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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown Living / Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [September 28, 2026 - Mexico City, Federal Sector, Mexico]


  "Was I ever that naive?" Arin rolled her eyes, a gesture that would have been lost had she been wearing her sunglasses. But the outdoor cafe the couple were dining at was using one of the new UV-blocking canopies that was transparent to visible light but cut off the excess ultraviolet that had been a problem for Mexico City since the generation-old smog had been dispelled.


  "I refuse to answer that on the grounds you may incinerate me. Or knock me into the next sector. I'm just saying I'm willing to give Mendez the benefit of the doubt," Sal replied, referring to the current holder of the Red Widow codename. "There's a bunch of ways she could have dealt with the situation without making any of her dirty laundry public. If she wasn't trying to be a better person, she could have used Walters's resources to ruin that guard's life without anyone knowing. Or used her old contacts to arrange for a fatal accident."


  Arin shook her head. "You're not thinking twisty enough. Remember, Ghostclaw wasn't some thrillganger...she stuck with Cockatrice's crew well into the worst days of the paragang 'bonfire', long after Bathory's influence brought out Cockatrice's worst side...and that one started out a stone cold killer. I bet there's at least one murder Mendez got away with cleanly before she got caught trying to kill Coulter. But now she's grabbed the reins of the press and steered them from 'she might be a murderer' to 'she once had a unicorn tattooed on her butt.' Maybe more embarrassing, but a lot less dangerous."


  "La cuenta," a waiter stopped at Sal's elbow.


  Sal absently took the pad and pressed his thumb to the scanner. While he'd made sure his new uniform had pockets, and he did carry cash, most of the higher-class businesses in Mexico City took biometrically-linked credit accounts.


  The pad beeped discreetly and the scanner turned red.


  "Did your thumbprint warp again?" Arin asked, quirking an eyebrow in amusement. The somewhat fluid and homogenous nature of Sal's innards almost never impacted his outer appearance, but it had been known to happen.


  He glanced at his thumb. "No, I think it's still that stupid bug in the system." He started to reach for cash, but Arin took the pad and thumbed for the meal.


  "You can get it next time," she shrugged. "You changed your codename almost two months ago. I thought you dealt with the weird multiple-identity red tape already."


  Sal shrugged. "In all the major databases, yes. Centurion is now a legal alias of mine, under all the old 'secret identity' laws. I can, in theory, sign contracts as Centurion rather than as Sal Napier. But for some reason, some parts of the net still think I'm the Green Knight, and won't release my funds for some stranger called the Centurion. It did get cleared up, mostly, but it's been a bigger hassle the past couple of days for some reason."


  Arin shook her head. "And to think how much trouble this'd be causing if you were actually trying to keep your real name secret!"


  "Identity is a tricky thing," Sal shrugged. "We don't even think about it unless it's being threatened, and then it might be too late. It gets even tougher for me, if I have to prove it, since I no longer have any medical record trail to check...all of my old scars are healed, I don't even always have all my bones, much less the evidence of the arm I busted as a kid. A Khadamite shapeshifter would have an easy time copying me. I suppose having to deal with balky red tape is worth it, though, if it makes it harder for someone to pretend to be me."


  "In cases where you can't simply lift a car or something," Arin smirked. "But...yes. Identity is tricky. Even if your body doesn't change, your mind certainly can. I'm living proof of that one...."


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - MetaPsych Montauk Facility, New York Sector]


  Aaron flumphed down in one of the chairs of the private lounge he shared with the other people working on the "Marx Mark 2" case. He wasn't particularly high in MetaPsych's clearance structure, but since he'd been involved in the original murder investigation, he already knew all the particulars and didn't need to be cleared.


  Say what else you might about MetaPsych, they knew how to rehabilitate old structures rapidly and effectively...the old Camp Hero facility looked almost brand-new now, only a few months after they'd taken it over from the shell company that Marx set up. Fortunately, of all the legal tangles involved in Devlin Marx's attempted non-suicide, ownership of the Montauk property wasn't one of the things Aaron had to deal with himself.


  Gene Clark was perched on another of the chairs, her legs drawn up underneath her as she pored over her tablet computer. "Any progress?" she asked without looking up.


  Aaron shook his head. "Still no signs of an identity coalescing in the clone body. Hell, the raw data is still in such small pieces that it's not even juicy dirt on its own...I mean, it's like having half of a password and no idea what it's the password to. At least I don't have to figure out any of the info," he shrugged. "Of course, trying to find a person in that mess isn't exactly easy either. If Thetan Bodies are like trying to find a person in a crowd, this is like trying to dig someone out of an avalanche when you're not even sure they were ever on the mountain."


  "You'll be happy to know that my own search through the avalanche is starting to bear fruit," Gene finally looked up. "The Babbage machine incident in the news got me thinking of machine personage precedent, which is a lot more robust than anything I've found in the telepathy-related jurisprudence," she tapped the tablet. As part of trying to disentangle the legal status of Marx's clone, Gene had used her powers to gain the equivalent knowledge of a dozen attorneys, but she still had to learn how to apply it in a meaningful way. Which meant hard studying the old-fashioned way.


  "Ah, I see where you're going. If I ever find a person in there, we could show that it's equivalent to a computer mind that was scanned from a living one. It just happens to be in a meat computer," Aaron pointed to his head.


  "Exactly. Most of the telepathic precedents involve possession or domination, which aren't really applicable here and tend to focus on the rights of the original owner of the body. That isn't relevant for a mindless clone, although the gene donor might have some claim on any property that Marx 2.0 eventually gets." Gene shook her head briefly, as if trying to drive away thoughts of that impending legal nightmare.


  "And, of course, I'm intensely interested in how all this plays out too," Paul's voice said from Aaron's mouth. "Thinking of myself as an artificial intelligence is a bit more flattering than being an elaborate delusion overlaid on a set of memories."


  "True," Gene nodded, unfazed by the sudden shift of speaker. It rarely happened anymore, but Paul did sometimes come out to talk. "Of course, it would also grant some sort of legal standing to implanted personalities like Thetan Bodies, so we have to be very careful where we tread here. Especially since a retroactive ruling of personhood would mean that curing Jo Ridley a few years ago would have been the equivalent of mass-murder."


  "Yow," Aaron blinked. "I hadn't even thought it through that far. I guess this is why the law is so complicated...people like us keep finding exceptions to perfectly reasonable situations."


  Gene snorted. "Tell me about it. Did you know they simplified the legal code immensely fifteen years ago as part of merging all the codes of the various member states of the Combine? They had to, or it'd have been impossible to accomplish anything. But it's had fifteen years to re-complicate, and even with twelve lawyers in my head I can't get it all to lay straight."


  "It is in the nature of red tape to multiply when you aren't looking, true," Aaron said as he stood. "Well, that's enough rest, back to the coal mind...."


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector, America]


  "I thought this would be a total hell of paperwork and micromanaging," Scott said, looking up from his handcomp at George, who was reading through the same material. "But it's really just a matter of signing off on the big stuff. The government practically runs itself, as long as you don't poke too deeply."


  George nodded. "When they say 'reins of power' it's a better metaphor than you might think. Government isn't a car you drive, it's a horse you ride. Sometimes it's well-broken, other times it's a stallion, but all governments have a mind of their own. The Combine government is kind of a cyborg horse, though, thanks to the 'Body Snatcher' contingency plans of the 1980s that both America and Canada had."


  "I vaguely remember something about that," Scott frowned. "They didn't really call 'em 'Body Snatcher' plans, though, did they?"


  George chuckled. "In private, I bet some did. The actual titles were typical longwinded bureaucratic bloviation, but it amounted to plans for what to do in the event someone replaced or subverted a big chunk of the upper command structure of the government. Most militaries had 'em too, especially after the scare of the Dimension Z incursions of the 70s. Given how many supervillains and alien invaders had access to things like clones, robot duplicates or holographic disguises," he briefly flickered into an approximation of his original human appearance, although he hadn't gotten the hang of being non-green for more than a few seconds at a time, "everyone pretty much recognized the need for a backup plan."


  "Right. Prove that the President is a pod person, and the plans kick in. I doubt anyone expected to use the Body Snatcher plans to deal with the way all the upper echelon vanished in '98, though," Scott shuddered.


  "On the plus side, all the really ambitious or outright evil people in our government who might have tried to take advantage of the state of emergency were appealing to the gods for help in advancing their careers, so they went poof too and things just ran on automatic for a few years. Not optimal, but at least we didn't end up with a police state."


  "ALL of them? Are you sure?" Scott raised an eyebrow.


  "Well, enough that institutional inertia kept them in check long enough for things to settle down. No one strong enough to pull on the reins was left behind, at least not here or in Europe. China was another story entirely, of course," George shrugged.


  "Who'd have known the fate of the free world would be in the hands of paper-pushers?" Scott mused.


  "Whoever first wrote the pod-people protocols, I suppose," George smirked.


  "Still, it may be easier than I thought, but there's an awful lot of this sort of stuff lately," Scott tapped his screen. "Definitely more than last year, unless I was just better at ignoring it last year."


  "Bureaucracy? You're soaking in it!" George chuckled.


  "Huh?"


  "Sorry, old-timey advert reference. I've been watching Telly Mobster's 'no mods' show during my commute," George tapped a helmet that sat on the table next to the terminal he was using. While was still limited in how fast he could go while remaining solid enough to carry something like navigation gear, he'd gotten to the point where he could fly back and forth to Venus under his own power in a reasonable time frame. Some people jogged or biked for exercise, George flew between planets.


  "Just don't get so distracted you overshoot and end up on Mars," Scott jibed, "Howie ain't gotten around to dropping a giant monster on that one yet." The smile faded a bit. "Seriously, though, don't you get worried about accidentally doing the accidental exile thing that the original Solar Max did? A failure in that helmet and good luck finding a planet in all that empty space."


  "A little," George admitted. "I'm mostly worried about the boredom part, though. If I end up too overdue, Peregryn knows how to cast a spell to find me and send a ship for me, I'd just have to drift in silence for a few hours. Maybe a couple days if no ship's available or Howie's busy."


  "Oh? He finally crack that photonic-tracking issue? Woulda been nice to be able to pinpoint where they all were during the Paris affair."


  "Nnnnot exactly," George turned a slightly darker green as he blushed. "It's a sympathetic magic thing. I leave a lot of, um, resonances on Geode, which Peregryn can use to track me. In fact, he says he could craft a spell that would let me home in on her automatically, but I'm not quite comfortable with how stalker-y that feels."


