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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / 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


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


  [March 15, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Gah, I'd rather be fighting Supernaut," Scott sighed after the teleconference screens went black.


  JakZak chuckled. "Yeah, debriefs are a pain. And think, eventually you'll have a team of your very own and get to be in on all of these sessions. At least right now, you only have to show up when you were actually involved in an incident."


  "Don't remind me. We're all doomed to be desk jockeys, aren't we?"


  JakZak shrugged. "I expect we're too useful in the field to ever get tied down to a desk permanently, but...yeah. Administrative stuff is gonna loom larger and larger in our lives, now that we're becoming the old men of the field."


  "I think it's a clever plot to convince us that trying to set up our own little fiefdoms would be too much work," Scott smirked.


  "You're right," JakZak replied, totally seriously. "At least, in part."


  "Huh?"


  "Come on, you know that we've been getting jerked around one way or another for years."


  Scott nodded, a slightly sour expression on his face.


  "Well, Grind and I had a chat about this after the Doublecross thing in Paris. He's convinced we're all being groomed for leadership roles, either politically or militarily, on the grounds that we're likely to end up running things anyway."


  "Ah yeah. Better to give us the hard life experiences before we're in charge, see who breaks."


  "Exactly. But the more I've thought about it, I think it's more than just preparing us to lead. It's also about making sure we think of ourselves as part of the Combine power structure, instead of getting ideas about pulling a Manhattan and setting up our own 'little fiefdoms'. The real reason ASH was put together and *kept* together wasn't just to fight supervillains in the TwenCen style, although we do that often enough. No, it's to integrate us into the Combine's leadership, so that we think of it as ours, and ourselves as part of it. Just look at the past few years, we've gone from essentially five super-nations and neutral Australia to eight, plus had a bit of the Combine carved off to be more or less part of Khadam. Monaco is only part of the EU in the loosest of terms, and the Moslem Confederation is on the verge of breaking into at least two pieces over the failure of the war in Greece. And most of these fragmentations can be blamed on superhumans taking power."


  "And the Combine would rather that once we decide we should have a bigger role in policy, we don't express that by splitting things up like China," Scott nodded. "Still, they have to have realized we'd figure out what they were doing to us, and be pissed."


  "Of course. They already know that some of us have figured it out. But they hope that, at worst, we'll take it out on the people responsible, not on the nation as a whole. Remember, the old men in charge these days were generally minor bureaucrats back in 1998, forced to hold things together despite it being WAY above their pay grade. And above their inclinations. There's still a few power-hungry politicos in the mix, but most of the older ones went the Godmarket route and vanished in the False Rapture. So we're left with the competent but unambitious types who really just want to do what's best for the people, even if they end up meeting unpleasant ends. Noble, if uninspired and uninspiring. And sometimes misguided and amoral. I sometimes wonder if they're such jerks to us just to make sure we have a negative role model to rebel against."


  "Hah. They're doing a good job of it, in that case. I mean, really. Sending us into that organlegger ship had to be...hey, you know? I never really thought about it, but why do the Santari need to buy black market body parts anyway? Shouldn't they be able to clone replacements?"


  "I asked about that once. Something about their weird genetic bottleneck situation even causes rejection of cloned tissue most of the time. Their scientists have never been able to figure out why. They can make full clones, use the bits in their Scytharian borgs, but not in themselves."


  "Weird. Anyway, do you suppose we'll need to be total assholes to our kids too, to make sure they don't grow up to become tinpot tyrants? Hell, Radner's already got kids, you can be sure they're gonna be a terror by 2050."


  JakZak frowned. "Unfortunately, that doesn't look like something Sarah and I'll ever have to worry about ourselves."


  Scott winced. The Taylors had been pretty successful at getting around most of the problems that came with Sarah being made of ice, but not all of them. "Gah, sorry man. I wasn't thinking."


  "Yeah, well. Maybe we'll adopt...."


  * * * *


  [March 16, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "Stop squirmin', Sara!" Clara chided her older cousin. "I know you're all butch mosta th' time, but for once in your life you're wearing a dress, so get used t' it!" The southeast-facing windows of the prefab building let in plenty of the "afternoon" sunlight, and the wedding dress shimmered in the strong light.


  "Are you sure Mama wore this?" Essay asked Clara. "I mean, this is pretty fancy...."


  "Psssh. It's what Mama remembers wearing. You know th' real thing got burned up along with all th' wedding pictures in th' Big One. But that mind reader hunk you work with pulled the memory outta Mama, so you get t' wear it, even if it *is* a bit...embellished." Clara was an Ybarra, related on Sara's mother's side, but the massive quake that hit the Los Angeles area in 2013 had taken so many chunks out of the extended family structure that Essay's mother had ended up becoming just "Mama" to most of the kids who survived.


  "Did it have to be let out so far on Mama?" Essay patted her belly, clearly showing she was in her ninth month of pregnancy.


  Clara laughed. "I can't picture Mama ever fitting into this, 'letting out' or no. But I guess even she was flaca once. I bet she was about as entitled to wear white as you are, though."


  Essay shuddered. "Ai. I don't wanna think about Mama having sex. Ever. It's just one of those things you know hadda happen at some point, but...eww."


  The two laughed.


  * * * *


  [March 18, 2026 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  "Okay, we got five Rodriguezes, seven Ybarras, two Martinezes, and one Matsui," Tom ticked off the names on his list and compared them to the passengers strapped into the shuttle. "Anyone else I don't know about supposed to show up at this pickup point?" The one Japanese man was a bit of a surprise, but apparently the extended Rodriguez clan had "adopted" several orphaned kids after the quake, and weren't too picky about racial background. There was more diversity among the Rodriguezes than there had been in his entire hometown growing up, if you ignored the college students.


  "Nope," an older hispanic, one of the Martinez family, replied. "Jaime was gonna show up, but he made it on an earlier flight."


  "Right, I remember that one," Tom nodded. "Okay, everyone strap in. This baby uses gravitics, so the ride is usually smooth, but the upper atmosphere sometimes has a few surprises."


  In fact, it almost never did, not really. But he threw in a few jinks and wobbles on purpose for the younger kids, who loved every second of it. This was the first time any of them had been into space, and other than the trip back, might be the last. Why not make it a little more memorable?


  Once he was out of the atmosphere, he took readings from the navcomputer and poured on the speed. "We should be at Venus in about an hour, it's safe to unbuckle. But don't horse around too much, or you might throw off the ship and we'll miss Venus," he said with a wink to Mr. Martinez. Actually, the navcomputer could compensate for anything short of a full-on superhuman brawl inside, but it'd keep the smaller kids in line. Hopefully.


  About ten minutes in, one of the teenaged boys came over to talk to him. "Heya...Javier, right?"


  The boy nodded. "Are you excited about the Prix Ultime?" Javier asked.


  "Oh, you a racing fan?"


  "Yeah! Mostly Formula One and some NASCAR, but *everyone's* talking about the Ultime on the racing groups. Mostly about how Chambers got rooked, though. You ever talk to him?"


  Tom smirked. He could tell where the real racing fans' priorities were. Not with the johnny-come-lately paranormal drivers, but with one of "their own" who was eligible. "Once in a while. He didn't start until last Fall, and I was already most of the way out of the Academy again. I suppose I can tell you now, since it's due to go official tomorrow anyway, but Bobby got an outside sponsor, so he'll be in the Ultime too."


  Bobby Chambers had been a promising racer on the Formula Junior circuit when his reflexes went from impressive to superhuman. A few tests later and he'd been ejected from the normals-only circuit and enrolled in the Academy.


  However, while a paranormal race like the Prix Ultime would be just the thing to let Bobby get back into his chosen career, the Combine government had decided against sponsoring him. Taking place on the Grand Prix course in Monaco, the Ultime was just too likely to draw supervillain activity to risk an untried paranormal like Bobby, so Tom had been sponsored. He had less real racing experience, but if things got hairy, as they were almost guaranteed to with Conflicto as one of the racers, Tom was a lot better equipped to survive.


  No need to tell Javier that Bobby's "outside sponsor" was Derek Radner, though. Bobby had almost turned it down, and a lot of people in the government would have been really pleased if he had. That bit of info getting out even a day early would get Tom in hot water, so better to just keep it to himself.


  "Bobby's gonna kick your ass," Javier smirked.


  "He can try," Tom smirked back, mimicking Javier's tone. "There might be speed limiters on the cars, and he might have super-reflexes, but for me, moving at a hundred meters per second is like a gentle stroll. I'll eat him alive in the cornering."


  "Just keep tellin' yourself that, 'Lightfoot'...."


  * * * *


  [March 20, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  It was a beautiful late afternoon day, and had been for a few weeks. The weather on Venus had settled down, with the most severe storm systems staying mainly at the day-night terminator, and only occasional brief showers roaming across the day side.


  Thousands of people were gathered in the natural amphitheater facing the bay, repesenting nearly the entire population of the settlement, plus guests flown in from Earth or even from other settlements on the planet. A pair of centaurs represented the "ruler" of Venus, while Conflicto of the CSV was present and actually behaving himself.


  But the places of honor on either side of the main stage were taken by friends and family of the couple. To one side was most of the membership of ASH, as well as those agents of STRAFE who had gone to school with Peregryn and Essay, and a scattering of North American Combine government officials. To the other were the dozens of Rodriguezes, Ybarras, Martinezes and other members of the extended clan Essay called family. Foremost among them was Mama Rodriguez, matriarch of the clan, who radiated enough force of personality to match the entire other side's luminaries.


  Peregryn and Essay stood together on the central stage, flanked by JakZak Taylor and Clara Ybarra as Best Man and Maid of Honor. Peregryn wore robes that evoked his usual uniform, but were fuller and longer, and billowed in the light sea breeze. Essay wore the elaborate bridal gown that her mother swore was the spitting image of the one Mama Rodriguez had been married in. JakZak wore his fanciest dress uniform in russet and gold, while Clara had on a light blue dress similar to Essay's, but less elaborate.


  There was no priest, for this was not to be a Catholic ceremony, something that had caused some friction on the bride's side, but had been settled eventually. Instead, JakZak added the role of master of ceremonies to his other duties.


  "Friends, family, fellow citizens of two worlds," JakZak started, but he paused as a shadow passed over the crowd.


  Near the horizon flew a great ibis of golden metal, circling lazily to the southeast, its mighty wings blocking out the Sun intermittently. But that wasn't enough, for below it rose the titanic head of the Leviathan herself! And from the west a deep thrumming could be heard as the stone beetle Heraclius appeared atop the hillside, as if from nowhere.


  None made any move to advance further...they merely watched.


  Clara elbowed her cousin. "Idiota! They were listening!" she hissed, referring to Essay's jesting invitation to the giant monsters to attend the wedding.


  "Everyone stay calm..." JakZak started to say, but he didn't sound as sure of himself as he'd have liked.


  "There is no reason to fear," added the voice of a woman, which seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere. "There is a truce today, for the joyous event," she added.


  And then, as if merely ascending a staircase cleverly hidden inside the solid rock of the stage, a dusky woman with glimmering, sun-bleached hair and robes that shifted like sunlight on the water rose up between Essay and Peregryn.


  The groom fell to one knee, and in the crowd, Yvan Viau let out a gasp.


  "Stand, Peregryn," the woman said, motioning with her hand. "You owe me no honors, it is I who owe you. And, indirectly, you as well," she fixed Yvan with a smile.


  JakZak furrowed his brow and turned to Peregryn as the mage regained his feet. "Who is she?"


  "She is the spirit of this world," Peregryn replied. "Venus incarnate."


  "Call me Inanna," she laughed. "I know you two had planned to have no one officiate over this marriage, but would you allow me the honor?"


  Essay blinked. "Sure?" she replied, a bit shocked. Peregryn simply nodded.


  Inanna turned to face the crowd. "And welcome, all of you. If it helps, you may think of me as a native-born superhero," she smiled, setting the people at ease with equal parts charm and what amounted to the supernatural charisma of a demigod. "As I said, I owe a great debt to this man," she gestured to Peregryn, "and I have a feeling that their child," she now turned her hand to Essay, "will play an important role on this world. So, how could I resist coming here and helping them have a wedding that everyone will be talking about for years?"


  The tension somewhat drained from the scene, everyone resumed their places on the stage.


  "I believe you two wrote your own vows?" Inanna asked, her smile never faltering.


  * * * *


  The rest of the ceremony had passed in a bit of a haze. Perhaps it was a bit unfair of Inanna to upstage the bride on her day, JakZak thought, but it also helped draw off some of the ire Essay's more devoutly Catholic relatives had at the fact Howard wouldn't be joining the Church. At least Essay had sworn in her vows to raise their daughter Catholic...unfortunately, Inanna had almost giggled at that, which *definitely* didn't go over well.


  It was still a bit worrisome that the kaiju hadn't left yet. Sure, the reception was set up in a cleared area farther from shore, so the Leviathan was barely visible on the horizon, but Heraclius continued to loom over everything, and Bronzewing was flitting around almost randomly through the afternoon skies.


  "Yep, Sultry will definitely have a hissy," Conflicto smirked, then took a sip of his punch as he walked up to JakZak. "Totally upstaged."


  "Hello, Eugene," JakZak replied, his best diplomatic smile pasted in place. "A little more drama, this time, too."


  "Oh, I don't know about that," he winked. "We're just better at keeping the drama off-camera. Ask Coulter about it in, oh, five years or so."


  Whatever JakZak was going to say in response was cut off by a commotion from the dance floor, where Peregryn and Essay had been leading the fifth or sixth dance...JakZak had bowed out after three to mingle.


  "The baby's coming!" someone shouted from the knot of people that had clumped around the couple.


  "Heh. Okay, maybe it's a tie," Conflicto chuckled as JakZak rushed over.


  * * * *


  "The head's out," Doctor Poell said. Essay had been moved to a cot at the edge of the reception area, and privacy barriers of posts and curtains hastily erected. The OB/GYN had insisted they be on hand in advance, just in case. And she'd been right.


  "Does it hurt?" Clara asked.


  "Not...really," Essay replied. "A lot less than I thought it would."


  "Hah, we Rodriguezes are tough," Mama smiled, holding Essay's hand.


  "Are you doing something about this?" Peregryn asked Inanna, who stood just inside the curtain.


  "No, I'm merely bearing witness," the planetary spirit smiled. "I'll leave it to you new parents to discover all the wonders of this birth yourself."


  "Shoulders now...a little narrower than I thought they'd be," Dr. Poell commented. "Now, one more pu...she's out!" the doctor said, surprised. "Congratulations! It's a...boy?"


  "WHAT?" Peregryn and Essay said in unison.


  "Yes, many wonders," Inanna smiled knowingly, then vanished.


  * * * *


  Claudette Viau landed gently in the open-air reception area, next to Conflicto. "Good day, Eugene. You're looking well."


  "And you're looking a lot smaller than last time I saw you," he winked. "You're late for the festivities...the wedding *and* the birth."


  "I tried to get her earlier, but that damned bronze-winged monstrosity up there wouldn't let me past until just now," she turned to point at the ibis, but it had vanished. "So, is the mage's child a boy or a girl?"


  "Yes."


  "What?"


  "Well, from what I heard, all the prenatal tests, including genetic ones, showed it was going to be a daughter. But she's got the wrong equipment for that to be the case."


  Claudette laughed, a somewhat harsher sound than Conflicto cared for. "This should be interesting. Well, I expect the happy couple is going to be rather busy, and confused, for a while. Could you tell them I have a gift for them when you get the chance?"


  "Oh, what would that be? A unisex baby onesie?"


  "No, I've decided to let Peregryn visit the Dorval Airport and see if he can undo one of the many things he regrets having been unable to fix. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to talk to my brother...."


  * * * *


  "Is our baby a boy or a girl?" Essay demanded of Dr. Poell.


  "The chromosomes still test as XX, Mrs. Henderson," the doctor shrugged, looking up from her diagnostic computer. "And the external genitalia were not present in the scan I performed last week. But I think I have the answer. Look at this," she swiveled the display screen around to show the parents. "This is backscatter scan taken during the actual birth. Remember how I seemed shocked at how quickly your daughter was born? Look at this, in slow motion."


  "The skeleton...is shifting?" Peregryn frowned. "She's a shapeshifter."


  "Dios," Mama Rodriguez gasped. "Even poor little Carlos didn't show any talents until he was five...my grand...daughter is born paranormal?"


  "That's how it looks. Obviously, the Magene doesn't show up in any DNA tests, but there's precedent for paranormal expression in utero, especially for children of paranormals."


  "As happened to Arin Kelsey," Peregryn nodded.


  "Exactly. Fortunately, this time it was totally benign, if initially confusing." Arin's son had been born with time-twisting powers that accelerated his gestation and nearly killed Arin in the process, and an Anchor had been required as a wetnurse to keep him from dying of old age before his first birthday. Any obstetrician working with paranormals worried that their patient would be another Christopher Kelsey.


  At this point, Sarah Grant-Taylor stepped into the curtained-off "room", bringing a chill with her as a byproduct of her icy form. "Peregryn, could I talk to you? Conflicto just passed me a message from Caryatid that you really need to hear. NOW," she added with a mixture of hope and desperation tinging her voice.


  * * * *


  [March 21, 2026 - Montreal, Venus]


  The shuttle settled down on the somewhat cracked and ill-maintained taxiway of Montreal's Dorval airport. Lack of care combined with the occasional subsidence had rendered it unsuitable for the large jets it was designed to support, but gravitic-drive craft like the ASH shuttle only needed a clear space the size of the vehicle itself for their VTOL operations.


  "I still don't trust her motives," Solar Max noted cautiously, shooting a glance at his wife, but referring to Claudette Viau.


  "*I* don't trust her motives, and she's my sister," Yvan countered. "No matter what she tells us, you can be sure there's at least one more reason hidden under the surface."


  "I was going to say you're being paranoid, darling," Comet smiled weakly, "but if Labyrinthe thinks it's a trap..."


  "I don't think it's a trap," Yvan interjected. "There's ulterior motives, and then there's the hidden dagger. I've known my sister long enough to tell the difference. No, if there's a trap involved here, it's not immediate, and may not even be to your detriment. For all I know, this is part of some complicated diplomatic ploy, and she's using this to gain points against a rival. The Sans Rouge claims to follow her loyally, but I've known most of them for a while as well, and I doubt all of them have given up on being at the top of the hierarchy without at least some regret."


  Peregryn, who had been silent up to that point, shrugged. "There will be a cost. There always is. Whether part of that cost goes to pay Caryatid is, at this point, immaterial. You have both suffered long enough because of my inadequacy," he nodded to Solar Max and Comet, then led the four out onto the tarmac.


  "Hello my brother, and guests," Claudette beamed from the doorway of the terminal building.


  "Greetings, sister. We have come in response to your invitation," Yvan frowned slightly. "Your uncharacteristically generous invitation."


  "You wound me, but you are essentially correct, Yvan, it isn't much like me, is it?" she continued to smile. "You have not been here since we were released from our duties," she referred to the months they had spent holding back the then-lethal environment of Venus, "but I have had time to reacclimate to our city. And the link between this one," she pointed casually at Comet, "and the place of her transformation has been a nagging thorn in my side. One I would prefer to pluck out. And if it improves relations with our neighbors, and between us, my dear brother, so much the better."


  Peregryn seemed to reflect on this for a moment. "A plausible motive. Your soul-link to Montreal is deep, and the reason the city followed you into banishment. The fact that Comet yet lives proves that her link to her body is intact, despite the intervening time and distance."


  Yvan turned to the others, as if to remind them that there must be another layer, then nodded. "Very well. Shall we get started? Peregryn has a bride to get back to."


  * * * *


  "Move your arm down just a little bit more," Yvan advised, focusing on the faint spatial distortions caused by the link between Comet and the plane of elemental ice.


  "Oh...I can feel it. It's like settling into a...groove in the couch," Comet finished somewhat weakly. She had disrobed so that nothing foreign would "swap" along with her body, and stood on an inch-thick layer of ice to raise her up to the level of where her boots had held her before Cockatrice had turned her to ice.


  "Now stay exactly in that position," Claudette advised. "Peregryn, you will have to pull at her flesh and blood, Yvan will push at the ice that now forms her body, and I will seal the rift behind you both so that there is no disastrous intrusion. On the count of three?"


  The other two nodded, focusing on the tasks at hand. Peregryn held a lock of Sarah's hair from before the accident, allowing him to use sympathetic magic. Labyrinthe focused on the rippling edges of reality that grew ever weaker the longer Comet overlapped herself. And Caryatid...was prepared for what she was to do.


  "Un...deux...TROIS!"


  There was a blast of wintry wind that blinded everyone for a moment and a cold howling that ripped at hearing.


  When it was gone, Comet stood there, a statue of ice.


  "No!" Solar Max gasped.


  Then the layer of rime cracked, fell away all at once, revealing Meteor, shivering but alive, unchanged since that moment in July 2024 when JakZak had thought he'd lost her forever. She was even clad in her old uniform of green and gold.


  There were no words. None were needed. He gathered her up in his arms and didn't let go for a long time.


  * * * *


  The "heroes" had left, Yvan with them. But he would be back, Claudette reflected. The rift between them had healed a great deal today. She had spoken truth, as far as it had gone...the irritating splinter in her spirit had been removed, and she had won a nice public relations victory.


  Claudette snapped her fingers. A column of ice in the form of a woman appeared before her, a caryatid of purest elemental cold that aptly symbolized her new link to that plane.


  "But there's always fringe benefits, too."


  * * * *


  [March 22, 2026 - Imdr Regio, Venus]


  Imdr Regio was in the early to mid-morning of the year-long Venusian day, past the morning storms but not yet into the full oppressive heat of midday. The Sun hung warmly in the west, with only the occasional thin cloud passing in front of it. Waves churned by storms hundreds of miles away lapped gently at the pebbly beach, and wind blew the trees in gentle swaying motion. The occasional bird could be heard, but the small island off the main Regio was devoid of any larger life.


  All in all, about as idyllic as it got on Venus. Perfect for a honeymoon. Or a second honeymoon.


  Sarah rolled over on the beach blanket and sat up, closing her eyes and enjoying the warmth on her face. "I feel a little guilty about this. I mean, Howard and Essay are the ones who got married, but they're stuck back in Falcon Bay while we run off here."


  "They've got little Evangelina to keep 'em busy, this would be wasted on the proud parents," JakZak smiled, running a hand along his wife's leg. "Besides, someone may drop us in the middle of a plot to destroy the world tomorrow, let's not waste time worrying right now. There's time enough for that tomorrow."


  "I suppose there always *is* tomorrow," she winked, and leaned over to kiss her husband warmly.


  * * * *


  [April 14, 2026 - Monaco]


  Lightfoot watched as the scale-covered mage Glyph cast her spell on his silver and white formula racer. While the car's own speed limiters would cause parts to break if he tried to use his powers to go too fast, there was always the concern that he could use his abilities offensively. True, he had to be touching something to make it go fast, but even Chambers was getting a glyph on his car to prevent his powers from working more than a meter from the car...and Chambers's only power was super-reflexes.


  Then again, you never knew when someone might manifest a new ability in the heat of action. And, of course, if there were exceptions made, he *knew* Conflicto would manage to get himself made an exception too. He could just make out Eugene's garishly-painted car at the other end of the pit, and Eugene was probably underneath it, tinkering. They'd both come back to Earth a week ago to prep for the race, but Tom had managed to avoid the Conclaver most of the time since then.


  All in all, it had been a quiet few weeks. Not much had happened once he got all of Essay's relatives back to Earth. The weather was even nice, although he knew that was Sultry's doing more than anything else. Races generally weren't scheduled for April, on account of April showers and all that.


  Still, he couldn't shake the feeling that someone was walking on his grave. That there were storms on the horizon that Sultry couldn't hold back. Maybe it was just a byproduct of his lifestyle, but it really felt like the other shoe was getting ready to drop, and it was a 14EEE....


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


  Next:


  The Prologue to "Four to Never" continues in CSV #26, "Time Trials," the first issue of CSV to come out since 2003! And then come back here for Lap 1 of "Four to Never," as time itself fractures in ASH #77, "Time Traps"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Grind and JakZak's talk happened in ASH #41.


  Yes, the Santari cloning bit was in response to Saxon Brenton's review comments about #75. :) I've decided on the root cause, but it's not something I want to bring up in-story until I'm ready to do something with it.


  "Formula Junior" is not actually a circuit for minors, it's just a lower cost/experience circuit. Kinda like minor leagues for formula racing.


  Most of the events surrounding the wedding of Triton and Sultry in CSV #25 are unknown to those not personally involved, and Coulter's wedding gift to Triton was to promise to not leak the photos or story until seven years after the wedding. He kinda bent that when he gave up Gimble's location.


  Dr. Poell is a semi-Tuckerization of my own physician, and while he's not an OB/GYN, he does share space with several (which makes for an odd wait in the waiting room for me, since the door is labeled OB/GYN). Maybe he has a daughter or niece who took up doctoring. :) BTW, the name is pronounced like "pale".


  "Poor little Carlos" is Carlos Rodriguez, Essay's younger cousin, and one of the final victims of the Burnout Killer (see the Academy miniseries).


  Sarah Grant-Taylor was turned to ice during the Battle of Montreal, in CSV #15. She regained her ability to move despite still being made of ice in ASH #33, and soon after took the codename Comet.


  "Four to Never" is one of those ideas Tony and I have been kicking around in one form or another for years, pretty much since CSV #25 came out, if not longer. Since then, Tony's been busy writing professionally, including being a finalist in the Writers of the Future competition with one story and then coming in second in the first quarter of 2006 with another. An earlier draft had it kicking off at the Grand Prix in May, but Tony had a burst of writing earlier than I expected, and rather than try to jump ahead an extra month, I suggested a paranormals version of the race in April, which Tony dubbed the Prix Ultime. And, of course, given that Lightfoot was named after a racecar Transformer, he *had* to be involved. :)


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


  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/ !


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


  Conclave of Super-Villains #26 - FOUR TO NEVER Prologue: Time Trials


  The cover shows a clock-face, with an ankh for the hour hand and the AstroSpear for the minute hand reads four minutes to midnight, is super- imposed over a satellite photo of Monaco. The hour and the minute hands converge over a top-down view of the airship, Skyhaven.


  



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


  Blackbird & Countinghouse Presents:


  CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS


  An Academy of Super-Heroes Universe Comic


  copyright 2007 by Tony Pi


  #26 - FOUR TO NEVER: Prologue


  "Time Trials" ===========================================================================


  Active


  TRITON / Derek Murdock Radner / Gadgeteer/Electricity


  SULTRY / Zuri Angeline Croft / Weather Control


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  KALIBAN / Kaliban Kalibos / Monstrous Strength


  TIARA / Princess Ursula of Monaco / Master Thief


  BURNOUT / Trish Catrall/Tyra Dumont / Ash Elemental


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Wispform, Hypnosis


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Magic


  



  Inactive


  TERRASTAR / Polla Hectrix Termiddo / Earth Control


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Cybernetics


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


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


  [April 14, 2026 - Port of Monaco]


  The middle-aged woman in sunglasses stood on the deck of her yacht, the _Lazy Twilight_, and gazed up at the black airship high over the Rock of Monaco. It was Skyhaven, the mobile aerial headquarters for the Conclave of Super-Villains, in town for the first ever paranormal grand prix, the Prix Ultime.


  Literally, the Ultimate Prize.


  She flipped the cover of a device roughly the size and shape of a pocket-watch, and a miniature holographic daemon appeared, hovering over red, glowing glass. It resembled a cross between Anubis and Pan.


  "Good afternoon, madam. The time is sixteen-hundred hours and three minutes, fifty-two seconds, April fourteenth, twenty twenty-six. How many I be of assistance?"


  "Hello, Cronyx," she replied. "Please continue the surveillance report. Only the most recent intel, please." She knew most of the information by heart, but a refresher was always wise before any mission, especially with so much at stake.


  "As you wish, madam," the daemon said.


  In the blink of an eye, the woman and her hologram seemed to teleport to another place, but it was only a three-dimensional construct projected onto her specially-crafted lenses. They appeared to be in the midst of a crowd of journalists at the Casino in Monte Carlo. Sounds from the press conference were piped through tiny speakers in the frame of her glasses.


  The woman touched the daemon's device, moving them like ghosts through the virtual landscape. She paused in front of a beautiful woman in an elegant white dress and priceless jewelry, answering a British journalist's question.


  SUBJECT 27: TIARA


  "Tiara. Princess Ursula of Monaco, master thief. Threat level, low. She isn't paranormal. Though not at present an active member of the Conclave of Super-Villains, focusing on her regal obligations of late, due to a madness glyph that has incapacitated her father," reported Cronyx. "She intends to use her infamy as Tiara to draw tourism to Monaco, and is sponsoring the Prix Ultime."


  The woman nodded, and listened to Tiara's interview.


  "Who are we expecting among the racers?" said the Tiara image, repeating a reporter's question. "Well, we are open to anyone who scores a 3.5 or higher on the Tesla Index. There are a few you will recognize. Arc of EUROPA. Conflicto of the CSV. Lightfoot of the Academy of Super-Heroes. From the Academy's student body, Bobby Chambers, who some of you may recall from the Formula Junior racing circuit before the manifestation of his talent forced him to withdraw." There were some murmurs from the crowd as the minor scandal surrounding that was recalled.


  Another journalist raised her hand. "Aren't you concerned about... certain racers sabotaging other racers with their powers?"


  "I understand your concern," said Tiara. "However, there are strict rules and safeguards in place against the use of paranormal powers against other racers."


  "Such as?"


  "Every racing car is glyph-marked to limit the effective range of powers from inside to one meter. Even if a racer breaks the rule, he or she will be mystically identified and ejected from the vehicle immediately," said the princess. "To make the race even more interesting, we will also be using speed limiters so that the race will hinge on cornering and well-timed acceleration. We wouldn't want the race to be over in a matter of seconds, would we?"


  The crowd laughed.


  "Any word on Prince Maxim's recovery?" asked a Belgian reporter.


  Tiara kept up her smile. "Thank you for asking about my father's health, but at this point in time, there is little change in his illness. The doctors are hopeful, however, that one day he may return to his former self."


  "Cronyx, cut audio," said the woman. "Her father may be a point of leverage. Next."


  The image shifted, showing a racing pit. A race-car driver dressed in bright yellow with clashing orange and blue arrows was polishing a car in the same tasteless color scheme, while a woman in a robe covered in glowing sigils painted a glyph on the steering wheel. Instead of skin, she had rainbow-hued scales covering her.


  SUBJECT 28: CONFLICTO and SUBJECT 29: GLYPH


  "Conflicto," said Cronyx. "Threat level, moderate. He controls friction and viscosity. The subject has matured much over the past year, abandoning the role of clown for a more serious outlook on life. It is only partly successful. In times of stress, he reverts back to the role of joker. Infatuated at one time with fellow teammate Spiral, he pursued her and ex-CSV member Challenger to America, culminating in an incident at a circus that nearly devastated Raleigh, North Carolina. Out of that incident, he has amassed a menagerie that he calls the Zoo of Malice. Recently, he was in charge of Khadam forces on Venus, using the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas. Has a love of technological toys."


  "Add Spiral as a point of weakness to his file. Also add possible sentimental attachment to his vehicle," said the woman. "His powers could be devastating, but hardly world-beater class. This Glyph is more of a threat." She patched into the sound.


  Conflicto whined to Glyph. "Couldn't you leave that hex off my sweet ride, cute-and-scaly?"


  Glyph hissed in reply. "Stick with the rules, Eugene. Remember, our goal is to improve our image in the public eye. Behave, especially around Spiral and Challenger."


  Conflicto grumbled.


  "Glyph. Threat level, high," said Cronyx. "A sorceress who employs written symbols to manipulate magic, her powers are most versatile yet limited by her mode of sorcery. The current leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains since Triton stepped down over a year ago. Not as effective a leader as Triton, being more of a recluse, which led to the past year being quiet on the CSV front. Thus far, her most notable achievement during her tenure as CSV leader has been the team's cooperation with ASH during the rise of the World Serpent. However, as you can see, she has twisted that help into power for herself. Her new scales make her nearly invulnerable to physical attacks. However, it also made her cold-blooded."


  The woman examined the scales on the Glyph hologram. "The power stolen from the World Serpent makes her an even more formidable threat," she said. "File annotation: obsession with serpentine totem, and vulnerability to cold. Show me the other mages, Cronyx."


  SUBJECT 30: LABYRINTHE and SUBJECT 31: CARYATID


  The hologram shifted to show a man dressed in a dark gray bodysuit covered in labyrinthine patterns, his deep blue cloak swirling about him in a manner that suggested it was no natural wind that moved it. He was creating a crystal-shielded road through a strange deciduous forest. A woman in a blue cloak and white bodysuit floated in the sky above him, combating feathered serpents in the air by encasing them in elemental ice.


  "Labyrinthe and Caryatid, twin mages specializing in space distortion and spirit summoning, respectively. The threat levels of both are high. However, they were banished from Earth along with the city of Montreal a while back, having spent their energies keeping the city safe on the planet Venus. When Peregryn took the World Serpent to Venus, he liberated them from their confinement, but the twins are incapable of returning to Earth. Their expected interference is minimal," said Cronyx.


