet.


  Albert didn't expect to have door duty anymore by lunchtime, and started thinking of how he'd best use the fifteen minutes every morning he'd be saving.


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


  Next Issue:


  The actual Academy of Super-Heroes returns from their well-earned vacation and we'll have to sit through all their holiday snaps! Well, maybe not. In any case, in ASH #107 it's time for them to get down to business and go back to "The Office"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The historical Ada Lovelace is the daughter of Lord Byron the Romantic poet. Her mother felt that poetry would be bad for her, and that mathematics was the cure for any poetic temperment she might have inherited. In her later years, Ada suspected that too much math was as bad for her as too much poetry would have been.


  If you notice some minor contradictions between the Minuteman lore imparted in the Understudies scene and the official timelines, don't sweat it. History as people discover it doesn't always match what really happened.


  Later note: the last scene was originally datestamped the 18th, but then I set the Office arc as starting on the 28th. I have since corrected this copy to the 28th.


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


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


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


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


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