  "Saved from the eternal void by weird nookie. Groovy," Scott chuckled.


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Little Rosa cooed happily at the sparkly lights as Geode wiggled her crystalline fingers between the baby and the early "morning" sunlight streaming in through the western window. Rosa was too young to notice or understand the wistful edge to the smile on Geode's face.


  Rosa's father did notice and did understand, but he doubted it was an issue he could devote enough time to that he could solve it...even assuming either Geode or Beacon asked for help. Which they hadn't. And fatherhood had put enough on Peregryn's plate in addition to his previous duties that he firmly resisted the urge to meddle in his friends' lives unasked. If that made him seem a little cold, so be it.


  Rosa's mother did notice, did understand, and was mainly wondering if her impulse to do something about it was turning her into her mother. It's not that Essay disliked her mother, certainly not. But she was too young to be Mama Rodriguez for her generation, por Dios!


  If Rosa's godmother noticed, odds were good that the planetary spirit might try to do something about Geode's wistful smile, but it was probably for the best that Peregryn's ritual required Inanna absent herself from the immediate vicinity. Young goddesses of love could be...unpredictable. Doubly so when they were goddesses of war. And if the planetary spirit of Venus wasn't a "true" goddess, she was powerful enough that the distinction wasn't meaningful in this case.


  "Any luck, Howie?" Essay looked up from the gizmo she'd been working on.


  Peregryn nodded slightly. "I believe I have managed to attune to the Axis Mundi of Earth. There is a slight tinge of darkness to it, but I cannot say if that is due to the cultists reported in Europe or simply an aftereffect of the photonic shell that blocked the Sun. But this gives me a baseline, I suppose you could call it. If the darkness fades in coming days, it was probably an aftereffect. If it grows...."


  Ominously, a cloud passed in front of the Sun. The day was partly cloudy to begin with, but the timing was certainly...undesirable.


  "Hm. That's odd," Peregryn frowned, apparently ignoring the shadow. "I feel something else in the Axis Mundi. Not evil, exactly. Rather, it's... orderly. Law without justice might be the best way to put it." He reached over for his enchanted tablet computer and scrolled quickly through some notes, scanned pages from the notebooks of Tymythy Twystyd, the originals of which were too dangerous to remove from their vault on Earth. "I think I'm going to have to make a call to the Department of Super-Human Affairs."


  "Oh. One of THOSE calls, no? So much for date night," Essay sighed.


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - Vancouver, Columbia Sector]


  "Well, at least no one tried to rob the place while we were here," Tom sighed, putting his napkin back on one knee. He was out of uniform and dressed in a passable semi-casual outfit that had been picked out for him by one of ASH's support people. In the absence of strong fashion preferences, the staff tried to make sure everyone in their care, especially at the minor base in star-studded Vancouver, looked at least presentable in public. And since Tom tended to wear his self-cleaning Safsuit whenever he went out, regardless of whether he was acting in his official capacity as Lightfoot, he'd realized he needed their help and accepted it gladly.


  Tina smiled weakly. "I'm really sorry, Tom. I guess we waited too long to try to take this seriously. Neither of us is really the same person we were when we met."


  Tom nodded. When Tina joined ASH as Breaker to help fill out the ranks in the wake of the Revanche attack on Scorch, Channel and Essay, he'd naturally gravitated towards her as the other "new kid", and there'd been some flirting back and forth. They'd even dated once or twice, but they were both too insecure at the time for it to go much of anywhere. Since then, each had done a lot to deal with their personal issues, and Tom had finally gotten up the nerve to suggest they try to rekindle the old spark.


  If lunch had been any indicator, the spark was long dead. They still got along well, as teammates and friends, but romantically? Zip.


  "I think maybe back then we both felt kinda adrift," Tom suggested. "Everyone else was either paired up or at least comfortable with their position in the team...and Peregryn and Essay getting together around that time just made it more obvious."


  Tina nodded. "Don't get me wrong, Tom, you're a nice guy, if a little too much like my uncles in your cultural background." Tina's family had moved around from university to university in her youth, in part to hide them from immigration officials and possible pursuit from China. The faculty who helped hide the two Chinese academics in the system had been Tina's de facto aunts and uncles, and the missing thirty years in Tom's life gave him more in common with them than with Tina's generation. "But...yeah. You were Mr. Right Now in a lot of ways. I guess I was hoping my interest back then hadn't been so shallow, but...."


  "Hey, I'm a guy, I won't knock shallow," Tom smiled. "But...yeah," he copied her tone. "It was like the first week at college, seeing all the others already paired up and wondering 'Why not me?' At least we didn't end up hating each other."


  "There is that," Tina shrugged, then sighed. "I guess not everyone on the team can be Peregryn and Essay."


  "Or JakZak and Sarah," Tom added.


  * * * *


  [September 28, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Meteor's fist slammed into Solar Max's stomach at over a hundred meters per second, a blow that would have cracked his normal armor had he been wearing it, and might have come out the other side of a regular human's torso.


  Rather than doubling over in pain, however, Solar Max bounced away like a balloon hit by a baseball bat, rapidly at first but quickly slowing to bounce lightly off the far wall of the training room.


  "That. Is seriously. Weird," Meteor said, putting hands to hips and watching as her husband drifted back towards her.


  "Blame Doc Smith," JakZak settled back onto the mat with a slight whuff of air from the padding. "I was poking at old sci fi for ideas on how to use my gravity powers in new ways, and I came across his ideas about inertialess drives. Santari tech has proven that you can be antigravity without becoming massless, so Einstein was wrong, but that doesn't mean I can't exercise a little Magene and make myself not only weightless but 'free'. There's no way I can avoid being hit by someone like you, or the speedsters in the Revanche, if I don't see you coming from a long way off. But I can make it so impact is merely...weird. Inconvenient rather than bone-breaking. I still need to, um, un-brace for impact, but with some more practice I might be able to shift to inertialess mode in an eyeblink. Then all I have to worry about is Conflicto increasing air resistance so much it's like hitting a wall anyway."


  "I preferred Conflicto when he was stupid," Meteor pulled off the padded training gloves she'd been wearing. "He's getting far too smart for my comfort. Especially if everything I'm hearing about his new trainees on Venus is true."


  "Seriously," Solar Max nodded. "I used to think it'd take a shift in the nature of reality itself for Eugene to grow up. Maybe Radner got tired of him and had him replaced with a template clone?"


  "Ugh," Meteor shivered. "I think I prefer the idea that Conflicto finally grew up. Triton being able to manufacture superpowered clones simply to end an annoyance? That's a bit more in the way of resources than I'm comfortable with him having."


  "Incoming priority message for Solar Max," the training room's computer voice said. Although it was out of sight and hearing in the locker room, he suspected his personal comm was also buzzing for his attention.


  "If that's news that Triton has sent an army of cloned Conflictos to march on Washington, I will make sure you predecease me," Meteor mock-snarled.


  * * * *


  [September 29, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector, America]


  The conference room only had a few people in it physically, with the rest of the participants contributing via video connections...except for one. On an easel facing the rest of the present participants was a portrait of Peregryn, clearly painted by an amateur hand. Specifically, it had been painted by Peregryn himself, with bits of his own body worked into the pigments: his tears were in the eyes, his spittle on the lips, and so forth. And at the moment it showed a liveliness that had nothing to do with artistic skill and everything to do with the fact it acted as a realtime mystic link for his senses and his voice.


  "Looks like everyone's accounted for," Solar Max brought the meeting to order with that informal statement. "For reasons that I'll make clear momentarily, I've asked for Marshal Walker to be present via link, but due to being on administrative suspension he will not be able to join us on the mission at this time...although Director Farmer assures me that should his expertise be vital he will make accomodations."


  "Whoa, did Walters lean on Farmer about that Babbage machine incident?" Scorch asked. He was one of the few present in the flesh, and he turned to face the monitor that showed Netwalker's face.


  Walker shook his head. "Well, Walters did lean, but the Director doesn't want to give anyone the idea that he'll cave to that sort of pressure. If Walters had his way, I'd be discharged and facing a trial. My current suspension is more because Director Farmer felt I waited too long to admit my role in things, given that he figured out what I was up to before I actually carried out the plan. He said I was insulting his intelligence. And that we, as an organization, can't function if we're keeping secrets from each other. Officially, my suspension is because of that second bit, but I'm pretty sure it's really because of the first," he grinned wryly.


  "Anyway, to business," Solar Max cut off the digression. "We have an interdimensional incursion under the Pentagon...an old gateway has opened up after a generation of silence."


  "Which one?" Centurion asked. "I seem to recall there were a bunch of the things under the Pentagon...it's what happens when you build too much mystic symbolism into an important building."


  "The Multiversal Office," Solar Max replied.


  "Oh, hell," Lightfoot spat. "You mean that one's REAL? I was working from rumors when I helped write about that in my old net.fic days."


  "It's real, and it's been around for quite a while, actually," Peregryn's painting replied. "Just creating the Pentagon was enough to draw a synchronization with the Office, and it's not the only link we know about. It's simply the only link currently in Combine territory that we can confirm. As a gross oversimplification, bureaucracy could be considered a sort of element in the way fire or water are. And just as immense conflagrations can open links to the elemental plane of fire, immense bureaucracies can open links to the Multiversal Office. Like fire, it is neither good nor evil, it simply is."


  "But like fire, it's dangerous if left unattended," Marshal Walker added. "Now I see why you wanted me in on the consult. If the old Legion of Net.Heroes stories were really based on the truth, then I might know a bit more about what we're facing, since I read a lot of the archives. Unfortunately, there's not much more beyond what Tom wrote about. What made the Office really dangerous in those stories was when someone tried to take control of it and use it as a weapon."


  "And we're going to need to go in and make sure no one's doing just that," Solar Max pointed out. "Like Peregryn said, there's other known doors, and even if not all of them exist anymore, I doubt the Combine is unique on this planet in being sufficiently bureaucratic to attract the Office's attention...."


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2026 - Chang'an, People's Republic of China]


  Li Fan was a fairly anonynous cog in the workings of China's government. A few rungs up the ladder of lower management, but currently on the least desirable work schedule in an attempt to demonstrate his willingness to do what the state needed. So, while the daylight on the other side of the planet shone on discussions of the Academy of Super-Heroes, night shrouded Fan's efforts in China.


  Working the overnight shift was a fairly common career move among those who never got very high in the bureaucracy, but who nonetheless wanted to better their position as much as they could. Li Fan was certainly nowhere near high enough to have ever known about a certain locked and guarded door that had existed in one of the buildings on Tiananmen Square prior to the nuclear destruction of Beijing. But he was familiar enough with the building in which he worked to realize that the door before him shouldn't have existed at all.