  "Good. Too many mages could complicate our plans," said the woman.


  "However, if they do become a factor later, note that the brother-sister relationship is strained," added Cronyx. "Their primary loyalty at this point in time is to Montreal, though they are cooperating with the Conclave of Super-Villains during the colonization of Venus."


  "What are they doing now?" asked the woman.


  "Establishing a safe road from Falcon Bay through the Venusian forest to Montreal," said Cronyx. "There is another CSV member on Venus at the present time."


  "Show me."


  SUBJECT 32: LIGHT ERRANT


  A small will-o-wisp floated through the jungles of Venus in the company of a swarm of stone beetles, being pursued by a green living light, shooting energy beams and destroying the bugs. "Light Errant, human will-o-wisp. Threat-level, mid. Again, her presence on Venus takes her out of the equation, although she has the ability to travel to Earth under her own power. Recently, she has been using her hypnotic powers to entrance this particular beetle swarm, and she has been leading assaults on NAC forces, although the true master of the beetles seems to have been quiet of late. The one chasing her is Beacon of the Academy of Super-Heroes."


  The woman sighed. "Chiaroscuro will be disappointed. Anyone else likely to be out of play?"


  "Two, maybe three," said Cronyx.


  SUBJECT 33: KALIBAN


  A black-furred creature appeared in the holographic image, conferring with a centaur in what seemed to be a building with Greco-Minoan architecture. However, the statuary around them were distinctly bestial in appearance.


  "Kaliban, threat level low," continued Cronyx. "When the minotaur godling Q'Nos created his kingdom out of 'Shattered Hellas,' the CSV wisely sent Kaliban as ambassador to the court of Q'Nos. Due to his feral appearance, he is palatable to the creatures that inhabit the kingdom. Though he is highly intelligent, he will unlikely be an immediate factor in the coming fight, due to his ambassadorial commitments."


  "Good. Next," said the woman.


  SUBJECT 34: MYRIAD


  A black blob with thirty tentacles and just as many eyes on eyestalks sat in the Conclave of Super-Villains HQ monitor room, adjusting controls and reading sensors.


  "Myriad. Shapeshifter. Threat level, mid. Her current assignment is to monitor CSV activities from the HQ in Khadam while the team enjoys their holiday in Monaco. She may come to the CSV's assistance if called, so I would advise keeping her in the equation. A versatile mimic and mistress of countless forms, she is both muscle and spy. However, as an artificial lifeform, she is vulnerable to a range of chemical and biological agents that are otherwise harmless to humans."


  The woman nodded. "Thank you. And the third?"


  SUBJECT 35: TERRASTAR


  The Jardin Botanique of Monaco flashed into holographic being, filled with flowers that were blooming earlier than they usually did. "Switching on gravitational filters," said Cronyx. The image turned black, with glowing golden lines delineating space-time curvature. A pocket of bent space, though invisible in the normal visual spectrum, became apparent. The outline of a huge woman wielding a mace was trapped inside the spatial chrysalis.


  "TerraStar. Nominally a witch of earth and stone, but her powers are greater than she pretends. Threat level, high, but she will be incapacitated for the duration of the battle. During Triton and Sultry's wedding, she had been sealed inside this space-time fissure by Triton. However, using magic, her mind had escaped confinement and had taken over the heroine Geode. When the opportunity arose, she merged with the giant Venusian beetle Heraclius. It is likely that she is currently distracted by the activities of Light Errant from her quest to recover her body. As a result, she will have little impact on our plans."


  "And yet her prison is the Lock that our Four Keys must open," said the woman, running her hand through the image of the trapped TerraStar.


  SUBJECT 36: CHALLENGER and SUBJECT 37: SPIRAL


  The scenery changed slightly, returning to the visible spectrum, this time showing a cybernetically-enhanced human hand-in-hand with a lithe Russian woman strolling in the botanical garden, not far from the spatial rift. They seemed to be enjoying the last of the daylight and the surprisingly balmy weather for this time of year.


  "Challenger and Spiral. Threat level for Challenger low. He has minor cybernetic enhancements, but his sharp mind and his notoriety as a reporter of paranormal activity are his greatest assets. After leaving the CSV with Spiral, he became an instructor at the Academy, teaching Ethics and Journalism. His presence here is motivated by his student Bobby Chambers, as previously noted."


  The woman shook her head. "Re-evaluate him as threat level mid. I've seen how his mind works first-hand. He is more dangerous than most people give him credit for. Continue with Spiral."


  Cronyx bowed. "File amended. Spiral. Mistress of telekinetic torque. Threat level, mid. Along with Challenger, she resides at the Academy. However, given her criminal past, she had been placed under probation until she has proven herself trustworthy. This is her first major foray out of the Academy on good behavior. She hopes to become an instructor at the Academy in the new academic year. She and Challenger seem devoted to each other, which irks Conflicto to no end."


  "Thank you. Continue," said the woman.


  SUBJECT 38: BURNOUT


  The image shifted to that of the bridge of Skyhaven. A red-skinned woman with grey hair piloted the ship, muttering to herself in a singsong.


  "Burnout. Threat level, high. Able to transmute people into ash. Possibly the deadliest power that needs to be dealt with. Formerly mortal enemies Cockatrice and Mister Strings, the actions of Jessa Dumont trapped Mister Strings into the mind of Cockatrice," revealed Cronyx. "Due to the strange merger, Burnout is immune to mental effects. Although the two minds have had much time to adapt to their shared body, Burnout may still hesitate in times of crisis as the two minds struggle for dominance. Recommendation: blinding her as soon as possible."


  "Thank you," said the woman. "That leaves Sultry and Triton."


  SUBJECT 39: SULTRY


  The holographic scenery shifted to the skies above Monaco. Flying beside the giant airship was a woman in orange, basking in the sun. "Sultry. Weather manipulator. Threat level, high. She has been blessing Monaco with perfect weather in Monaco for months, making the country among the top travel destinations in the world. I believe it is a gift for Tiara, who had permitted her and Triton to hide their twin children in Monaco. She has done little else recently besides being a mother to her two children. However, she can be a fury when she needs to be, especially if her husband Triton or her children are in danger."


  "And the Fourth Key?" asked the woman.


  SUBJECT 40: TRITON


  A clean-shaven man sat in his office aboard Skyhaven, poring over documents as his children, a boy and a girl, played with CSV action figures on the floor before him. The children each wore a force-field generator like their father. A suit of blue-and-white armor stood behind a shimmering force-field the corner, along with a great shaft of gray metal studded with conduits and controls.


  "Triton. Electricity generation is his natural power, but he is a gadgeteer of much skill. Presently the Chancellor of Khadam, he stepped down from CSV leadership but still participates in team activities as necessary. Threat level..."


  "High," said the woman. "He is our Fourth Key. He made the spatial rift here with the AstroSpear, and it will be that act which dooms him and the others." She gave a soft laugh. "Aside from his love of Sultry and his children, it will be his pride that causes his downfall."


  "Those are all the subjects under surveillance," said Cronyx. "Anything else, madam?"


  "One last thing," said the woman. She entered the yacht through the hatch. On the ground was an open golden sarcophagus, the interior of the casket filled with glowing circuitry. A young male form wrapped in bandages that resembled black gel was struggling inside the coffin, but unable to escape. Bound like a mummy, only his pleading eyes were visible. The lid to the sarcophagus hung from the ceiling.


  The woman lowered the lid, sealing the prisoner inside the sarcophagus. The casket was the spitting image of Cronyx, and in its hands was a golden ankh. Its Anubis-eyes began to glow sapphire-blue.


  "Begin Operation 'Four to Never'," instructed the woman.


  "Yes, madam," said the Cronyx-casket, and in a burst of blue lightning, vanished.


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


  Next:


  "Four to Never" Lap 1 kicks off in ASH #77, "Time Traps" as the plans of our mysterious viewpoint character from this issue get underway! Then, come back here in CSV #27 for Lap 2, "Time Bombs"!


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


  Author's Note:


  The CSV's back! I can't believe it's been almost four years since I wrote the last issue. Where have I been? Well, I've been trying my hand at professional publication, and recently became the Second Place winner in the Writers of the Future Contest, First Quarter 2006. It left little time to write CSV issues, but I did manage to consult with Dave on storylines involving the CSV, including the evolution of the "Four to Never" arc that you are reading now.


  This issue actually hadn't been in the plans, but Dave suggested that I let readers catch up with what's been happening with the super-villains since the #1-#25 run. So, this is more of a Who's Who in the CSV and what they are doing now, and a teaser for the dramatic events about to unfold. You can find the references to the actual issues of ASH where certain events happened above. Enjoy!


  Editor's Notes:


  Here's some references for events mentioned in this issue, for those wishing to go back and reread (or read for the first time) those stories.


  Subject 27: Tiara - Maxim's madness was caused by one of Glyph's spells, some time between CSV #19 and CSV #25 (referenced in #25, but not shown).


  Subject 28: Conflicto - The Raleigh incident happened between CSV #25 and ASH #50, but this is an untold tale as yet. Conflicto arrived on Venus in ASH #62 with the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas to help found the settlement of Tritonis on Ouda Regio, and was present for the wedding of Peregryn and Essay in ASH #76 before heading back to Earth for the Prix Ultime.


  Subject 29: Glyph - Ascended to leadership of the Conclave of Super- Villains at the end of CSV #25. She absorbed the scales of the World Serpent in ASH #50.


  Subject 30: Labyrinthe - Yvan was banished from Earth during the Capstone series, and was part of Montreal's protective dome until Peregryn freed him in ASH #64. He spent the next few months with the Falcon Bay settlement, but reunited with his sister in ASH #76. Peregryn's banishment, while directed at Caryatid, affected Yvan and still prevents him from returning to Earth.


  Subject 31: Caryatid - Same fate as Yvan. Following the breaking of the dome in ASH #64, she took over as ruler of Montreal, with the Sans Rouge as her inner circle. She has since gained power over elemental ice, but is likewise still mystically prevented from coming to Earth.


  Subject 32: Light Errant - Her presence on Venus has not yet been explained, nor have her actions since CSV #25 (when she was admitted to the team) been depicted. So you haven't missed anything. :)


  Subject 33: Kaliban - He was appointed Ambassador Plenipotentiary for Khadam to the court of Q'Nos in ASH #60, arrived in ASH #61, and has been there ever since.


  Subject 34: Myriad - Her activities since CSV #25 have not been revealed.


  Subject 35: TerraStar - Sealed in the warp bubble in CSV #25. In ASH #50, she projected her spirit out of her trapped body and into the body of Base of the Pillar, saving the Moslem superhero from death and transforming her into a new form as Geode. TerraStar mostly bided her time riding Geode's body, until ASH #70, when she transferred her spirit into the mighty stone beetle, Heraclius. She has since attended the wedding of Peregryn and Essay in that form. Her reaction to Light Errant's actions on Venus has not been revealed.


  Subject 36: Challenger - After traveling for a while with Spiral after both left the Conclave of Super-Villains in CSV #25, Coulter was offered sanctuary and a job at the Academy in ASH #43. He accepted in ASH #45, and has been teaching ethics and journalism there since. He has occasionally given information or advice to ASH.


  Subject 37: Spiral - As part of Coulter's deal, Spiral was put on a sort of probation, as outlined this issue. She has been allowed out of the Academy on occasion, with supervision, but this was her first trip out of the Combine.


  Subject 38: Burnout - Cockatrice and Mr. Strings were merged in CSV #21. Burnout was framed for a Hangman killing in ASH #73, but cleared when she was able to demonstrate that she had been in Khadam the entire time, and further cleared when Supernaut was blamed for the murder in ASH #75.


  Subject 39: Sultry - Fought against sirens in ASH #50, off-screen.


  Subject 40: Triton - Has been running Khadam since stepping down as leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains in CSV #25. Took part in the defense of Haven in ASH #50, and has performed various diplomatic maneuvers regarding Q'Nos and Venus. Appeared in holographic form before the United World in ASH #69 to publicly recognize Q'Nos's claims to Venus and declare non-aggression with Q'Nos on Earth.


  Who are Subjects #1-26? Well, there ARE supernormals other than the CSV that might interfere with our mysterious lady's plans. Not to mention, three unnamed Keys....


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #77 - FOUR TO NEVER Lap 1: Time Traps


  The cover shows a segment of a bank of TV screens, each showing different views of the Prix Ultime race. Oddly, a different car seems to be in the lead on each of the four screens.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana 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


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


  [April 15, 2026 - Monaco, Eurasian Union]



  It was a beautiful day, the springtime Sun shining brightly on the citystate of Monaco thanks to special arrangements made with the "First Lady" of Khadam, Angeline Croft, aka Sultry. Sultry was not in the royal box, despite an invitation to do so...Ursula accepted that the low-born but lately-elevated woman didn't care for the Grimaldis in general, and Ursula in specific.


  Princess Ursula looked at the street below, calmly holding the flag with which she would officially start the Prix Ultime in a matter of moments. Compared to the bustle of the Grand Prix, it was an almost pitifully thin field: Arc of France, Lightfoot from the Combine, junior phenom Bobby Chambers...also of the Combine, but sponsored by Khadam, Ethan "Dice" Kynes of Manhattan, and Ursula's old teammate Eugene Kwan, aka Conflicto. None of the Chinese or Moslem nations had sent racers this time, and she was a bit surprised that the Otakuza had withdrawn their competitor...if anyone could outshine Conflicto's car in a literal sense, it would have been the infamous Yellow Senshi.


  Each drove a specially modified Formula-1 car with additions both technological and mystical intended to prevent them from abusing their powers too badly in the race. The Prix Ultime's draw was that all the racers were supernormals, but without precautions the entire thing would be over in seconds with Lightfoot the clear winner...unless Conflicto glued his car to the starting gate. A supernormal demolition derby, while having a certain charm of its own, was not what Ursula envisioned for her city. Still, even limited to "reasonable" speeds (by the definition of reasonable that included any racing circuit) and prevented from using their powers against each other, the race should certainly present aspects heretofore unseen in professional racing.


  Chambers brought the only professional skill to the race, and combined with his enhanced reflexes, it would provide the "traditional" thrill of the race, with his guile and experience letting him outthink his opponents. Dice's inhuman luck would let him get away with truly insane maneuvering. Both Conflicto and Lightfoot could use their powers to advantage in high speed cornering. She wasn't quite sure how much use Arc's own powers would be, but her overall resilience would certainly let her emulate Dice's fearless insanity.


  Engines were revving, tires smoking from burn-in spins. Five cars abreast at the starting line with a sharp turn onto Rue Grimaldi forcing them to jockey for position the moment the flag dropped...which it soon would.


  Ursula turned about, waving regally to the crowd and to the television cameras that filled every available space along the route. The crowd erupted in shouts and cheers, and several of the racers revved their engines in anticipation.


  She raised the flag, and the crowd went hush in anticipation.


  The flag dropped.


  The five cars leapt from the starting line.


  And something was horribly wrong...but Ursula couldn't quite put her finger on it.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, above Monaco]


  Derek spared a glance from the immense monitor screen for his wife, who seemed to have gotten over her latest fit of pique. Most of the time she could tolerate Ursula, even be friendly with the princess of Monaco. But several days of maintaining the weather over Monaco had been taxing, and she'd been snappish ever since getting up. They'd agreed that attending the race in person might have been too much for Angeline to deal with today, so they stayed in what amounted to the best-appointed and highest skybox in all of Monaco...the floating fortress of Skyhaven.


  "I got fifty on Dice, any takers?" Burnout smiled. Turning to Glyph, she asked, "Before you decide, how many times has Conflicto tried to cheat his way past the sigil?" an impish smile on her ruddy features.


  "Today? None. Yesterday in practice? Five. The fifth time I trapped it to give him a rash in a very personal place."


  The control room erupted in laughter. Even latter-day royalty was allowed the occasional crude humor, Derek reflected. The twins were too young yet to understand what was being said, but being around laughter was always good. Well, probably too young...you never knew what might happen with the child of two supernormals. Look at the Henderson child, or Kelsey's son. But, so far, his darlings had been essentially normal, healthy children.


  "It should have cleared up by now," Glyph added, more seriously. "But I made it plain to him that it would return should he attempt to circumvent the sigil again."


  "Oh, I doubt he would have tried anything during the real race," Derek smiled. "Eugene has grown up a lot lately...yesterday was about being playful, but I don't think he would have really tried to cheat today. Even without the burning sensation as a reminder. Ah, there's the starting flag," he nodded at the monitor.


  The flag dropped.


  The racers accelerated.


  The picture went to static.


  "Did someone forget to pay the cable bi..." Burnout started, before a klaxon cut her off, and the static was replaced by an external view covered in warning text.


  "Gravitational anomaly, big one!" Burnout hissed. "And what the hell is THAT?" she pointed at the mirrored dome covering part of Monaco.


  "Brace for impact!" Derek shouted, diving to grab his children up and making sure their personal force field belts were active.


  To their credit, no one asked for an explanation, they just grabbed for stanchions or chairs, just before the shockwave hit, buffetting Skyhaven and making even the massive floating fortress shudder.


  From the floor, Derek explained once the wave had passed, "That's a gravitational gradient around Monaco, a region of slow light that acts almost like a mirror for any angle but dead-on. A gravity force field of the highest order...even Star Knight couldn't make one of those that big," he added. "Someone's sealing off the city for some reason, and I want to know why," he stood, handing the twins off to Sultry.


  "Sensor scans are getting nothing, everything bounces off," Burnout said in frustration.


  "I have no scrying spells prepared, but I can feel a wrongness about this," Glyph said, her serpentine-styled hair seeming to writhe in agitation.


  "Well, go prepare one, and fast," Derek ordered. "Unless my eyes are playing tricks on me, that sphere is growing!"


  * * * *


  [Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Tina suppressed a sigh, as she glanced around the living room of the Taylor apartment. Sarah and JakZak were snuggled together in a corner of the couch, Arin was sitting on Sal's lap, with a beanbag chair presumably still below the hulking Italian somewhere. Tina was the only singleton at the get-together, and it wasn't like she even had someone to bring.


  "Looks like the race is about to begin," she said, drawing the attention of the couples to the TV screen. They would have all liked to have attended the race in person, but strongly worded diplomatic suggestions from above limited them to Tom, who was in the race, and Scott, who was along to keep an eye on Coulter and Spiral.


  Suddenly, the screen went blank for a long few seconds.


  "Crud," Sal sighed, starting to lean over to give the TV a light tap. But before he could finish the motion, the image of the network's main sports studio came on.


  "We apologize, but we seem to have lost our feeds from Monaco. We're trying to, wait..." the anchor paused, listening to something in his earbud. "We switch now to the signal from our sister station at World News Network."


  An obvious helicopter camera shot appeared, with the words "MONACO - LIVE" heading the crawl at the bottom of the screen. A silvery dome could be seen over part of the city, and the bulk of Skyhaven floated ominously above it.


  "...ppeared around part of Monaco," the reporter's voice cut in. "Calls to the Khadam delegation aboard Skyhaven deny responsibility and advise that we, and I quote, 'Run like hell, it's getting bigger!' And it does seem to be doing just that, slowly but perceptibly. It simply engulfs all in its path, rather than knocking over buildings as it grows. So far, we have no indication why it appeared just as the Prix Ultime started, or who is behind it...."


  "Grab your gear and get to the launch tube," Solar Max ordered as Meteor, already in costume after a lightning-fast change, held out his armor. Raising his arms and standing still, he was clad in all but the boots faster than he could blink. "I'm sending the destination to the computers and getting clearance for a suborbital, we're going to Monaco!"


  * * * *


  [Monaco]


  Dice Kynes sneered as he saw Conflicto do an almost-sideways drift through the Chicane's first corner, blowing smoke into the crowd. Even a Road Rager like him knew that that sort of stuff was wrong for a Formula race. Maybe on the streets of Manhattan it'd get the kiddies excited, but it was just stupid here. Only Conflicto's powers even let him pull it off without smashing into one of the barriers lining the road. Still, it also meant Conflicto was running wider than he had to, and both Lightfoot and Dice got past him on the inside.


  Dice was finally used to the freaky way Lightfoot used his speed powers to take turns, though, and managed to get just inside the Combine tool and catch a lucky break, nudging against the other car so he got a tighter turn and Lightfoot was forced out a bit.


  Conflicto was done showing off, though, and also managed to take advantage of Lightfoot's momentary hesitation to slip past. With four laps to go, Dice was in the lead again, but Conflicto and Lightfoot were hard on his heels....


  * * * *


  Arc smiled as she pulled past Dice as the pack went into the 75th lap, putting her into third. Dice had pushed his luck too hard last lap, trying to bump past Lightfoot and almost crashing, giving her a shot at passing him. Poor Bobby was almost a half lap behind everyone else, though...his skill just wasn't a match for the powers of the others.


  Arc gave her car another kinetic boost, surging past Lightfoot as they rounded the corner at the Casino, leaving only Conflicto ahead of her. The boosts were hard on her tires, as she actually skidded forward faster than the wheels would roll, but it was worth it if she could hold it together long enough to bring home the cup for France!


  They came into a series of punishing turns just before the tunnel that ran along the harbor, and she knew it was now or never.


  The actual impact was relatively small. She could barely feel it against the gee forces of the turn itself. But Conflicto's car started to go wide, threatening to hit the roadside barriers.


  "Merde!" she hissed as he suddenly swerved to the left and smashed right through the barrier! Overcorrection? Bad luck? Just too tired this late in the race?


  Whatever the reason, the bright yellow and orange car sailed through the air almost majestically as Conflicto no doubt frantically used his viscosity powers to increase the air drag by orders of magnitude, then slapped against the water of the harbor.


  But Arc was already into the tunnel and in the lead.


  * * * *


  Conflicto snarled as he wrestled his car back into line at the last second. He'd almost applied a slick instead of a stick by accident, and that would have been Very Bad.


  "Try to send me into the harbor, eh?" he growled as he entered the tunnel right behind Arc. "Fine! I'll send you into the goddamn WALL!"


  Pulling up right behind Arc, he reached out with his power. He only had a meter before hitting Glyph's sigil, but in the confines of the tunnel, that was all he needed to make the right rear wheel of Arc's racer lose all purchase as the left rear wheel dug in ten times better than it should have. Swerving, she smashed through the barriers lining the tunnel wall and actually made it to the unyielding wall itself, her car crumpling up into an origami death flower.


  "She's tough, she'll live," Conflicto smirked as he sped out into the sunlight, noting with grim satisfaction that both Lightfoot and Dice had been forced to slow down to avoid Arc-shrapnel. Chambers, who Conflicto figured must've been through a few crashes around him before, took advantage of that to pull back into contention, but none of them was anywhere close to Conflicto as he entered the 77th lap.


  Coming around through the tunnel again, he could just barely make out Arc's scowl as she stood and shook her fist at him from the sidelines, and minutes later on his final lap he waved back.


  There may have been some boos among the cheers as he took the checkered flag, but that was just fine with Conflicto. Most of the people booing were probably French anyway, so what did he care? And, at least Chambers had managed to make it exciting by almost catching up in the final lap, so it was Khadam for first and second. Lightfoot was actually a fairly close third, with Dice on his heels.


  "YaHOOOO!" Conflicto whooped as he slowed down to return to the winner's circle....


  * * * *


  Ursula watched with a small frown. She'd hoped there wouldn't be any wrecks, but at least Arc was unhurt, and the damage to the tunnel wall itself was merely cosmetic.


  The pack was rounding the final corner now and coming into the home stretch, so Ursula raised the checkered flag over her head. Conflicto was in the lead, with Chambers maybe two lengths behind him. Lightfoot and Dice were jockeying for third a few more lengths behind Chambers. This was good. Ursula had been worried that one of the racers would so obviously outclass the others that the race would be over by the tenth lap, but it was still tight even on the 78th lap.


  In seconds, though, it would all be...


  That's when the strange object suddenly popped into existence in the middle of the road!


  Conflicto turned hard to avoid slamming straight into it.


  Too hard.


  Despite desperate application of his powers over friction, he was skidding sideways, headed right for Lightfoot and Dice, who had been paying too much attention to each other in the "safe" final straightaway.


  Chambers was better positioned and easily avoided the object, streaking across the finish line.


  But Ursula didn't drop the flag. The fireball that consumed the other three drivers had her complete attention, and that of everyone in the crowd.


  "Non..." she whispered.


  * * * *


  Dice Kynes stood proudly at the top of the three-tiered platform, drinking in the adulation of the crowd. Not bad for a Road Rager, eh? Princess Ursula was placing a bronze medal around Lightfoot's neck. Fast was good enough for third, but not good enough for first. Conflicto was waiting for his silver medal, proving that sneaky was better than fast. But Dice was getting the gold...lucky was better than sneaky *or* fast. And skill and grit got to watch from the stands, he thought, flashing a grin at Bobby Chambers to rub it in.


  "And the winner of the inaugural Prix Ultime," Princess Ursula said, before repeating it in French and Italian, then continuing, "Ethan Kynes of Manhattan!"


  Dice bowed his head as she settled the ribbon in place around his neck, then straightened up and pumped his fist in victory. It was the old "black power" salute that his 'Rager gang, the Basilisk Blacks, had appropriated for themselves. Okay, throwing a gang sign wasn't the classiest thing he could've done, but he didn't care. It was his lucky day!


  He couldn't help but notice that the princess looked a little distracted during the ceremony, and now she seemed to rush off a little too quickly, pulling out her blackcel as she ducked behind some bunting. A lucky trick of acoustics let him overhear a few snippets.


  "...Anchors gone...Casino? ...anyway, see you...minutes..."


  Oho?


  Chambers was in his face just then, offering a handshake and a smile, with his nursemaid Coulter hovering over his shoulder. "Good race, man."


  "Uh, yeah," Dice shook the other racer's hand. "Listen, I know the crowd wants more of us, but I think I wanna get to the Casino for the party sooner rather than later, you know?"


  Coulter grinned, the expression a little lopsided. "I heard the Princess too," he tapped his cyberear. "Let's go. You guys too," he motioned to Lightfoot and Scorch.


  "It's not like the press is live anyway," Scorch nodded. Something had messed with the media feeds. Signals were coming in, but they were distorted and overlapping, and Scorch had been stalking around like a caged panther practically since the start of the race. At least, that's the impression Dice was getting. The man definitely thought something was wrong, and was looking to solve the problem by blowing things up. Dice knew people like that back in Manhattan.


  The ad hoc team pushed past the people starting to crowd onto the track and joined hands, sprinting down the road at over a hundred miles an hour thanks to Lightfoot's power. Despite her head start, Princess Ursula was only just getting in the door seconds ahead of them.


  "What's the situation, Princess?" Scorch asked, taking command of the situation. Coulter shot him an irritated look, but Dice just went with the flow. He knew he wasn't a leader type, and leader types tended to be the first targets anyway. The only time he wanted to lead was on the track.


  "As you know, we have three Anchors on staff here at the Casino," she said. It was a point of pride that, despite the recent deaths of most of the world's reality-fixers, Monaco was still able to retain a staff for the sole purpose of keeping the games honest. "They're gone."


  "Kidnapped?" Coulter asked.


  "No. Vanished. One was even on a security camera at the time, and he winked out of existence at the exact moment the race started. And I just got a call that the other two are nowhere to be found either."


  "On top of the weird communications problem," Scorch frowned. "But, that doesn't make any sense. If there's one type of person you couldn't simply make vanish, it'd be an Anchor."


  "Unless you're so powerful that you can override a normal Anchor, and have a beef with Anchors in general," Coulter ventured, and several people blanched as the implications sunk in.


  "You don't think...?" Ursula gasped.


  "Man, if he's back, we're screwed," Scorch said, brow furrowed with concern.


  "He who?" Dice asked.


  "Mister faux-din himself," Coulter replied. "Rebus." Dice remembered the time Rebus had posed as Odin in Manhattan, and it had been bad-crazy. And that was when Rebus was "just" an Anchor.


  "Right. Calling ASH *now*," Lightfoot pulled out his comm. "This better get through."


  While everyone was looking at Tom, Dice couldn't help but notice that Ursula was surreptitiously tapping something out on her blackcel as well. Someone she wanted to alert without letting anyone else know about it? Innnteresting.


  Too bad Rebus would probably kill them all before he'd know what Ursula was up to.


  * * * *


  Arc bowed one last time before descending the podium, sparing a glance down at the gold medal around her neck. Kynes was surrounded by some admirers, showing off his silver, while Lightfoot held his bronze up for his teammate, Scorch. Speed and luck had been helpful, but pure Gallic grit and determination had won the day.


  Conflicto, for his part, was currently being fished out of the harbor by Coulter and that bitch Spiral, whose one good point was that she was probably rubbing Eugene's nose in the whole thing. Chambers, who'd sadly never really stood a chance, had gone off to help Conflicto too, or at least point and laugh.


  "Claire, might I have a moment of your time?" Princess Ursula asked in her faintly accented French.


  "Certainly. Is this about the communications issue?" she replied. The press was very despondant that some unknown effect was scrambling all signals into (and presumably out of) Monaco.


  "No, but it may be related. A strange sarcophagus has appeared in the Palace. According to the security cameras, it arrived just as the race ended. And while the communications problems started at the beginning of the race, they coincided with the disappearance of at least one of the Anchors in the Casino, who vanished into thin air. Who could manage that?"


  "And you think the sarcophagus is the key to this riddle? I take it the imagery on the sarcophagus is typically Egyptian?" Arc asked with a frown.


  "Egyptian, yes. Typical, no," she showed the screen of her blackcel to Arc. "But if there's a new Egyptian god seeking his own iconography and setting up this puzzle for us, well...."


  Neither had to say more. They knew who the likely suspect would be, and Claire was one of the few people to have crossed swords with him and come out intact. They were fortunate to have another in Monaco, as well.


  "You get ahold of Coulter, I will attempt to punch a signal through to EUROPA if I can get anything out in this mess," Arc advised as they sprinted towards the palace.


  * * * *


  The ceremony had been delayed a bit by the cleanup on Arc's car and some weird stuff about scrambled communications signals, but it was Eugene's moment to shine now. Even if the signal wasn't getting out live, it'd be on highlight reels for years to come. In your FACE, Frenchie!


  Conflicto found Anya's face in the reviewing stand and smiled more than a little smugly. She may have been backing Chambers, the number two guy, and she might hang out with Lightfoot at the Academy, but that was just number three. Conflicto was number ONE. She smiled back weakly.


  "BOOYAH!" he shouted out as Tiara stepped up to him with the gold medal. "Khadam 4 evah!"


  "Yes, Eugene, I'm sure they're all proud of you," she whispered, her microphone pickup thumbed to mute. "Now behave yourself for at least another few minutes, something's come up that I think you're going to need to be a grown-up for." Then she motioned for him to bow his head, and turned the amplification back on. "And the winner of the inaugural Prix Ultime, Eugene Kwan of Khadam!"


  The crowd went wild, as he knew was only right. Too bad he wasn't going to get to spend more time rubbing it in, he sighed, glancing over at Arc. But duty was apparently calling.


  A few minutes later, he and the princess were heading for the Jardin Exotique, with Coulter and Spiral tagging along. Coulter clearly smelled a story, and old habits died hard, even when you hit them repeatedly with a spiked baseball bat. Mmmm, hitting Coulter with a spiked baseball bat.


  "As you know, a number of strange things have been happening since the race began," Ursula said as they walked, security clearing a path for them. "The signals issue is only one of the more obvious ones. We also have a report of missing Anchors from the Casino, one of them vanishing into thin air. And now a strange object has been reported in the Jardin."


  "Where in the garden?" Conflicto asked. Something had been nagging at him when she mentioned Anchors, but it was pushed aside by a different dread.


  "Exactly where you're hoping it's not," Ursula frowned as they entered the grounds of the exotic garden. "The spot where TerraStar was standing when Triton sent her into an oubliette."


  "And now the stone bitch is back, and she has plans for Monaco," Conflicto nodded, pulling out his blackcel. "Boss-snake and Tritey gotta know about this. If I can even get a call through."


  * * * *


  Ambulances drove off, but with no sirens. They weren't needed when going to the morgue.


  Lana Smith sat at the side of the track, cradling her head in her hands. "Damn. Damn, damn, damn."


  Tony Drake sat down beside her. "There wasn't anything you could do, Lana. They died as soon as that fireball went up. Even Tom's forcefielded suit wasn't enough...they think the sigil spells on the cars reacted badly to the fire and amplified things. Dice caught a lucky break, as you'd expect, but they think it just meant the other two took more of the blast. At least you managed to pull Kynes out of the wreck before it shifted."


  "I know, it's just...this was supposed to be a fun day, a break from all the save the world crap. But first we lose contact with the outside, and then that...thing...appears in the middle of the track," she gestured at the strange sarcophagus.


  Scorch, Arc and Coulter were examining the object carefully, while others stood back and watched, or comforted each other.


  "It gets weirder," Tony sighed. "Princess Ursula tells me that the Anchors at the Casino vanished at the start of the race. There's not a lot of people who could make that happen."


  "Tried calling it in? I just know Grind'll be overjoyed to hear Rebus might be back," Lana said.