  For one thing, it had no proper lock, much less a passcard pad. There was an old-fashioned keyhole in the middle of the doorknob, as many of the doors in this older part of the building sported, but all the other doors had been retrofitted and could no longer even be locked with the old keys.


  Fan frowned. Mysteries were bad for the smooth operation of his department. And pranksters rarely managed to do well enough to reach positions in this department, so it was unlikely that someone had installed a fake door as a joke. But he should have been alerted to any renovations. Indeed, he couldn't see how the door could have been installed without him noticing, since it didn't show signs of recent construction, and he certainly would have seen it before now if it had been around for weeks or months.


  Had he been slightly less ambitious, Li Fan would have simply reported the anomaly to the building facilities management and gone about his evening. Had be been much more ambitious, he probably would have been promoted out of this department long ago and would never have seen the door. But he was just ambitious enough to be there, and to think that solving the mystery himself might be a boon to his career.


  And so, Li Fan opened the mysterious new door and walked into the hallway behind it....


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


  Next Issue:


  It's definitely not Office Casual as the scouting team enters the Multiversal Office on "Hump Day"....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Due to a curse cast by Tezcatlipoca, the smog problem that plagues Mexico City in real life got particularly nasty in the ASH Universe, and resisted any technological solution. The curse was finally broken by Pope Pius XIII (Vittorio Lombardi) in ASH #21, and Santari-made scrubbers cleared the air. Unfortunately, that didn't fix all the damage, and the ozone layer in the area was also rather depleted, resulting in moderately dangerous UV levels (and the Santari tech for fixing that problem was proven not to work so well on Earth back in the 1980s or 1990s).


  "Marx 2.0" first appeared in ASH #92.


  Tina Li (no relation to Li Fan) first appeared in ASH #25, pretty much for the reasons laid out in her scene.


  The "Doc Smith" referred to in the Solar Max/Meteor scene is E.E. "Doc" Smith of Lensman fame. Ironically, a few hours after writing that scene, I had the following article pointed out to me, which suggests Einstein was indeed wrong: http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/arxiv/25331/ (well, "wrong" in the sense that "always the same" might become "*almost* always the same" if the speculative theory pans out).


  In the ASH Universe, Lightfoot wrote many of the early Legion of Net.Heroes stories that I wrote in the real world, up to his disappearance in 1994. The "Bad Forms" trilogy was definitely before his vanishing, but since I wrote ASH #4 before I started datestamping things I don't have an exact date for when Lightfoot began his headlong plunge through the wilds of Special Relativity. However, a topical reference to betting on the Cowboys to beat the Bills in the Superbowl "like last year" suggests he was around until December 1993 or January 1994. So he definitely would have finished "Bad Forms," Constellation's piece of the Multiversal Office crossover. In the real world, that would be Constellation #16, although given Lightfoot's speed-based powers he could easily have written more issues between the crossovers than I did in real life. The next issue of Constellation was a crossover with Transformers fanfic, something Lightfoot might not have been involved in anyway, so I'm going to establish that his involvement in the LNH ended with "Bad Forms." Ironically, #17 was part of the Looniverse Adrift crossover, and Lightfoot himself went adrift about then.


  Of course, even if he hadn't been the writer, Dvandom Force would have ended in the middle of the Death Duck Saga when July 6, 1998 hit....


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


  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).


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


  #108 - The Office Part 2 of 3: Hump Day


  [The cover shows Sal Napier, crammed into "business casual" clothing but still wearing his Centurion helmet, hunched over a too-small cubicle desk and typing away in what appears to be a hunt-and-peck manner.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown Living / Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [September 30, 2026 - The Pentagon, Federal Sector]


  "I feel underdressed and overdressed at the same time," Scorch plucked at the cuff of his "dress uniform". It was made of fairly durable materials, just in case, but it was still essentially a cross between a military dress uniform and the core design of his blue and gray armor, with a sort of buff coat providing a modicum of protection while still looking sharp. He, Solar Max, Lightfoot, Centurion and Breaker all wore similar outfits, rather than their field outfits. Lightfoot at least wore his "Safsuit" under his dress uniform, but Scorch's heatproof weave undersuit was too bulky to put on under the dress uniform. Well, he could still move, but it looked stupid, like a kid bundled up in a snowsuit by mommy before being allowed to go outside.


  "In theory, this could end up a diplomatic mission," Solar Max pointed out. "Hence Tina's inclusion. And from what we do know about the Office, any threats will be more along the lines of metaphysical or even metaphorical, so we shouldn't need to be ready to fight a physical battle."


  "And at least you have the right colors," Sal gestured at his own green and brown outfit. "My new one in red and tan is still held up at the tailor's for some reason."


  "I should look into a new costume myself, if only to feel less like a cruise ship purser in my dress uniform," Tom smirked. "White and silver on this pattern's a little bland."


  "If we're done with the fashion show, people, it's time we took the plunge," Solar Max put on his game face. "It's unlikely we'll find any physical threats behind the door, but beyond that we really can't be sure WHAT will be there. It might look like just another office cubicle farm. It might be some sort of over the top parody, like what Tom once wrote about. It could be something straight out of that old Terry Gilliam movie that Lightfoot likes so much. But whatever it is, it hasn't had contact with our reality since 1998, so it's had a generation to..." he paused.


  "Fester?" Scorch suggested.


  "I was trying to avoid that word," Solar Max frowned. "Anyway, all reasonable precautions are in place," he nodded to the pair of DSHA Anchors who stood ready to "lock" the door if necessary, "so let's get in there."


  He opened the door, which appeared to simply lead to a small reception room. No one was behind the desk, and there was a single door next to the desk that read "Authorized Persons Only" in English, French and Spanish.


  "If we're not authorized, this will be very short and anticlimactic," Centurion pointed out.


  Once all five were in the reception area, they closed the outer door. There had been a lot of discussion on the matter, but it was eventually decided that in the event the inner office was a hostile environment it was best to keep that environment out of the Pentagon. Scorch had also joked it would be a good idea to keep the Pentagon out of that environment.


  "If we're not authorized, we at least know it's not trivial to get in," Breaker replied. "And part of the mission is to make sure the Office can't be used to bypass Pentagon security. Or planetary security, for that matter. It's a *multiversal* office building, after all, it would make a handy invasion route if there's no safeguards."


  "There's no cardswipe or scanner," Scorch frowned. "I guess that means that the door just somehow knows if we're allowed in?"


  Before the words were even out of his mouth, a handprint scanner grew out of the wall next to the door.


  "Okay, creepy. I guess it didn't grow a card scanner because we didn't all bring cards?" Lightfoot shuddered.


  Solar Max pulled off his right glove and placed his hand on the scanner. It glowed briefly, then there was an audible click inside the door. He pulled it open with his gloved hand and gestured the others through.


  "You were saying something about creepy?" Centurion whistled as he led the group into the room beyond the door. "It's like...any floor of any active office building after hours. No one's in the cubicles, and while the doors along the side walls are closed I'd bet there's no one in the offices either. It smells like it's just been cleaned."


  "All the cubicles look ready to use, too," Lightfoot peered into one as the group spread out a little bit from the door. "Zero personality, of course, but they all have terminals, office supplies, and a few totally bland bits of decoration. Like they hired someone to furnish the cubicles like a furnished apartment."


  Solar Max pulled his glove back on as he let the door close behind him. "Breadcrumbs are operational," he held up his handcomp to show a status screen. One of STRAFE's Tesla Branch boffins had been playing with microbots lately, and the "breadcrumbs" had been one of his ideas for exploration missions, inspired by the Omega-class synthetics produced by the alien Scytharian Corporation. Tiny robots, about the size of dust mites, who formed a sort of hive mind that let them spread out and examine an area. They had limited mobility, so the idea was to disperse them along your path. Not only could they analyze the area while you continued onward, they provided a way to find your way out afterwards. And unlike a physical trail, they had enough signal range to plot you a shorter path back if you did a lot of meandering on the way out. It was possible, of course, that the Office would nullify the breadcrumbs, but it could also nullify any other means of finding their way out if it had a reason to. So they simply went with the best tool available without worrying about its ultimate reliability.


  "I wonder if breadcrumbs can interface with the computer terminals here?" Breaker asked, sitting down at one of the chairs and examining the setup more closely. "Huh, that's weird. And by weird, I mean possibly bad weird. Does anyone else feel a sudden urge to start writing up a formal report of this expedition?"


  There was a general shaking of heads, but Lightfoot said, "No, but let me try something." He stepped into one of the cubicles and paused. "Hmm," was all he said, then sat down in the chair. "Okay, yeah. I feel it now. You might want to get out of the cubicle now," he added, stepping out himself.


  "The natural laws of this dimension," Lightfoot explained. "They give you a literal hunger for doing paperwork and otherwise performing bureaucratic tasks. If you're stuck being the only schlub in the office at the time, it can become almost like starvation. You don't want food or water, and in fact don't really need them...you starve for paperwork. If the reports I read back in '93 can be believed, anyway. I may have gone a little over the top in working that into my stories, but it feels like the basic idea was correct."


  "So, the longer we stay here, the more hungry we'll be for sitting down and getting some work done?" Green Knight asked.


  "Exactly," Lightfoot nodded. "But the effect gets stronger if we willingly put ourselves into a context where the work would be done, so we should probably stay out of the cubicles for now. And definitely shouldn't turn on any computers ourselves if the breadcrumbs can't get anything out of them."


  "Sounds like a good idea," Solar Max looked around. "Okay, let's start looking for people. Or at least something that can give us some answers without leaving us chained to a desk."


  Everyone nodded, but no one could quite shake the feeling that if only they could risk a few minutes working at one of the terminals, everything would make perfect sense....


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2026 - Somewhere on the Mediterranean Shore]


  "...and finally, according to the taps that my mistress placed in various governmental systems have confirmed that the Multiversal Office has manifested on schedule," Cronyx spoke from his place in Matrioshka's open palm. The small hologram purported to be an artificial intelligence that acted as Matrioshka's assistant, but in many ways he was simply a sort of sock puppet through which the silent Russian expressed herself. Never's own copy of the Cronyx program certainly didn't show as much personality and initiative as Matrioshka's. "For all of the changes to the timeline, apparently none of them were sufficient to alter that. Whatever factors control the emergence of entryways to that dimension were apparently beyond our ability to influence. Possibly a simple matter of waiting for the Barrier to fade to a particular level, possibly a measure of worldwide levels of bureaucracy, it is difficult to be sure."


  "Thank you," Never nodded. "Do you have anything else to tell me?"


  Cronyx paused, reflecting the uncertainty that Matrioshka herself would never show. "No," it finally admitted, "but my mistress does have a question. Why Monaco?"


  If Never was taken aback by the apparent non-sequitur, she didn't let it show. "As I told you all at the time, recreating Milwaukee's disappearance precisely would not be possible, as we arrived too late in this era. So any convenient moderately large city would be sufficient to the ritual," Never shrugged, imperturbable and unreadable by any of the psychometric sensors built into Matrioshka's armor. The Russian inventor may never show human emotion, but she clearly understood it well enough to find ways to use it against others.


  The little holographic daemon tsked impatiently. "Yes, but that only answers 'Why not Milwaukee?' not why Monaco in particular. My mistress has had me assembling possible hierarchical rankings as a background task for the past several months, based on the assumption that the choice of Monaco was not a mere whim, chosen among all the other cities near to our hidden base of operations at random. And in none of the hierarchies I have assembled has Monaco even been in the top three. For instance, were the goal to eliminate future rivals without derailing the timeline irreparably, Berlin would be the best choice, even if the particular threats from that city are still in diapers. In fact, Monaco was in some respects a dangerous choice, as the removal of too many of the assembled personages there in April would have caused significant problems."


  "Let me ask you a question in turn, Matrioshka," Never addressed the chinadoll-like armored figure directly, deciding that it was best to stop playing along with the young woman's conceit of an intermediary. "Jesterling and Nereid are far from the most powerful members of our Conclave in 2052. Any one of you four could defeat either of them in single combat, although Anhydra and Nereid might end up in a stalemate. Why, then, do they lead the CSV? Why not one of the survivors of the previous generation, perhaps using one of the more powerful children as a proxy?"


  Matrioshka wasn't going to give up her emotional distance so easily, and let Cronyx continue to speak for her. "The two of them are exceptional leaders and politicians. They have managed to...will have managed to play factions against each other in such a way as to be the keystones of the power structure. But...they were not in Monaco itself at the time of our action there, and the mistress clearly recalls your orders they not be harmed, as their deaths could prevent our future from coming to pass."


  "They had to live," Never nodded. "And they had to be a part of the CSV in 2052. But they didn't need to be *quite* so skilled at the game of politics. By removing Princess Ursula from the equation...for she was guaranteed to be in Monaco on that day, no matter what other butterfly wing flaps might have resulted from Timeslip's meddling...the Radner twins would lose an essential tutor in the ways of politics. Their father is no fool in that regard himself, of course, but Ursula was one of the last members of the old European aristocracy both alive and willing to pass on her inherited wisdom to the Radners. My feeling was that, with this small wrinkle made in the timeline, we could return to a CSV just vulnerable enough that I could guide you four to leadership positions in the place of the twins. Well, Chiaroscuro and Anhydra would likely be the obvious leaders, as they prefer the limelight, while you and I would be eminence gris. Obviously, that plan will no longer work, but I still hope to shape you four into rulers of the world."


  "With you as the hand behind the throne," Cronyx nodded. "Your motivations are satisfactory to my mistress, and she can see why you did not lay them out in the first place. The others have some fondness for the Princess, and might not have appreciated her being a specific target rather than collateral damage."


  "Oh, I doubt any of them would have been terribly reluctant to carry out the plan had they known the full truth. But they can be...unsubtle, yes? They might have revealed too much. And while I know you are more discreet, I decided there were fewer opportunities for Murphy's Law to kick in if I simply kept my own counsel," Never shrugged. "I could see ways in which telling you all could have hurt, and no way in which it would have helped, so the choice was fairly obvious. It's part of being gray."


  "And eminent," Cronyx bowed. "Very well, we will take our leave."


  As Matrioshka left, Never allowed herself to feel...but not show...a small sense of relief. That layer of the cover story had been enough to mollify the only member of the Impossible Five who'd shown any indication of caring about the matter, so the deeper truth was likely safe.


  Everything Never had told her was true, but it wasn't the real reason Monaco had been chosen. The real reason she'd sought to eject the city-state from the timestream. No, it was because of HIM. The one person who'd hurt her the most, who'd contributed the most to her becoming a member of the CSV. Who had hurt her in ways even Mr. Strings had been unable to manage, who was the reason she had no child of her own in 2052 to rescue and bring back to 2026. HE had been in Monaco as well that day, and had survived. Perhaps she had changed enough of the world, though, as her younger self's life had been significantly diverged already, and she might never come into HIS sights.


  But if it looked like that bit of her history was about to repeat itself, this version of Lana Smith would have to take whatever steps were necessary to make sure it never did....


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2026 - The Multiversal Office, Pentagon Level]


  "Looks like we've exhausted the 'safe' options on this floor, so that leaves the elevators," Solar Max gestured at the trio of elevator doors.


  "Anyone else think this level was a little small to be managing much of anything?" Scorch asked. "I mean, I suppose it might grow as people are added, and this is just a starter kit, but still."


  Centurion pointed at a placard opposite the elevators. "North American Combine: Pentagon Level," he read it aloud. "That answers that, I think. The Combine has other levels, probably each with their own door out into our world. And then other countries have their own set of levels. And other planets, et cetera."


  "I bet it's a loooong elevator tide to Santar," Lightfoot whistled.


  "World's first FTL elevator, I expect," Scorch smirked. "I wonder why there's no emergency stairs, though? Other than the whole 'it would take forever to walk down enough flights to get to Santar' thing?"


  "The elevators are part of the fabric of reality," Solar Max pointed out. "They're not going to break down. If there's a fire, assuming there *could* be one, everyone would just evacuate to the exit on their level. In a way, it's all ground floor real estate. I expect if we really wanted stairs, they'd appear somewhere and connect the Combine levels to each other, but there's not really any need for them. Sometimes mindless bureaucracies actually do things that make sense, if only to confuse you."


  "Do we split up?" Centurion asked. "Leave someone here just in case?"


  Solar Max shook his head. "Let's keep working on the assumption that the Office is set up to try to facilitate the performance of bureaucratic duties, which means no weird traps. Other than the pitcher plant aspects of those cubicles," he suppressed the urge to file a preliminary report. It was like being a bit hungry in mid-morning, although oddly he wasn't feeling physical hunger like he suspected he would have been in the outside world. "If we lose contact with the breadcrumbs, we can just come back out of the elevator on this floor and report back before committing to exploring more deeply."


  The others nodded and they all entered the middle elevator once the door opened.


  "Okay, that's interesting," Scorch pointed at the buttons. It was a modern touchscreen rather than physical buttons, and there were nearly twenty locations listed, plus a scrollbar. "One for each of the Major State capitals, plus Chicago. I don't think anyone found a Chicago door yet from the outside, did they?"


  "I wonder if the Minors are left out simply because they *are* Minor States, or simply because they haven't reached a critical level of bureaucracy yet?" Green Knight asked.


  "Bejing's button has an Out Of Order label under it," Breaker noticed.


  "Pretty thoroughly out of order," Scorch allowed himself a dark chuckle. The city had been destroyed in an atomic detonation a few years ago.


  "Hong Kong, Tai Pei and Chang'an are still in order, though," Breaker gestured. "I'm a little surprised China doesn't have more buttons, given their traditionally high level of bureaucracy."


  Solar Max tried pushing the Hong Kong button, but it wouldn't respond. Then he tried Chicago, and they felt the elevator start to move. "Okay, it looks like the elevator knows who's allowed to go where, at least. So even if an invading army is willing to go," he looked up at the MAXIMUM OCCUPANCY sign, "twelve at a time, they can't go anywhere unauthorized. We'll definitely have to mention in our report that it'd be a good idea to figure out what constitutes 'authorized' so we don't accidentally give Radner the keys to our back yard, though."


  The doors slid open, revealing a cubicle farm identical to the one they had just left. Breaker even thought she could see the same sets of posters and knickknacks at the desks, only a few pieces of signage betrayed the fact that it was indeed a different level.


  "Breadcrumbs from the Pentagon level are still reporting back, apparently there's a LAN here that they can piggyback on. I'm not getting any direct signals from them, though, so the levels may not be in actual physical proximity," Solar Max pointed out. "Go see if you can tell where the exit lets out, Lightfoot."


  The speedster nodded and was gone in an eyeblink. "I've got the door open, taking a sec to let my comm get a fix," his voice came over Solar Max's handcomp. "I think we're somewhere under Daley Plaza."


  "Okay. Send a burst message of our recordings so far and get back here," Solar Max ordered. He shuddered slightly as he realized how *satisfied* he felt having done something like filing a report. It was like having that mid-morning snack he'd been metaphorically craving.


  "Done," Lightfoot said, standing in the elevator once more. Lightfoot had the same sort of relieved-yet-worried expression that Solar Max suspected was on his own face.


  "Let me try something," Breaker said as the doors closed.


  "Go for it," Solar Max nodded.


  Breaker pressed the Hong Kong button, but nothing happened. She nodded, as if expecting that. Then she pressed the Chang'an button, and the elevator went into motion.


  "Looks like Niu never officially revoked my status when he told me to leave," Breaker smiled. "I'm still a cog in the bureaucratic machine of the People's Republic of China...."


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2026 - Malindi, Eastern Africa]


  "Next," the bored-looking recruiting clerk called out in heavily accented English. Ahmed expected that most of the people the clerk saw on the graveyard shift were just off a boat, or just out of a bar, and there was a certain monotonous sameness to them. It was just a fact of life that most of the people looking to sign on with President Adoko's military were active mainly at night if they could help it, sleeping it off during daylight hours, so the office kept hours that a "respectable" business would scoff at. It also meant that the clerk probably couldn't be out doing anything *worth* sleeping off when he was on night shift. Hence, he was bored.


  His boredom started shifting to suspicion as Ahmed stepped up to the counter of the recruiting station. "You look a little young. You thinkin' t'be runnin' 'way from home t'be a glam'rus soldier, mtumishi?"