  Tony nodded. "Tried, no way to tell if it got through the weird interference. Have you really looked at the sky in the past few minutes? You can see the helicopters flying around, but most of them don't even try to come closer. And I think I saw one flicker. Skyhaven looks wrong too. Like it's only half there sometimes."


  "It's the clouds that weird me out. They've started moving back in, but they're all blurry. Even for clouds."


  "And I bet that sarcophagus has something to do with it," Drake frowned.


  * * * *


  [Nice, France]


  "There's more in here!" Green Knight shouted, ripping out a wall. The door of the building was already on the other side of the silvery barrier, and it slid towards him at a walking pace.


  A green and gold blur told him that the people had been taken care of, and he ran down the street to the next building. They'd been evacuating as much of Nice as they could, barely staying ahead of the expanding dome of whatever the hell it was. Solar Max said it felt like gravity warps, and that made some sense.


  "Triton's got a theory, people," Solar Max said over the team comms. There had been a few tense minutes when they first arrived, with everyone just assuming the CSV was behind the situation, but once cooler heads had prevailed, everyone teamed up to do damage control while Triton tried to suss out a way to stop it. It really seemed like more of a Peregryn job, but the only person who could get Howard here fast enough to make a difference was on the wrong side of the dome.


  "Let's hear it," he heard Breaker reply. He could see her golden energy pulling people away from the advancing dome a half click down the street.


  "He says the center of the effect is in Monaco's Jardin Exotique, where he had to create a warp trap some time back for a rebellious member of his team," Solar Max said. "To be specific, TerraStar. He thinks, and I agree, that she might be using Heraclius's power in an attempt to get her body back, and it's causing everything to get pulled into her prison instead of the other way around."


  "So, what's the plan?" Sal asked.


  "We'll let you know when we have one...the people are probably safe, just trapped. Just don't let yourself get sucked in...unless we decide that's the plan!"


  "Terrific..." Arin muttered.


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


  Next:


  Confused? Well, it's only the first lap of "Four to Never," things should get a little clearer in CSV #27, "Four to Never Lap 2: Time Bombs"!


  Then come back here as they get all muddled again in ASH #78, "Four to Never Lap 3: Time Slips"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Co-Plotted by Dave Van Domelen and Tony Pi.


  While you're waiting for CSV #27's explanation of the weird storytelling this issue, here's a hint: the choice of viewpoint characters is consistent with what's going on. Of course, the title of the issue might also be a hint. ;)


  A map of the Grand Prix course (also used for the Prix Ultime) can be found at: http://www.thegrandprixclub.com/MC%20map.GIF. Burnout is rooting for Dice because she used to run the Cyanide Blues, and the Basilisk Blacks are an auxiliary of the Cyanide Blues.


  A "blackcel" is a piece of technology introduced in early issues of CSV. It's biologically keyed to its owner, and along with other features this makes it very hard to fake a call from someone who has one.


  More notes in CSV #27, once the mystery has been cleared up a little.


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


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


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


  ============================================================================
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  The cover shows a bloodthirsty Aegis trying to hit Triton while Jen Kleinvogel and Solar Max hold them back, respectively. Emblazoned in glowing red letters is the phrase, "An Uneasy Alliance!"
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  #27 - FOUR TO NEVER: Lap 2


  "Time Bombs" ===========================================================================


  Active


  TRITON / Derek Murdock Radner / Gadgeteer/Electricity


  SULTRY / Zuri Angeline Croft / Weather Control


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  KALIBAN / Kaliban Kalibos / Monstrous Strength


  TIARA / Princess Ursula of Monaco / Master Thief


  BURNOUT / Trish Catrall/Tyra Dumont / Ash Elemental


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Wispform, Hypnosis


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Magic


  



  Inactive


  TERRASTAR / Polla Hectrix Termiddo / Earth Control


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Cybernetics


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


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


  [Editor's Note: Be sure to read Lap 1 of "Four to Never" in ASH #77 first! All events take place on April 15, 2026.]


  [Skyhaven, Meeting Room ::TIMELINE PRIME::]


  Chancellor Derek Radner never thought the day would come when he would *invite* Jonathan Zachary Taylor and Dan 'Nose-To-the-Grindstone' Tracey aboard his prized airship. As foes in a battle royale, perhaps, but in cooperation? Never. However, to save their teammates, Monaco, and even Earth itself, there was no other choice.


  Thus it was that members of the world's four greatest teams - CSV, ASH, STRAFE and EUROPA - convened in the Meeting Room aboard Skyhaven. Even though they had sealed up access to all but a few areas in the airship, it did not put Derek's nerves at ease.


  He stood at the fore end of the long table, his beloved wife Sultry seated to his left and the current team leader, Glyph, to his right. Sitting by the starboard windows were the three representatives from the Academy of Super-Heroes: their team leader Solar Max, Fury, and the Green Knight. Across from them were their counterparts from EUROPA: the icy Ymir, magnetic Oni, and the photonic Llyr. Finally, sitting directly opposite him at the far end of the table was Grind - still Nose to Derek - flanked on either side by Jen Kleinvogel and Jay Teller.


  Derek cleared his throat. As the man who understood the situation the best, it was up to him to explain what must be done. "Imagine space-time as a twisted rope. It's made of smaller strands twisted together, giving it its strength." A holographic image of a rope hovered above the meeting table. "Now imagine undoing the rope from the middle, by forcing the strands apart. That's what's happening to time and space around Monaco. The rope is coming apart, separating into four fragile timelines. And the separation is growing." The hologram demonstrated his point.


  "What would happen if we can't stop it?" asked Sultry, taking her husband's hand.


  "If we do nothing, time and space itself will continue to unravel, engulfing the Earth, splitting it into four parallel worlds. However, each time-strand is fragile. There's no telling what would happen if we don't restore the integrity of space-time," said Derek.


  Solar Max nodded. "If the Earth survives even that long. Gravitational distortions are growing exponentially as the radius of the effect increases. We'll see earthquakes of ever increasing magnitude, continents might even be torn apart like paper. We have to do something now or billions will die."


  "Agreed, but what about our teammates?" asked Oni, her worry plain on her face. "What's happened to them?"


  "They're no longer part of our timeline, but exist in all four time- strands," said Derek. "Four versions of Arc, four versions of Lightfoot, and god-help-us, four versions of Conflicto. I wish I could say that they are safe, but not according to one of the messages we managed to receive. In at least one time-strand, Conflicto and Lightfoot are dead, although the partial message we intercepted *from* Conflicto indicates he's not dead in all time- strands."


  Fury thumped the table with a balled fist. "We can't give them up for dead. How do we bring them back?"


  Sal Napier, the Green Knight, comforted Fury. "There's always hope, Arin."


  "Why here? Why now?" asked Teller.


  "I will accept a part of the blame," said Derek. "On February 14, 2025, TerraStar betrayed the CSV, trying to use the AstroSpear to destroy Monaco. To stop her, I used the dimensional gate abilities of the AstroSpear to trap her in a space-time pocket. Unfortunately, I did not expect anyone to find a way to use that space-time rift to their own end." He punched up four small holographic images, each showing a golden sarcophagus but in four different locations. "Thanks to various transmissions in all four time-strands, we know there is a sarcophagus-device in each. They seem to be responsible for forcing the time-strands apart."


  "To what end, and why?" said Ymir. "Who but the CSV?"


  "I don't know, but we are not responsible," insisted Derek. "We do not destroy that which we wish to rule. There's two leading candidates that come to mind, assuming it's someone we've met before. TerraStar, trying to get her body back, and," he paused for dramatic effect, "Rebus."


  Whatever sour retort Ymir was waiting to deliver died on his lips.


  "Oh, ffff..." Llyr bit off his exclamation.


  "However, while three of the four strands seem to think it's Rebus, I don't put too much weight on that possibility," Derek grinned, obviously enjoying the discomfort of the others at least a little. "First off, the fact that I'm neither dead nor being horribly tortured suggests it's not Rebus. Nose there being hale and hearty as well reinforces that. If Rebus were free to act on this sort of scale," he gestured at the silvery dome on the viewscreen, "he'd certainly have spared some effort for his favorite people, yes? Secondly, the theories proposed by those inside the dome are based on significantly incomplete information: they don't know they're only one of four time strands. So they're asking the wrong question."


  "That being?" Ymir asked.


  "That being, 'Who could make Anchors vanish?'" Grind replied. "When, in fact, it was everyone *else* who vanished."


  "Exactly," Derek nodded. "The unfortunate part is that the Anchors vanished from all four strands, so there isn't an obvious 'prime' timeline that three other strands split away from. The Anchors are either in a fifth strand we haven't been able to detect, or they were stranded in a timeless void when reality was ripped out from under their feet. I hope for the latter, honestly. If there's a fifth strand we can't find, it makes the job of fixing things a lot harder."


  "And you wouldn't shed a tear if a few Anchors were horribly slain by being dropped into the void," Ymir snarled.


  "Believe what you like," said Derek. "It doesn't change the fact that we are here to brainstorm a solution together."


  "For once, Radner is right," said Grind.


  "I'm always right," snapped Derek. "I propose that Solar Max and I work on the space-time physics of the Sphere. Glyph and Green Knight will contact our mystical allies on Venus and pick their brains on magical means to reunite the timelines, and also to see if TerraStar seems unusually preoccupied. Llyr and Grind can work on enhancing the images that we did receive, so we can figure out what the devices do or who invented them, and maybe find a fifth strand. Sultry will monitor the expansion of the Sphere, while everyone else will continue to handle evacuation and disaster management on the ground. Use the following frequency for communication," he gave out the number. "What are you waiting for? Go!"


  * * * *


  [Tokyo, Japan ::TIMELINE PRIME::]


  "So, aren't you glad Sensei insisted you not race in the Prix Ultime?" Red asked in that Kyoto accent that always grated on Yellow's ears. She was the third Red Senshi to pass through the role since Yellow had joined the elite Sentai team that served as the Otakuza's primary "muscle". And, ironically, also as Japan's sole home-grown "superhero" team. Ironic, since they were also criminals, strictly speaking.


  "Well, I'm glad I'm not trapped in that thing," Yellow shrugged, gesturing at the television screen, "but I still think I could have won the race. Anyway, where's the big threat to Nippon that Sensei foretold? He didn't keep me here to save me from that, he wanted us to be ready to fight against some sort of 'divine wind' that was blowing."


  "Maybe they're related," Blue suggested, brushing a dyed strand of azure hair out of her eye. "Although if that grows big enough to get all the way here, I dunno what we could do about it."


  * * * *


  [French Riviera ::TIME-STRAND 1::]


  Every time Lightfoot tried to run southwest through Nice, he found himself turned around a hundred-and-eighty degrees. "This is nuts," he muttered to himself. "Where's the other half of the city?"


  He spun around and tried again, perhaps managing five more steps, before the world twisted around as before. "If I can't go to Nice...."


  He sped across Monaco, heading northeast towards the town of Menton. In a burst of speed he raced through the seaside town, but the same effect threw him back the way he came before he could reach the French-Italian border.


  Even stranger, birds seemed to appear out of nowhere from the other side of the spatial anomaly. Perhaps more positively, though, very few people seemed to be showing up at the borders, and there were signs of hasty, even messy evacuation attempts.


  Frustrated, Lightfoot tapped his communicator. "No go, Arc. It's the same on the east side. How's the north?"


  "No better," said Arc. "We're trapped."


  "Damn. Any luck with the sarcophagus, Scorch?" asked Lightfoot.


  "Can't move it, can't burn through it," answered Scorch. "It's out of our league."


  "Problem is, we might be the only league left," said Lightfoot.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, Triton's Lab ::TIMELINE PRIME::]


  It galled Glyph that she could not fathom the depths of the Sphere with her magic, even with the purloined powers of the World Serpent's rainbow scale.


  "Think it's Rebus?" The Green Knight whispered to Glyph as they entered Triton's lab.


  Glyph shook her head. "I agree with Triton, this plot lacks his signature. It might be TerraStar, though. If she's inside Heraclius as you say, she will have demigod-levels of power." Bitch, she thought but didn't say aloud. "And Caryatid says Heraclius has been acting more strangely than usual lately, so this could be TerraStar trying to free her body. Still, I don't see a mage's hand in this."


  "I think we have it," said Llyr, calling from a corner of Derek's laboratory where he worked with Grind. "They aren't four identical sarcophagi, even though they look similar. Their sizes are different."


  "I think they stack like a Russian nesting doll," added Grind.


  "We came to the same conclusion," said Triton, studying the holographic wireframe constructs floating over the projection pedestal. "The largest one is the one in the Jardin Exotique, where I imprisoned TerraStar."


  Sultry's voice over the emergency channel interrupted them. "Nice is gone, and a quake measuring 5.6 on the Richter scale has just hit Cannes."


  "Roger that," said Meteor's voice over the channel. "Breaker and I will see if anyone there needs assistance."


  "Glyph, what do you have to report?" asked Triton.


  She hated when Triton acted like he was still leader of *her* team. "We contacted all three mages on Venus via sigil magic," she replied. "Peregryn suggested our failure to probe inside the Sphere with magic is possibly due to the Earth's spirit being weakened by the fracturing timeline, making sorcery unreliable. Caryatid is investigating whether TerraStar is responsible for the attack. Labyrinthe believes that in a worst-case scenario, he can protect Venus against the spread of the effect, if he has mystical assistance from his sister and Peregryn."


  "Let's hope it won't come to that," said Solar Max. "So, what do we do about the sarcophagi?"


  Grind stroked his chin. "Stack the dolls back together to burst the bubble, of course. The problem is, it's too obvious."


  Triton nodded. "A trap. Problem is, given what we've observed of the phenomenon, the sarcophagi are each encased in a space-time pocket. It's like a gravitational lock. Only someone able to manipulate gravity will be able to move it."


  "So, if I enter the Sphere, I will split into four versions of myself, right?" said Solar Max. "I can then move the devices together."


  "Won't work," said Triton. "Once you split into four, you become part of the problem, not the solution. What we need to do is to seal a rescuer inside a similar space-time pocket *before* sending them into an individual time-strand. We're going to need four people to retwist the timeline."


  "What happens when we merge the timelines back?" asked the Green Knight. "If Tom and Conflicto are dead in one, will they survive?"


  Triton sighed. "We can't be certain. However, if I can somehow recharge the AstroSpear, I might be able to use it to anchor the time-strand I enter as the repaired timeline. Hopefully when they merge, Conflicto and Lightfoot will be alive."


  "You're going in, Derek?" asked Glyph.


  "I have to," said Triton. "I made this mess, I'll clean it up."


  "But how will we enter the right time-strands?" asked Solar Max.


  Llyr piped up. "Fortunately, Challenger sent us those images. I was able to isolate four distinctive quantum signatures."


  "Thank you, Llyr," said Triton. "I can make devices that will allow a gravity-manipulator to tune his space-time pocket to the right time-strand. That leaves only two problems. First, I'll need to recharge the AstroSpear if I am to tap into its singularity. And don't even suggest another solar flare, Zachary."


  "Didn't you use Doublecross as a source, once?" asked Llyr. "Well, I am nowhere near his power-level, but I can give you a hefty dose of my energy for a one-shot."


  "That might just work," mused Triton. "Second problem: we need two more people besides Solar Max and I who can manipulate gravity. Kleinvogel just barely makes the grade. However, that exhausts our stable of gravitational manipulation. We just don't have the time to track down Star Knight, or see if there's any Chinese gravity-powered people."


  "You can't invent something on the fly?" Solar Max asked.


  "Not something of that magnitude, not in time," said Triton.


  "There is one possibility," said Grind. "Aegis. He could mirror and augment Jen's powers, giving her finer control over antigrav. He will have a copy of her powers too, and it should fade slowly enough for him to play the part of the fourth."


  Triton looked uneasy. "You sure he'll cooperate with us? I am responsible for his brother's death, after all."


  "But if this works, Triton, you'll be saving Rome," said Grind.


  "Or be indirectly responsible for destroying it," muttered Triton.


  "You don't have the final say, Triton," said Glyph. "I do. We need Aegis." Because if they saved Rome, they also saved the secret texts in the vaults of the Vatican that she still desired....


  * * * *


  [Skies over the Mediterranean ::TIMELINE PRIME::]


  Cas Ierulli-Kiris, Aegis of Vatican City, never forgot his brother's death or the man who killed him. Though he and Pol were born to different parents hundreds of miles apart, they were twins in body, mind, and soul. And now Pol's murderer, Triton, needed him to save the world.


  When Jen Kleinvogel first came to him, updating him on the disaster in Monaco, he adamantly refused. "Manage without me, Jen," he said to her. "He murdered Pol and destroyed my life. Force me to work with him and I swear I'll tear him apart with my own hands."


  "For the sake of the world, Cas, put aside your feud for one day," pleaded Jen. "For Rome. For Arc."


  "Claire's in there?" asked Cas. He hadn't known. It had been two years since he confessed his love to Claire, and he still remembered his vow to her. **I love you, Arc. Don't say a word. I know already that I have not yet earned your love, and that you may never love me. I just want you to know that I would risk my life to save you at any cost. But I swear to God that I will change, and perhaps then you will find room in your heart to forgive me.**


  Had he changed? Had these years of repentance in the service of God made him a different man? A little, for the better. But his love for Arc never changed. At least he could be truthful about that.


  "Then I'll come," he said to Jen. "For Claire and for the Vatican."


  He concentrated and magnified Jen's power, taking a copy for himself. His skill had improved over time, now that he knew what his true power was. They soared through the sky, faster than Jen alone could have managed. To the naked eye they were invisible, but Cas could sense Jen's antigrav sheath and followed her towards Monaco.


  The black specter of Skyhaven appeared on the horizon, the profane golden ankh seemingly mocking Cas. Jen guided him through an open bay door where Triton, Llyr, Solar Max and several others awaited them.


  Jen and Cas landed and revealed themselves. Triton, sealed in his armor and holding the AstroSpear, extended a hand. "Welcome to Skyhaven, Aegis."


  Cas did not shake Triton's hand. Instead, he swung his fist at Triton's helm. Triton dodged, but Cas extended a sheath of anti-grav, catching Triton within it and sending the man flying weightlessly into the ceiling, before cancelling the field. Triton fell and dented the metal floor.


  "I do not come to socialize, killer," said Cas. "Give me my task so we can end this fast."


  Triton struggled to his feet. "I couldn't agree more. But *try* to remember the meaning of truce, hm?" He extended the AstroSpear, and three tooth-like units popped out of hidden slots, each roughly the size of the palm of his hand.


  Solar Max took one, as did Jen and Cas. The units were fitted with a small map display screen and could be strapped on with armbands.


  "These 'Teeth' are pre-tuned to a specific quantum signature. Wear them to tune your space-time pocket correctly. When you enter the Sphere, head for your assigned sarcophagus, which will show up as a blue dot on your screen. When you reach the device, use a gravitational field to move it to the Jardin Exotique. You'll see a red dot on your monitor. Superimpose the blue on the red. When the dot turns white, you have it in the right place."


  Cas strapped on the unit onto his forearm reluctantly. "What would happen then?"


  "Then, I will activate a new program in my Spear and stack the four sarcophagi back together," said Triton. "Llyr, would you do the honors?"


  Llyr stepped forward. "Good luck, everyone." He placed his hand on the AstroSpear and turned his body photonic. The brilliant yellow EUROPA member then shunted his energy into the Spear, until he was a pale, almost translucent replica of his physical self.


  Two tines of golden light flared into existence, turning the spear into a trident.


  Sultry came up to Triton and kissed him on his helmet. "Come back safe, sweetheart."


  "I will. Give Cat and Zander all my love," Triton said.


  Grind stepped forward. "Be careful. Putting the sarcophagi back together is exactly what our mystery foe expects you to do."


  "Point taken," said Triton. "Let's hustle!" He leapt out the bay door, flying on anti-grav boosters towards the Sphere. Solar Max and Jen chased after him, and Cas followed last of all.


  The walls of the mirrored sphere loomed before them and swallowed them whole.


  * * * *


  [Monaco, Casino ::TIME-STRAND 1::]


  Solar Max landed on the front steps of the Casino Monte-Carlo and entered the lobby. The sarcophagus itself was visible from the door, standing neatly between a pair of low-stakes Baccarat tables. The iconography seemed to be a mix of grim Anubis and laughing Pan...and right now, it seemed more mocking than sober. Tiara, Scorch, Challenger and Spiral gathered around the sarcophagus.


  Tiara spied him first. "Mister Taylor!" she said. "Welcome to Monte Carlo. I hope you enjoy your stay, because it appears no one is leaving."


  "JakZak!" said Scorch, coming up to him. "You can't believe how glad I am to see you! What in blazes is going on?"


  "Hard to explain," Solar Max replied. "Where's Lightfoot? Is he okay?"


  "Yeah," said Scorch. "Why wouldn't he be?"


  Solar Max decided against telling them about Lightfoot's death in one of the other time-strands. Why burden them with more worry? "No reason. All the same, I'd feel better if he was...."


  A whoosh of air heralded Lightfoot's arrival. Tom Dodson stood in front of Solar Max, pumping his hand vigorously. "I'm here! JakZak Taylor! What a sight for sore eyes!"


  "Good to see you too, Tom," said Solar Max.


  "So the outside world *does* still exist?" asked Challenger.


  "More or less. Let's hope it stays that way. In the meantime, we have to move this contraption," said Solar Max.


  "We've tried," said Lightfoot. "But not even Arc with the kinetic strength of a locomotive could budge the blasted thing."


  "Allow me, then," said Solar Max. He stood behind the sarcophagus and regarded the space-time curvature with his gravity sense. As he and Triton theorized, there was a strange space-time distortion. What he would have to do is to push the sarcophagus's pocket of space-time and not the sarcophagus itself. It was like a maze game where you tilted the whole playing field to move the marble into the proper hole.


  "Stand back, everyone," said Solar Max. He gently pulsed a gravitational wave behind the sarcophagus, moving it towards the door.


  * * * *


  [Monaco, the Palace ::TIME-STRAND 2::]


  Aegis met Tiara, Arc, and Challenger at the Palace in Monaco-Ville, where the sarcophagus was resting incongruously in a corner of the kitchen.


  He bowed, even though his previous encounters with Tiara had often left him bruised or unconscious. She was the ruler of Monaco, after all, and he had to accord her proper respect as any envoy of the Pope should. He didn't count Khadam or Q'Nos of course, as they were godless mockeries of true nations. "Good evening, Princess Ursula, Claire. Forgive my intrusion, but there are some things you have to know."


  "This is hardly time for formalities, Aegis," said Tiara. "Tell us what's happening."


  "As you wish." Aegis looked up and met Claire's eyes. After all this time, his desire for her was still there and still burning strong. His throat went dry. "It's been a long time, Claire."


  Arc nodded. "Good to see you too, Cas."


  "Has the same thing been happening in Rome?" asked Challenger.


  "No," said Aegis. "It's worse than you think." He proceeded to explain his unholy alliance with Triton.


  * * * *


  [Monaco, Jardin Exotique ::TIME-STRAND 3::]


  Triton descended upon the very spot in the Jardin Exotique where he imprisoned TerraStar a year ago. Gathered around the strange technological sarcophagus were Tiara, Conflicto, Coulter, and Spiral.


  It was virtually an old-school CSV reunion, Derek thought.


  Conflicto was hopping up and down with glee when he saw Triton. He held up a gold medal hanging around his neck. "Woohoo!" he screamed. "Look, Tritey! First Frickin' Place! Eat that, Lightfoot!"


  Derek landed and thrust the bottom end of the AstroSpear into the ground. "Pipe down, Eugene," he commanded. "We're in a world of trouble. Remember my wedding last year, and how TerraStar tried to destroy Monaco?"


  Tiara buried her head in her hands. "Don't tell me she's trying again."


  "Maybe, maybe not," Derek replied. "Either way, someone's exploiting her imprisonment. Time has fractured into four."


  "Hey! You mean I get four medals?" said Conflicto.


  The excitement of Eugene's win was turning him back into a clown. Derek decided to nip it in the bud. "Conflicto, wise up. In one of those timelines, you're dead. If you want to live to celebrate your win, pay attention. Here's what we know...."


  * * * *


  [Monaco, Racetrack ::TIME-STRAND 4::]


  Jen Kleinvogel found the sarcophagus by air, and flew straight to it. Crowded around the device were Tiara, Challenger, Spiral, Scorch, and her own teammates Lana 'Fadeaway' Smith and Tony Drake.


  "Jen!" cried Lana. "Oh, Jen, Tom and Eugene are dead, and I couldn't save them."


  "It's all right, Lana," Jen assured her. "Only in this time-strand." She explained the situation in broad strokes. "So, if Triton's able to fix the timeline, Lightfoot and Conflicto should be fine."


  "But you can't be sure of it," said Challenger. "What about us? Will we remember what happened in this timestream? Or will it kill these versions of us?"


  Jen didn't have an answer. "I know this isn't what you want to hear, and I can't believe I'm saying it myself, but we have to trust Derek knows what he's doing. Everyone, go to the Jardin Exotique and wait for me there. I need to move this thing there."


  As the group left, Jen focused on the anti-gravity sheath that enveloped her. She had had her power magnified that one time on Ibiza, when Challenger hit her with an Empowerment dart. However, this feeling was different. Aegis had boosted her control so fine, it felt like she could shape the sheath however she wished. It must be akin to what Breaker did with telekinesis.


  She fashioned a large hand out of the anti-grav sheath and grabbed the space-time pocket holding the sarcophagus, starting to tug the strange device through the air to its final destination.


  Upon her arrival, Jen glanced at the monitor. The red dot was approaching the blue. "Stay back at least ten meters," she shouted to the others, and adjusted the positioning of the sarcophagus until the red and blue dots became one glowing white circle.


  * * * *


  ::TIME-STRANDS TWISTING::


  Robert Coulter


  ...watched Solar Max maneuver the floating sarcophagus into place, recording the events through his cyber-eye.


  ...watched Aegis maneuver the floating sarcophagus into place, recording the events through his cyber-eye.


  ...watched Jen Kleinvogel maneuver the floating sarcophagus into place, recording the vents through his cyber-eye.


  ...watched three indicators on Triton's AstroSpear flash white. "The sarcophagi are nested. Here goes nothing," said Triton, and pressed a stud on the rod. The yellow tines of light arced towards the sarcophagus and enveloped it in a sheath of light.


  The world became four thin slices of reality superimposed on each other. Coulter could see multiple ghostly versions of Tiara, Spiral, and even himself with his normal eye, but not through his cybernetic eye. Strange memories started to flood his head, things he couldn't have experienced in the past few hours and yet they seemed so real.


  Suddenly, the eyes of the Anubis-Pan sarcophagus flashed ruby red, and scarlet beams sprayed forth from its eyes and struck Solar Max, disintegrating him into dust.


  ...and struck Aegis, disintegrating him into dust.


  ...struck Triton, disintegrating him into dust.


  ...Jen Kleinvogel, disintegrating her into dust.


  A woman screamed...


  ...or was it four?


  The world seemed to spin, and Coulter thought he saw five sarcophagi now, the largest in the midst of four others. The smaller ones began to open....


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, Bridge]


  As the mirrored Sphere vanished and Monaco reappeared, at least four different alarm klaxons went off on the bridge of Skyhaven. A strange ripple accompanied the burst of the space-time bubble, shaking the skyship.


  Sultry shouted to Burnout. "Report!"


  Burnout checked the sensors. "These readings don't make any sense!"


  Grind rushed to the monitor board and called up a visual of Jardin Exotique on the main viewer. "Five sarcophagi, and they're opening," said Grind. He quickly counted everyone he could identify. "Tiara, Spiral, Coulter, Scorch, Fadeaway, Drake, and Arc. Lightfoot and Conflicto are down, but I think they're breathing. No sign of Jen, Triton, Aegis or Solar Max, but the Astro Spear is embedded in the ground next to the largest sarcophagus."


  "What do you mean, no sign of Derek?" shouted Sultry. She aimed the ship towards the garden and gunned the engines. There was the rumbling of distant thunder.


  "Who are those?" asked Llyr, pointing at the figures emerging from the sarcophagi.


  There were four of them, each fitting an earpiece marked with an ankh into their right ear.


  The tallest of them was like a classical bronze statue come to life, an impossible ideal of male power in all ways, clothed in golden metal cloth. The air itself rippled around him like a mirage.


  A bald woman with cracked red skin had her body mostly wrapped in white mummy-like dressings. In lieu of hair, medusa-like tendrils of black dust writhed like a mystic crown.


  A blond man in a cloak of shifting light and shadow, his face hidden behind a mask of darkness, hovered into the air.


  Finally, a woman with porcelain skin marched forth, her features as stiff as her movements. She turned and regarded the sarcophagus she just vacated.


  "I don't know and I don't care," growled Sultry. "If they've hurt my Derek...."


  The porcelain woman spun around and pointed at Princess Ursula. A layer of her skin seemed to detach from her and fly towards the princess. Ursula tried to leap out of the way, but the skin-thing was faster. It snared her inside a translucent mockery of the porcelain woman like a suit of armor.


  At the sign of aggression, Scorch raised his hands and sent a blast of fire towards the porcelain woman, but she simply stood there and took the heat. Five more copies of her shed off, becoming clones of the woman. The clones jerked forward and piled on top of Scorch, beginning to beat him.


  Grind barked an order. "Sal, see if you can raise our people on the comm-channels, stat!"


  "On it!" shouted the Green Knight.


  Arc seemed to say something to Tony Drake, who nodded and slammed her in the back. She didn't flinch, presumably absorbing the kinetic force of the blow to fuel up her own strength. She sped forward to engage the bronze thing, but when she punched him, it didn't flinch either. However, Arc drew back her fist quickly. Burn marks were on her flesh where she touched him. Before she could dodge out of the way, the bronze monster grabbed for her.


  Tony Drake leapt between them, bearing the brunt of the damage that otherwise would have sent Arc to the burn ward. His clothes caught on fire, but he wouldn't be injured by the creature's intense heat. However, it seemed to be hot enough to inflict pain on the man.


  "Link back up!" shouted the Green Knight.


  Grind shouted into the communicator. "Teams, retreat! Get everyone out of there, Co...Meteor! Fadeaway, get Scorch!"


  On the monitor, Spiral tried to spin the bald, dusty woman into unconsciousness, but a tendril of dust snaked forth from the woman, coiling around Spiral's feet. As soon as the dust touched, Spiral cried out in pain and fell to the ground.


  A streak of green and gold snapped up Spiral and carried her off, away from the dust tendril.


  "Llyr, can you blind them from here?" shouted Grind. "Llyr?"


  But Llyr had already gone.


  "Look!" said Burnout.


  On screen, a yellow photonic being streaked towards the Jardin Exotique, manifesting hard-light hooks to drag the unconscious Lightfoot and Conflicto out of harm's way.


  Off to the side, a ghostly figure pulled Scorch out of the dirt. Fadeaway had rescued him from beneath the pile of porcelain clones.


  Challenger grabbed Arc and helped her away, spraying plastiskin on her burns.


  The rescues left only Tony Drake and Tiara in their power.


  Sultry's eyes cackled with electricity, and storm clouds began to form over Monaco. "Let me fry them."


  "What about Tony and Tiara?" asked the Green Knight.


  "We leave them, for now," said Grind. "Tony can take the punishment, and they could have killed Tiara...but didn't."


  "You can't be serious!" said Sal.


  "They're not all we're up against," said Grind. "Look." He called up subscreens, showing all manner of strange events: a column of Nazi panzers rolling into Poland, a massive fleet of what looked to be ancient Chinese ships approaching modern-day Japan, and most ominously, a simple tear in the sky that vented foul gases over Dallas.


  On the main screen, Tony Drake finally slipped from the bronze creature's grasp, but stumbled to the edge of the cliff overlooking the city. He teetered and fell.


  "No!" shouted Sal.


  A streak of yellow light sped and caught Tony Drake by the hands, and lifted him skyward.


  The one in the cloak of light and shadow gestured, and a lance of crystallized shadow shot forth from his hand towards Llyr.


  The deadly bolt skewered the man made of light.


  Llyr turned back to flesh, Tony Drake slipping from his hands, and the two of them tumbled towards the ground....


  END LAP 2


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


  Next:


  The fight against the four mystery foes continues in ASH #78, "Four to Never Lap 3: Time Slips"!


  Then the crisis comes to a head in CSV #28, "Four to Never Lap 4: Time Flies!"


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Tony:


  [Tony has no comments this time. I will point you to his Livejournal, http://wistling.livejournal.com, for updates on his other writing, though.]


  Dave:


  Because of some things I came up with as I was writing ASH #77, I needed to add a few segments to the already-written CSV #27, in addition to the minor blanks Tony left me to fill in as far as descriptions went (which turned out to be unnecessary, since I didn't describe the sarcophagus locations in enough detail to contradict anything). Hence the cowriting credit at the start, rather than just co-plotting. :)


  In ASH #77, I didn't want to label the strands, in order to preserve some sense of mystery about what the heck was going on. Instead, I kept the viewpoint consistent within each strand, so here's the key to that: strand 1 was Dice Kynes, strand 2 was Arc, strand 3 was Conflicto, and strand 4 was Ursula. This issue, since the strands were explicitly labeled, we didn't need to stick to those viewpoints.