  "Ran away, yeah. But no home. I know soldiering isn't 'glam'rus,' mister, but it's gotta beat being a beggar," Ahmed replied, making no attempt to hide his Khadamite accent. He'd actually learned to fake a number of accents on the boat ride from Algiers, but decided that he didn't need to get fancy here. He'd picked Malindi because it was just recovered enough to let him start a "paper trail" for a new identity, but still savage enough that few people in power really cared about who you really were. Plus, unlike some other parts of Africa, it still used one of the languages Ahmed knew as its common tongue. Some places had reverted completely to Swahili, or Afrikaans. Pretty much anyone who wanted to be a successful beggar in Khadam had to know at least a little English, German, French and Santari. Understanding untranslated Pranir was also a plus, although human mouths couldn't really speak it properly. Thanks to his own genetic gifts and some of Bluthundin's tutoring, Ahmed was fluent and literate in the four common Khadamite tongues, but he'd only picked up a few phrases in Swahili so far.


  Like most of Africa, Kenya had been hit hard by its "investment" in the Godmarket, its larger cities like Mombasa and Nairobi were still crumbling ghost towns, burned out in the rioting that followed the vanishing of so many people. Rumors persisted in many parts of Africa that some cities had seen the rise of cannibalism as infrastructure broke down entirely, and even if they weren't true, it was certain that the more advanced cities had been hit the worst by the aftermath of July 6th. Ironically, it was the more backward and backwater towns where infrastructure had never really been up to "modern" standards that survived the best, because they already functioned without most of the things that had been temporarily lost. Malindi was a bit of an oddity, thanks to its heavy tourist industry it had more modern infrastructure, but it was small enough to avoid the worst of the rioting. That made it a good place to build a recovery around.


  As an added bonus, from Ahmed's point of view, Kenya was just outside of the zone that had fallen under de facto Khadamite rule, making it a common stop for people trying to get out of Khadam. And unlike similarly "independent" Algiers, it was far enough from Khadam proper that it wasn't swarming with people who might have recognized Ahmed. Most of the local warlords had some affiliation with the Moslem Coalition, although Adoko had been making noises about trying to get admitted to the Eurasian Union, and he was having to bolster his army with outside mercenaries just in case the Coalition decided they didn't like that idea. Ahmed stood out some among the much darker-skinned locals, but he was hardly the only German/Arab mix on the streets. Or even in the recruiting office.


  "Why not sign up for a construction brigade, then? Y'll have t'wait for morning, they keep sane hours, but it's better'n beggin' too, safer'n soldierin'," the recruiter countered. Clearly, the man had no trouble meeting his quotas, or perhaps there were penalties for sending along unqualified recruits. Maybe the man simply had some human decency left and didn't like the idea of putting a kid into what amounted to a mercenary group.


  "I've already heard things about the monsters in Nairobi. If I'm gonna go near there, I want a gun, not a shovel." Actually, Ahmed was guessing quite a bit. But what he'd picked up already in the city suggested that "President Francois Etienne Adoko of the Republic of Kenya" was eager to rebuild Nairobi and use it to bolster his claims of legitimacy, and that was the other reason so many foreigners flooded into the area looking for work. The ones who didn't pick up a gun would pick up a shovel. Really, Adoko was just another warlord, operating out of small lake town of Magadi and holding territory that included roughly the southern third of old Kenya and a few bits of adjoining former nations like Tanzania. There were enough monsters roaming various parts of Africa that it was safe to assume wherever a construction brigade was headed, Nairobi or elsewhere in Adoko's territory, fears of them would seem reasonable.


  "I think you'll find all th' monsters have guns," the recruiter shrugged. "But if y'really want t'be a soldier, here's th' forms," he handed over a battered clipboard with a pencil stub attached to it by a piece of string just barely long enough to let the user write with it. Several sheets were on the clipboard. "Y'can write? In English?"


  Ahmed nodded. "Enough."


  The clerk looked dubious. "Go over there and see what'cha can fill out. Put your mark on the line at the bottom of the last sheet, then get back in line. Next!"


  Ahmed sat at one of the benches and propped the clipboard on his knees, skimming over the forms. Quite a lot more paperwork than he'd expected, based on what he'd learned from a few mercenary soldiers on the boat and back in Khadam...and on their average level of illiteracy. Probably part of Adoko's attempts to look like a legitimate President, though.


  The good news was that this would simplify things somewhat. He already had a cover identity in mind he wanted to establish, and this would let him get most of it into the system all at once. He just had to be careful to pretend to be literate enough to get the information onto the form without seeming too literate to be a former street urchin.


  If pressed, though, and none of his other lies worked, he could "reluctantly" tell a questioner all about the foreign man with a taste for boys who had taken him in and taught him to read and write before starting to ask for...things...in return. And then imply, but not actually admit, that he had fled Khadam after violently (fatally) spurning the foreign man's advances. A man who might have friends in Khadam, friends who made it dangerous for Ahmed to stay there even if the man himself was no longer in a position to do anything.


  It covered a number of oddities about Ahmed's education and level of health, and would be believed, but he'd rather avoid using the lie if he could. He was still a child in many ways, but he was enough of an adult to know that having that sort of reputation while working among soldiers could cause more problems than he wanted, even if it would be less trouble for him than the truth. After all, the truth would likely get him shot out of hand.


  There had been a lot of time on the boat ride to Kenya to spin lies about his past, and plenty of reason to do so. If his real life had only lasted a couple of years, the sum of his false lives already added up to more years than any mortal man could live....


  * * * *


  [September 30, 2026 - The Multiversal Office, Chang'an Level]


  "Hello? Is someone there?" a voice called out from somewhere in the cubicles, in modern Chinese.


  "We have contact," Solar Max whispered. "Breaker?"


  "Definitely the official PROC dialect," she nodded. "You still getting breadcrumb signals?"


  Solar Max looked at his handcomp. "Yes, but," he stepped out of the elevator, "now I'm not. Rather, I'm just getting signals from the ones we're dropping here. Looks like the LAN on this level isn't accessible to the breadcrumbs on the Combine levels."


  "Hello?" the voice called out again, plaintively.


  Solar Max nodded to Breaker, who then replied, "We are by the elevators. Can you find us?" No one was particularly eager to wander far on this level, given that their trail had effectively been cut off. Not to mention, while Breaker was authorized to enter the level, no one was quite certain whether the rest of them could move freely without triggering some sort of bureaucratic "immune response" from the Office.


  "No! I am trapped at this desk! Help me!"


  "Careful, it could be a trap," Solar Max said as he led the group towards the sound of the voice.


  It took only moments to find the right cubicle, as it was the only one occupied.


  "I am Shih Ho," Breaker introduced herself by the name of the trigram incorporated into her uniform. "Breaker" was simply one possible English translation of it.


  "I am Li Fan 8410," the man replied, almost looking surprised as he finished the sentence. "I mean, I am just called Li Fan 8410 now."


  "My companions and I are from the North American Combine," Breaker said, noticing Li Fan's growing frustration. "We entered this complex from our territory and are exploring. Are you physically bound to the chair?" she eyed the office furniture.


  "I can stand," Li Fan 8410 demonstrated, then sat again and started typing. "But I cannot make myself leave."


  Breaker translated this for the others, who knew some basic Chinese at this point, but were having trouble following the dialect.


  "We think it is a mind trap," Solar Max said in stiffly formal Mandarin. "We have felt it ourselves."


  "My companions are Solar Max, Lightfoot, Scorch and the Green Knight," Breaker felt compelled to make the formal introduction. For each name, she used English, although she was uncomfortable with not trying to translate them into Chinese. Something about the Office was definitely working its ways on her as well, she realized.


  "Um, I am no longer called the Green Knight," the Green Knight interrupted, "I am now called the Green Kn...wait."


  "See? SEE?" Li Fan 8410 threw up his hands. "I am just Li Fan 8410. No number! Number no longer required! But I can't stop saying it!"


  "Oh crap," Scorch said in English, although Li Fan 8410 didn't need a translation. "His name must still be on the books with the number, and the Office is making him play by the book, even if unofficially the Chinese are starting to drop the numbers." In the early part of the century, in the name of simplifying recordkeeping, all people with the same name in the People's Republic of China had been assigned a numerical suffix that rendered their name unique. Some lucky few only had a single digit. Others, those with very common and traditional names, might have four or even five digits appended. But Premiere Niu had moved to suppress the use of the numbers in everyday contexts, although the numbers remained as a national ID code.


  "And you've been having some trouble with your official identity, haven't you, Centurion?" Lightfoot asked.


  "I think we need to leave. Soon," the Green Knight nodded.


  "That way?" Scorch pointed at the local exit. "We could drop Li Fan 8410 off, I bet we can get him to the door before he goes into too much paperwork withdrawal."


  Breaker shook his head. "Too much chance for a nasty diplomatic incident if we go out that way. But we can't really take Li Fan 8410 with us to the Combine either, so I think we should push him through the local door and then head back home. I don't know about you, but I'm feeling a REALLY strong urge to edit some propaganda posters," she said, referring to the job she'd held as part of her cover identity in Chang'an.


  "It's not so bad for me," Solar Max said, "but probably because I'm 'visiting another department' as it were."


  Lightfoot flickered away and moments later came back. "Bad news. I can't make the outer door open. It must be keyed to the same authorization system as the elevators. And I checked the elevators too, by the way...they won't respond either."


  "So Breaker has to open all our doors now," Solar Max nodded. "We'll do this as a group. Green Knight, grab Li Fan 8410 and try to keep him from hurting himself, we're making a run for the door to get him out, then back to the elevators."


  "Just one more form!" Li Fan 8410 protested when the Green Knight hefted him as if he were no heavier than a binder of expense reports. "Please, I must keep working!"


  "Now that's a dysfunctional work ethic," Scorch muttered as the group headed for the doorway a few dozen meters away.


  "Ugh," Centurion nearly dropped Li Fan 8410. "Something's wrong," the Green Knight grunted.


  "Reaction to removing Li Fan 8410?" Solar Max asked.


  "No, it's...."


  And with that, the Green Knight flickered out of existence, leaving Li Fan 8410 to drop to the carpeted floor in a jumble.


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


  Next Issue:


  Has Centurion literally fallen through the cracks of bureaucracy? And if he can be rescued, will it merely serve to take the others deeper into the metaphorical pitcher plant that is the Multiversal Office Building? Tune in for "The Office Part 3 - TGIF" to find out!


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


  Author's Notes:


  For the cover, if you picture Mr. Incredible at his day job at the insurance company in The Incredibles, you won't be too far off.


  The dress uniforms are not quite the same as the one seen in this kitbash: http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/attsolarmax.JPG The coats were added recently, but the general pattern on Solar Max's coat would be the same as seen on the kitbash, a simplified version of his costume's iconography. Buff coats are derived from leather jackets worn under armor in the 1600s or thereabouts, but the style was later adapted to be worn on its own in Colonial times. The ASH uniforms use a slightly more modern variant of the Colonial buff coat, for a very-retro fashion statement. One advantage of the buff coat design is that because it started life as a piece of armor, it doesn't need any complicated adjustments to accomodate stiffer ballistic cloth or fireproof material. It hangs correctly even when armored. My STRAFE kitbashes (like http://www.dvandom.com/kitbash/attgrind.JPG) are a bit closer to what the shape of the ASH dress uniform is.


  By now, you should have noticed that the "errors" in which Sal is referred to as the Green Knight were intentional. In the original notes for this issue, everyone went in wearing their costumes rather than dress uniforms, and Sal would occasionally flicker from his Centurion costume to his Green Knight costume, but I decided to go with a more subtle hint that something was wrong.


  While things like the "breadcrumbs" have many antecedents, I'm being most directly inspired by the Fairy Dust nanotech in the Bemmie books by Flint and Spoor (_Boundary_ and _Threshold_ so far). The Omega-class Scytharians were introduced by Matt Rossi III in the Warden series, and involved a swarm of small robots that created and maintained a solid energy construct. They're pretty much on the bleeding edge of Santari normaltech, and they're more showy than practical. Self-sustaining energy matrices were also developed by the Scytharians, but they had a distressing tendency to develop minds of their own, and were abandoned despite being more durable and powerful than the Omegas. After all, if something's likely to go rogue on you, being more durable and powerful is not exactly an asset anymore.


  The Never scene was mainly written in order to plug a lingering plot hole from the "Four To Never" crossover. Tony and I knew why we wanted to use Monaco in terms of nifty set pieces and character availability, but we didn't really worry about why it was the target in-story. Someone asked about it a while back, though, so I figured out an explanation and ran it past Tony. We tossed ideas back and forth a bit, and settled on what's presented here. Of course, there's more to it than I've revealed this issue. :) I also decided it was high time to at least let the readers know Never's true identity, although I expect a few people guessed it from how the Impossible Five had orders to treat Lana with kid gloves back "Four To Never".


  I have no idea if I've even come close to what a southern Kenyan's transliterated accent should look like. If I'm too far off, and you do know better, just assume the clerk isn't a local, and the accent is correctly transliterated for wherever he's from. ;)


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


  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).


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


  



  #109 - The Office Part 3 of 3: TGIF


  [The cover shows a beige office-style printer, sitting alone in a field, clearly having been smashed repeatedly with a baseball bat. A discarded ID badge is just visible in the lower right corner, the name obscured by blades of grass.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown Living / Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [September 30, 2026 - The Multiversal Office, Chang'an Level]



  "GO!" Solar Max shouted, gesturing at the door. "Get Li Fan 8410 out," he ordered, and Lightfoot grabbed both the Chinese bureaucrat and his teammate Breaker and raced for the door that led from the Office to somewhere in the capital city of the People's Republic of China. Li Fan himself was probably authorized to open the door as well, but he was too deep in the metaphorical hunger of the Office to want to leave. Or, rather, like an addict he *wanted* to give up the endless filing of forms, but couldn't make himself. So far, that siren song had yet to become irresistably strong for the ASH team.


  They had their own problems, though.


  "Do we follow?" Scorch asked. "What if we wink out like ... did?" He paused for a moment, puzzled. The name he had meant to say had come out garbled, like several words all run together and trampling over each other.


  "Too much chance for a diplomatic incident," Breaker replied as Lightfoot returned her to the group after they'd shoved Li Fan 8410 out the door. Hopefully the man would recover his senses on the outside and not try to get back in.


  "..." the same garbled mess, "was a special case, I think," Solar Max frowned. "If we're lucky, though, he just got booted back to the Home Office. Let's backtrack as fast as we can, though. Breaker?"


  She nodded and pressed the elevator button. Of the remaining four people, she was the only one authorized to interact with the Chang'an office, thanks to a cover identity she had established some months ago. A bit of luck on their part had left that identity's credentials intact.


  A thought occurred to Breaker. "Actually, I might be vulnerable as well. The ID that I used to get my government job in China was a fake. Either it's a really good fake to be fooling the Office this long, or it was such a bad fake that they were on to me from the start and issued the authorizations in my real name so they could see how much rope I'd buy before hanging myself. Either way, I think I'm pressing my luck staying here," she finished, stepping into the elevator as it opened.


  "Why wasn't the elevator already here?" Lightfoot mused as they got in. "I mean, if there's really just this one bank of elevators to serve a theoretically infinite complex, the cars would almost have to be generated at need or they could take years to arrive."


  "Expectations game, probably," Scorch shrugged. "Or maybe there's a regulation somewhere about the maximum time someone's to be kept waiting for an elevator, and the Office just makes it take that much time, every time. We getting a signal from the breadcrumbs?" he asked Solar Max as the doors closed.


  The leader nodded, as telemetry from the microbots seeded throughout the various Combine-related levels they'd visited started coming in again. While they'd been in the Chang'an branch, they'd been cut off from the signals. "None of them report seeing ... though. I think. It's hard to even issue the query. But they didn't see anyone appear, nameable or not."


  The elevator opened to the Pentagon level.


  "Anyone home?" Breaker shouted, deciding to not bother trying to pronounce the name that the Office had decided was invalid. But there was only silence, the acoustic tiles and cubicle walls didn't even allow for an echo.


  "I'm making a command decision, guys. We're out of here," Solar Max declared. "If we go blindly searching for you-know-who, we could all end up vanishing. We need to regroup and do a better job sanitizing our paperwork so the Office doesn't decide, for instance, that Lightfoot needs to be artificially aged a few decades so that his physical age is more in line with his birth date."


  Lightfoot's eyes widened behind the goggles he habitually wore. "Crap. I didn't even think of that. I guess the Office does have protocols for time travel, though, or it would have happened already."


  "You hope," Scorch was out in the lead of the group as they exited the elevators, and within moments they were back into the relative comfort and absolute safety of the Pentagon....


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - Serengeti Plains, Africa]


  Vicente nodded to Cristovo. It was time for another lesson, the humans were once again spreading a little too close to the family's lands, as evidenced by the small party setting up camp. As long as they merely drove out in the day and went back to their towns at night, the human patrols were tolerated. After all, the family understood that they weren't the only ones who had the right to defend territory.


  But staying for the night implied that the humans were considering *adding* to that territory.


  Cristovo shrugged one shoulder, shifting his rifle slightly, and cocked his head questioningly. Vicente shook his head. No guns, not for this. Father had been very clear on that point: if the humans found gun-killed corpses, they'd assume it was an incursion from other humans on the far side of the plain, and come in force. If they thought it was just more of those "damned freakish lions," they were more likely to back off. Perhaps berate whoever had ordered the patrol to travel so deeply into the family's range, assuming this wasn't done on the orders of one of the men in the patrol.


  You couldn't berate a corpse, after all.


  The two watched the humans for a time, waiting for them to let their guard down. Cristovo explained the situation to the young male lions that had accompanied them, at least as well as the lions could understand it. These lions were not quite as smart as their forebears, the magic in their blood was thinner, but they still were useful in situations like this. And it made the females especially canny hunters, doing their best when coordinating with Vicente and Cristovo's birth-mate Maria. As the last children, the three of them got what father called the "scutwork" while their older siblings spent more time learning the human language and science, preparing to carry on once age or injury took father as it had taken mother.


  Finally, a change came over the camp, imperceptible to any but a trained hunter or assassin. While the guards set at the edges of camp still appeared alert, they had become satisfied that no threats were coming. Shadows lengthened, but sunset was not yet close enough to put them on edge. Now was the time to strike!


  Once it had begun, it was over very quickly. Only a few shots were fired, none finding a mark in flesh. They were careful to restrain the lions, gutting the humans but not eating.


  "Don't eat that, you don't know where it's been," was father's usual joke about eating humans. But his point was well-taken. Humans were simply not as safe to eat as four-legged prey. Especially the sort of humans who willingly entered the plains of the family. They tended to be tainted by poisons of one sort or another.


  Let the scavengers feast, they were better suited to dealing with the filth that might be found in a human's flesh. The scavengers worked quickly here, by the time the campsite was discovered by the next patrol, there would be nothing out of the ordinary, save perhaps for the lack of dead lions. And that only increased the "psychological warfare" impact that father advocated.


  "Their bullets are the right size, I think," Cristovo lifted an ammunition pouch. "We should be able to take a few without it being noticed."


  Elder by a few minutes, Vicente was the defacto leader of the group, and he nodded. "Father did say that this was a 'sorry ass excuse for an army' and didn't keep very good track of its supplies. I think if we take a few bullets from each of the pouches, no one will notice the loss. But leave the pouches themselves."


  Cristovo bent to the work of carefully looting the camp of ammunition and a few other small things they knew from experience would never be missed. Lions had no use for cigarette lighters, for instance, but most of the self- poisoning humans carried more than one, and could be expected to simply throw away the empties. And lighters were very useful for teenaged catmen who needed to travel light....


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - The Pentagon, Federal Sector]


  "Okay, even if we assume the Office pays attention to regular business hours, the local day started an hour ago," Solar Max told the small group assembled outside the unassuming door. "If cleaning up Sal's paperwork was all that was required to get him released, he should have walked out on his own by now."


  The past two days had been a grind of bureaucracy, nailing down all the nagging little loose ends that any real organization will let slide in the name of keeping things from stalling out entirely. Unfortunately, there were no established procedures for a lot of things when it came to the temporally displaced, owing to the relatively small number of them at any given time, so Lightfoot was being left behind. Sarah was replacing him for any speed needs, and they'd made sure to rectify all of her bureaucratic loose ends in the process. It turned out there was one system in which she was still labeled as deceased, which could have had...unfortunate...consequences. Breaker and Scorch would be coming along again, although each had gotten their records scrubbed as well as they could manage, and they'd try to avoid going into the Chang'an level just in case. Arin was there because, well, there was pretty much no way to say no to her. Not with Sal lost somewhere behind that door.


  "The more I think about it, the less confident I am that this is any sort of elemental plane," Netwalker peered suspiciously at the door, preparing to enter with the others. "I mean, given the briefing Peregryn gave on Tuesday, there's just too many elements that suggest a deliberately crafted dimension, rather than a naturally occurring platonic form."


  "Which is part of why I leaned on Director Farmer to lift your suspension long enough for you to come along," Solar Max nodded. "It might be more like your pocket realities, resonating with the concept of paperwork in the way yours resonate with the concept of the internet. In which case, you might be able to exert some control over it, or at least recognize telltales that we'd miss."