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #78 - FOUR TO NEVER Lap 3: Time Slips


  The cover shows four figures standing over the scattered and unconscious or dead bodies of members of ASH, CSV, STRAFE and EUROPA. The largest is a man made of bronze, shimmering with heat. Next to him is a man wreathed in light and shadow. To the other side is a gaunt woman in mummy wrappings with dust swirling about her. Finally, half-lurking behind the bronze giant is a woman who looks like a mannequin.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana 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


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


  [Continued from CSV #27 - be sure to read that first!]


  [Monaco - April 15, 2026]


  One moment, Llyr was grabbing ahold of Tony Drake and starting to turn away from the face of the cliff overlooking the city.


  The next, a bolt of crystalline darkness had skewered him, and his flesh and blood body was tumbling alone through the air for a sickening second before glancing off the cliff with an impact that jarred stone loose.


  Had the impact been the only thing to happen to him all day, he probably would have survived it, recovering before hitting the ground and flying to safety. But it wasn't. He'd given most of his power to Triton's AstroSpear as part of the plan to unify the shattered timelines of Monaco, leaving his photonic form a translucent ghost of itself. And then the darkness itself had been no lover's kiss.


  Limp as a ragdoll, his body continued its fall into the city. Those with the power to save him were heedless of his fate, too busy saving others from their own perils.


  And so Llyr fell.


  * * * *


  [Monaco, Jardine Exotique]


  In the wake of the merging of timelines, four figures had emerged from the mysterious sarcophagi that had appeared in each strand. Now that the assembled heroes had withdrawn, the foursome regrouped around the fifth, and largest, sarcophagus. This fifth coffin, adorned with a mix of imagery evocative of both Pan and Anubis, had appeared next to the AstroSpear, which still remained stuck into the ground where Triton had jammed it.


  Of Triton, and of the other three who had gone to help him reunite the timelines, there was no sign. He, Solar Max, Jen Kleinvogel of STRAFE and the former EUROPAn Aegis had all vanished when the fractured strands of spacetime had been knitted back together.


  "Hello, world!" one of the four exclaimed, making a sweeping dramatic gesture with his cloak. The blond-haired man with face masked in shadow had been the one to attack Llyr, and he seemed quite proud of his accomplishment. "I am Chiaroscuro, mystic master of light and darkness, of night and day! And we are your doom!" he laughed.


  A woman wrapped in tattered linen like an old horror movie's vision of a mummy cackled evilly along with him. "I am Anhydra," she hissed, her voice sounding like gravel and old razor blades. "I am death that walks, the desert amid an ocean."


  "I am Talos," a large bronze man declared simply. Heat shimmered around his perfectly-formed body, and the ground under his feet charred. He wore a tunic of bronze that flowed like silk in the rippling air. "My silent ally is Matrioshka," he gestured to a woman who looked to be made of porcelain, and who had earlier demonstrated the ability to spin away duplicates of herself, much like the Russian nesting doll whose name she bore. One of those duplicates held a weakly struggling Princess Ursula Grimaldi within its translucent shell of a body.


  The blond mage took the stage back with a fluorish. "Now that we have introduced ourselves and demonstrated our ability to defeat your massed forces, it is time we were off to attend to other matters of pressing importance. World domination, destruction of our enemies...I'm sure you understand. Stop us if you can! Ta!"


  With that, he leapt atop the unopened sarcophagus and rode it into the sky, flying towards the Italian border.


  Talos looked resignedly west, and sighed, "Such a Nice city, it's a shame I must destroy it," and took off at a run.


  Wordlessly, Matrioshka and her captive flew south.


  Anhydra simply stood her ground, giggling disturbingly to herself and running a dessicated finger along the shaft of the AstroSpear.


  Still aboard Skyhaven, Grind started barking out orders. "STRAFE, everyone who can, get on your skycycles, we're following Matrioshka. Meteor, you and the rest of ASH go after Chiaroscuro...it's obviously another trap, but whatever's in that sarcophagus is important. Green Knight, I know you can't keep up, you go look for Drake and Llyr...your EMT training might make the difference if he managed to survive that. Arc, I'm guessing..."


  "We want Chiaroscuro," Arc insisted. "He killed Llyr!"


  "You don't have the mobility," Grind countered, ignoring the dirty "stop hogging my command center" looks Glyph was shooting him. "Talos is heading for EU territory, protecting that's your mandate. Go stop him."


  "And us?" Glyph sneered.


  "You're down to too few effectives right now," Grind pointed out. "And Anhydra is still a threat...the others are clearly trying to lead us away, so she wouldn't stay here if there wasn't a reason to do so."


  "I can address the first issue," Glyph said withdrawing a small phial from her robes. "A portion of Myriad, with which I may summon her from Khadam once she has finished arranging the assembly of a followup team."


  "Fine. Good luck," Grind said as he ran for the vehicle bay where his Tesla-branch-designed flying motorcycle was parked.


  Anhydra watched the little heroes fly off in all directions and giggled again. "Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home. Your house is on fire, your children are gone."


  Once they were all over the horizon, she drifted into the air amid a swirl of dust. "Now to set ladybug's house on fire," she grated.


  * * * *


  [Maritime Alps between Monaco and Italy]


  "Come on, you can do better than that!" Chiaroscuro taunted, staying just ahead of his pursuers. He easily dodged the shimmering golden tendrils that Breaker was sending his way, riding the Pan/Anubis sarcophagus as if it were a surfboard.


  "If I'd brought my armor, you'd see better," Scorch snarled through gritted teeth, referring to the bulky suit he'd first worn during the fight against Rebus over a year ago. Its thrusters were designed to more efficiently channel his flames into propulsion...while he could fly without it, it took most of his concentration.


  "Not necessarily," Meteor said over the comlink, careful to avoid the villain hearing. "I think he's going just fast enough to keep ahead of us, but could go a lot faster. That's why I haven't dropped Breaker to try to catch up...he'd just rise out of my range."


  "Too bad Lightfoot's still out of it," Fury noted on-channel. Her own style of flight was, like Scorch's, inefficient. And she really couldn't attack without losing all forward momentum.


  "Something tells me that if he'd started getting up, our new playmates would have put him back down before running," Breaker opined. "I agree, this is a game for him. He doesn't want us giving up and going back to Monaco. Whup!" she added, as Meteor jumped across a valley, her speed carrying her several hundred meters through the air in a heartbeat.


  "And it's an exhilarating game, at that!" the mage sneered, swooping close to Fury and then pulling away. "Did I not mention I was the master of light and darkness? And what are radio waves but a form of light? You might as well stop trying to whisper," he grinned. "Oh, look, a city!" he pointed towards the river valley they were rapidly approaching. "Let's see what kind of fun I can find there!"


  * * * *


  [Mediterranean Sea South of Monaco]


  "Our heading suggests she's aiming for Corsica," Grind said over the team communicators as he, Teller, C.J. and Fadeaway gave chase on their flying cycles. "But there's five large private boats and two commercial ships whose paths may intersect ours before that, so be prepared for a rendezvous in the water."


  "So, what's the plan?" Teller asked. "Do we...HSSSSSS," the radio suddenly cut out.


  Jamming.


  Matrioshka turned in flight momentarily and smiled at Grind. It was a smile without malice, but also without much emotion of any kind. She had clearly decided that she didn't want her pursuers to talk to each other.


  Grind smiled back and raised a hand, flashing a quick sequence of signs. Suddenly, Matrioshka slowed down, frowning now. The problem with mechanical means of flight...they were susceptible to dampening of fire, as well as to subtle telekinetic tinkering. Grind didn't know which had done the trick this time, but it didn't really matter. He'd forced a confrontation, which is what he'd wanted.


  Four shells peeled away from Matrioshka, each heading towards one of the STRAFE agents.


  "Be careful what you wish for," Grind muttered to himself as he dodged the clumsy attack of his dance partner.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, over the Jardin Exotique]


  "Such a dramatic way to die!" Anhydra cackled, spinning around before alighting on the top of Skyhaven. "Fighting a hopeless battle atop a doomed airship. Why, it's almost TwenCen pulp!"


  "You might have the first part right," Burnout snarled, her eyes flashing with quasi-elemental power as she prepared to transmute her target into embers. "Time for you to join ASH," she sneered as dusky red beams shot from her eyes and lanced into Anhydra's swirling dust cloud.


  To no effect.


  "Clearly, she's elementally shielded," Glyph said. "As I have been since the day you joined the Conclave. Don't get overconfident, Burnout, our enemies have clearly planned for this encounter."


  Anhydra threw back her head. "HHeheeheehhheee! And there's nothing the two of you can do to hurt me, either," she boasted. "Your spellbook is known to me as well, little hedge witch, while you have only tasted the merest part of my power!"


  "Then eat this, bitch," Burnout replied, pulling a .50 Desert Eagle from out of her waistband and pumping out three rounds of collapsinum-laced armor piercing ammunition. All three struck home, staggering Anhydra slightly.


  But only slightly.


  "That did hurt, but I'm hardly going to bleed to death when my veins hold only dust," Anhydra chuckled, her voice momentarily losing its gravely edge.


  "Take it from someone who's spent a lot of time building a scary persona," Burnout smiled, "yours needs work, poser."


  Then, with no warning, a fleshy mass emerged from Glyph's robes and slammed into Anhydra, a mass of claws and tentacles and teeth and teeth and teeth!


  Meanwhile, below, Conflicto had regained consciousness, if not his wits, just as the fight above was starting.


  "Easy there, Eugene," Coulter warned him. "You've been a quarter dead for a while, and you still look pretty shaky."


  "Yeah, I don't really feel up to storming the castle right now," he admitted. "I have about five headaches, at least. What the hell happened?"


  "Someone split Monaco into four timelines. Triton figured out how to merge 'em back together. It wasn't fun for any of us, but you were dead in one of the four timelines, so was Tom over here," the cyborg gestured at Lightfoot, who was unconscious underneath a trellised arch, next to Spiral.


  "What about An...Spiral?"


  "She was okay until the fight started. One of the baddies dehydrated her. I administered the hangover cure I'd been carrying for tomorrow morning, and it seems to have helped, but I'm getting to keep an eye on all you downchecks while the others keep fighting."


  Conflicto shook his head, trying to rattle four sets of memories into some reasonable shape. "Wait...fight?"


  Coulter shrugged. "Four new paras I've never seen before popped out of the sarcophaguses...sarcophagi, whatever...and started beating the holy data out of us. I think one of the EUROPA people is dead. Then they split up and everyone chased after. One of 'em went after Skyhaven, the weird mummy lady who attacked Anya," he pointed up at the airship, where Conflicto could make out a red flash that told him Burnout was going at it.


  "Fine." He tapped his golden trident badge. "Whoever's in C&C, this is Conflicto. Sitrep, please?"


  "Stop pretending to be a soldier, Eugene," Sultry's voice replied.


  "Ffff. What's the situation, Sultry?"


  "That dried up bitch just ignored Burnout's gaze and says she's protected from Glyph's spells. Ooooh, that had to hurt. And now Myriad's attacking," she rambled. She sounded nervous, and the roiling clouds overhead reflected that. "Myriad's down! Tossed over the side! Eugene!"


  "I see," he stood shakily, as a brownish speck fell from Skyhaven. Reaching out with his power, he made the air gooey, slowing Myriad's fall to a crawl. She looked...shriveled, but had endured worse.


  "Do you think you can fry the 'mummy bitch?'" Conflicto asked.


  "I am trying. The air stays too dry to allow a proper storm. Should I send you a transport?"


  Conflicto shook his head. "No," he added. "I'm still too messed up to be much use up there. I'll put my head together with Chall and see if there's anything better we can be doing with our time."


  * * * *


  [Nice, France]


  The mighty bronze man methodically tore into the street of the Promenade des Anglais, reaching for utility lines and rupturing them. Water splashed off him and turned to steam, electricity arced over his body with no visible effect...but as yet, he had not found a gas line.


  "Any luck?" Arc asked, turning to Rasputin.


  The Russian illusionist sat in his flying chair, scowling. "I'm not sure. His mind is too strange, too machinelike. I think I might be distracting him a little, but that is all." Paralyzed from the waist down, Rasputin lacked his namesake's legendary durability, and dared not get too close to Talos. Rubbing her burned hand, Arc sympathized. She'd tried ripping up part of the beachfront railing to use as a weapon instead of risking physical contact again, but it had been like hitting the mechanoid with a noodle for all the good it had done.


  "Oni?"


  The magnetic ghost shimmered in her equivalent of a shrug. "he is metal," she whispered. "but not magnetic. i have tried induced currents, but he is protected from surges, as you can see."


  "Ymir, Hotspur, get it in gear!" Arc shouted over her shoulder, using a phrase she'd picked up from her American lover, Jason Teller. The Scandinavian giant of a man and the hothead from England weren't as fast as the other three, but they made up for it in raw power...if they could get into range.


  Finally, the two rounded a corner and came into view. It was almost as if Talos was waiting for them, though, as his motions had become practically leisurely.


  "We know he's already hot, try cooling him down!" Arc shouted.


  Ymir nodded, taking a moment to catch his breath before sending a wave of cold at Talos. The chill seemed to break around him like waves about a mountain, and even the frost that formed on the ground nearby vanished like a distant memory within seconds.


  "See if'n er gusta th' heiss!" Hotspur shouted in his preferred "Eurolac" patois, firing several spikes of searing fire into the metal skin of their foe.


  Talos grunted, as if absorbing a light punch, then smiled. "I am glad I practiced so thoroughly," he said. "I was actually worried you would find a way to surprise me, but my preparations have been quite sufficient."


  Then he found the gas main.


  * * * *


  [Imperia, Italy]


  "Dante Square," Chiaroscuro sighed as he brought the flying sarcophagus in for a landing in the commercial center of the Oneglia district of the small Italian port city. "Not how I remember it, but it's...been a while. I definitely don't recall *that* restaurant," he frowned, extending a hand. "It'll simply *have* to go!"


  In a flash of light, the building started to crumble into dust, as if shot through with a million tiny holes. "Do you think I should have warned the people inside?" he smiled crookedly to ASH as they entered the square and came to a wary halt.


  "Fry," Scorch said, unleashing a gout of flame that quickly surrounded the murderous mage. But, when the inferno subsided, he could see that a shadowy mass had surrounded Chiaroscuro like a cocoon.


  The shadows flew apart as Fury added her rather destructive opinion to the argument, twin bolts of channeled explosive force slamming into the darkness and rending it apart, to reveal...nothing.


  "My, you're jumping at shadows!" Chiaroscuro laughed, becoming visible as if dropping a cloak from around himself, and standing meters from his previous position.


  "Mine," Meteor said simply, rushing straight at the self-proclaimed master of light and darkness.


  Chiaroscuro laughed again as she passed through him. "Haven't you figured out that you can't trust anything you see when I'm around?"


  "Don't *you* know that the hand is quicker than the eye?" Meteor replied, straining slightly as she held the sarcophagus above her head. "Mine now. Breaker?"


  "Three meters to the left," she nodded to Scorch and Fury.


  "DAMN!" Chiaroscuro spat just before his image vanished and a new shield of darkness sprang up in the path of the howling torrent of flame and force being aimed at his true location. "Forgot about your telekinetic radar," he sighed, seemingly under no particular strain in resisting the combined attacks of two of ASH's most potent blasters. "There goes my bonus. Still, I can at least rack up a few points," he sighed.


  Crystalline darkness shot out around the shield in multiple directions, arrowing towards each of the four Combine heroes.


  Meteor dodged easily.


  Breaker dodged as well, if not with quite the ease.


  Fury redirected her blasts at the last moment and tore the arrowing tentacle apart.


  Scorch fell, screaming.


  "It's a pity Beacon isn't on Earth right now," Chiaroscuro sneered, his shield dropping momentarily, now that the attacks against him had ceased. "It'd have been particularly fun to get the two of you at once. But I suppose one photonic is all I can really expect for the day, yes?"


  * * * *


  [Mediterranean Sea]


  Grind managed to slice the left arm from his sparring partner with his monofiber dagger, revealing that the copy of Matrioshka was indeed hollow. But the loss of bodily integrity didn't seem to otherwise slow it down, suggesting that the shell was really just a projection of some sort, not a machine in the traditional sense. Unless it was nanotech on a level that no one he knew of had come close to developing yet.


  Unfortunately, in his line of work, technology beyond the cutting edge was just part of the daily grind.


  He spared a glance to see how the others were doing, and it wasn't great. No one had been unseated yet, but no one had managed to get close to the real Matrioshka yet either. The remote dolls were fireproof, which was giving C.J. a hard time. Jason's telekinesis was just strong enough to hold his at bay, though, and only a few hits had landed on his skycycle. Lana, for her part, seemed to be mostly playing cat-and-mouse with her opponent.


  Something clicked. Not only was Matrioshka clearly just playing with them in general, but she was treating Lana with kid gloves in particular. Lana couldn't ghost her cycle, it was a bit over her mass limit...so why hadn't her opponent simply disabled the cycle? The other three were certainly trying that tactic.


  Matrioshka didn't want to hurt Lana, for some reason. Maybe it was tied into the reason she wasn't trying very hard to escape, or the reason she had taken Ursula prisoner. But it gave him an idea.


  "Jason! Chamberlain for three!" he shouted, using his helmet's microphone to boost the volume to the point that he could be heard over the noise of battle.


  Teller nodded, swooping close enough to Fadeaway to abandon his damaged skycycle and jump to hers. As his cycle limped off on automatic, the two arrowed towards Matrioshka, but at the last moment veered to one side. Lana jumped, thrust forward and guided by Teller's telekinetic talent.


  Surprised, Matrioshka peeled off another duplicate to defend herself, but Lana suddenly jinked right and passed through the doll holding Princess Ursula captive. In the blink of an eye, the doll was empty and both Lana and the princess were landing gracefully on Lana's now rather crowded cycle.


  Matrioshka scowled, her mask resembling a child's drawing of a "frowny face." Almost petulantly, she had one of her duplicates smash Jason's unattended skycyle, and fired a bolt of cyan light into C.J.'s, disabling it as well. Grind was just able to get to his teammate in time to grab her before the engine died and the cycle plunged into the Mediterranean below.


  Oddly, despite this obvious display of power, Matrioshka didn't press her advantage. Instead, she shot straight into the sky too quickly for the eye to follow. Her remaining dolls crumbled to dust and blew away in the wind.


  "What the hell was that all about?" Jason asked.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven]


  "Something's wrong here," Conflicto frowned.


  "No kidding," Coulter replied, checking Spiral's pulse. "Anhydra's mopping the floor with...you guys."


  Conflicto ignored the almost-spoken "us" and shook his head. "No, she isn't. This fight could be over in a half second if she really wanted it to. She's bulletproof, shielded from Burnout's and Glyph's main powers, she's keeping Sultry from calling any serious lightning down on her, and she took Myriad out without even trying. If she really wanted us down, we'd be down. And if she wanted to leave, she'd be gone."


  "Distraction."


  "Bingo. And from what you've told me about the other three running off, I think it's all a big red herring. They want us paying attention to them, not to what's really important."


  "So, what's really important here?" Coulter asked, looking around. "Specifically, important that we have to be distracted from, rather than something they could do themselves? IR doesn't show anyone invisible lurking about, but I suppose they could by psi-inviso."


  Conflicto stared at the AstroSpear, jammed into the ground where Triton had left it. "Can you still link into SkyHaven's sensors? Good. Get with whatever doohickey Triton was using to scan the time bubbles earlier, and take a good hard look at the 'Spear."


  After a short pause, Coulter's human eye blinked. "Great Machine," he swore. "It's starting to unravel again. I dunno what all the numbers mean, or how long we have before time splits, but this can't be good."


  "Bingo. Distract us from THAT," Conflicto pointed at the AstroSpear. "Sultry, how you holding out?" he asked over the commlink, then winced as he saw Skyhaven rock.


  "BAD!" came the snarling response. "And *no*, I still can't get lightning anywhere near that piece of mummy meat!"


  "You don't have to, I sussed it," Conflicto replied. "She's trying to keep our attention off the AstroSpear...take a look at the time/gravity/ whatever sensors."


  Sultry's hiss was all the response he needed before continuing, "I don't think Llyr's energy was quite enough to seal the deal. I need you to hit the AstroSpear with the biggest lightning bolt you can manage, okay?"


  "How...how do you know that will work?" she asked, dubious.


  "Come on. Derek is married to you, and you know he plans five steps ahead. He's got to have set the 'Spear up to absorb lightning by *now*," he grinned.


  The sky rumbled. Anhydra's power over moisture was keeping the clouds from building up in her immediate vicinity, but there were limits.


  "Um, maybe everyone with metal in them should start running now?" Conflicto suggested, before diving into a nearby ditch. Coulter scooped up Spiral and headed for cover just in time.


  KRAAAAK!


  As lightning bolts go, it wasn't terribly impressive, but that's like saying that as migraines go it didn't hurt too much. The world went white for a moment and Conflicto was blinking away afterimages despite having buried his face in his arms.


  "Breach sealed," Coulter said, sounding miles away over the roaring in Conflicto's ears. "And it looks like TerraStar's body just popped out. She's not moving, though."


  Conflicto stood, his vision slowly clearing.


  Then he kinda wished it hadn't, because he could see Anhydra floating right in front of him.


  "Clever little man! I should have paid heed to her warnings and made sure you'd stay down," she rasped.


  Desperately, Conflicto coagulated all the fluid in his own body, hoping it would prevent her from drying him out like she had Myriad. Unfortunately, he realized as everything went black, her power didn't seem to work that way....


  * * * *


  [Nice, France]


  Rasputin was afraid.


  It was something he was all too used to, being the most physically fragile member of the team, but that didn't mean he liked it.


  Arc was barely moving, badly burned by the gas explosion. Oni's magnetic ghost form had been dispersed by the blast, and while Rasputin knew she would be back, it would likely take too long for her to matter again in this fight. Ymir's cold simply wasn't enough to do more than annoy Talos, and Hotspur was currently getting beaten savagely by the bronze man's fists. The only saving grace for Harry was that he wasn't also being burned in the process, thanks to the immunity granted by his own fiery power.


  "Damn it, there has to be an opening!" Rasputin spat. "He has a mind, he is not a drone or a remotely controlled extension. I can feel it," he hissed. "The joy of combat, the grim satisfaction in the damage he is doing to Hotspur. He is like a child, but a changeling child."


  Wait. There. A small handle, but one he could use. But he needed to be closer. Dangerously closer. He had to overcome his own fear.


  "Must needs when the devil drives," he gritted his teeth and urged his damaged hoverchair forward. Talos spared him a glance, but smiled and went back to Hotspur. Rasputin could hear something snap in the Englishman's arm.


  "This is much more diverting than the simulations," Talos said. "Why, I'd give an arm and a leg for such an experience. Not my own, of course," he tossed Hotspur away. "Now, I suppose I should deal with Ymir before he finds some new application of his powers or somesuch."


  "No, monster, you will deal with me!" Rasputin challenged.


  "Why? I can discern your illusions from reality easily enough. At best you can distract me a little. And you are hardly a physical challenge," Talos gestured at the hoverchair. "There is nothing you can make me see or hear or smell that will even slow me down."


  "But I can make you FEEL!" Rasputing shouted, grabbing that small "handle" in Talos's mind and turning as hard as he could. Then he poured all the memories of that horrible day in December into the bronze figure's mind. The feeling of Triton's crackling electric trident forcing its way into his stomach, burning and tearing and the pain and the smell and oh GOD the pain....


  "RRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!" Talos screamed, doubling over.


  "Never felt pain before, have you?" Rasputin sneered. "An invulnerable metal child is all you are. Pain is life...so drink it in and *live*!"


  "MAKE...IT...STOP!" Talos demanded, reaching out with inhuman swiftness and placing a searing hand around Rasputin's throat.


  There was a short, sharp burning sensation, and then the pain stopped for Rasputin. Forever.


  * * * *


  A woman sighed. "A pity. I'd hoped at least one of my proteges would have earned their bonus points. They lost both prisoners, TerraStar's body has been freed, and Talos had to lose his cool and kill someone. Still, an otherwise acceptable showing, and no irreparable damage. Cronyx, send out the recall signal and take the yacht in."


  "Certainly, madam. It has made for interesting viewing, has it not?"


  "Oh, of course," she nodded to the small holographic daemon. "Although it does lack a certain climactic event, to cap off the day of general death and destruction. Something to really make the news cycle."


  "Shall I implement contingency Gamma-Three?" Cronyx suggested.


  She tapped a finger on her chin for a moment. "Yes, I believe that will do. The fall of Skyhaven will certainly make for compelling historical footage. I pity I won't be there to see it in person, but such is life...."


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, over Monaco]


  "She just flew off?" Sultry asked over the commlink.


  Coulter's image on the screen nodded. "She didn't even try to attack me. Could you send something down so I can bring up the woun..."


  The screen went blank.


  "Robert?" Sultry asked, tapping the control surface.


  Then, for what seemed like the tenth time that day, alarms sounded.


  "EMERGENCY!" an automated voice declared. "LOSS OF POWER TO PRIMARY ANTIGRAVITY SYSTEMS. SECONDARY THRUSTERS OFFLINE."


  "Don't let us crash!" Sultry shouted at the computer.


  "UNABLE TO COMPLY. INSUFFICIENT POWER TO PREVENT IMPACT."


  "Then steer us into the water!"


  "ALREADY ATTEMPTING."


  Seconds later, the bridge filled with impact foam as Skyhaven hit the waters of Monaco Bay at a higher speed than Sultry wanted to contemplate. The foam was air-permeable, and would dissolve soon enough, but for now she couldn't move more than a little bit within its cushioning embrace. Still, she took some comfort in knowing that her babies had not only the benefit of the foam in their creche, but also the best defensive systems her husband could design...with power systems independent from the rest of Skyhaven.


  After all, Eugene had been right...the man *did* plan ahead.


  "I hope you planned for whatever happened to you in the Jardin," she whispered.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven, Monaco Bay]


  "Face it, they were playing with us," Jason Teller spat disgustedly as the deck rolled gently under his feet. The four teams had regrouped on Skyhaven, which now floated in Monaco Bay, finally level after hours of damage control by the teams that had arrived from Khadam. It might even fly again once the computers were repaired.


  "Rasputin and Llyr are *dead*, and you say they were *playing*?" Arc replied in disbelief.


  "He's right," Meteor sighed. "If those four had been willing to accept a little more risk, we might all be dead or seriously injured. And they gave up and ran way too easily once we'd accomplished some minor victory."


  "Bullies?" Burnout suggested. "I've seen the type, but..." she trailed off dubiously. But she knew, as did everyone else, that none of their foes had run off in fear. They'd simply left as if they had somewhere better to be.


  "It was a game," Grind nodded grimly. "There were several references to bonus points and the like. And to having practiced against us in simulations. This was a test, and they passed it, if not with flying colors. We, however, didn't do so well. We have four missing, two dead, and several others who will be out of action for at least a while," he pointed to the monitor screen, showing the sickbay where Myriad, Conflicto and Spiral were hooked up to IVs. "And some who should be out of action," he shot a look at Arc, who was still heavily bandaged and had salve over some unpleasant looking burns.


  "I felt Rasputin die," Ymir all but whispered. Then he added, more loudly, "I pity Rasputin's children. Now they will never know their father," he said in a tone that suggested he didn't think they had much chance of knowing him even had he lived.


  "Children?" Lightfoot quirked an eyebrow.


  Ymir nodded. "After his brush with mortality in '23, he was determined to ensure that his legacy would be maintained, and not left to the vagaries of romantic fortunes. So the Russian government found him a number of patriotic volunteers to bear his children." He paused, then answered the question that seemed to be hovering politely on many lips, "Through artificial means, given his disability."


  "Llyr had no such legacy," Arc frowned. "EUROPA has much to pay back."


  "We can start by trying to figure out what was going on here, and why there's still time portals popping up all over the world despite Conflicto and Sultry getting the time strands sealed," Meteor interjected. "Of all the bait these newcomers used today, this sarcophagus was the only mystery," she gestured to the object she'd brought back from Italy, currently being scanned mystically by Glyph and technologically by Coulter. "The sooner we can get it opened, the happier I'll be."


  "What about your husband?" Sultry demanded. "What about *my* husband?" she added, barely holding back hysterics.


  "There's an old saying," Meteor replied, coolly, "don't trust a superhuman is dead until you see the body, and even then it's not a sure thing. There were all sorts of time and gravity warps involved here, I don't think they were simply disintegrated. They may be lost somewhere, somewhen, but even if you don't believe your husband can bring them all back, I know *mine* can."


  "And if they're not just lost, but gone beyond the ability to come back?" Ymir asked.


  Meteor sighed. "We had the last few weeks together after we both thought I was as good as dead. Not everyone gets even a second chance...if I don't get a third chance? Well, that's part of the life I agreed to live."


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


  Next:


  It's time for revelations as Lap 4 wraps up "Four to Never" in CSV #28, "Time Flies!"


  Then come back here as "Timequake" starts in ASH #79, "Divine Wind"! April 15, 2026 is certainly a busy day in the ASH Universe....


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


  Author's Notes:


  I didn't really intend for this to be an oversized issue (it's about 20% bigger than normal), but juggling four fight scenes will do that. :) One of the benefits of online "publication", though, I don't need to worry about fitting into a particular pagecount.


  I was going to call the next arc "Time Out Of Joint," but we already used that for the title of LNH2024 #2. Ah well.


  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperia_%28city%29 was used for getting details of the ASH/Chiaroscuro fight. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nice was used for Nice.


  I should probably point out that Tony came up with Chiaroscuro, but *I* got to be the one to type his name over and over. :) He also created Matrioshka and Anhydra. I created Talos after he decided he wasn't happy with his original fourth villain. More about their backgrounds will be revealed in future installments of ASH and CSV.


  The "Chamberlain for three" bit is a battle code devised by someone in STRAFE who's a sports history fan. You see, Wilt Chamberlain was reknowned for, among other things, a sort of jump shot called a fadeaway, which is notoriously had to block. "Chamberlain for three" specifically means to throw Lana (Fadeaway) at a hostage or bystander for rescue purposes. For two means to throw her at the enemy as an attack.


  Rasputin's crippling injury was sustained in the Battle of Haven during DEEP ARMAGEDDON in STRAFE #5 and CSV #5, on December 31, 2023.


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


  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/ !


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


  Conclave of Super-Villains #28 - FOUR TO NEVER Lap 4: Time Flies


  Cover shows the back of a man's hand, splayed as though indicating the number 5. On the back of his hand is a starburst tattoo made of five golden ankhs, and the letters F-I-V-E are inked upside down on his fingers, spelling out the word if he balls his hand into a fist. The text proclaims: THE IMPOSSIBLE FIVE!
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  #28 - FOUR TO NEVER: Lap 4


  "Time Flies" ===========================================================================


  Active


  SULTRY / Zuri Angeline Croft / Weather Control


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho / Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  KALIBAN / Kaliban Kalibos / Monstrous Strength


  TIARA / Princess Ursula of Monaco / Master Thief


  BURNOUT / Trish Catrall/Tyra Dumont / Ash Elemental


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Wispform, Hypnosis


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Magic


  



  Inactive


  TERRASTAR / Polla Hectrix Termiddo / Earth Control


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Cybernetics


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  TRITON / Derek Murdock Radner / Gadgeteer/Electricity


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


  [April 15, 2026 - Skyhaven Lab, Monaco Bay]


  Burnout glanced out the window at the sea through the windows of the Skyhaven lab, her mood dark. Triton had built Skyhaven well, anticipating the eventuality that one day the airship might crash into land or ocean. For the foreseeable future, Skyhaven would remain anchored in Monaco Bay, but it was on the surface, not under it. Through the reinforced glass, she spotted a few curious fish, and promptly turned them to ash. If only she could have done that to Anhydra!


  Though the fight was over, Glyph maintained truce with the so-called heroes, determined to find out what was inside the mysterious sarcophagus ASH had recovered. Burnout had been against bringing it onboard. For all they knew, it could be a bomb.


  Hells, Fury from the Academy of Super-Heroes was a walking bomb.


  "I think I've found a way to open it," said Glyph, her scales rippling as she smiled. She had called the Green Knight, Fury, and Arc to the lab to help with her plan. "Rather clever device, actually. Whoever designed this sarcophagus anticipated all our powers, and built it to resist our paranormal efforts. However, they failed to anticipate the fact that we have two very potent techno-mystical weapons at our disposal. The AstroSpear and the GeoMace."


  Ah. Burnout nodded, starting to understand Glyph's plan. The GeoMace had been sealed in the dimensional fissure with TerraStar. It was a mystically-enhanced collapsiron weapon like the AstroSpear, built by the same extradimensional culture.


  The Green Knight crossed his arms. "Why would that work, when raw force can't?"


  "Strength alone cannot open the sarcophagus. Neither can my magic open the device by itself," continued Glyph. "However, if I inscribe glyphs of sympathetic magic on the GeoMace and the AstroSpear, then the Green Knight and Arc can strike the front and back of the sarcophagus with the weapons, hitting at the same time, the force coupled *with* mystic resonance should crack open the coffin like an egg."


  "And my role?" asked Fury.