  "Plus, you might be able to remotely hack the workstations in there without falling into the pitcher plant," Scorch shuddered at memories of Li Fan's frantic insistence that he be allowed to fill out just one more form.


  "The breadcrumbs we left behind are still there, at least they were when the door was opened an hour ago to ping them," Solar Max noted. "They've spread out and finished mapping the levels we visited in the Combine section, although the amount of detail is better on the Pentagon level since we spent more time there and spread out more breadcrumbs."


  "Nothing particularly interesting or useful, though," Arin frowned at the screen of her handcomp.


  Netwalker shifted into IT Geek mode, "The breadcrumbs are pretty much just passive recorders in their current design. No AC...artificial consciousness...involved, just a fairly basic drone program. Assuming that the Office does grow new things when called upon to do so, it would still only have the things they saw when they were in it on Wednesday. The breadcrumbs are too dumb to ask for things like, oh, a directory sign or a direct phone to the boss."


  "On the other hand, they're probably also too limited to feel the hunger for paperwork, so the Office hopefully hasn't suborned them as it might have done to an AC," Breaker added. "The map they made is still useful, though. It provides a baseline, and we can program the breadcrumbs to alert us if anything changes. We might trigger something that's not visible from where we happen to be standing, after all."


  "Time to go punch the clock," Solar Max reached for the doorknob and opened the way into the Office.


  "And they'd better hope that's all I have to punch," Arin said, darkly.


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - The Hague, Eurasian Union]


  People tended to assume Oni's sometimes distant and aloof appearance was simply a result of her powers. Maybe she seemed to be ignoring you because her mind was inhabiting a magnetic ghost miles away, her body running on autopilot. But Justice knew that Saori really was just that sort of person, even when her mind was in her body. She'd let people run off at the mouth, waiting for what she considered to be the right time to interject something important. If she didn't think you'd listen to what she had to say, she didn't bother saying it.


  As a result, Colin had a lot of one-sided "conversations" with his teammate. He didn't really mind, though. Sometimes he just needed to run through a rant until he ran out of steam, and if Oni did interject he could be pretty sure it wasn't just because she felt socially obligated to say something. It'd be something worth listening to.


  At the moment, though, he was starting to run out of that steam, repeating himself, and Oni hadn't made a peep.


  "...been here since breakfast, boring hallway in a boring building in a boring city," Colin groused. "I could be wasting my time chasing down shadow cultists, at least I'd be getting exercise. Okay, they've been mostly harmless since the parade, and I know this door," he pointed at the one that had appeared in the basement of an unremarkable part of the Union Court building a few days ago, "is important und so weider, but either send us in or let us go do something else! Assign some paper-pushers to guard duty, since about all that's likely to come outta that thing is paper."


  "Are all of *your* papers in order?" Oni asked, not turning to look Justice in the face. "You spent several years living at the edge of the law, if not completely outside it. What if the Office decided your paperwork was faulty and decided to do to you whatever it did to Centurion over in the Combine? I expect the paper-pushers are busily pushing those papers around with the expectation that whoever has the cleanest records will be going in soon. Do you really think we're just going to let the Combine do all of the exploring? And they want us available as soon as they're sure who can be sent in."


  That served to defuse what little righteous annoyance Colin still had left, and the hallway fell silent for a while.


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - The Multiversal Office, Pentagon Level]


  "Nothing," Netwalker finally admitted, after about fifteen minutes of trying to exercise his powers. "They look like computers, and they're definitely hooked up to some kind of network, but it's nothing that my powers recognize as one. And given that I've gotten into a Babbage machine," he blushed slightly at this, his current suspension from active duty was a result of that particular adventure, "I'd have to say that these things are VERY unlike what we think of as computers."


  "Looks like the only way to interface with them is to use the keyboards, then," Solar Max sighed. "I wish we had a telepath available with good enough clearance, someone with enough training to resist the mental effects of thost terminals. But Aaron's status is just too weird to risk bringing him in here, Director Clark's powers might make her *more* vulnerable not less, and no one else could be pushed through the process before next week without leaving possibly fatal gaps in the paperwork."


  Meteor shivered a little, and Solar Max recognized that look. The Office reminded her of her parents, emotionally distant "wage slaves" who had put in ten hour days at the office not because they had to, but because it was their way of hiding from the horror of 1998. A lot of people who survived had just buried themselves in work, using the excuse that the nation needed everyone to pitch in if things were going to avoid collapse, but really just trying to shut out the voices that told them that the world had already ended and they had been abandoned by God. Sarah had been getting better at dealing with reminders of that lately, using her super-speed to help pick up the slack on the virtual mountains of paperwork that ASH leadership seemed to generate, but it was still...uncomfortable for her.


  "I'll give it a shot," Meteor said, breaking Solar Max's reverie. "I might be able to get off a query before the pitcher plant effect kicks in."


  "Or maybe not," Netwalker countered. "It might be the amount of interaction that does it, rather than the time taken, in which case you could get trapped faster than any of us could react."


  "Ow, good point," Meteor winced. "And I certainly get bored with paperwork faster than anyone can react." She's once joked that filling out forms at ten times normal speed didn't make it take any less time from her point of view, it just meant she had more time to recover from the experience.


  "Arin, I want you doing this," Solar Max decided. "If it looks like you're starting to lose it, Meteor can get you out before you get too deep in. And you have a pretty strong motivation to avoid getting sidetracked."


  The slender young woman nodded, and stepped into the nearest cubicle, smirking at the motivational poster hung on one wall. "Don't just hang in there, kitty...climb up."


  She started typing, navigating various directories and help files. "This is surprisingly, well, *helpful* for a help system," she said after a few minutes.


  "I'd expect it to be," Netwalker smirked. "It's users and their conflicting and inane demands that screw up systems, and this place hasn't had any users in a long time."


  "Any system works fine so long as no one expects it to do anything," Scorch riposted.


  "Exactly," Netwalker nodded, not a trace of sarcasm to be found in his voice.


  "Well, this one seems to be doing something," Arin looked up. "Sal has been remanded to the Human Resource's Department. With an apostrophe in Resource's," she added. "All inquiries to be addressed in person."


  "Well, let's go see if the elevator has a button for that," Solar Max gestured for the group to head for the elevator banks.


  With a slight glance over her shoulder at the workstation, Arin came along with the others.


  * * * *


  [October 3, 2026 - United World Complex, Australia]


  Delta Rose stared balefully at the closet door in her office. It was after midnight, and while the complex never truly shut down for the night things had certainly settled down enough that there was no one around in that particular wing to wonder why she was contemplating a door.


  No one really wondered why she was in her office in the first place, of course. Her species didn't have the luxury of extended sleep cycles on its chaotic homeworld, and the synthetic frame that let her counterfeit the appearance of a Santari (or a human) was built to work for days on end without a significant break. So it was perfectly normal for the alien "ambassador" ("minder" might be a more accurate term) to be in her office at any and all hours when she wasn't needed elsewhere.


  Still, staring at a door like she wanted to drop it into the Sun wasn't normal, even for her. After all, it was just a storage closet, rarely even used in the past decade. It was there because the architect was of the "better to have it and not need it" school of design, and it was rarely opened except for the occasional cleaning.


  Now, though, it couldn't be opened by the cleaning staff. Or anyone, really.


  Because it led to the Office.


  Worse, it wasn't the "official" door for the United World complex. That had been discovered three days ago in one of the other buildings in the UW complex, and was currently under guard. Delta wasn't sure why she'd even looked into her closet, save for a sinking feeling that the human "Murphy's Law" was in operation. But it was definitely no longer a closet. It was an extension of the Office, and rather than looking like the cubicle farms seen through other doors, it was definitely the sort of administrative workspace Delta knew from back in the Planetary Confederation.


  Upon discovering it, and double-checking the preliminary exploratory reports from the Combine's team, she used her authority as a senior member of the Galactic Warrior Corps to expressly forbid anyone from accessing the Office from any Santari door. As far as she understood matters, she didn't have to actually transmit those orders anywhere, just put them in her system. She might have limited legal rights as a person in the Confederation, due to her cyborg nature, but that didn't affect her authority over Dangerous Technologies.


  Still, it was only a temporary solution. She had to let her superiors know about the Office, so that they would know to countermand any attempts to access it by those who were higher in the hierarchy than Delta herself. And then they had to decide if it was time to take another shot at simply destroying Earth before it could further infect the galaxy....


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - The Multiversal Office, Human Resource]


  "Human Resource," Scorch read aloud the sign next to the door. "No 's' there. That's not ominous at ALL."


  Perhaps unsurprisingly, as soon as they had entered the elevator with the goal of going to the "Human Resource's Office," the control display had prominently featured the relevant stop. There was only one door out of the elevator bank at this floor, although everyone expected that had there been a need for more, more would have appeared.


  "Actually, I'm starting to get the feeling that this isn't something out of TwenCen dystopian literature," Breaker mused. "It's not ominous or malevolent, simply focused on following correct procedure and helping you do so as well. Even if, um, you don't appreciate its help."


  "Everyone be on guard," Solar Max warned. "A benevolent bureaucracy can still be hazardous, especially if you get lulled into a false sense of security."


  He opened the door, revealing an office that was exactly large enough to comfortably hold a single occupant and a half dozen visitors. It was neither antiseptically spartan nor intimidatingly opulent...it projected precisely the air of someone who not only had authority but was also answerable to at least one tier above him, who needed to look like he had the juice to get things done but also had to avoid looking too much like he was angling to take over his boss's job.


  The man behind the desk...well, about all any of them could say for certain was that it was a man. A human male. Everything else was... unclear. It's not that he was featureless or literally blurry, just that his features were so bland and forgettable that his appearance wouldn't even stick firmly in short term memory. A complete John Doe.


  "May I help you?" the man asked.


  "Are you the Human Resource?" Solar Max asked, somewhat hesitantly.


  "Yes. I perform the necessary human interactions for the Office, in such rare situations that proper procedure alone is insufficient." If he was irritated by what might be considered a stupid question, it didn't color his tone. And if his expression was irritated...who could tell? "And to anticipate your next two questions, I am authorized to say that I am not a god and that I am unaware of any career or existence I may have had prior to assuming this duty, or even if I had a prior life. I believe that exhausts the most common introductory small talk, since there is no weather here, and we may get down to business."


  "Where's Sal?" Fury blurted out. "Ah, Salvatore Napier," she amended.


  The Human Resource made a show of consulting the terminal at his desk. "Ah, yes, a curious case. Unauthorized assumption of a superhuman acting name, and one of only a very few cases not covered by existing North American Combine legislation or jurisprudence."