  "Boosting Arc's strength, of course," said Burnout disdainfully, anticipating Glyph's answer. "You can give her as much kinetic energy as she needs, quickly."


  "Let's do it," said Arc, offering her good hand to Fury. Fury cupped her hand over Arc's and concentrated, detonating controlled blasts into Arc's palm. Arc absorbed the kinetic energy, stockpiling it for the attempt.


  Glyph finished painting the sigils on the two weapons. "Ready?"


  They were.


  On the count of three, The Green Knight swung the GeoMace and Arc the AstroSpear, and struck the sarcophagus simultaneously. An ear-piercing sound echoed through the whole of Skyhaven as the sarcophagus shattered into a hundred pieces, freeing a figure mummified in black bandages within, who collapsed to the floor.


  "Friend or foe?" Burnout growled, and brought her power to bear on the bandages, disintegrating them to a cloud of dust. A naked young man, barely conscious, looked up at them. When he saw Fury, he smiled. "Mom?"


  "Ch...Chris?" Fury whispered.


  Burnout could feel Fury's confusion and fear, even catching a glimpse of recognition. Wasn't Fury's kid only a couple years old? But then again, with time as fractured as it was, it could be her son after all. There was a resemblance between the two, and Triton had mentioned something about her kid having time powers. However, from what she recalled, those powers had disappeared.


  The man fainted.


  "Get him to the infirmary," Glyph said. "If he is indeed your son, Fury, then we're in more trouble than we think."


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven Bridge, Monaco Bay]


  "Chris Kelsey?" said Grind, after the Green Knight came on the bridge to report the strange turn of events. "Damn, I should have considered it earlier. A future version of a kid who has time powers."


  "You can't imagine how surprised Arin is," said the Green Knight. "She called Nancy Balzer in Milwaukee to make sure Chris was OK, and he was." Nancy was the Anchor nurse who had adopted Chris back when his powers had threatened him with an early demise, but Arin had regretfully let the adoption stand even after Chris's powers had been mysteriously removed.


  "Excuse me, guys, but you better take a look at this," said Breaker, monitoring the strange phenomena occurring around the world with Sultry. "A number of Marshals in the region have responded to the poison gas situation in Dallas, but it's not going well. They need back-up. Boomer reports that Cassandra's possible future scenarios aren't predicting any of this." Cassandra was an old Academy burnout victim with precognitive powers, who had returned in cybernetic form a couple of years ago. She and Boomer had both been part of an informal "Legion of Net.Heroes" group at the Academy, but while it had since broken up, they kept in touch.


  Grind came over to check the message. "They're not the only ones who need help. Send a message to the Academy...they're best equipped to respond." He glanced at a couple of other screens. Students from ASIE, the Academy's counterpart in the Eurasian Union, had been dispatched to assist with the Panzers that had appeared in Poland. The Otakuza, of all people, were responding to the Mongol fleet approaching Japan. Who knew what other gateways in time had opened up?


  Jay Teller stared at one screen in particular. "Um, Grind? A really big dinosaur just appeared in Venice."


  Damn. They were just being stretched thin, and there were still the problems of where their four teammates had disappeared to, and where the four villains had gone. "Teller, Drake, and Ymir, go," Grind instructed. "Take a Crab from the hangar."


  Sultry crossed her arms. "You could ask first, Nose."


  Grind was about to reply when Oni and Fadeaway entered the bridge, carrying a sample collector/analyzer filled with grey dust. "Good news and bad," Oni said. "The dust from the Jardin doesn't seem to be organic, so it's unlikely that our friends were disintegrated. However, it does seem to be made of the same substance that Matrioshka's shells were, after they fell apart."


  "We think that Jen and the others were encased in one of those shells that Ursula was trapped in," Fadeaway added, hope in her voice. "Maybe they were caught in transportation devices and teleported away. What do you think, Dan?"


  "Could be," Grind said, but he wasn't so sure. The truth had to lie with the man who claimed to be Chris Kelsey. "Keep monitoring the situation. I'm going to the infirmary to get some answers."


  * * * *


  [A cave deep in the Rock of Gibraltar]


  In a hidden cavern, the woman from the yacht awaited her teammates patiently, walking the perimeter and admiring the scintillating nano-bloom colonies that powered and protected their new headquarters. Soon, the central stalactite, crystal blue from the nano-bloom modification, pulsed with golden rings of light, conjuring the four who had wreaked havoc in Monaco and beyond.


  Chiaroscuro strode forth and bowed when he saw her. "It is good to see you again, Mistress..."


  She cut him off. "Do not call me by that name. I do not care for it, not with *her* claiming it for herself. From now on, you will call me Never, nothing else."


  Anhydra chuckled. "Never, never, play with fire. It suits you."


  Chiaroscuro snarled. "Cut the act, Ann."


  "Only if you drop the mask, bright stuff," Anhydra said.


  The mage waved a hand, and the shadows obscuring his face fell away, revealing a handsome young man in his early twenties.


  Matrioshka said nothing, only walking around the cave examining the nano-blooms.


  "I had Cronyx create them, following your specifications," Never said to Matrioshka.


  Talos stomped around the cave. "Where is my father?"


  "I'm sorry, Talos," said Never. "The one you know is gone."


  Talos broke a stalagmite and made a stool for himself. "Gone?"


  "All of them are gone, at least as we knew them," said Never. "As I expected, the heroes and anti-heroes of this time interfered with our one chance to recreate our future...and now that you exist in this time, your creator is unlikely to follow the same path he did in our history. I'm afraid we five are all that remain of the CSV of 2052, thanks to Timeslip."


  "If you hadn't told us to use kid-gloves with those old-timers, we would still have that brat," said Chiaroscuro.


  "All in good time, Olivier," said Never. "We need to be careful how we tread."


  Matrioshka opened her hand, and a miniature Cronyx appeared to speak her thoughts. "Mater says that with our superior technology, we should be able to take over the world within the year," reported the daemon. "Why hold back?"


  "Because we are only five," said Never. "We five are well-prepared to destroy ASH and CSV, but we alone cannot hold all that territory by ourselves. Remember how Antiochus VI tried in 2044, and how he lost everything in the end? We need chaos and minions to achieve what we did in our time."


  Anhydra nodded in understanding. "Radner's rule number eighty-six: 'Media, when manipulated right, can be a villain's most powerful ally.' I remember that from his autobiography."


  "Exactly. I could have kidnapped the Four Keys and used them to free you from temporal oblivion, but that would rob us of the opportunity to strike fear in our enemies' hearts while inspiring potential allies to join us," Never explained. "The deaths have already marked us as true villains on par with the most powerful teams in this time."


  Chiaroscuro grunted. "I still say we should have killed more. I could have slain Scorch easily."


  "No need for overkill," Never said. "There is a fine line between a leader who kills strategically and a leader who kills for sport. We need to project the first image, not the latter, lest our potential recruits think we'll also kill our own as casually. The timestorms and the loss of their team leaders will keep our enemies busy enough while we recruit the manpower we need to stand against any threat."


  Anhydra seemed skeptical. "Fearless leader, how do you propose we amass an army in this backward age?"


  "There are already people who will rally to our cause," said Never. "There are paranormal villains of the power level we need, held in four high-security facilities during this time period: The Cavity in the Combine, Prison Omega in the Eurasian Union, Five Elements Mountain in China, and The Hecatomb in Khadam. They are all itching for a taste of freedom. We will give it to them."


  Chiaroscuro stroked his chin. "What makes you think they will rally to our cause?" he asked.


  Never produced a wafer-thin symbol, five ankhs in a star pattern. It looked very much like a rub-on tattoo. "We organize them into five-man cells, and give them access to Matrioshka's teleportation technology. Being able to flee to a sanctuary will give them an edge over those who try to recapture them."


  Matrioshka seemed to whisper into her Cronyx's ear. The holographic image nodded and danced in glee. "Mater says it is a wonderful idea, Mistress Never. Once they are dependent, we would be able to monitor them through the tattoos."


  Anhydra's dust-hair writhed in excitement. "And control them when we need to. Brilliant."


  Never smiled. "Glad you think so. The world will belong to us. The CSV of 2052 is dead. This world, this *time*, will come to fear _the Impossible Five_."


  Talos nodded. "Five's easier to count than 2052 anyway."


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven Infirmary]


  Burnout glanced at TerraStar's mindless body on one of the infirmary beds. If only she could separate one of the two minds trapped in her present body, the other could easily enter the shell of that witch, riding the flesh like a puppet. The Tyra part of her missed the Mister Strings days.


  Grind's voice interrupted her reveries. "His DNA proves it," he said, reading the results off a computer display. "Arin, that man is indeed Christopher Kelsey, your son. He is also, as far as I can tell, the man who kidnapped your son last year."


  Fury still looked at her grown son in disbelief. "How can it be?"


  "If he has time powers, Fury, then he must be the cause of the time distortion in the first place," Glyph said. "We can't trust this man."


  "He's coming to," Burnout observed.


  Chris Kelsey's eyes fluttered open. "Where am I? When am I?" he managed.


  "You're on Skyhaven," said Glyph. "I demand to know who you are and what you and the others have done to Triton, or else I'll let Sultry have at you."


  Chris winced. "What's been happening?"


  "What hasn't been?" Conflicto rasped from his bed. "Water. I need water!"


  Burnout grabbed the nearest cup of water and dashed it in Conflicto's face. Not exactly recommended medical procedure, but she didn't exactly care. The IV was taking care of his treatment anyway.


  "Thank you," Conflicto whispered.


  "Is that really you, Chris?" asked Arin.


  Chris nodded. "One version, Mom. Not how your Chris will turn out, but that's a complicated story. They call me Timeslip."


  "Timeslip, ironic as it sounds, we're running out of time," said Grind. "Listen carefully. Here's what has just happened." Grind ran through the events systematically and efficiently, recapping all the relevant points. "We need to know who these people are, what those fissures in time are, and why this is all happening."


  Timeslip coughed. "It's my fault, I'm afraid. You see, I had to come back in time and change my own fate." He paused, as if trying to put the best spin on bad news. "I came to the realization that if I was going to start doing more with my time powers than just speed up or slow down time, if I wanted to actually *travel* through time, I was going to start attracting the attention of other time travelers. I know about the Causality Wars, and how wiping out someone's past was a common tactic in the opening phases of that trans-temporal conflict...so I set out to become a closed loop. I also managed to save the city of Milwaukee from being cast adrift in a timeless limbo in the process, but I wish I could say I was being the selfless hero. I just saw it as the best time to convince myself to give up our powers to me, and also change the timeline."


  He stopped, swallowing dryly, then continued. "Of course, by averting that tragedy and ensuring I'd never grow up to become a villain, I also tipped over a bunch of other dominoes. The whole 'It's A Wonderful Life' effect, except instead of removing a good person from the timeline, I yanked out a real jerk...me. What I didn't anticipate was that my former colleagues in the CSV in 2052 found a way to protect themselves from being erased or altered. One of them captured me, and tried to tap my power to restore things back the way they were suppo...used to be. I think you managed to stop them, but now five of the deadliest villains from the future are loose in your time."


  "Who are they?" asked Glyph.


  "Your legacy, gone wrong," Timeslip said. "Matrioshka, one of Rasputin's daughters. Talos, a creation serving Q'Nos. Chiaroscuro, Light Errant's son. Anhydra, Burnout's daughter."


  Burnout's jaw dropped. "I wasn't aware I was even going to be a mother. I don't suppose I could get rid of her by getting my tubes tied?"


  Chris shook his head tiredly. "No, they're in the same rootless loop I am now. They probably had to be careful not to kill you initially, when they were still hoping to restore our timeline, but now all bets are off."


  "You said five. Who's the fifth?" Grind asked.


  A pained expression flashed across Timeslip's face. "I...I'm not sure. I feel I ought to know, but I don't remember a face, a name, a power. All I can think of is the name, Never."


  "Do you know their weaknesses?" Burnout asked.


  Timeslip frowned. "Again, my memory's...gone swiss cheese. All I know is that they're well trained to fight you. We all were. You were Basic Level threats. Be careful against them," Timeslip said.


  "Ya think?!" Conflicto shouted in a hoarse voice from across the room.


  "I'd hate to think what Advanced Level is," Burnout muttered.


  "What about the cracks in time?" asked Grind. "How do we stop them? And where are our people?"


  "I'm afraid your friends are lost in time," Timeslip said. "They've probably been sent to the past, where their very existence threatens disruptions in the present. That's why there are timequakes. Until they return, dead or alive, the disruptions will continue."


  "And how do we get them back?" Grind asked.


  "I don't know," Timeslip confessed. "After what they did to me, my power's virtually gone. I can still feel that things are messed up, but I can't do anything about it. If your friends return, it might not even be in your lifetime. If they have a choice between coming back too early or too late, they're smart enough to pick 'too late.'"


  Conflicto lay back down and covered his face with a pillow. "Someone tell Sultry. Anyone but me. I've died enough already."


  * * * *


  [August 23, AD 79 - Pompeii]


  Triton was surprised by where he and the others ended up. The last thing he remembered was the scarlet beam enveloping him, and when the light cleared, he found himself standing in the middle of what appeared to be an oval Roman amphitheatre, next to Solar Max, Jen Kleinvogel, and Aegis. His longtime foes...it was still hard to think of them as allies...seemed as perplexed as he was.


  "We're not in Monaco anymore," he said to the others. His AstroSpear was gone, probably still stuck in the ground at the Jardin.


  They weren't alone. Apparently, by the looks of the crowd screaming and racing out of the amphitheatre, and the stunned looks on the combatants' faces, they had interrupted a gladiatorial game. Soon, the amphitheatre cleared, leaving the four of them quite unsure of where or even *when* they were.


  Aegis marched up to Triton. "What did you do to us?"


  "Don't be hasty, Cas," said Jen Kleinvogel. "We were trying to fix time, and it seems we might have made things worse."


  Solar Max floated high into the air, before descending again. "Worse isn't the word for it. By the looks of it, we're quite close to a volcano."


  "Crap." Triton had an inkling where and when they were, and called up a geography program installed in his helmet. He used the armor's thrusters and lifted himself high to confirm his suspicions. He also scanned through all the radio channels he expected to be used, but found nothing but the electromagnetic roar an active volcano pumped out. He came back down. "We traveled through time, all right. We're in Pompeii, before the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. By my readings, that volcano's going to blow any day."


  Jen Kleinvogel's eyes widened. "79 A.D. How are we going to get back?"


  Solar Max put an armored hand gently on her shoulder. "Don't worry, Jen, we'll find a way. Or else, our teams will."


  Aegis crossed his arms. "If the volcano's about to explode, shouldn't we do something to help?"


  Solar Max shook his head. "If we *are* in the past, Aegis, anything we do might change the future. We've interfered enough already, simply by disrupting this gladiatorial fight, although the impending destruction of the area will probably lessen any effects we might be having if we take care. I hate to say this, but it may be for the best that the city's inhabitants go to their fate under the volcano's ashes, as history meant it to be."


  Triton grunted, not at all agreeing with Solar Max. He remembered the Temporal Ethics class at the Academy, and hated what the teachers preached. After all, if they weren't meant to change events, why invent time-travel in the first place? In fact, a few ideas came to him. This was an opportunity too good to waste. There were many events that could be averted in the future. Of course, he would be very careful about how he approached it, but he was certain he could save a few lives. Like Peryton's.


  "We need to be very careful about what we do from here on," Solar Max said. "Jen, you can reconnoiter without being seen, so you're our best bet for figuring out exactly when we are, and how close to the eruption time it is. Don't forget our comms are limited to short range mode, since we can't exactly tap into the grid."


  "I'm on it," she said, and flew into the air, disappearing as her sheath veiled her.


  "Triton, we should try to find a place where our presence is least likely to make an impact on the past, like Antarctica or an uninhabited island," continued Solar Max.


  "Great. You want to exile us to the coldest and most desolate continent on Earth," Triton mocked. "Look, Zachary, it doesn't matter if we're in Rome, Egypt, or Timbuktu. All we need to do is to figure out a way to travel back to where we started, and you can't do it without my genius."


  "How do you figure that?" Solar Max asked. His tone told Derek that he'd at least considered the problem himself, though. Maybe even tried to time travel himself once.


  "Any attempt to travel through time requires precision, or we might overshoot our target," said Triton. "Our only hope is to home in on something like the AstroSpear, which will act as a beacon. Only I know enough about the weapon to ensure we don't end up in the Precambrian, 1281, 1939, 3689, or whenever," he said, throwing out a few random years that popped into his head. "Look, Zachary, there might be some residual space-time anomalies floating around. Could you scan for them from orbit?"


  "I'll give it a shot," Solar Max said, and flew straight up, his armor's boosters leaving a trail of flame behind him to momentarily rival Vesuvius.


  "Might I speak to you a moment?" Triton said in a soft voice to Aegis.


  "I have nothing to say to you, killer," Aegis replied.


  "Really? Because I have an idea on how we can save your brother," Triton said.


  "Save Pol? You killed him in cold blood two years ago," Aegis said. "I still intend to see you executed for your crime, Triton."


  "Think about it, Aegis," Triton said. "We are in the past. I didn't kill Pol two years ago, I *will* kill him nearly two *thousand* years from now...but there are all sorts of things we can do to ensure that the same tragedy doesn't happen in the future...provided we can get away from these do-gooders and *lightly* tamper with the timeline."


  "What makes you think you can do it without destroying us all?" Aegis asked.


  "Because I'm me, and I layer contingency upon contingency," Triton replied. He opened a small compartment in his armor and showed Aegis what he hid inside. It was a tiny piece of plasm.


  "What is it?" Aegis asked.


  "A piece of Myriad, a seed with which we can grow a future and fool the world," Triton said. "Trust me. I need not be your brother's killer, and we could have Pollux back, along with Peryton. Are you with me? Because if you are, we need to get away *now*."


  Aegis was torn, that was certain. But Triton knew Aegis would never pass up a chance to resurrect his beloved brother.


  "All right. What do we do?" Aegis said at last.


  "Sheath us in your invisibility, and we find a place where we can scheme in peace," Triton said. "Don't worry. I know enough tricks to keep them from finding us. When our preparations are done, you and I can travel back to our proper time."


  "What about Solar Max and Kleinvogel?" Aegis asked. "We can't strand them here!"


  "If I know Zachary, he will turn the sun inside out to reunite with Meteor," Triton said. "They'll find their own way back."


  "Then let's go," said Aegis.


  Triton smiled behind his faceplate. He made for a great Mephistopheles.


  * * * *


  The Pompeiian messenger, hiding behind a steep tier of stone seats, watched in fascination as the last of the two strangers flew into the air, disappearing. They spoke in a foreign tongue unknown to him, but there were a few words he thought he recognized. The words Rome and Egypt, for example, or "astro". What did it all mean? Were they gods? Two wore armor that could only have been forged by the gods, that much was certain. Yet, one bore tokens of that Jewish cult, the Christians...who denied the existence of any God but theirs.


  Faced with such wonders, he was convinced the road to immortality could be found in the riddle of these magical men. They spoke of Rome and Egypt, so that was where he would find his destiny, if not for himself, then for his bloodline. He would leave Pompeii this very day for Rome, and begin his search for the secret to life immortal there, then in Egypt.


  One day, the world would come to worship Remus Arcus Angelus and his descendants.


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2026 - The edge of Lakshmi Planum, Venus]


  Light Errant, in the form of a will-o'-wisp, led Labyrinthe to a small grove on the border of the vast grasslands west of the inhabited part of the continent. Labyrinthe seemed oblivious to the fact that he was even there, staring blankly forward.


  Three other photonics awaited Light Errant and Labyrinthe in the grove. Whiteout, his ultraviolet companion-puppet Oblivion, and the murderous Mothflame.


  Light Errant turned back into the shape of a woman. "Told you my powers have grown," she smirked. "Labyrinthe is completely under my control, and won't remember a thing about his presence here today."


  The orange Mothflame snarled. "So, he is to be the father of your miracle child?"


  Light Errant chuckled. "Oh, our son will be even greater than Doublecross himself, commanding light and darkness with the blood of a Viau mage. This child will be the messiah of photonics, I promise you. Our kind will shape the destinies of Earth and Venus, in a way even our old master never thought possible." Her new ally on Earth, the woman who called herself Never, told her what the future held. For that information, she had been quite willing to erase the woman's identity from Timeslip's mind. "And it all begins with a single kiss."


  Light Errant pulled Labyrinthe's head towards her, and kissed him.


  Light and darkness would never again be the same.


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


  Next:


  "Four to Never" may be over, but "Timequake" is just beginning! See ASH #79 for the attempts to deal with the unleashed temporal chaos in "Divine Wind"! As for the four stranded in AD 79, their story will unfold soon enough....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, there was a swiss-cheese tribute to Quantum Leap up there.


  Editor's Notes:


  Tony graciously put me in as a co-writer in the header, but I decided that this time my contributions were a bit more limited, so I tweaked it. :) My longest single stretch of text here was Timeslip's recounting of his plan to seal off his old timeline, if you're curious. Timeslip's quest to become without beginning was laid out in the "Time and Space" arc of ASH, mostly in ASH #64.


  At the moment, Tony's not sure if the Pompeii storyline will continue as an arc in CSV, or as its own miniseries, hence the vague "Next" box. How much the Impossible Five are in the foreground for the next few months will depend on Tony's schedule, though. ASH is going to concentrate on dealing with the consequences of the time fissures, distracted exactly as Never intended.


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #79 - TIMEQUAKE Part 1: Divine Wind


  The cover shows five color-coded sentai-style warriors fighting demon Mongols aboard a junk that's been subtly altered to look like it sailed out of the netherworld.
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  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


  



  [April 15, 2026 - Rome, Italy]


  "This is Gholam Eckhart for Terran News Network, the galaxy's eye on Earth, with NewsBot 9000, reporting from Roma, Italia, where a reptilian horror out of the Cretaceous has been running amok through the city for over thirty minutes now. It has been tentatively identified as a Scipionyx, Italy's first-discovered native dinosaur, but it is considerably larger than any known fossil specimen. Police have been trying to contain it using riot gear, but the five meter tall creature has been largely ignoring their best efforts. Already, there have been calls to capture it for study, which has hampered attempts to get permission to use lethal force.


  "Wait, we have a development here! NewsBot, pan left, thirty mark two! Yes, it seems that EUROPA's Ymir, along with two agents of the multinational STRAFE organization, have arrived to lend a hand in capturing the Scipionyx. Oh my, one of the STRAFE agents is rushing forward and trying to get the dinosaur's attention! That could only be the invulnerable Anthony Drake... can you get a closeup, NewsBot? Yes, I recognize his shoulder patch, that's him. And it appears that the other agent, possibly Jason Teller, is firing a dart gun into the Scipionyx's mouth, but it's not having much effect. Brrrr, if you were here, viewers, you'd be able to feel the temperature drop suddenly. It looks like Ymir is attempting to subdue the creature by making the entire area just too cold for it...I guess here's where we find out if dinosaurs were really cold-blooded, eh?"


  "Gholam, Chet Carson here, back at the Khadam desk."


  "Go ahead, Chet."


  "Are there any members of the Conclave present that you can see?"


  "No, Chet. As we last heard, the Conclave was badly mauled in their successful battle against the forces that tried to destroy Monaco, driving them off at the cost of several injuries, the crash of Skyhaven, and the disappearance of Chancellor Radner, who had gone in person to lend his genius to the mystery of the dome that appeared over Monaco during the Prix Ultime. A race, it should be said, that is rumored to have had three victors and two deaths across the several timelines the city was split into. Khadam's own Eugene 'Conflicto' Kwan both won the race and died short of the finish line, making his day quite a story for the news once we can get an interview, ha ha."


  "No doubt, Gholam, ha. Reports have also come in that EUROPA suffered losses of its own, and the leader of ASH vanished alongside Chancellor Radner. Speculation is rife that Solar Max's incompetence led to another disaster not unlike the infamous Rockfall."


  "But without the benefits of the Garamante Basin, Chet. Still, it wouldn't be fair to speculate further until we know more, we only report. It's up to the viewers to come to their own conclusions."


  "Too true. Speaking of reporting?"


  "Yes, the Scipionyx is down. I guess, even if they're warm-blooded, dinosaurs don't like subzero temperatures any more than you or I do. I'm going to try to get an interview with Ymir, or one of the STRAFE agents, if NewsBot 9000 and I can get through the police cordon."


  "Good luck with that, Gholam. Meanwhile, we have satellite pictures to show you of the ongoing situation in the Sea of Japan, where it appears that a significant portion of the Mongol invasion fleet of the 13th Century has mysteriously appeared through one of the many time rifts that have opened since Chancellor Radner's plan went awry due to the incompetence of his erstwhile allies...."


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2026 - Sea of Japan]


  The JNDF Yokukaze and the rest of its small task force moved swiftly west along the coast of Fukuoka prefecture in the north of Kyushu. The five destroyers and six destroyer escorts had been scrambled as soon as the first sightings came in of what observers described as a massive sail-based fleet of some sort.


  Commander Matsui snorted as he looked at the satellite images. The fleet was large, certainly, but it was ancient. There was every indication that this was, somehow, a time-displaced Mongol fleet, lost after the second battle of Hakata Bay. Of all the temporal disruptions he'd heard of, this was easily the most spectacular...and the least threatening.


  "Enemy sighted, Captain," the sensors ensign reported.


  "Slow to one quarter, we don't want to swamp these poor souls," he barely restrained himself from snickering. Several thousand soldiers may be a threat if they reached land, even with bows and swords, but out here they were just so much flotsam.


  "Captain, we have...missile contact?"


  "Are they trying to shoot arrows at us?" Commander Matsui frowned, incredulous.


  "Getting a visual...now," the ensign said, and Matsui's main screen flickered from radar to a close-up video picture, showing demon-winged Mongol warriors taking to the skies.


  "Alert point defense batteries! Go to code purple, we have paranormal contact!" Matsui ordered over the taskforce push. "Repeat, this is a paranormal contact situation! Get us some air support yesterday, preferably VTOL, and release all batteries...this is not the milk run we thought it would be!"


  "Destroyer escort Kazima reports frogmen on the hull, sir. Literal frogmen!"


  "Damn it, it was a trap," Matsui slammed a fist on his console. "All marine detachments on full alert for anti-boarding operations, the enemy has SEAL assets in the area," he ordered. SEAL assets capable of latching onto a ship moving at quarter speed, no less, he thought darkly. "Task force Go, execute ninety degree right turn and get us out into open waters, we need to regroup and give our air support time to show."


  "Sir, we have five aerial contacts moving in from the east, too fast to be organic."


  "Must be our air support...they certainly got on the stick fast," Matsui crossed his arms.


  "No, sir. Not getting JADF transponder codes."


  "Comm, give me a channel. Attention, incoming air group, please identify yourselves."


  "This is Hyper Senshi Red, leading Hyper Senshi Team Avatarangers!" came the voice over the radio.


  "Otakuza filth!" someone on the bridge spat.


  Matsui ignored the breach of discipline for the moment. "Senshi team, this is a military operation. We expect incoming JADF support soonest, please clear the airways."


  "With all due respect, Commander, this is the sort of fight we've been training for most of our lives," Hyper Senshi Red replied. "Now get your ships out of here, we'll try to save the Kazima."


  "Save the..." Matsui started.


  "Sir, DE Kazima reports they're under heavy assault, and have lost helm control!" the comm ensign shouted. Like too many peacetime soldiers, the man had never been in a real fight, and he seemed rattled. "And the destroyer Sugita has boarders as well!"


  "All units, best speed north! Missile destroyers, drop a spread on that Mongol horde while you withdraw, my authorization!" Matsui ordered, his heart sinking as he saw an explosion bloom on the bridge of the Kazima just before the five colorful aircraft of the Otakuza reached it.


  It had started out as such a good day....


  * * * *


  [April 16, 2026 - Dallas, Texas Sector]


  "Y'know, it looks like such a lovely day otherwise," Janice Freedman sighed as the NAC Marshal supervised the evacuation of the city center. Her voice was slightly muffled by the oxygen mask she wore, its occasional hiss punctuating her statement.


  Indeed, the sky was clear and the air warm. Unfortunately, both facts were a result of the all but invisible tear in the sky, out of which poured warm but toxic atmosphere at fairly high pressure.


  Marshal Michael "Boomer" Hodgson nodded with a sour expression visible through his own mask. "At least this didn't happen back when Dallas had over five million people, before '98. And we were lucky that the rift happened over a section that'd been mostly deconstructed and depopulated already. Still, this is only going to spread. This crap," he waved vaguely to indicate the air around him, "is heavier than the stuff we can breathe, so it's flowing downhill along the Trinity River valley. Right now, there's enough weather going on that it's getting dissipated before it gets too far, but if we hit a still patch, they could have to evacuate the Houston area too."


  "I hope it doesn't go on *that* long. You got nothing on closing it?" Janice quirked an eyebrow.


  Boomer shrugged. "I'm a gadget guy, but temporal mechanics are a little beyond me. 'Hat Rick' got his thinking cap on, though, and if he comes up with something I can probably build it. What's really bugging me about this is that Cassie didn't see it coming at all."


  Janice nodded. "Well, that's not really surprising, is it?"


  "Hm?"


  "Cassandra is a computer upload of a precog, but from what you've told me, she's more a simulation than an actual paranormal. So she's really good at projecting and extrapolating...scary good in some cases...but someone has actually broken time to do this," she pointed at the sky. "That's going to throw a kink in any predictive engine's output."


  Boomer frowned, pausing to gesture at a truck driver to get things moving, then turned back to Janice. "She's not just a sim. I've been inside her...stop smirking, I mean in Nate's virtual reality thing. But she's more than just a really good computer program. I think she's truly paranormal in the same way the stored engrams of Doublecross were," he said, referring to the 20th Century's "Lord of the Living Light," who had survived after a fashion by having a copy trapped in a data storage unit.


  "Whatever, Boomer. Point stands anyway. Time's out of joint, as the Bard put it, which is the whole problem here." She looked up at the circular hole in the cloud cover generated by the wind flowing out in all directions. "At least nothing living has managed to fly against that stream and get through the gate. Last thing we need is a Butterfly Effect due to a real butterfly ending up in whatever distant age this rift leads to...."


  * * * *


  [April 16, 2026 - near Poznan, Poland]


  "Why don't we just call in an airstrike and wipe 'em all out?" ASIE student Felka Wojack snarled. The young Polish paranormal was understandably unhappy about the time-displaced Panzer battalion squatting in her home country. Like other classmates at the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia, she had been called up to bolster EUROPA's dwindling numbers in helping deal with the time crisis set off in the wake of the events in Monaco the day before.


  "I'd love to," Oberst Erick Bankhoffer sighed, "especially after the way they blew through my unit." His small tank squadron had been in the area when the Nazis had driven through the rift. Unfortunately, the farmland in the area looked roughly the same on both sides, so the Nazis had gotten several miles before realizing something was wrong, and by that time Bankhoffer had engaged. Unfortunately, despite his technological superiority, he simply lacked anything resembling enough numbers to do more than slow the panzers down slightly.


  Arc shook her head. "But that's not an option. Once the initial conflict ended, we were able to positively ID that particular unit. Not only does history show they didn't mysteriously vanish in 1939, but one of the tank gunners in it survived the war...and his granddaughter is currently mayor of Berlin. So we need to put this particular heavily armed genie firmly back in the bottle, and an airstrike will only make things worse."


  "So, then what? I'm strong, but not strong enough to grab each panzer one at a time and carry it back to the rift," Felka snarked. "And I somehow doubt they'll listen to a Polish woman telling them they need to turn around, no matter how strong she is."


  "But they might listen to me," a new voice interjected.


  "Oh, look, it's the Vogue Ghoul," Felka sighed. Vogue Ghouls were Europe's answer to Manhattan's paragangs, and about as well-liked.


  "My voguing days are long past," Rechtigkeit smiled. "And I have a plan. Like I said, I think they might listen to me."


  "What makes you think that?" Arc asked, skeptically. She knew the man had been playing the part of vigilante in Berlin lately, a sort of German answer to Warden, but didn't trust him much more than Felka did.


  "This," he hefted his mystic axe.


  * * * *


  [April 16, 2026 - Skyhaven, Monaco Bay]


  "It's like someone took an axe to his memories," Aaron said, blinking as he pulled out of Timeslip's mind and sat back, stretching his stiff back. "It's not a natural phenomenon, or the result of injury, though. Someone did this on purpose, but not using telepathy."


  "Nor was it magic," Glyph added, addressing the small group gathered in the medbay. "I have no such spells myself, but I think I would recognize their use."


  "So, was it brainwashing, like Rebus used on Agent Ridley once?" Meteor suggested.


  Aaron shook his head. "I don't think so. This all seems to stem from the optic center, spreading out into the memories. My best guess would be some sort of light-based hypnosis. Irrlicht, aka Light Errant, would fit the bill," he shot a glance at Glyph.


  The leader of the CSV frowned. "Are you accusing me of complicity after all of the evidence that we are as much victims as you?"


  "Look, calm down," Meteor advised. "Irrlicht isn't exactly one of your more trustworthy members, is she? She's played several sides of the fence in the past. And, even if it is her, she might not even be doing this willingly. Consider how much power Chiaroscuro seems to have over photonics, he could have simply forced her to do this. Or he may be able to duplicate her powers on his own...remember how he disintegrated that building in Italy? That was Oblivion's power at work, I'm almost certain of it."