  Solar Max blinked. "Wait, I thought all the proper forms had been observed in assuming the Centurion name?" he looked to Arin, who nodded.


  The Human Resource let out a short, professionally polite laugh. "Ah, no, Mr. Taylor. That matter has been resolved more than sufficiently. It's the matter of his previous acting name, the Green Knight. Or, more specifically," he again peered ostentatiously at the screen, "El Caballero Verde. Perhaps I should bring Mr. Salvatore in at this juncture, his input may help clear things up."


  A door to one side of the office, which no one could remember having been there before, opened up. A somewhat befuddled-looking Sal Napier stepped out. He was wearing a paper jumpsuit rather than the green and brown dress uniform he'd had on two days ago.


  "Wha...where'd Li Fan 8410 go? Where'd my CLOTHES go?" Sal looked about in confusion. "Arin?"


  "I think you were held in stasis, Sal," Solar Max motioned for Sal to take a seat at the extra chair that had appeared while no one was looking.


  "Mr. Napier," the Human Resource asked once Sal had taken his seat, "the matter at hand involves your unauthorized assumption of the acting name 'El Caballero Verde' during the period from May First, 2024, through August Fifth, 2026."


  "Huh? How was it unauthorized? I checked with the DSHA, they had no records of anyone holding that name," Sal protested.


  "Yes, that's what makes this a thorny case," the Human Resource nodded. "It extends more into what might be considered common law, which is why it took so long for the Office to decide that it fell within our purview." He swiveled his screen so that everyone could see it, revealing the face of a hispanic man with wild eyes and a wreath of leaves mixed in with his hair. "This is the original Caballero Verde, active in Mexico City from June Twelfth, 1988 through April Sixteenth, 1991. He was strictly a local hero, fighting drug crime and performing search and rescue in the poorer parts of the city. His sole power was that he was unkillable. Unfortunately for him, the last person he ever saved was a child in a burning building, and that child turned out to be an Anchor. El Caballero Verde died of smoke inhalation and burns while making sure the child lived."


  "So THAT'S why people called me that," Sal gasped. "I just figured someone was making a joke on my old Gawain codename."


  "Presumably. Not my department," the Human Resource shrugged. "The fact remains, though, no one authorized the reuse of the name. And I can't close your file and release you until this matter is dealt with."


  "But he no longer uses the name," Fury protested. "And we just spent the last two days making sure there's no official reference to him as the Green Knight in current paperwork."


  "I've noticed the Office isn't making us refer to him as the Green Knight anymore either, or garbling it together with Centurion" Scorch observed. "So clearly it has decided that at least that much is settled."


  The Human Resource shook his head. "This is part of why this is a thorny case, Ms. Kelsey, Mr. Handleman. People were calling him El Caballero Verde for a year before he officially adopted the name, and will likely continue to refer to him by the name, at least in Mexico City, for some time to come, will-he or nill-he. It is necessary to clear this matter up before I can allow Mr. Salvatore to leave."


  "How?" Netwalker spoke up. "If there's no formal procedure, and he's already renounced the name, what's left do to?"


  "Fortunately, prior to the regularization of such matters in 2011, there were common law solutions for cases where local jurisdictions conflicted in matters of superheroic acting names," the Human Resource stood and walked to the side door. "If you'll follow me, Mr. Napier, we can get started."


  "Started? With what?" Sal asked.


  "Why, the Name Fight, of course," the Human Resource grinned ferally, suddenly wearing the form of the original Cabellero. "I hereby formally challenge you to the right to the name of El Cabellero Verde!"


  * * * *


  [April 16, 1991 - Mexico City]


  The heat washed over Sal, immediately burning away his flimsy paper clothing. He hadn't been sure what to expect when he stepped through the door leading out of the office, but being dropped in the middle of a burning building hadn't been it.


  "Socorro!" came a weak voice over the crackle of the flames.


  Without hesitating, Sal headed for it. He wasn't fireproof, so it hurt like hell, but he was healing as quickly as he was burning, so he'd survive. It was just really unpleasant. If he'd still been normal flesh and blood, it might even have been agonizing.


  Whatever the Name Fight involved, it would have to wait. Sal could just make out two forms amid the flames. A child tugging at an adult, who was pinned by a fallen beam.


  Were the flames getting more intense?


  "Ayudame!" the child choked through the smoke and superheated air. "El Caballero est..." and then he (she?) dissolved into coughing.


  Sal forced his way through a half-burnt wall and grunted at the intense pain that shot through his shoulder as he did so. Underneath the pain was a vaguely familiar feeling...Anchor! His powers were being Anchored! Wait, was the Human Resource making him re-enact the death of the original Caballero? If so, it might come out differently this time...the original probably had never heard of Anchors, and didn't know why his powers had faded. Sal had trained against Anchors, since he couldn't really cut loose in sparring sessions against non-Anchors. And he'd regularly checked to make sure that none of the changes his body was undergoing would render him fatally vulnerable to Anchoring. So all he had to worry about was the fatal vulnerability he now had to the burning building!


  He dropped as low as he could manage so that he could breathe without searing his lungs, and checked the figure trapped by the beam. He was badly burned, but still had a pulse.


  Grabbing what looked like a table leg that wasn't yet on fire, Sal pried up the beam holding the fallen man, and the child put on a surprising burst of strength to pull the man free.


  Once that had been accomplished, Sal took as deep a breath as he felt he could, then grabbed both child and man and threw them over his shoulders. Anchored or not, he was still a towering mass of muscle, and within seconds they were all out into the cool spring night, bursting out amid the crowd that had formed and was trying to assemble a bucket brigade of some sort. Sal wasn't sure this neighborhood was even on the list of places the fire department would visit, it looked pretty poor.


  A tearfully-grateful woman gathered the Anchor child up in her arms. Sal didn't have time to explain Anchors, so he simply looked at the mother and asked her, through coughs, "Please, fetch a doctor for this man."


  Fortunately, the woman didn't hand the job off to someone else, and hurried off with her child. Sal immediately started to feel better.


  "Thank...you," the burned man gasped, in heavily accented English. "I think...God is calling me."


  The pieces fell into place. "No, Cabellero Verde. You should live now, your powers will heal you," Sal assured him.


  The original Caballero coughed bloodily. "I am afraid my gift is not that strong. Perhaps you...can carry on...for me...."


  And with that, he died.


  * * * *


  [October 2, 2026 - The Pentagon, Federal Sector]


  "It certainly makes sense when you think about it," Peregryn's mystic portrait said. "From what you've since discovered about the original Cabellero Verde, an actual fight would have been rather one-sided. So the Human Resource misdirected you and set a task where you would fulfill the requirements of another 'common law' tradition in the heroic community, the deathbed legacy."


  "Was it all a simulation, though?" Sal asked. "It certainly felt real enough, more real than it had to be."


  "Hard to say," Solar Max shrugged. "We've seen that the Office can create within itself whatever is necessary to do the job, a perfectly realistic simulation strikes me as possible. Or it could have actually placed you in 1991, it's not like there's sufficiently detailed records of that fire to tell if you were actually there. Short of stumbling across an old community newspaper story about a mysterious stranger, I doubt we can know."


  "What about the child that was saved?" Arin asked.


  Sal shook his head. "Dead end. We found records of someone who *might* have been the girl saved in the fire, but it was a story about a young Anchor policewoman killed by a gang of godpowered drug runners who didn't like the idea of a cop who could turn off their abilities. But for all we know, it was a different person. I mean, I never got a clear enough look at the kid to even be sure it was a girl."


  "On to bigger issues," Solar Max gestured at his console screen, "the immediate security matter does seem to be resolved to the satisfaction of our relevant government agencies. They've got their people triple-checking things to make sure no one can gain access to any of our levels of the Office without our knowing about it, and diplomats are already wrangling over the matter with China and the EU. Given what happened to Li Fan, no one's too eager to turn this into a transit hub in any case, but I'm sure we won't just wall off the doors and forget about 'em."


  "If nothing else, the matter of what sort of dimension it is needs to be resolved," Peregryn's portrait said. "And if the Human Resource isn't a god, what is he? Merely an extension of the Office, or perhaps the result of a human being trapped inside for too long?"


  "But none of this is a matter for us, at least not at the moment," Solar Max told the various people, teleconference screens and mystically animated portraits in the room. "And I'm perfectly happy to let someone else take care of the paperwork this time."


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


  Next Issue:


  Okay, I don't have any solid plans for the next arc. I don't feel ready yet for the next Big Thing that I've been building towards, though, so I may take a break and see if anything else suggests itself as an intermediate storyline (and yes, others have suggested some things, but so far none of the ideas have grabbed me). I might participate in RACCWriMo, though, with a story idea I've been kicking around as a possible ASHistorical.


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


  Author's Notes:


  The briefing from Peregryn that Netwalker mentions is available at http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Elemental (I decided trying to cram it into an issue would be a case of explosition).


  I really wanted to make some sort of LOLcat reference in the scene with the motivational poster, but those are post-1998 and if something like them exists in the ASH 21st Century, it would probably be rather different.


  While outlining this issue, I tried to find a God of Bureaucracy in order to have a possible suspect in case the Office wasn't an elemental plane after all, but I wanted a single-portfolio god. Most of the gods who can be thought of as being patrons of bureaucracy are also the head of their hierarchy (the Jade Emperor, Mulungu), or they're more general gods of writing and recordkeeping (Thoth). Even the Romans, with their host of minor gods and goddesses for everything from the sewers of Rome (Cloacina) to harrowing the fields (Imporcitor) didn't seem to have a dedicated god of bureaucracy. Obscure pre-Rome Etruscan god Quirinus sometimes gets tagged with that duty, having lost his position as a wargod and existing only as a faded echo of the original ruling triumvirate of Sabine gods, but that seems to be more of a modern construction. My fictional Roman god, Santarus, was a god of politics, not bureaucracy per se. I looked to Catholic saints, but while there's plenty of patrons of bookkeepers and librarians, there's no specific patron saint of bureaucrats (maybe they figure that's a job for the other team). The Discordians have Zarathud as the Patron Saint of Bureaucracy, but I decided that if I couldn't have a god or saint with a real historical pedigree, I'd just leave it vague.


  I originally planned to have Meteor face off against the Human Resource in a battle of forms, but had a late-in-the-game inspiration and changed it to the Name Fight...and then while writing the last scene changed the Name Fight to what you just saw. Just one of those cases of a story writing itself, yes?


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


  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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