  "But if he was trapped until we freed him yesterday?" Burnout ventured. "Gah, hate hate hate time travel. Cause and effect goes right into the goddamn toilet. Yeah, he could have done it back in his own time, though, before all this went down. Or something."


  "What else did you get?" Conflicto croaked from his nearby bed. He was much improved from yesterday, but still not yet up and about.


  "Not a lot. His memories of these future CSV'ers are as wiped as he claims, although I got a little bit more on Talos, the bronze guy. Apparently, he was built by Q'Nos's vizier to be his eventual replacement, and was getting life experience working with the CSV. So, maybe Vizier Simon Smith could give us some insights on the sort of things he might build into Talos, in the future, if he ever does that now. Or something."


  "Well, it's better than no intel at all," Meteor shrugged. "You have the most familiarity with the area, Aaron. I'd like you to..."


  "Ahem," Glyph interrupted. "I would point out that Khadam has an ambassador in place, who is already familiar with the court *and* Mr. Smith. I will ask Kaliban to seek this information for us. It will be faster, and more likely to succeed, given that Kaliban already knows the man better than any of us here do."


  "I'll get some rest, then, and see if I can piece together anything else in Timeslip's brain," Aaron offered.


  "I'd certainly appreciate it," Timeslip muttered.


  * * * *


  [April 17, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "...and in the eyes of God, of those assembled here today, and all those who love this child but could not be present, I do christen this child Rosa Alejandra Maribel Henderson," the priest finished the blessing, placing a dab of oil on the child's forehead.


  Peregryn watched the procedings with a sort of detached amusement. He'd always found Catholicism to be nearly mystical in its preponderance of ceremonies...in fact, a goodly fraction of his grimoires had rituals that closely paralleled those of Mother Church for very good reasons. The powers that Catholics invoked may not be inclined to directly answer pleas for action, but it wasn't because the faithful were asking the wrong way. The same rituals, addressed to a more interactive power, tended to work more often than not...which, he supposed, was why the Church was so touchy about things like the Black Mass.


  Still, unlike many mages, he didn't dismiss the Christian God out of hand. Inaction did not imply nonexistence, and it was unwise to make enemies where none were needed. That he did not actually believe in YHWH himself was immaterial...his wife and her family believed, and if Rosa decided when she was older that she too believed, he would respect that. But he would make sure Rosa also knew about the other powers of the supernatural. For, if one was a fool to disregard a God who did not often intervene, then one was ten times a fool to disregard those spirits that liked to meddle. Such as Inanna, who had taken a liking to Rosa, and had incarnated several times since the birth to visit, including once to perform her own naming ceremony, giving Rosa a name that even Peregryn and Sara were not privy to.


  "Go now, in peace," the priest concluded the ceremony, which had continued while Peregryn had been lost in thought.


  "So many names for such a little baby," Essay grinned, cradling Rosa. Today Rosa was a girl, at least, which had made the baptism a bit less awkward. Her shapeshifting talent had so far not taken her far from the human form, but her gender tended to shift irregularly. "Of course, one of my cousins had ten middle names...too many grandparents and uncles and aunts who needed to be honored, but his parents only had two kids."


  Peregryn smiled a little at that. "And how many of those middle names were from aunts and grandmothers?"


  "Just two," she smirked back at him. "Although little Rosalita could have maybe stood an uncle's name in there, I guess." There had, in fact, been discussion of making Essay's deceased cousin Carlos a posthumous godfather and namesake, but he'd already been honored in two baby boys before he had been murdered back in 2022 and one since.


  The baptismal party was a much smaller affair than the wedding reception had been, which was to be expected. The young colony could only spare time for so many large events, after all. Still, it was a somewhat nervous affair, even with only close friends and relatives.


  Events back on Earth had people edgy, especially Beacon. News that the new villain Chiaroscuro could absorb the power of a photonic was particularly troublesome to him...unlike Llyr, he had no solid body to revert to. He would simply cease to exist. Additionally, Labyrinthe had failed to report in for several days, either at Falcon Bay or in Montreal, which had everyone concerned.


  "Peregryn, you're wanted at the south gate," one of the NAC Marshals assigned to Falcon Bay whispered. A palisade wall had been erected around the core of the settlement recently, more for the psychological comfort it provided than out of any real protection. "It's a beetle."


  Ah, the meddlesome spirits, he thought. "Certainly, Marshal Tolliver," he nodded, then turned to catch Sara's eye. "Business," he mouthed, and she motioned for him to go before turning back to the adoring crowd cooing over Rosa.


  The stone beetle waited patiently at the gate, its oddly feathery antennae waving gently in the breeze off the bay. Nearly two meters long, the top of its carapace came up to Peregryn's waist.


  "Greetings, mage," it buzzed in a rough approximation of a woman's voice.


  "Greetings, TerraStar," he returned the greeting. The daughter of the alien conqueror WarStar had found her spirit bound into the giant stone beetle Heraclius recently, after spending months inhabiting the body of Geode, former member of the Moslem Confederation's superhuman team. Rather than come in "person" as the several hundred meter tall walking mountain that was Heraclius, she preferred to use his "children" as emissaries. "You have arrived too late for the ceremony, if that was your purpose."


  "I am uninterested in the rituals of a silent god. No, I have come for far more important reasons. I felt the GeoMace...I know my body has been freed from its imprisonment on Earth, and I wish to have it brought here." Never one to be considered humble, she had clearly become more arrogant since joining with the demigod's spirit.


  "I will mention your desires when I next contact Earth. But events are transpiring there that threaten great devastation...they may have other priorities for the immediate future. Time itself was nearly unraveled," Peregryn replied.


  The emissary beetle buzzed in irritation. "If it is too much inconvenience to send my body, I will be satisfied with assurances that it will be left unharmed. But I need the GeoMace. Events are transpiring *here* on Venus that you may be unaware of, the spawn of Doublecross have been active, and they have more ability to affect the children of Heraclius than we are comfortable with. The GeoMace would let me focus my own powers in aid of Heraclius, and prevent the orange one from luring our children away."


  Silently noting that TerraStar may be more bound to Heraclius than she thought, Peregryn nodded. "I will see that they know the urgency of the situation. The last thing we need is some unrelated faction taking advantage of the fact that our attention is focused on Earth."


  If they were truly unrelated, that was....


  * * * *


  [April 18, 2026 - Sea of Japan]


  "HYPER SENSHI TEAM AVATARANGERS GO!"


  Five advanced fighter planes, hybrids of both alien technology and Tesla-Index-based supertech, arrowed in on the Mongol fleet at low Mach speed, unleashing a barrage of air to surface missiles. The missiles splashed ineffectually against shields of darkness that sprang into existence to meet them. The five brightly colored wedges split off in every direction before regrouping east of the fleet.


  "No good! They're blocking our rockets, just like they did the ones from the JNDF task force!" the Yellow Senshi shouted.


  "We're just going to have to take it up close and personal, then, Senshi! Everyone, eject and battlize!" the Red Senshi commanded.


  The jets pulled into hover mode for the briefest of moments, the canopies opening to let their pilots leap out before flying back to base on autopilot. As the five rainbow-hued warriors fell, each pulled out a wedge- shaped badge and held it out in front of themselves.


  "Red Firebird Senshi...BATTLIZE!"


  "Blue Steelshark Senshi...BATTLIZE!"


  "Yellow Windsnake Senshi...BATTLIZE!"


  "Green Treefrog Senshi...BATTLIZE!"


  "Violet Earthpig Senshi...BATTLIZE!"


  As they spoke, each was enveloped in a bright glowing nimbus matching their uniform color, and armor materialized around them, summoned from dimensional pockets impossible to normal physics. Totemic designs marked each armor, which was sleekly metallic yet oddly bulky and seemingly cumbersome. The Firebird and Treefrog armors accentuated the feminine curves of their wearers. The Steelshark and Windsnake armors made the men wearing them appear more sinuous and lethal, while the Earthpig armor was bulkier than the other four combined.


  The demon Mongols below had not merely watched as this happened, and a host of batwinged warriors rose to meet the falling Avatarangers. Each Senshi met the threat in his or her own inimitable style, of course.


  Firebird sprouted wings of flame, veering to avoid her foes and arrowing down to the deck level, lashing at the masts with the trailing triple tails of her armor.


  Steelshark slashed at the wings of those foolish enough to meet him, bringing them down into the water with him, where his speed and blades made quick work of both them and the frogmen who he found there.


  Windsnake glided confidently past his demon Mongols, striking quickly with poisoned gloves and leaving them to fall in agony.


  Treefrog actually used her opponents as a path to the surface, bounding from one to the next, an explosion marking where bomblets released by her boots did their concussive work on each.


  And Earthpig? He simply plummetted through any who tried to get near, landing with a crunch on the deck of one of the ships, causing it to lurch perilously to one side.


  "I still think we need to get ourselves a giant robot," Windsnake said as he moved towards the golden-sailed junk that had to be the flagship.


  "That'd be cool," Earthpig agreed.


  "Men and their toys," Treefrog sighed, leaping from a ship just before the deck exploded in green flames. "The personal touch is much more fun!"


  "This may take longer, but it looks like whatever was protecting them against our missiles isn't as good at handling individual threats," Firebird pointed out. "Plus, it looks like it's no good against underwater threats," she added as a ship mysteriously tipped and started to sink just before the water belched up a cloud of blue smoke. "Blue's having a good time," she smiled before diving to slice another mast in two.


  "WHO ARE YOU TO OPPOSE ME?" a powerful voice boomed across the waves. They all turned to look at the gold-sailed junk, where a man in black robes stood imperiously. "I AM THE MIGHTY AKURYU!"


  Each Senshi leapt to the top of a different mast on one of the larger ships, before replying in unison, "We are Hyper Senshi Team Avataranger, heroes of Japan!"


  "More or less," Windsnake added under his breath.


  "Shh!" Treefrog chided.


  "FOOLS! YOU ARE NO MATCH FOR THE SHADOW DRAGON!" Akuryu howled, and the darkness that formed his cloak suddenly billowed outward, growing and rising as it took the form of a gigantic, sinuous dragon of pure black!


  "Now would be a really good time to have a giant robot," Steelshark muttered as he clambered up onto a ship. Treefrog just nodded this time.


  "Avatarangers, we need to use the Totem Beam!" Firebird commanded, holding up the badge from which her armor had come. Red in color, it was clearly one fifth of a circle.


  "But we've never gotten it to work in practice!" Windsnake protested.


  "Sensei says it could kill us all!" Steelshark added.


  "It only has a fifteen percent chance of working!" Earthpig shouted.


  "No! It WILL work!" Treefrog leapt over to the spar next to Firebird, slamming her green wedge into place against the leader's. "With guts, it's ONE HUNDRED PERCENT!"


  "Right!" Windsnake added his yellow wedge, and the badges started to glow as the shadow dragon swam its way through the air towards them.


  "Let's go!" Steelshark put his in place.


  "And that makes five!" Earthpig finished it, the mast swaying as he landed on it.


  A blazing beam of white light shot out of the rainbow-colored disc, striking the shadow dragon squarely in the mouth. For a long, horrible moment, it seemed to be devouring the light and growing stronger, larger!


  Then it ballooned up for an instant before exploding in a shower of light and shadow!


  Moments later, the Otakuza warriors woke up on the deck of the ship, dazed and back in their unarmored costumes. All was silent, and the other ships were gone, save for a few sinking hulks.


  "We did it! They're all gone!" the Green Senshi leapt high into the air.


  "Gone, yes. But where?" the Red Senshi posed dramatically.


  * * * *


  [Dogo Island, Shimane Prefecture]


  Akuryu rose shakily to one knee. "The transport spell was almost more than I could manage so soon after emerging from the Netherworld...I must have time to recover. Generals!"


  A trio of Mongol officers, much more demonically deformed than most of the crew, snapped to attention on the gold-sailed junk.


  "Sieze this island for me," Akuryu commanded. "We will rest here for a time as I better assess what this new world has to offer. Clearly, the Avatarangers are a threat I must prepare more carefully for, if I am to destroy them...."


  * * * *


  [April 19, 2026 - Earth Orbit]


  Panels emitted faint sparks, despite multiple redundant baffles meant to prevent feedback from reaching all the way to the bridge. The stresses of even a normal Twist tended to send current surging throughout any ship, as conversion to and from tachyonic matter had a differential effect on slower bulk matter and the much faster electrons that moved through the circuitry that made up the Imperial Santari Fleet ship Fornax's nerves.


  "Dectos Vega, damage report!" the commander snarled, trying to calm his jangling nerves.


  "That was no standard Twist," the Dectos confirmed. "We have systems down or damaged shipwide. But we're still at 60% combat effectiveness if we have to fight right now."


  "I'm guessing we lost our entire escort with that mis-Twist," commander Hektane shot a glance to his sensors rating, who confirmed his suspicions with a nod. "Well, the Fornax is a good ship, if we have to, we can survive on our own long enough to get back to the fleet. Navs, where did this Twist drop us?"


  "You're not going to like this, commander."


  "I already don't like it. Where are we?"


  "Sol system. Five Twists from the closest Santari position, and ten from where we started. Deep in United Worlds territory. But we must've taken more sensor damage than I thought, because I'm not picking up any UW traffic...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Timequake continues, but will it matter one whit if the planet-smasher ISF Fornax unleashes its fury on an essentially defenseless planet? Well, odds are that won't happen yet, but things still don't look too good.... Be here in ASH #80 for "Timequake Part 2: Blitzkrieg!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  NewsBot9000 inspired by Utilitarian. I figured that the only news organization really likely to have a NewsBot would be Khadam-based, hence the level of naked bias that would make even the most partisan real world news organizations look fair and balanced. Radner's Rule #86, after all.


  Scipionyx is a really small therapod, a relative to T.rex, first dug up in Italy in 1981 and finally identified as a separate species in 1998. A juvenile skeleton measured only 20cm long, with adults estimated to be about 2 meters long. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scipionyx has more info. The original "script" called for a T.rex, but those weren't native to Italy, and I decided to try to keep most of the rifts as time-only, not space-warps. :)


  Yes, the Avatarangers are a little on the goofy side. This is because they are trying to be goofy, they're not called Otakuza for nothing. Much like ASH members tend to adopt the tropes of 20th Century "capes and tights" superheroes and the CSV is a bit flamboyantly "villainous", the Otakuza emulate the conventions of the super sentai shows (imported to the U.S. as Power Rangers). At least, the conventions they're able to emulate...as mentioned, they don't yet have any giant robots, and probably won't get any. Just a bit beyond their budget and tech resources.


  A map of Dogo (and associated coastal Shimane Prefecture) can be found at http://www.kankou.pref.shimane.jp/e/spot/map.html, I just couldn't resist putting the baddies by Lizard Rock. I don't really plan to have the Avataranger/Akuryu conflict take center stage again for a while, but it'll be there in the background. And if anyone really wants to write an Avataranger series, let me know. :)


  The ISF Fornax first appeared in Spear Carriers #2, set in the year 3723, and blowed up real good. However, there's no guarantee that the future of Spear Carriers is even going to happen now, regardless of what happens to the Fornax in 2026....


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #80 - TIMEQUAKE Part 2: Blitzkrieg


  Cover shows a column of WWII Nazi tanks approaching the viewer. Standing astride the lead tank is a man carrying a large bearded poleaxe that crackles with lightning.
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  [April 19, 2026 - Houston, Texas Sector]


  "So, Mike...your sister get out of Dallas okay?" Bijaya asked as he looked up at the Big Board for the tenth time in as many minutes. There wasn't a manned mission up at the moment, so the tracking center was in quiet standby mode, really just doublechecking the results sent in by the interdiction satellite the Planetary Confederation had in place to deter smugglers.


  Mike nodded. "Yeah, she's staying with our mom in San Antonio for now. I've been bugging her to get out of that hole for years now, guess it took a mandatory evacuation to shift 'er. Me, I'm worried that crap that's spewing out of the time rift'll spread downriver here, and we'll have to reloc to the backup in Florida."


  "Hey, Florida's nice enough, especially this time of year. And it's not like hurricanes never hit Houston."


  Mike waved dismissively. "Oh, it's not hurricanes, it's the whole tourist trap atmosphere. Could be worse, though, I hear China's putting together a spaceport in the Gobi, on top of an old Pranir smuggling strip. Working *there* would just su...what the hell?"


  Alarms were lighting up all over the tracking center. The Big Board shifted from its usual flattened projection of the planet to a spherical representation that made exact positions of selected objects clearer.


  And it was clear that something big had just appeared in low orbit over the Eastern Hemisphere, descending fast.


  "Holy..." Bijaya hissed. "How did that get there? We're not getting any hyper footprints from the interdict, are we?"


  Mike shook his head. "Nada. But it's not moving fast enough to have sneaked up on us without some kind of cloaking. Besides, it looks like it's changing course...it was on a direct intercept for, looks like northern Africa, but it's deflecting a little now. It'll still...land, I hope, or impact. Either way, it looks like it's gonna be a really bad day for Spain!"


  The room started to fill as people who had been on break, or working other duties, came in and took up stations.


  "Kowalski, see if you can get a visual on whatever that is!" Bijaya shouted to one of the newcomers. "I'm sure the jet jockeys are already scrambling, and they're gonna call any second to ask us what it is so they can decide whether to blow it up...."


  "It's gone," Mike realized, pointing uselessly at the Big Board.


  * * * *


  [April 19, 2026 - Earth Orbit]


  "I've got enough other sensors online to confirm gravimetrics, sir! Including main visual!" Dectos Vega shouted over the rising din on the bridge. "We're headed dirtside!"


  "Dectos Synam, can we steer clear?" Commander Hektane asked.


  "It's no good, sir! We can't shed enough momentum or turn hard enough with our current vector," the Dectos replied, nervously.


  "Radar sheath online," another rating noted nervously. While it made them invisible to most long range detectors, it also kept their own long range systems from seeing anything. Right now, though, they could all see pretty clearly the most important thing in the area, now that visual sensors had been brought back online.


  Earth. And they were on a collision course, thanks to some mis-Twist. The Fornax hadn't been anywhere near the original home of the humans when it started its last Twist through tachyonic space, but somehow they'd overshot by far more than anyone could recall having happened. To anyone.


  "Are the Twist engines still online?" Commander Hektane asked, wincing internally.


  "Aye, captain. We should have enough residual power for a Twist out to the Oort Cloud. But..."


  Hektane shook his head. "You heard Synam. We don't have the jets to pull out of this, and the Fornax is meant to destroy surfaces, not *land* on them." In fact, the ungainly ship would probably break up before reaching planetary surface...which it would do VERY hard, since it didn't have the kind of thrust needed to counter a standard gravity. The main drives didn't work as well in an atmosphere as they did in space, requiring a vacuum for full efficiency. "Another mis-Twist might be as bad, but it can't really be worse...get us a Twist solution out of here, right now! We can hide in the Oort cloud and make enough repairs to get home."


  If home was still there, Hektane reflected. They hadn't gotten much data from the hardened backup sensors before realizing they were dangerously close to Earth, but what they had found out made him wonder if they were really in the same Sol system he was familiar with.


  Then all musing was cut off by the familiar wrenching of the Twist Drive kicking in and hurling them through the planet as a stream of insubstantial tachyons....


  * * * *


  [April 19, 2026 - Skyhaven, Monaco Bay]


  "I'd like to thank Glyph for letting us use this space one last time before Skyhaven returns to Khadam for more complete repairs," Meteor nodded to the leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains. "I expect we'll all be in contact after this to share information, but I'd like one last face to face meeting before we go our separate ways."


  She looked around the table. Most of the Earth-side ASH members were present: Green Knight, Fury, Scorch, and Breaker, with Lightfoot currently on a mission. Arc and Hotspur of EUROPA were also present, as were Grind, Drake and Kleinvogel of STRAFE. Glyph and Sultry sat at the head of the meeting room table, but the rest of the surviving Conclavers were conspicuous by their absence.


  "There don't seem to be any new major time rifts opening up, although it's possible that there's dozens of them out there we haven't found, simply because nothing dangerous has come through them. The larger ones have been giving off strong tachyon signatures, but the smaller ones simply don't emit enough energy to be obvious unless something pops through. That said, we do seem to have two classes of rift.


  "The first seals behind itself, possibly because so much mass passes through that it disrupts the rift. The one the demonic Mongol fleet in the Sea of Japan came through seems to be of that type, as does the one that briefly opened in orbit. More on that second one in a moment. The second, more problematic sort of rift is staying open, theoretically allowing two-way travel. The one in Rome is currently under guard, and we've shoved the dinosaur back through, just in case a Butterfly Effect is possible. The Polish rift is still open, despite the large size of the panzer group that came through, and Arc is working on a plan to get the tanks back through," she nodded to the leader of EUROPA. "The rift over Dallas has been estimated to stretch back to the Precambrian age, and the only thing to come through it so far has been unbreathable air...we're pretty sure there was no life other than in the seas back then, so we just have to keep any idiots from this side from trying to go through. Right now, that's our priority for sealing, since the air pressure on the other side is so high we can't simply plug it with a force field and let it sit. Once we figure out how to seal these rifts, we can go to work on the others. Oh, and there seems to be a rift in the Moslem Confederation territory, but they won't let us close enough to gather any intel. We just have to hope it's not dangerous for now."


  "Can we get back to the orbital rift now?" Glyph asked. "Whatever came out of that came uncomfortably close to hitting Khadam. We have preparations in place to deal with threats from the sky now," she shot Meteor a significant glance, "but more information is always preferable."


  Meteor nodded, letting the veiled reference to her missing husband pass. "That one's worrying me a *lot*, and I've got Lightfoot up there looking around to see if he can find anything. It was definitely a ship of some kind, and a big one. It definitely arrived via time rift, as there was a strong tachyon signature when it appeared. There was another tachyon signature after it vanished, but more focused, not like the ones generated by the time rifts. More importantly, it vanished from radar thirty seconds before the second tachyon signature. Not the most comforting thought, since that implies it may have some sort of stealth system. The PC interdict satellite was on the wrong side of the planet to get a visual, but confirms that there was no hyperdrive signature either on arrival or departure. Right now we're trying to see if anything was looking in the right direction at the time, but it's not looking good. It arrived just barely on the daylight side of the planet, so none of the visible-light astronomical systems would have been open for business yet, just things like radar. Fortunately, after Doublecross's Paris plot, our space tracking systems were permanently upgraded, so we do have more data on the ship than we might otherwise have gotten, but it's still not a lot. I'll have it all forwarded to your systems once we finish here."


  "Do we have any good news at all?" Sultry asked, frustrated.


  "Yes," Contact interjected. "I was able to get one more piece of useful information out of Timeslip's memories. Just a flash, but he saw part of a yacht, complete with enough of the registry number that we were able to find it. It's named the Lazy Twilight, flagged out of Malta to a woman named Neve R. Mai. And yes, for any at the table who don't know, 'mai' is Italian for never...the sort of deliberate calling card someone picking up the legacy of the CSV would leave. We're trying to see if this false identity has anything else of interest attached to it, but I doubt it. In any case, we should be able to locate the Lazy Twilight pretty soon, and then decide if we want to try to board it."


  "It's likely a trap, for many reasons," Grind noted. "Not least being that everything these people have done so far has been a trap in some way."


  "Granted," Meteor agreed. "So, that's where we stand. We have a possible lead, most of our time rifts are currently being dealt with, and there's something really big out in space that will probably come back at the worst possible time. Any questions?"


  * * * *


  [April 20, 2026 - near Poznan, Poland]


  Felix had seen nothing like these two women in all his admittedly short time with the 4th Panzer Brigade. The two light companies of the second Abteilung had seen many strange things in the past several days, though, so the speedy french woman and the young Polish woman tipping over Panzerkampfwagen I's still had stiff competition. There had been rumors of ubermenschen under development in the Bavarian labs, but a Slav with such powers?


  He triggered his PzKpfw I's twin 7.92mm machineguns, carefully tracking the bursts onto the slender Pole, but she barely jerked as his weaponfire shed off her like rain from a duck's back. She did seem to be careful to avoid the 2cm shells from the company's heavier PzKpfw II's, so she was probably not completely invulnerable.


  Not that this comforted Felix overmuch, as he was in an all but obsolete Panzer I, and the other inhumanly strong woman seemed to be heading his way despite the efforts of his infantry support to stop her. This was certainly not turning out as well as the first day's battle had.


  "Back off, Frenchie!" came a shout from behind, barely audible over the chattering of Felix's guns. He turned to see a man in what looked like aviator's leathers, swinging a great poleaxe that crackled with lightning and glowed with some sort of runes. He pointed the weapon at the woman approaching Felix's Panzer and a bolt of electricity shot out, striking her in the chest. She staggered, spasming from the jolt.


  Felix snapped out of his shock and swung his turret around, taking advantage of her momentary stop to fire several rounds into the woman, dropping her to the ground. She didn't bleed, but it was the most effective his guns had been since the two women had started assaulting the company's laager ten minutes ago.


  The Pole snarled and turned away from her current target to advance on the axe-wielder, but only got a few steps before she too was struck by lightning, followed by a 2cm shell from one of the more alert PzKpfw II gunners. She flew forward and landed almost atop her comrade, who was starting to rouse.


  With a glare of hatred for the newcomer, "Frenchie" picked up the Pole and ran off faster than Felix's eye could follow.


  Shrugging, the man walked over to Felix and said in German with a strong British accent, "Greetings! I am called Justice. May I speak to your commander? It is a vital matter of importance to the world!"


  * * * *


  [April 21, 2026 - the Oort Cloud, Sol System]


  "Ship, this is Commander Hektane," the captain said over the ship-wide channel. "There have been a number of rumors floating around about our situation, and I'd like to clear things up. Now that we've had time to fix our most serious damage and get some more accurate star readings, I can say that we are no longer in our own time."


  He could feel the murmur run through the massive ship, despite the comm system being set to one-way operation. Even the bridge crew, who already all knew what he was going to say, seemed to echo the trepidation and shock that others no doubt were expressing.


  "We're not a survey ship, so we don't have the most up-to-date astrometrics gear, but we were able to get a fix within half a century either way, which was more than good enough to be sure that there's no going home. At least, not simply by Twisting. Further, once we knew what to look for, we were able to pick up old Planetary Confederation communications traffic from an interdiction satellite. We're apparently stuck in the dying days of the Confederation, in perhaps the worst possible place to be...the Sol System at the height of its so-called 'Heroic Age'.


  "The good news is, it's extremely unlikely anyone can detect us where we are. We have better sensors than anything in this era, and if we see someone coming we can always put up the radar sheath. Plus, even with most of the ship's resources devoted to the planetary sterilization systems, we're likely better armed than anything we're going to find in the hinterlands here. Anything that can find us can't beat us.


  "The bad news is, there's a reason the Galactic Warrior Corps was forced to attempt destruction of this world on several occasions. The paranormal inhabitants of this world make any of the psis or wild talents from back home look puny by comparison, and it's certainly possible that one of them will have the power to face a ship of the line. That said, we do have several choices."


  He paused to let things sink in, then continued. "The safest option is to take the long way home. Engineering assures me that the old slowboat systems were installed in the Fornax, should they be needed in the event of a Twist breakdown. We can reroute main gun power to the drives and maintain a constant one-gee acceleration long enough to reach a high enough relativistic speed that with minimal use of hibernation we could simply loop up and around off the galactic disk, so that we come back to Santari space more or less in our home time. However, I'm not inclined to use that option unless nothing else works."


  Another pause. He once again wished that ship captains had some sort of sealed orders from the Emperor, an "Open in case of time travel" sort of packet, but he didn't. Maybe the admiralty had thought about the matter and had plans in place, but a mere Commander wasn't privy to that sort of thing. Especially since he captained a ship built with well-proven technology that wasn't supposed to do weird and unpredictable things.


  "Our other option is to grab this opportunity with both hands. We destroy Earth now, before they spread to the stars, and then return to Santar. We all know the basics of this ancient history, which Houses were responsible for the fall of the Confederation...we can stop all of that. We can sidestep centuries of decline and rebuilding, and establish the new Santari Empire right now, in our lifetimes. The technology aboard the Fornax, in her databanks and in the skills we all bring to the table, will free our people from dependence on the T!rir's handouts. The Twist Drive will let us bind the scattered worlds together, where the six month Hyperspace round trip from one end of the Confederation of the other doomed it to disintegration. Are you with me?"


  A ragged cheer resounded through the massive ship.


  "Good! From here on out, time is our ally. I don't intend to do this in a slipshod manner, although we do need to move relatively quickly. We were visible long enough that even the primitive Terrans would know we were there, and that will likely bring attention from the Galactic Warrior Corps. But we have time to repair all systems and devise a plan of attack. I already know which of you did well in your military history classes, but if any of you have studied this era as a hobby, inform your superiors. We don't have a scout wing, or anything capable of making the trip from here to Earth in a reasonable time other than the entire ship, so I'll want to know as much as possible before we return. Our first strike needs to remove as much of their space-travel capability as possible, so that we can concentrate on sterilizing the world at our leisure...."


  * * * *


  [April 21, 2026 - Olympus, Q'Nos]


  "This is certainly fascinating, Kaliban," the Vizier said, a thoughtful hand on his chin. "But definitely well beyond my abilities, at least as they now stand. Even in my heyday, artificial intelligence wasn't one of my strengths."


  Kaliban nodded. While "Simon Smith" played things close to the vest at even the least guarded of times, the former Vivarium resident had learned that he was among those rarest of individuals...someone who had been active in the hurly-burly world of supernormality in the previous century. Hero or villain was left unsaid, but the man was clearly no Anchor, making him rarer still for a survivor. But no mere observer had been Mr. Smith.


  "Still, o prince among men, while skills improve with the passage of years, the man underneath rarely strays far. What you can do may not apply, but what you would do given the skill is a matter of your mettle."


  "Ah, yes. But would I give away my personal weaknesses to the ambassador plenipotentiary of a power I may one day find at odds with my lord and master? Still, I suppose I could offer some clarity, confirm what you may already have guessed," he relented. "Much of my mystic training comes from an alchemical background, as you have no doubt surmised by now, and the leader of your Conclave of Super-Villains should be well-versed in those arts. While he appears to be bronze, Talos is likely a more mystical variant on the metal, incorporating more than merely copper and tin. I would expect some of my own blood to have been used in quenching the alloy, to make him more a true offspring of mine...and if you haven't already found a way to obtain genetic samples from me, you won't be clever enough to defeat Talos anyway," he grinned in an grandfatherly manner that belied his role and reputation.


  Kaliban nodded. "What of his mind? Is there anything you would dare tell me of how you would have a son think and feel?"


  Smith shrugged. "Likely entirely mystical in nature. Given the identities of the other members of the team as you have described them, I don't think I would risk silicon or photonics in the construction. He would be intended as my successor, and if Matrioshka or Chiaroscuro could subvert him too easily, he would not be very good at that job, yes? Now, it does sound like Talos is something of a child in his reactions, especially his reaction to pain. I suspect I wouldn't try to give him a fully-formed psyche, but rather I would craft a child and send him into the world to grow up on his own. Talos is likely still very much that child, albeit a very powerful one."


  "Thank you, Vizier, for your sage advice," Kaliban bowed.


  "One more thing, ambassador plenipotentiary," Smith grinned. "The powers over light that Chiaroscuro seems to wield can be traced back through several steps to a man who was the first to go by the name of Beacon. While he is long dead and forgotten by most, one of his enemies may be rousing from her slumber. Whether she is a help or a hindrance to Chiaroscuro remains to be seen, but any others who claim descent from the Lord of Living Light may wish to keep a close eye on the shadows...."


  * * * *


  [April 22, 2026 - near Leszno, Poland]


  "My subordinates have told me they believe what you say, at least as much as any of this situation is believable," Oberstleutnent Schmidt said, gesturing as if to take in an entire world gone mad. His tightly-fitting black "Panzer wrap" uniform was spattered with dried mud here and there, and he hadn't shaved in days. "But, Herr Shaw, I wish to hear it from your own mouth before I decide if I can trust you."


  "Well, you know my name," Colin replied, the English accent to his German having faded somewhat over the past few days, thanks to all the talking he'd been doing. "And you know that you're in a Poland not under German rule. In fact, Poland spent most of the past eighty or so years under the thumb of Russia," he said. The best lies contain the most truth, mum always told him. "Germany lost the war that you were involved in helping start back in 1939, and was divided among the victors. Russia came out of the war in a pretty good position, and communism spread across much of the world...I was raised in socialist England, for instance," he told the assembled officers. It was more or less true, too...Labor had held onto Parliament most of the time he was growing up, and that was pretty socialist, yeah?


  "If you were raised socialist, why do you seek to help us?" Schmidt asked.


  "Because I was raised socialist, sir!" Colin replied, mustering as much indignation as he could manage. "I wouldn't wish socialism on even the Russians. Now, I'm not much of a historian, but I can't help but think that if Germany won, or even if it held out a little longer before losing, the world would be better off. And when I found this," he hefted his mystic axe, "I knew that the spirit of Germany was the key to finding justice in the world. So I named myself Rechtigkeit, after the previous German heroes to carry the axe and fight against wrong." In fact, there had been two heroes of that name before. One in the 1950s and 1960s, and the other in the 1990s. Both had met unpleasant ends...the first had been murdered by his own son. But they had fought for West Germany and worn its colors.


  "I have assessed our situation," Schmidt narrowed his eyes. "We do not stand a chance. Eventually, even with your help, the armed forces of this time will mobilize and we will be crushed. The small tank unit we faced when we first arrived was clearly far beyond our level of technology, and only surprise and no small amount of luck let us carry the day. They will not be so easily surprised again. Why should we not simply try to get the best terms for surrender that we can manage?"


  "Because you don't have to fight them *now* to win," Colin explained. "History shows you vanished in 1939. While you are only two light companies, the confusion your disappearance caused threw the entire advance into disarray. Poland was still conquered, but precious momentum and confidence had been lost. Stalin saw weakness where there should have been strength, which gave him courage to counterattack. If we could get you back through the hole in time, history might be changed for the better."


  The lieutenant colonel pondered this for a long moment. "Still, it has been several days now. Even if we were to fight our way back to this 'hole in time,' you say we emerged from, would not our absence of several days do enough damage?"


  Colin shrugged. "I'm not a scientist or a philosopher. Maybe time will repair itself if the damage is small, and you'll actually reappear with no lapse in time. Maybe you'll get back several days late, but your story will be believed. Maybe the legend of the time-lost panzer command will become a rallying point. I really don't know. But I do know what happened in my history, when you never came back. And I do know that if you stay here, you will have to surrender at some point."


  Schmidt smiled. "You are earnest, I will give you that. And there's even a small chance you are telling the truth. But," he picked up a book from the trestle table behind him, "this may be telling the truth as well. My men found little useful intelligence in this village, as so much seems to be stored on electronic machines we lack the time to learn the operation of, but your future time still has books. And I read Polish," he tapped the title. "In the event you do not, it is a history book. Oh, save your protests. I am aware that history is written by the winners, and the fact that you and this book disagree does not mean you are wrong. But even if your words are a lie, your message is valid. We cannot stay here. And this is not a future in which I would wish to live...perhaps on my return to 1939 I can attempt to set things right."


  * * * *


  [April 22, 2026 - Malta]


  The helijet touched down in VTOL mode, disgorging a small army of supernormals, the majority of the Earthside contingent of ASH plus most of the STRAFE core team.


  "The harbormaster confirms that no one has left the Lazy Twilight since it docked an hour ago," Tony Drake said, holding a hand over his earpiece to block out the roar of the helijet's slowing rotors.


  "Contact, you're with me on boarding duty," Meteor ordered. "Breaker, Fury, Green Knight, backstop us. Dan?" she turned to Grind.


  "I'm going in. Tony, you too. C.J., I want you to go talk to the harbormaster in person, just in case he's hiding something."


  "And me?" Teller asked.


  "Stay by the helijet, break out the rail rifle. If we need to move fast, I want there to be something to move *in*," Grind ordered.


  "Gotcha," the telekinetic marksman nodded.


  "I'm on point," Drake said, as the foursome approached the yacht. Being nearly impossible to damage made him a natural for a suspected trap. He could still feel pain, and there were any number of ways to neutralize him, but at least he'd survive being at the sharp end. Meteor's speed, Contact's psi powers and Grind's overall "super spy" abilities made them the best bets for the boarding party out of the rest of the combined teams.


  "Sensors don't show anything but a standard commercial security system," Grind noted as they came up to the yacht. It was maybe thirty meters long, impressive for a private citizen but common enough among the rich. "But that doesn't mean anything, given that our targets have access to technology twenty-odd years ahead of our own. I've neutralized the security system in any case."


  "Are you sure that's a good idea, Grind?" Contact asked as Tony picked up a portable gangplank and moved it over to the hull.


  The leader of STRAFE shrugged. "It's a no-win situation. Deactivating the system may trigger something, but not deactivating it means we'll set off alarms that may be tied to traps. Either way something might go off. And if this whole thing is a red herring, at least we don't have the nuisance of a klaxon now. Contact, are you picking up anything?"


  The muscular telepath shook his head. "No minds, no. There's something, almost at the edge of my senses, but I can't nail it down. It's familiar, though."


  "Well, let's get on board," Drake said, walking up the gangplank. "The party can't start until the guests arrive."


  When nothing exploded, opened fire, or otherwise spat death at Tony, the other three followed him onto the yacht.


  "I think I know what I'm getting," Contact said after a few moments of carefully pacing the deck. "It's like a telepathic static shield, but quieter. More of a sort of cotton wadding, where static shields are like steel wool. Must be 2052's version. So there could be dozens of people belowdeck, or no one, and I wouldn't know."


  "Then you might as well go join C.J., help her question the harbormaster," Meteor sighed.


  "Right," Contact agreed, hopping down to the dock.


  Then the Lazy Twilight exploded.


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


  Next Issue:


  You should know by now that no one's totally safe now that the Impossible Five hold all the cards, but did they play an ace or a deuce in Malta? Plus, there's still more immediate problems to deal with...be here next issue for Timequake Part 3: Dallas Rocket!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Ooops! In CSV #28, the dinosaur appears in Venice, but in ASH #79 I had it in Rome, and no one caught it (least of all me) until weeks after posting. Let's just say that the reports coming in during CSV #28 were a bit garbled. :)


  Most of the Gobi is actually part of the Central Asian Confederation, but it's the sort of place that no one really fights too hard over, and the People's Republic of China does lay claim to some of it. That's where their new spaceport is being built. It's the same sort of logic that has had spaceports proposed in Arizona and Nebraska in the real world...if you're going to have a land-based port, put it where there's lots of open space in case something comes in hard. Or, at least, somewhere with too few people to have the clout to keep it out of their backyards.


  I suppose I should go into a bit of background on the Santari for the benefit of newer readers who haven't trawled the entire archive yet. The wars of the gods involve a lot of time travel and paradoxes, hence the term "Causality Wars" you may have seen pop up from time to time. In an attempt to shield himself from having his worshippers erased from existence, a minor Roman god named Santarus took a dedicated core of his followers and plopped them down on an Earthlike world over 200 lightyears from Earth and ten thousand years in the past. He set them up with a supernaturally stable culture, a side-effect of which was that the Magene was almost completely suppressed in them. And then he got himself erased via other means, leaving a colony of humans on another world with no memory of Santarus save for the certainty that they were the Santari (or Santarii, my Latin skills are pretty much nonexistent). They did go into a bit of a decline a few times, but always bounced back, and by about the time they caught up with the era they had been pulled from, they were starting to explore nearby stars. All of this was a roundabout way to have human-like aliens with a Romanesque culture without invoking the "parallel evolution" cliche. I wanted my own cliche, by gum! I will admit that my origin for the Santari has not exactly been popular with the readers, but I like it...and even if I didn't, I don't think I'd want to retcon it away now. That way lies Infinite Crises.


  And no, the Santari don't actually speak English (although they probably have plenty of loan-words by the 37th Century), or use terms exactly like "Oort Cloud", but I've never really cared for the SF trope of making up new names for everything simply for the sake of driving home alienness. When I do make up terms, like Dectos or Tsaran, it's because it's for something where there isn't an English word. Or because the mood strikes me. Whatever. So assume that their dialogue is all translated not only into English, but into appropriate Terran terms where such exist. For what it's worth, Dectos descends via long and twisty paths from Decturion, but has changed in meaning as it has been applied to new situations and military structures over the millennia.


  The Panzer I (PzKpfw I) really does kinda suck, poor Felix. Check out its stats at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panzer_I. But, in real history, it really didn't face much opposition in 1939, and even a "trainer" tank is still better than the horse-mounted cavalry Poland was still fielding. Each Panzer Regiment or battalion in 1939 was composed of two Abteilungs ("departments"), each made up of two light companies (with Panzer I and IIs) and one heavy company (of Panzer III and IVs), for a total of 71-74 tanks. The stranded tanks in this story are the two light companies of one Abteilung, plus their anti-tank support.


  For those who haven't been following along the whole time, Simon Smith was born Bennett Rush. In the 1970s, he was a government employee who stumbled across the equipment of the original Beacon (see his series at http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/history.html) and used it to become the high-tech villain Doublecross. An accident with a teleporter turned him into living light in the early 1990s, but his hubris led him to clash with Apollo during the Godmarket, and he was stripped of his powers and memory and turned into a mortal once more. But, thanks to Apollo's curse, he was "invisible" to the gathering up of paranormals that created the Barrier. Much later, he stumbled across the original home of Simon Filius, the Renaissance-era alchemist who would become Lord Ebon in the 20th Century, and his study of magic unlocked his blocked potential once more. Contact with a fragment of Eos's rainbow bridge (pieces of which he used to create Q'Nos's gateway to Venus) unlocked his memories as well. Needless to say, he's very careful to not let anyone know he carries the legacies of two of the 20th Century's most notorious villains, although Peregryn probably suspects him of being a student of Ebon's writings.


  Justice seems to spend a lot of his time pretending to be one of the bad guys, doesn't he? Infiltrating the Revanche, acting the part of a pro-Nazi resistance fighter...no wonder people have trouble trusting him. :)


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #81 - TIMEQUAKE Part 3: Dallas Rocket


  The cover shows silhouetted figures emerging from the rift above Dallas. While clearly cyborgs, they are otherwise unfamiliar shapes. Rising from the ground to meet them is a missile wreathed in "Kirby krackle" energy effects.
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  [April 22, 2026 - Malta]


  "Then you might as well go join C.J., help her question the harbormaster," Meteor sighed, shrugging with a motion so rapid that no one would have even noticed it.


  "Right," Contact agreed, hopping down to the dock.


  Meteor heard a faint click from inside the ship the moment Contact's feet left the deck, and her professional paranoia kicked in. She concentrated, bringing her mental speed up to maximum, nearly a hundred times as fast as a normal human's, with physical speed almost to match.


  She turned to look at Grind, whose expression told her he'd heard the same noise. He was even starting to dive so that Tony Drake's invulnerable body would be between him and any explosion, but it didn't look like he'd quite make it. So Meteor gave a helping hand, shoving Tony into position just as a bright flare of light told her the explosion had started.


  Now, every millisecond counted. Meteor was fast, but she couldn't outrun an explosion. Turning on her heel as the orange and yellow blossom sped towards her at what looked like the speed of a thrown baseball, she sped towards Contact, tackling him so that they both flew through the air and put the bulk of the pier between them and the rapidly expanding fireball.


  The blast front slammed into them from one side just as the water rose up to smash them from the other, driving them into the sea hard enough to make Meteor's vision swim. But then they were under the surface, protected from the rest of the detonating yacht.


  Debris was starting to hit the water around them, moving so slowly that she could almost make out what each piece had originally been before the bomb blast had torn the yacht asunder.


  Kicking against the water, Meteor propelled herself and Contact away from the dock and into open water before surfacing. Contact had barely finished having the breath knocked out of him by her initial tackle, but he had enough presence of mind to avoid breathing back in until she got his head above water.


  After a few long gasps and taking over for his own swimming, Contact sighed. "Yep. Trap."


  Moments later, Meteor and Contact got back onto the dock, where Tony and Grind were standing and surveying the burning wreckage. Both were a bit singed, but seemed otherwise unhurt.


  "Tesla Branch kinetic damper field did its job," Grind explained when Meteor shot him a concerned glance. "After that bomb in China, I had them put this together for me. Won't stop a bullet or a blade, but it's good against diffuse force like explosions. Plus, Tony caught the worst of it."


  "And I landed on him," Drake grinned lopsidedly. "But the big bossman's tough enough to handle that."


  "They're toying with us," Contact said, flatly. "From what Meteor tells me, the bomb was triggered by me leaving the boat. It could just as easily have been triggered by someone getting deep enough in the yacht that excape would be impossible."


  "Clearly," Grind agreed. "Never and her allies see us as merely 'basic' threats, and are probably justified in their overconfidence. Nevertheless, it *is* overconfidence, combined with the same love of cliched flamboyance that Triton brought to the CSV under his leadership."


  "Hey, I think something's moving in the wreckage," Tony pointed at the burning remains of the yacht. "Yo, C.J.!" he shouted over to his teammate, who was helping make sure the fire didn't spread to the refueling lines. "Could you damp down the fire over where the bridge used to be?"


  The pyrokinetic nodded and concentrated. The fire didn't go away entirely, it was too strong a blaze for her to totally counteract. But it faded enough that everyone could make out a vaguely egg-shaped object, perhaps a handspan tall, hovering in the air.


  "It's a matrioshka," Grind pointed out. A Russian nesting doll, which looked to be carved from wood and coated in lacquer, yet it was not burning. "An ego calling card," he added. "It sounds like it's playing a recording."


  Contact nodded, then used his psionic mind-over-body abilities to enhance his own hearing. After a moment, he turned to the others. "It's a loop. It says, 'Today's entertainment has been brought to you by the Impossible Five.'"


  "Well, at least we have a name to hang on our problem now," Meteor frowned.


  * * * *


  [April 23, 2026 - Western Poland]


  "It is still there!" Oberstleutnent Schmidt cried out, lowering his field glasses and turning to the man riding the side of his Panzer II's turret. "The rift has not yet closed, I can just make out the rippling in the air. Unfortunately, it is ringed by defensive positions, your friends do not seem to want anyone else wandering through."


  "They're not my friends," Colin Shaw snarled. "Lackeys of the socialist state," he added, distastefully.


  "So you say," Schmidt smiled. "Are you sure you do not wish to accompany us to 1939? Your abilities could tip the balance of many of the close battles I have read about," he patted the outline of the history textbook he kept under his tight-fitting black uniform jacket.


  The former petty criminal shook his head, replying in his somewhat stiffly formal German, "I do not know exactly what will happen when you go back home. Maybe my world will still exist, unchanged, in which case I must stay behind to fight the good fight. Besides, my axe," he hefted a weapon that was more polearm than axe, "already exists in the past. It hurts my head thinking about the possible," he paused, before shrugging and simply using the English word, "paradox," then continuing in German, "it might cause. And the axe seeks me out if I am separated from it for too long, so leaving it behind would be a problem as well. But it's time for me to clear your path," he raised the weapon, which crackled with lightning.


  Bolts issued forth from the mystic blade, striking sandbags and parked trucks, scattering the defenders and setting off one ammunition explosion. Not all of the defenders left their posts, but the line was weakened where Colin had struck, and that was enough of an advantage for the Nazi armored column to break through.


  "Farewell, Justice," the Oberstleutnant called out as Colin jumped from the Panzer. "I will remember you!"


  Within minutes, it was over. The Panzers had all rolled through the rift, which was starting to visibly seal. Soldiers who had been lying by the shattered defenses stood up and brushed off the dust and grit, some smiling as they dabbed at the fake blood soaking their uniforms.


  "I can't believe they bought it," Felka smirked, pulling off the helmet she'd worn as one of the soldiers at the chosen breaktrhough point. "I don't think any of them even shot at me."


  Colin shook his head. "The lieutenant colonel in charge was one smart cookie. I don't think he bought a thing...he was playing along. Y'see, he found a history book in that village the Nazis took over."


  "What?!" Colonel Bankhoffer exclaimed as he walked over to Justice. "So all of this was for nothing?"


  "Oh, I expect he suspected the book wasn't the complete truth either," Colin noted, "but he musta figured that if I was lying, we still had to let him through. And if I was telling the truth, I'd help him get through anyway. Either way, he was going home, knowing the broad strokes of World War II. Not that he's going to be able to convince many people," Colin pulled a history book out from under his leather jacket. "I gotta say, it's been years since I hadda use the old 'Artful Dodger' skills, but it's like stealin' a bicycle. Hope he enjoys the 1923 edition of Shakespeare's Sonnets I left him...."


  * * * *


  [April 24, 2024 - Oort Cloud, Sol System]


  Stealthily-Avoids-Patrols loosened his coiled grip on the t-bar that was the standard seating on a Pranir ship. Coming out of hyperspace into the Oort cloud was always a little risky, since the matter density was higher than locations further in-system and the larger objects were essentially unmapped. Still, it was the best way to avoid the PC's damnable interdiction satellites, such as the one they had placed around the main inhabited planet of the Sol system. Dozens of ships regularly made the run, lured by the hopes of high profit, low bulk cargos from Earth, and they all used the vast Oort Cloud as an arrival point.


  "Secure from hyperspace," he commanded to one of his ratings, a new recruit who had not yet earned a Starname.


  "Yes sir," the rating acknowledged.


  "Estimated time to planetfall?" the captain asked.


  After a short pause, the rating replied, "Approximately eight standard days."


  Stealithy sighed. On open worlds, they could drop out of hyperspace practically in orbit, which made matters so much simpler. Well, at least he was paid well for the boredom. "And the Grubni?"


  "She reports all in order, and thanks us for the ride."


  "Sir! Something on visual!" cried Obsesses-Over-Scanners, his aptly- named sensors officer. "I think it's a ship, but it's way too big for anything that would..."


  The sentence was never completed, for the Fornax chose that moment to fire one of its point defense lasers at the Pranir smuggler ship. With a beam a mere five meters wide, it was intended to detonate incoming missiles that had highly refractory coatings and relativistic velocities. What it did to a more or less stationary and non-refractory Pranir bridge was, at least, swift and painless.


  "Send out salvage teams, Dectos," Commander Hektane ordered. "The poor bastards probably don't have anything we need, but we might as well see if their colossal bad luck can be our good fortune."


  * * * *


  [April 27, 2026 - Boston, Massachussetts Sector]


  A knock at her office door brought Bobbi Langford out of her trancelike state of intense concentration. "Who is it?" she asked. She wasn't teaching this semester, but it could have been an old student looking for a reference.


  "Stat Girl, I need your help!" came a familiar voice. Bobbi swept the door open to see Meteor standing there, in her old green and gold outfit.


  "Sarah! Come in! And don't call me that...I've managed to keep any of my fellow postdocs from knowing about that old nickname."


  Sarah took off her headpiece and entered, taking a seat at the slightly beaten chair Bobbi offered.


  "Postdoc already? My, you're moving up in the world," Sarah smiled as Bobbi closed the door. "You even have a door to close. Soon you might even have more than three square meters of floorspace."


  Bobbi chuckled, sitting back at her small desk. "I wouldn't count on it, not if I stay here. One of the things about storied institutions of higher learning is that office space is at a premium. Especially in a department like Stats, where we can't really say we need the space for our experimental apparatus. Every few years they come though and add more walls to subdivide the offices again."


  Sarah cocked her head. "Why not just work from home, then?"


  "Oh, a lot of us do. But there's something about the frame of mind you get from coming in to work that helps me concentrate. Besides, the novelty of the office hasn't worn off yet. I can imagine *you'd* go nuts being cooped up in here all day, though."


  Sarah laughed. "Oh, I'm not that bad anymore. And my office is a lot bigger anyway...at least you have a window, though."


  "So...what brings you here, Sarah? I watch the news, I know you're not exactly in downtime mode right now...hell, I haven't seen you since you were still a popsicle. I doubt you just dropped by to chat with an old college friend."


  "Actually, I did," Sarah tried to smile, and almost succeeded. Bobbi could see the facade start to crack, the old nervous and wired Sarah she knew back at the Academy coming back to the fore, the way Sarah had been before she met JakZak.


  "Oh," she realized. "This is about JakZak, isn't it?" It had been almost two weeks since the leader of ASH had gone missing in Monaco.


  "Yes, and...no. Well, it's not just about him. The scary part is, I'm really not all that worried about him. I have it on pretty good authority that he's lost in time, which is annoying on its own, but I'm sure he'll find a way back soon enough. For whatever 'soon' means when you're talking about time travel. But, I guess it's everything else that's happened since then. I kind of grabbed the leadership stick once he vanished, and I haven't been able to put it down."


  "And you can't talk to any of your teammates to unburden, since they've started looking to you for leadership," Bobbi completed the thought. "Oh, don't look so surprised. They don't take away your empathy when they give you a PhD."


  "Can you look around at your fellow postdocs and repeat that?" Sarah half-smiled.


  "Heh. Most of them didn't have much to take away. Look," Bobbi leaned forward, putting on her Serious Face, "if you just want to dish and maybe have a good cry on my shoulder, I'm up for that. But before we do that, there is a little bit of actual business I've been meaning to bring to your attention, oh leader of ASH."


  "Oh?"


  "It's about these villains from the future..."


  "The Impossible Five."


  "...right. Them. Well, I've been doing some of my work on a grant that's studying Cassandra, that AI based on an upload from one of the Burnouts at the Academy, and this past week we've been really busy figuring out how she's trying to compensate for all the time rifts. But it also got me thinking about the Impossible Five, and how they seem to be able to whup you guys so easily."


  "Back in their home time, we're just 'basic' threats. They have records of our entire careers, so they've been able to practice extensively against simulations of us," Sarah explained. "We figure that just means we have to develop new tactics we wouldn't have needed in their timeline."


  Bobbi nodded. "That's a decent idea, but it's a first order response to the Five. You need to be looking at zeroth order responses too."


  "What?"


  "You're reacting to them by changing their tactics. But you need to look at reacting to the things that *caused* them to show up. Things that would be different even if they hadn't reared their futuristic heads. Something caused their future to cease to exist, which is why...don't give me that look, my security clearance is high enough to work with Cassandra, it's certainly high enough to get me reports on the Five...anyway, which is why they came back in time in the first place. It stands to reason that a big enough shift to erase them entirely from existence would have other effects they wouldn't have been able to train for. Find those changes, see if you can exploit any of them. Because you know the Impossible Five will be doing the same, with an eye towards defending against the changes."


  "Huh. Damn, it's so simple I should've thought of it myself."


  "Hey, they pay me to figure out the simple stuff. The complicated stuff anyone can do," Bobbi grinned. "Okay, business over. It's almost lunch anyway, and I know this great little out of the way place I found on a random walk..."


  "Geek."


  "Guilty as charged!"


  * * * *


  [April 29, 2026 - Dallas, Texas Sector]


  "How's the disperser holding up, Boomer?" Marshal Freedman asked, giving the somewhat ramshackle contraption a suspicious eye. It had been cobbled together from an old Ozone Injector the Pranir had fobbed off on an unsuspecting German town in the 1980s and several odds and ends Hodgson had lying around.


  "It holds," he replied, his voice not exactly filled with confidence. "We're managing to drive most of the incoming flow high enough for upper level winds to take it away and dilute it, but it doesn't work so well when the jet stream's not over Texas, and it looks like we're in for a week of the stream shifting way north."


  The city was pretty much fully evacuated by this point, with just a Guard force to keep the looters out, and the small group of Marshals and scientists working on the problem. It was eerily quiet.


  "Guys, guys, I think I have it!" Richard "Hat Rick" Nelson shouted, racing over to where the two Marshals stood.


  "What's that on your head this time? An armored hazmat hood?" Freedman asked.


  "Huh? Oh, it belonged to a TwenCen supervillain, guy who liked making deathtraps. But he wasn't particularly durable."


  "So, you want to make a deathtrap for the time rift?" Boomer asked dubiously.


  "Yeah! That was the brainstorm I had this morning. I figure, a lot of those old deathtraps had to find ways to keep heroes from just teleporting out, so why not approach the problem from that angle? And I think I got it. All we have to do is overload a hyperdrive right next to the rift, and it should seal!"


  "Um, they always told me overloading a hyperdrive was a Bad Thing?" Boomer ventured.


  "Sure it is. But it's the right kind of bad thing. As long as we don't overload it *too* much, I guess."


  "You *guess*," Freedman sighed.


  * * * *


  [April 29, 2026 - Kearney, Nebraska Sector]


  "Fischertronics Advanced Science and Technology Complex. 'FAST.' Cute," Janice Freedman smirked as the truck she and Boomer were riding in pulled into the isolated building's parking lot. Kearney might not be exactly the middle of nowhere, but it was close enough to do the trick when it came to finding places to put potentially explosive research.


  "Be nice. Even multimillion dollar projects need to sell themselves to the unwashed masses," Boomer tsked.


  A gray-haired man in a slightly rumpled business suit was emerging to greet them, and got to the truck just as Boomer was getting out. "Marshals Hodgson and Freedman, I presume? Calvin Gordon, project director. Good to see you, and I hope we here at the FAST Complex have what you need to solve that mess in Dallas."


  "So do we," Freedman replied. "I didn't know we even had a purely native hyperdrive working."


  "Wellll," Calvin temporized. "For certain values of working, yes. We still have problems with the power source and stability, I certainly wouldn't want to try to use one of our drives to go to another world. For that, I'd use one of the reverse-engineering projects, like at Sandia/JPL in Albuquerque, or even that hush hush stuff Ritter's working on that no one's supposed to know about. Or just hire a ship. But my people have looked over the specs you put out, and I think we can do a better job of blowing up in a controlled fashion, for cheaper, and with quicker turnaround. All the other projects in the NAC, not to mention the work done in the Gobi, on Okinawa or in Khadam, require at least some imported material from aliens. That's a bottleneck. Our system may not be at 100% yet, but we can build it with purely native materials."


  "So, if Hat Rick's insane scheme works, we can repeat it for all the smaller rifts as we find 'em," Boomer nodded.


  "Exactly. Once we calibrate it on the emergency job in Dallas, the brain trust here is confident we could even make a more portable unit to seal the small rifts without having to blow anything up. They seemed a little disappointed at that...between you, me and the lamppost, I think some of them like explosions a little too much. But hey, it's rocket science, what d'ya expect?"


  * * * *


  [April 30, 2026 - Dallas, Texas Sector]


  "Ready to go," Boomer declared, closing the access panel on the cruise missile. "We launch this baby up to the rift and the hyperdrive in the payload goes into overload, hopefully sealing the rift. The ladies and gentlemen from FAST here will analyze the results and figure out an easier way to do this next time."


  "Wait a tick," Janice squinted, looking up at the faintly rippling tear in the sky. "Something's coming out of the rift...."


  "Huh?" Boomer turned his face to the sky. "But it comes from the Precambrian! There wasn't even anything alive outside the water back then. Unless it's a meteorite? No...too slow."


  "It's people!" one of the National Guard soldiers realized, peering through his binoculars. "Two regular sized, one jumbo."


  Boomer pulled on his helmet and dialed up the magnification on the heads-up display inside the visor. "Cyborgs, it looks like. And they're not free-falling, they must have antigrav or something, I don't see any thruster flare. Wonder what their deal is?"


  "Where's Presto? Drammit, he's got the rampin' *time machine*!" a wiry cyborg chattered as he looked around in a panic.


  "Cool it, Chain Lightning," a somewhat chubby cyborg replied. "Stop making up swear words and look up. That's a time rift, or I need to check the warranty on my sensor suite."


  "Whut?" the third cyborg, a hulking brute with a shaved head and massive mechanical hands, replied.


  "What Mongo said, Superconductor," Chain Lightning nodded. "Man, what a drag, it looks like we're still in the TwenCen!"


  Superconductor sighed. "To put it in words even Mongo can follow, then. Big hole in sky keep us from getting home. Time got broken. Presto and the others could be anywhere or anywhen. We're lucky we stayed together." Under his breath, he added, "If you can call it luck I got stuck with the hyperactive headache and big dummy."


  "So we fly back through!" Chain Lightning started to power up his antigravs, but Superconductor simply reached out and siphoned away the extra power.


  "Hold it, speedy," he warned. "The hole doesn't lead home, it just grabbed us on the way. But I think I can do something about that. Look down there," he pointed.


  "Whoa, a missile," Mongo rumbled.


  "They trying to blow up the hole?" Chain Lightning suggested. "Or are the cops just that fast?"


  "I'm picking up a hyperdrive signature in that rocket. I think they're trying to seal the hole, so you're more or less right," Superconductor nodded. "All we need to do is take the missile for ourselves, and I think I can modify it to redirect the time hole so that it will get us home. Sadly, judging by the lack of petrochemical smog, I suspect we're no longer far enough into the past to meet the Holy Ones," he added ruefully.


  "Awwww," Mongo replied. "I'll get the missile," he added, cutting his antigravs and dropping like the ton of metal and flesh that he was.


  "Think there's time to scam some vintage tracks while we're here?" Chain Lightning asked.


  "The big one's falling again!" Boomer warned. "And I think the other two are coming in a little too fast to be friendly. Everyone ready!" He drew his sidearm, thumbing it to flechette mode. The plastic shards might not be as effective against armored targets, but the odds of a ricochet damaging the rocket were a lot lower. Freedman left her gun in its holster, but the chill he felt emanating from her told him she was ready to rumble. Hat Rick was busily rummaging around in his satchel, and the soldiers had their rifles up to their shoulders.


  The hulking cyborg landed with a cracking of pavement and the hiss of internal servos compensating for the impact. As he straightened to his full three meters of height, he held out a gigantic metal hand and said, "Gimme the missile and I won't hafta rip anyone in two."


  "Hey, are you Mongo?" Hat Rick had paused in his search when the big guy landed. "Of The Rush?"


  "Yeah, now gimme the missile."


  "Careful, guys," Hat Rick warned. "This guy and his buddies're from the future. Fought the original ASH back in 1991 while trying to kidnap Geddy Lee. Got thrashed and ran back to the future. Looks like they had a detour."


  "How do you even know this?" Janice asked. "I've studied ASH's casefiles and I don't even remember him."


  "Hey, when your power depends on finding stuff that belonged to paranormals, you tend to geek out over trivia. Ah, found it!" he pulled a black ninja mask out of his satchel. "Time to flip out!"


  By this time, the other two cyborgs had landed, and Mongo was looking a bit confused, as if he wasn't used to being more or less ignored.


  "Look," the heftier of the new arrivals said, "just give us the hyperdrive so we can get ourselves home, and we'll only beat you up a little bit. Our technology is a century ahead of yours, you really don't stand a chance against us."


  "Oh, it's gonna be that kind of measuring contest, eh?" Boomer smirked, holstering his sidearm. "I have a better idea. You surrender and we lock you in nice cryocapsules and let you get home the slow way."


  "Grotz that! Chain Lightning doesn't surrender!" the skinny cyborg shouted, throwing a lightning bolt at Boomer, who jerked as the current arced through him.


  "It's on! HIIIIIIIIWAAAACK!" Hat Rick shouted, performing a complicated back flip and booting Chain Lightning in the head.


  "That almost hurt. Of course, I've zapped myself enough times by accident that I always wear grounding wires," Boomer smiled shakily.


  "I'll just take the missile," Mongo sighed, lumbering over towards it. The soldiers opened fire, but their bullets just thudded against him and dropped as if their kinetic energy had been absorbed.


  Meanwhile, Hat Rick was jumping around Chain Lightning, avoiding the crackling electricity the cyborg was throwing at him, but no longer able to get close enough to land any attacks of his own.


  Janice turned to the third cyborg. "And who might you be?" she asked. "For the arrest record, mind you."


  "My sobriquet is Superconductor, and you won't be arresting any of us," he sneered. "Don't mistake my inaction for inability, I just don't see the need to get my hands dirty yet. It's not like any of you have the power to stop Mongo once he's decided he wants something."


  "Oh, I think I can manage," Boomer smiled, pulling a small grenade-like object off his belt and lobbing it at Mongo. There was a burst of mist, and suddenly Mongo slipped and fell on his back. "I got the idea from Conflicto. Frictionless coating. Oh, sure, I suppose he could fly now, but good luck grabbing ahold of anything."


  "Gotcha!" Chain Lightning crowed as a blue bolt knocked Hat Rick away, where he fell in an unconcious heap.


  "Time to end this," Superconductor smiled.


  "I couldn't agree more," Janice smiled back. "Boomer, I'm ready for a number thirty-four."


  "Thirty-four, coming up!" Boomer grinned, stepping over to the nearby fire hydrant. While not all that impressive as superhumans went, his strength was still more than enough to turn the bolt on top of the hydrant with his bare hands. A torrent of water suddenly washed over the trio of cyborgs.


  Waves of cold emanated from Janice, freezing the water solid in the blink of an eye.


  "That should hold 'em long enough for me to whip up a cybernetics scrambler," Boomer smirked. "Could we get a medic for Rick?"


  Later, after the neutralized cyborgs had been hauled off, Boomer finished re-sighting the rocket. "Okay, here goes everything. Hope we don't get any more supervillains falling out of the sky...."


  The cruise missile arced into the air on a column of smoke, heading for the time rift. After a long second or two, it emitted a dazzling burst of pandimensional energy that momentarily blinded everyone before exploding in an almost anticlimactically mundane way.


  "Well?" Janice asked, blinking away tears.


  "These tachyon sensors had to be turned off to keep them from being fried by the overload like the telemetry rig's were," the FAST scientist explained. "Gimme a second to get them back onl...ah, there. Readings conform to normal background levels. It worked!"


  "All right! Now we can get to work on replication," Boomer said. "We might just clean up this mess after all!"


  The scientists cheered, then got back to work. Their busy day had only just begun.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Dzamin Uud, People's Republic of China]


  The spaceport bustled with activity as people worked on any number of projects all at once. Landing grids were being expanded and leveled. A new control tower was going up to replace the ad hoc system that had been in place when this was a quasi-legal smuggler's cove. Pre-fab hangars were being replaced by sturdier docks, some of which held alien craft.


  A feeling of urgency beyond the simple economic boom times seemed to suffuse the operation as well. Not quite harried or panicked, but an undercurrent of desperation could be felt by anyone present. Somewhere, a clock was ticking, and everyone at the spaceport was all too aware of that fact.


  Then the shafts of fire rained down from the sky and time ran out for everyone for miles around.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Near Earth Orbit]


  "Secondary target designate five obliterated, captain!"


  Commander Hektane nodded grimly. "Get me a firing angle on primary target one as soon as you can. I know secondary target four is closer, but our Pranir prey were definitely heading to the primary target, and are probably overdue by now. I don't want to give them any more time to get ships into space."


  "Yes, sir. We'll be able to fire on the primary target in two minutes at current speed."


  Hektane said nothing. He may have felt a slight pang of regret at bringing such devastation to a world not yet at war with his own, even if it was for the greater good. But the primary target? Legendary as a pustule full of crime and abomination.


  And in about a minute, he'd excise the pustule that was Khadam from the face of Earth.


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


  Next Issue:


  "Timequake" hits its climax as the biggest threat to fall through the time rifts is back: the Fornax is out to sterilize Earth and establish the New Santari Empire in the year 2026! It's all to be found in ASH #82, "The Furnace"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I accidentally put Jen Kleinvogel in a scene last issue. I've fixed the online copy to remove her, but thanks to Google Groups, an incorrect version will exist forever.


  Pranir names are generally unpronounceable by members of other races, so those who spend a lot of time interacting with "aliens" take on Starnames, which are descriptive terms that can be readily translated into most languages. "Stealthily-Avoids-Patrols" is such a name. Starnames can change over time, and occasionally multiple Pranir will vie for the right to a particular Starname, but a careful registry is maintained (much like the Screen Actors Guild does) to ensure no two Pranir accidentally use the same Starname.


  The deathtrap-obsessed villain from the 20th Century is Doctor Developer, see Time Capsules #9 for more about him.


  JPL is not currently co-located with Sandia National Labs in real life, but given its location in the Los Angeles area, they had ample incentive to move in 2013 when The Big One hit.


  "The Rush" was a group of cyborgs from the year 2112 that I used in the original Champions campaign version of ASH. Their leader was Presto, and other members not seen this issue were War Paint and Scars. They had a junior member who hadn't earned a name yet, who defected and joined ASH as Psiberpunk. Yes, all the names came off the Rush album "Presto". Presumably other cadres of The Rush were themed after other albums.


  The proper spelling of Dzamin Uud has an umlaut over the "i" in Dzamin and over the second "u" in Uud. At least, it does on the map I was looking at.


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


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


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


  ============================================================================
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  [Note: you may want to pay attention to the dates on the scene headers this issue. Lots of flashbacks.]



  [May 5, 2026 - Near Earth Orbit]


  The ISN Fornax wasn't an exceptional ship when she was built. Rare, yes, that could be said. There wasn't too much need for planetary bombardment craft capable of reducing the surface of a world to a charred cinder...while useful under limited circumstances, they were woefully undergunned for ship-to-ship combat for a craft of their size and cost, meaning they needed to be protected en route to their target. The realities of combat at several light-seconds' distance just made the Fornax a sitting duck in standard tactical situations, given that her main weapon fired plasma at subluminal velocities and her opponents all had missiles capable of faster than light travel. Its captain, Commander Hektane, had been resigned to an undistinguished tour of duty before putting in enough time to earn command of a real warship.


  But that was the reality in the 37th Century, where she had been built. Now, nearly two millennia in his own past, Commander Hektane was confident that even had the entire Planetary Confederation fleet been on hand, it would have had trouble dealing with the Fornax...and he certainly planned to put that theory to the test shortly. But right now, he had a more urgent target.


  Earth.


  Home to humanity, cradle to the United Worlds, the main opposition the Santari faced in his native time. And, perhaps more importantly in this day and age, home to the wildly unpredictable supernaturals that had fortunately been reduced to an insignificant number in his time.


  "Sir, primary target one in firing range," the Dektos reported.


  Primary target one was Khadam, the only real spaceport the planet had in this backward era. There were others, little more than glorified Pranir smuggling strips, and one had already been wiped from the face of the planet by the Fornax's main weapon. Now it was time to erase the smugglers' main haven.


  "Fire!" he ordered, with grim satisfaction.


  * * * *


  [April 24, 2026 - Oort Cloud, Sol System]


  "Do you have it operational yet, Smells-Fresh-Meat?" the Pranir shuttle owner asked.


  Barnes sighed. He'd been told that a descriptive Starname was an honor, even though the Pranir were perfectly capable of saying his real name. But while the Starname was a reasonable description of his paranormal talent to detect the so-called Universal Donors...it made him a little too aware of the final fate of those he fingered. He wasn't exactly squeamish, you didn't go into organlegging if you were, but he liked to pretend he had some humanity left.


  "I think so, Catches-Crosswinds," he told the owner and pilot. The snakeowl fancied himself a sailor, and even kept a small dinghy packed up in one of the Grubni's holds. It was an expensive affectation, since the Grubni didn't have much cargo capacity to start with, being focused on delivery of low-mass, high-value items and passengers. This was largely a data run, with some genetic samples...and Barnes himself as supercargo. He'd been spending time lately bouncing back and forth between Earth and one of the more obscure border systems nearby where Santari scientists were trying to crack their transplant rejection problem using their normal science. As a bonus, Barnes also kept the supertech cloaking device on the Grubni working...organleggers got a lot more heat than most smugglers, after all, and the outbound runs from Earth always held...samples...for the research. Usually taken without permission. Sometimes even taken whole.


  "Good," Catches-Crosswinds nodded, his beaked head bobbing up and down and his feathery crest rippling. "Activate the shroud once we have decoupled from the external hull of our host." Small enough to slip past many detectors, the Grubni was also too small to carry the sort of engines required by hyperdrives, and very few Pranir smugglers could afford the ultra-compact super-capacitors used by ships like the Galactic Warrior Corps patrol craft to get around the problem. Catches-Crosswinds expected to be able to join that elite crowd in a few more trips, though.


  Barnes wasn't looking in the direction of the forward port, which was why he was only momentarily dazzled by the sudden flare of light that marked the deaths of Stealthily-Avoids-Patrols and his crew. Alarms started to blare.


  "What the grazz?" Barnes spat.


  "Launching now! Engage shroud!" Catches-Crosswinds shouted, his natural buzzing and clicking audible over the translator's vox. "Our host didn't live up to his Starname this time, but we may yet escape!"


  "Cloak up...I hope," Barnes tapped at the status screen, which glowed green. "Power at full, we should have a good day's cover if we need it."


  "Need it we will. Ship sluggish as armless old cripple at shroud-safe levels," he snarled, slipping into a local dialect that the translator had a little trouble with. The cloaking device may have had its own power source, but using too much of ship's power could give off emissions that the device couldn't mask. "Now pray to your two-arm gods we weren't spotted before we shrouded. Whoever fired that shot not copulating around."


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - The Citadel, Khadam]


  Symbols carved into the walls next to the monitor bank glowed an angry red of warning, pulsing like a heartbeat. Glyph ignored them, as they'd done their job several minutes ago and now simply served as a reminder that the danger they warned of had not yet come to pass.


  She stood in a circle engraved into the floor of the specially prepared chamber, deep channels outlining a confusing array of symbols. Valves positioned at junctures snapped into place, sealing off some channels while leaving others open.


  Speaking a mixture of ancient human languages and tongues spoken by no culture remembered by man, Glyph stepped to each of a dozen reclining forms in turn, slitting their throats carefully so that the gush of crimson flowed into a basin that fed a series of tubes. These were "squabs," cloned humans with just enough spirit to count as sacrificial victims, but totally and permanently innocent. A byproduct of research into isolating the Universal Donor factor, they were considered failures by Khadam's geneticists...but they served Glyph's purposes perfectly, as they once would have served TerraStar's. Waste not, want not.


  As their blood filled the tubes, a series of stopcocks opened automatically to pour the fluid into the carved channels in the floor, defining a mystic circle.


  Then, as she finished with the twelfth and final victim, Glyph spoke one phrase in plain English.


  "Activate defense pattern aleph-daleth."


  The undercity of Khadam was a sprawling, confused mess. To say it was a squalid heap of human misery might be a bit of an overstatement, for there was just enough money flowing into even the poorer parts of the undercity to ensure habitable dwellings and access to utilities. But there had certainly been no planning put into its expansion.


  This was not, however, to say that there had been no planning involved at any step. While adopting a fairly hands-off approach to the notion of "zoning", Khadam's government had staunchly supported one particular urban improvement initiative, an initiative put forth by the new leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  And so, as Glyph spoke the command phrase, semaphor-like stations atop buildings all across the undercity started whirring to life, spreading colored metal flags or folding them away as commanded by the central computer.


  To what end, none of the residents knew. Nor did they value their lives so little as to have asked at the time of installation. But as the fire from the sky started to fall, most of them fervently hoped that the purpose would save those not-valueless lives....


  * * * *


  [May 1, 2026 - The Citadel, Khadam]


  "The thing was BIG," Barnes exclaimed. "Like, see-it-on-visual-from- ten-lightsecs BIG," he held out his arms, as if to have a chance of accurately describing its size with gestures.


  Fortunately, he didn't have to.


  "As you can see," Glyph said to the teleconference participants as she sent across selected stills from the Grubni's sensors, "the ship is indeed very large. And it is very likely the object that mysteriously appeared and then vanished over Spain last month."


  Visible on other screens in the conference room were Delta Rose of the Galactic Warrior Corps, leader of the Central Asian Confederation the Western Dragon, Q'Nos's Vizier Simon Smith, STRAFE's Dan "Grind" Tracey, and both Meteor and Beacon of the Academy of Super-Heroes.


  "It looks vaguely Santari in its design principles," Delta Rose frowned, "but we don't have anything that big. I know that several of the Great Houses have built secret private navies, and I suppose it could belong to one of them, but I have a hard time believing that any of them could have hidden something that big from the Corps. Or that they'd put that much into one huge ship when they could have a score of effective battleships of the normal size for the same cost."


  "It could be a converted big cargo hauler or colony ship?" the Western Dragon ventured.


  "Those still would have generated a hyperpulse of some sort on leaving, even if it arrived via time rift," Grind countered. "Unless this is totally unrelated to our sudden visitor from last month, which could be worse. That would leave us with *two* gigantic unknown ships in the system."


  "Nothing that size could have hypered in within a light-month of Sol without tripping our detectors," Delta Rose replied. "Unless it's a slow- boat, it got here through the rift, and then left without using a hyperdrive."


  "Damn," Beacon said, a look of dawning recognition on his glowing green features.


  "What?" Meteor asked. "Do you know what that is?"


  Beacon nodded. "Not specifically, but I still have some hazy memories from my little trip to the future while I was dead...I'll explain later if any of you need to be caught up on that," he added. "Nothing the Santari build these days is going to be that big, especially not something capable of accurately one-punching a Pranir smuggler ship like the one Barnes's tape shows being hit. But it was pretty standard Imperial Santari Navy size in the 38th Century."


  Glyph hissed in shock, and her reaction was largely mirrored by the others. "Do you know what type of ship it is?" she asked.


  Beacon's brow furrowed with concentration. "It's nagging at the back of my brain...everything that happened then feels like a half-remembered dream, and it's mixed up with some memories I picked up from the man whose body I was borrowing. But I have a sinking feeling that it's bad news. The shape is wrong for most actual battleships, but it's too big to be anything but a purpose-built warship." There was a short pause while everyone held their breath. "I think...I think it's a planetkiller."


  "Lovely," the Western Dragon sighed. "I doubt that, even if we marshalled all our available spaceborne forces, we could put a dent in such a monstrosity."


  "You couldn't," Delta Rose nodded. "I'll send Veturna to bring as much help as she can, but the PC fleet is spread pretty thin these days, and might not be able to stop a 38th Century ship even if an entire squadron gets here in time. And before you ask, Star Knight's clear over on the other side of the Planetary Confederation right now, it'd take a month or more for a message to even get to him."


  "That means infiltration. Try to get aboard the ship and stop it from inside," Meteor proposed.


  "Agreed," Glyph said. "But we will need contingency plans as well. I believe I can delay them should they assault Khadam directly. Labyrinthe has fortunately turned up on Venus after some irresponsible wandering, so he should be able to help with the infiltration aspect, but I'd like to devote my team's efforts to one of the backup plans."


  "In other words, someone else takes the hard job," the Western Dragon smiled winningly, her supernatural charm almost managing to project through the teleconference link. "I nominate ASH for it, then. After the depredations of the Impossible Five, they are the most intact team, and I think this will require a group that has trained together, rather than an ad hoc international team. I will cooperate with my neighbors in China in the meantime, on trying to get our own orbital assets operational in time to make a difference."


  "So, Labyrinthe can create a token, like his Worldmaze pieces, to teleport a team from Venus onto the ship so long as we can get that token onto the ship," Grind mused. "But how do we get the token aboard?"


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Near Earth Orbit]


  "Sir! Target returning fire!" Dectos Vega shouted.


  "Eva..." Hektane started to order, knowing it was useless. The Fornax could no more evade plasma fire at this short range than it could perform a festival dance. The ship shuddered as armor plating absorbed and refracted most of the energy, but all sensors went black for a moment and the bridge heaved like an irritated riding beast.


  "What in the name of the five pits was that?" Hektane asked Vega. "And get me a report on the effectiveness of our own attack, NOW!"


  "Sir, I think that *was* our attack," Vega replied. "Preliminary scans from our hardened backups are showing a ring of blast damage around primary target one, but nothing inside that ring, and the signature of the blast that hit us matches our own to four decimal places. Can't get anything more until the main scanners are back online, and we've got hull breaches in five locations. Damage control teams are already on it," he added.


  "Status of our main gun?"


  "Operational, but showing some nasty fluctuations," the gunner replied. "I think we got some feedback up the spout."


  Hektane cursed inwardly. Supernaturals! No wonder the Corps had tried to exterminate this world more than once! "Fine. Emergency Twist, we can't risk that Khadam will have something else they can shoot at us before we can find a way around that reflection shield. Get us on the other side of the main moon so we can effect repairs and make sure the main gun won't blow up in our faces. I want us ready to return and try again in fifteen minutes! XO, Tactical, my office. I want options."


  On the hull of the ship, unnoticed by damage control teams, a small limpet mine clung to the slightly deformed armor plating via gecko-like sticky hairs. It had been planted quickly, during the seconds after the "exchange" of fire in which the Fornax's sensors had been blinded, and the ship that planted it was long gone at impossible speed.


  The mine did not explode, not exactly. Instead, it seemed to ripple and unfold like an origami flower, hot wind from the surface of Venus blowing through the hole in reality thus created. A single figure in blue and white armor emerged from the hole, which then folded back up as gracefully as it had opened.


  Scorch carefully detached a small stone from the surface of the limpet mine and stowed it in a compartment of his "god armor". Then he turned to the task of slowly, steadily melting a path for himself through the thick armored hull.


  * * * *


  [May 3, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  The last time so many powerful people had assembled here, it had been a far more joyous occasion...a planned wedding and an unplanned but not particularly surprising (in timing if not in results) birth.


  But now it was a much grimmer purpose that brought them together.


  "So, everyone's clear on the first step?" Meteor looked around to the assembled heroes. "Glyph promises us one hell of a distraction when the Santari ship tries to attack Khadam, Lightfoot flies in *without* getting fried by whatever the distraction is and plants the token that Labyrinthe is crafting," she nodded to Yvan Viau, "and then Scorch goes in with his full armor on and brings the token inside."


  There were nods of assent all around. "I've got just the thing to make sure it sticks to the hull, no matter what the thing's made of," Essay added, cradling Rosa in her arms. The baby was a girl today, and looked mostly human, something not guaranteed when raising a metamorph. "I still think I should go along on this one. No offense, Boomer, but I'm better'n you."


  Marshal "Boomer" Hodgson shrugged. "None taken. I think I'm more expendable, though."


  Meteor nodded, with the tired look of someone who had hoped she was done having that particular argument. "And it's because you're better that we need you here, Essay. If plan A fails to destroy the ship, and all the assorted plans B don't stop it while it's reducing Earth to a cinder, then it'll come here next. You and the Viaus need to figure out some sort of last ditch defense to at least ensure humanity isn't totally wiped out."


  "Yeah, yeah, I get it. I just don't like waitin' around," Essay sighed.


  "So," Scorch interjected, "once I'm inside, how do I let Labyrinthe know to send the others through?"


  "I will simply not close the gate entirely, I will leave a pinprick of an opening," Yvan explained. "Once the pressure becomes more or less equal, I'll know you're inside. If for some reason opening it immediately would be bad, simply focus some flame into the token as a warning flare."


  "Good enough," Meteor nodded. "Green Knight, Fury, Peregryn, Beacon, Geode, Breaker, Boomer, Contact and I will be the strike team that joins Scorch," she pointed to each of the named people in turn. "Lightfoot will stay in the general area, but out of direct line of fire, in case a local extraction is necessary, but we hope to be able to get you all back to Venus via Yvan's gate. Most of us will be running interference...we may be using a tank to swat a fly, but better to have overwhelming force and a lot of options than the other way around. Once we find something explode-able or otherwise vulnerable, Boomer will set up the briefcase nuke we're bringing."


  "Why not just have me drop a bigger nuke inside and forgo all this messing around?" Scorch asked.


  "It's a damn big ship, and to them a nuke is pretty archaic tech. For all we know, they have damper fields set up to prevent nukes from going off inside," Meteor pointed out. "In that case, we'll also need to find any countermeasures and disable them first. We're only likely to get a single shot at boarding, better to go in with overkill than botch our first try and not get a second."


  "Okay," he acquiesced.


  "I'm also bringing one of my rift-sealers," Boomer added. "This thing fell through a huge-ass time rift, it might be carrying weird little pockets inside it. If I pick up any rifts inside, I wanna seal 'em before we blow the ship if possible, so we don't have to worry about tearing a planet-sized hole in spacetime when we detonate the nuke."


  "That would be bad, yeah," Fury smirked.


  "What if we have the chance to take over the ship instead?" Green Knight asked. "Instead of blowing it up, we could turn it into Earth's first line of defense against the next time someone comes gunning for us."


  "That's...under consideration," Meteor admitted.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Beyond Lunar Orbit]


  The token folded closed once more after Boomer stepped through with his burden of scanners and other equipment hanging from his NAC Marshal uniform. Green Knight, Fury, Beacon, Geode and Breaker already formed an outer ring of defense, while Peregryn and Contact concentrated on using their skills in an attempt to gather intelligence. Fury, Breaker and Contact wore borrowed Marshal uniforms, which were sealed against environmental hazards and good in a vacuum for a limited time. Peregryn relied on his talismen, while Beacon and Geode had no need for extra protection. Green Knight was making do with an air supply hooked up to his helmet.


  Meteor, also wearing a Marshal's uniform, suddenly appeared as she skidded to a stop. "Clear for at least fifty meters in all directions. We picked a good place to pop in, I think all the crew are at duty stations or on damage control. But odds are there's still some kind of security sensors, so expect company soon. You getting anything?" she asked Peregryn and Contact.


  "My spirits are still roaming the corridors," the mage shrugged.


  "Nothing. I think there's some kind of telepathic jamming going on," Contact said, an annoyed edge to his voice. "It's not strong, I can still pick up everyone else here, but as far as telepathy is concerned, we're alone on the ship. Which I kinda doubt is true."


  "Makes sense," Beacon spared a glance back at his psionic teammate. "From what little I can dig up of Jenkins's memories, telepathy was one of the few paranormal talents still reasonably common in the future. Will be. Whatever. Anyway, they probably have countermeasures against long range psnooping," he slightly pronounced the leading "p".


  "At least I can still pick up anyone who gets close," Contact noted. "Like the security detail that's on its way...just came into the edge of my range."


  "On it," Meteor nodded. A quick burst of breeze filled the hallway, and within a few seconds she was back, with a Santari bound hand and foot with disposable plastic handcuffs. "Sorry I was so long, I had to make sure no one would stumble over the other four."


  "Hogging all the fun," Arin snarked. "These uniforms have all sorts of goodies in the pockets, don't they?" she added, gesturing at the cuffs.


  "I can get you some when we get back, if you want," Boomer replied, not looking up from his scanners. "I'm picking up a strong tachyon signal, by the way, but it's not a rift. If there are any rifts, they're being masked by the big signal. Contact, could you pick the guy's brain, see if he knows if anything on board would give off tachyons? Oh, and find me something to blow up."


  "You techies and your explosions," Contact shook his head. "No guarantees, he looks like a grunt, not a tech."


  -+Wow, Santari mores are pretty decadent,+- Paul's voice echoed in Aaron's mind. -+Now I know where we need to go on our next vacation.+-


  +-I don't think our travel agent has packages to the future, but I can always ask. Let's see...okay, he knows English, or something close enough for jazz, but he doesn't think in it.-+


  -+There we go, the word 'tachyon' is actually in there. I guess the technical term got absorbed into Santari. Let's poke at translating what it's attached to....+-


  Contact broke his concentration after a moment and looked up. "They use something called a Twist Drive for FTL. It converts the entire ship into tachyons. That's about all he knows about that, but I'll keep digging. He's a security guy, he should know about what things need to be protected from insane techies and what countermeausres there are."


  "Okay, everyone," Meteor ordered. "His buddies are bound to show up soon, and I don't want Contact disturbed while he's looking. So let's spread out along these corridors and keep everyone at arm's length until we get a specific destination to go destroy things."


  "You suppose we could just ask where the bridge is and seize the ship anyway?" Scorch asked.


  Meteor sighed. "Tempting, but no...."


  * * * *


  [May 4, 2026 - Canberra, Australia]


  "No, trying to take the ship is a monumentally bad idea for a whole host of reasons," Delta Rose insisted to those assembled in the virtual conference room. "Our best bet is to just blow it to vapors. Even having large chunks left over would be bad."


  "The advantage of having it on our side, though, would be..." Meteor countered, before being cut off by the Galactic Warrior Corps's representative on Earth.


  "...totally negated by all the disadvantages, even assuming you could manage to crew it. Keep in mind, regardless of how user-friendly the tech is intended to be for everyday use, it's a warship, not a pleasure yacht. It will have systems that are dangerous and nowhere near goofproof. It will require people with significant training to keep it running, and avoid catastrophic malfunctions. Even assuming enough of the crew is subornable that you could use them, keep in mind that it's very unlikely the ship's designed to operate without support for extended periods. There's no infrastructure available for refitting and overhaul...it'd be like trying to maintain one of your main battle tanks using the resources of a medieval castle. It might work for a while, especially if you fill in the gaps with magic, but eventually...boom!"


  "We could park it in orbit, power down, and simply study it," Glyph countered. "Even in that condition, it would be a viable deterrent long enough for us to raid it for the technology we need to bring ourselves up to the level of interstellar power. Or are you afraid of an Earth capable of meeting the Planetary Confederation as equals?"


  "Damn right I'm afraid of you people!" Delta Rose spat. "But at least I'm not stupid. There's people out there who are both afraid *and* stupid, I know they'd try something. And it'd probably work, at least partially, since you won't actually be able to run the ship properly. Nor could you hope to keep it a secret once it shows up in Earth orbit. Look," she sighed, "one of the missions of the GWC is to keep a lid on dangerous technology, that's why we devote so much effort to an otherwise backward little mudball like this... you're a breeding ground for dangerous tech. If even a tenth of what you people make could work in the hands of normal people, we would have blown you up ourselves long ago."


  "You tried that already," Meteor pointed out. "Didn't take."


  "We would have done it when you had no supernaturals around to stop it," Delta smirked. "Anyway, that ship represents the biggest source of extremely dangerous tech we've seen in a long time, and I don't think anyone has the resources these days to keep it from falling, bit by bit, into every pair of wrong hands there is. Not to mention, despite the lofty sounding title of the building where my office is, you're not really a United World yet. This warship would be just the thing to set you at each other's throats as you compete to be the first to unlock its secrets. Hell, even if it does get vaporized, I'm sure some of you will have managed to loot it for a few things along the way," she shot a significant glare at Glyph.


  "Look," Delta sighed. "If my arguments don't sway you, keep in mind that we've already decided once that it was worth trying to eliminate you. You may have stopped the first planetkiller weapon we had in our arsenal, but the Corps has been around for centuries, and one of the main things we go after and keep well hidden in our vaults is planetkiller weapons. We have dozens, and you can't stop them all. Don't make us empty our vaults at you."


  "Very well, I will support the detruction of the ship, and I believe the others will as well," the Western Dragon said, having stayed silent during most of the debate. "But you may well regret one day that you chose to hold that threat over our heads."


  Delta Rose laughed bitterly. "The fact that the Santari need ships that big in the future, and that this one seems to be sticking around with an eye towards destroying Earth tells me that you're right. Obviously, you people end up being an even bigger danger than you are now!"


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Near Earth Orbit]


  "Internal sensors indicate that the intruders are on the move again," Dectos Vega reported. "The special detail only stopped them for a few seconds," he added, sounding like a man reading his own death sentence aloud.


  Hektane nodded, but said nothing. The special detail had been armed with the powerful anti-supernatural weapons they'd found on the Pranir smuggling ship, superior to anything the Santari normally carried. After all, boarding actions just didn't happen in modern warfare. By the time you could get close enough to board, you'd probably already managed to totally annihilate your foe. It was vanishingly rare that a ship was only crippled, especially given the lag times between shot and strike. By the time you knew you had crippled an enemy, you had already sent several more salvos to meet him, and that was usually the end of the story. Security forces were largely internal affairs, for dealing with crew that got rowdy after too long in space.


  And they were never meant to deal with supernaturals.


  "Very well," Hektane sighed. "It looks like it has come to our worst projections. Synam, initiate the Final Order. Comm, send the signal to the crew. It's been an honor serving with you all."


  * * * *


  [May 4, 2026 - Oort Cloud]


  "...and in the best case, that will reduce any possible resistance to a level that we can largely ignore, letting us take care of the rest of the sterilization at our leisure," Hektane finished outlining the main assault plan to his junior officers. "Any questions?"


  "Yes, sir," Lieutenant Commander Paraval raised a finger. "What about the worst case? We're like an egg in here. A very strong-shelled egg, but if anyone can get inside, we really don't have the means to fight off even a well-trained marine unit, much less the sorts of freaks history tells us infest Earth in this era. They'll scramble us."


  "Yes. Worst case. They could get inside, possibly kill or enslave every one of us," Hektane agreed. "Given enough time, they could even take over the ship, learn to operate it, and use it to establish the very interstellar empire we're trying to prevent. If it looks like there's even a halfway reasonable chance of that happening, I will *not* be responsible for handing victory over to the Terrans," he snarled. "We will enact the Final Order if that happens."


  The table was silent. No one asked for explanations, as everyone knew. Anyone who served on a bombardment ship knew. In extremis, if all else failed and the world had to be sterilized, if the enemy's forces were closing in and it looked like the Santari would be beaten back, there was the Final Order. The engines would be locked on full thrust, or as close to that as possible, presuming they would likely have been damaged by that point. Navigation would set a course for the planet below. The ship would become a meteor, flaming death with enough mass and speed to ensure that even if there were survivors of the initial strike, the planet would be unlivable for generations.


  "We know that during this era, the second planet in the system was habitable, but it seems to still be very sparsely populated from what intel we've managed to pick up," Hektane broke the silence. "Once the Final Order is enacted, everyone who can is to go to the lifeboats and try to make for the second planet. The navcomps are programmed with the destination, and we have some good guesses as to where we can land with minimal interference. From there, we hide out and hope someone friendly from the Planetary Confederation shows up to rescue us."


  "And hope someone unfriendly doesn't decide we're war criminals and execute us," one of the officers muttered under his breath.


  "Even if they do, in the end it will have been worth it. The Planetary Confederation may still tear itself apart, but there'll be no stinking Terrans around to scavenge off the pieces," Hektane snarled.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Over the Atlantic Ocean]


  The heroes raced for the engine room, facing no opposition whatsoever.


  "How much longer do we have?" Meteor asked, racing back and forth to make sure nothing automated or suicidal lay in their way.


  "We're not yet in the atmosphere," Boomer said, glancing at the quarter strength overlay on his helmet visual. "But all the lifepods have ejected, even the empty ones. We've got maybe two minutes before we have to bail or go into the drink with this baby. I guess the future Santari are serious about not liking Earth."


  "Is this crazy plan of yours really going to work?" Fury asked.


  "Well, the nuke certainly won't, not now," Contact put in. "It'd just mean that lots of radioactive chunks hit Earth, instead of one big piece. Not seeing much upside there."


  "I can't change which way this ship's going," Boomer said, panting a little as they entered the engine room. "And I can't slow it down enough to make a difference now. But my rift-sealer does have a hyperdrive at its core, and I think I can tap enough power from these engines with a little help from you guys to make it work according to its original intention. At least, long enough to hyper through the planet."


  "There's the main coupling," Contact pointed, using the memories he'd taken from a fleeing tech.


  "Accessed," Green Knight grunted, shearing off the cover with his hands.


  "The electrical spirits have agreed to the task you proposed," Peregryn nodded, making a small gesture that caused sparks to fill the air around the coupling.


  Boomer had set down the rift-sealer and was rapidly making adjustments to it. "I'm almost ready. Get the warp gate open, Scorch, and start the evac. Fifty seconds until splash!"


  The ship was huge, yet even that mass wasn't enough to completely insulate them from the first howling screams of protest the hull made as passage through the magnetic field of the Earth started to induce currents in it and the very outer fringes of atmosphere tore at it.


  Fifty seconds later, a massive explosion lit the sky of an entire hemisphere.


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


  Next Issue:


  You'll want to be here for Timequake Part 5, "Aftershocks"! There's no guarantee who will still be around to meet you, though....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Okay, I planned this as a four part arc, but this issue got a little (okay, a LOT) bigger than I'd initially thought, plus I felt it would work better to go out on the explosion. So now it's a five part arc. :) Although you can be reasonably sure the entire planet hasn't been rendered uninhabitable (although not 100% sure, since stories could continue on Venus), there's still plenty of damage short of that that could have happened.


  While it was established back in Academy that humans in general are pretty easy to use as transplant sources for Santari, some are better than others. Any healthy human will work as a donor in at least some cases, but if you're going to go to the expense and risk of illegally bodysnatching people for involuntary organ transplants, it's a good idea to only grab those for whom compatibility is maximum. These lucky souls are called Universal Donors, a concept introduced in Warden #2 (the term actually came up in ASH #7, but incorrectly claimed that all humans were Universal Donors, CSV #13 clarifying the distinction). They can be identified by genetic testing, but it's a lot easier if you have someone like Barnes or Scry who can suss 'em out on the spot, making spur of the moment snatches of opportunity easier. In any case, Santari scientists in conjunction with Khadamite mad scientists are trying to figure out how to use the UD markers to overcome the Santari tissue rejection problem, either by modifying the Santari or by cloning parts from existing UDs. Hence the squabs.


  Had Stealthily-Avoids-Patrols survived this encounter, he might have faced a challenge to his Starname. If you can't live up to your Starname and some other Pranir wants it, they can mount a challenge. As it stands, once news of poor SAP's death reaches the Pranir homeworld, the name will be up for grabs. It should be noted that Savagely-Murders-His-Enemies rarely gets challenged for *his* Starname, as the simplest defense is to savagely murder the challenger. Then again, neither does Sleeps-On-The-Job get any challenges to his Starname.


  TerraStar's use for the squabs was established back in CSV #25. She planned to use them as the necessary victims to fuel her transposition spell that carried people back and forth from Venus. Glyph was a part of that little conspiracy, so she was well aware of the resource they represented for "blood magic".


  In case anyone's curious, here's some of the other defense programs Khadam has set up, for different semaphor configurations to turn the city into giant mystic sigils. Aleph-aleph protects against falling stone (in case someone tries to repeat Rockfall), aleph-beth protects from light (in case Doublecross returns), aleph-gimel protects against lightning (both Tsaran blasters on particle beam mode, and just in case Sultry gets pissed at Glyph or something). The Beth-series protections are lesser spells requiring only one or two sacrificial victims, intended to blunt the effect of natural disasters, such as sandstorms or swarms of locusts. Gimel-series spells aren't actually protections, nor do they require blood sacrifice to work, they're mainly showy visual effects used at times of celebration.


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


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


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


  ============================================================================
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  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT
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  [May 5, 2026 - Leaving Earth Orbit]



  On the scale of actual warships, a standard ISN lifeboat isn't much to look at. Each could hold a mere fifty or so men, the laser cluster could barely penetrate a meter of armor at point blank range, and it didn't even have FTL capacity, although it had good enough sublight drives that let it use time dilation to its advantage in extremis.


  But, as Commander Hektane watched the ship once under his command streak towards Earth on a path intended to destroy both ship and planet, he reflected that the small fleet of lifeboats could still probably fight off most comers in this backward age. They'd have to be careful in the first few encounters, since he really wanted to try to capture a hyperdrive-equipped ship in order to get out of this system, but he wasn't too worried about his subordinate's suggestion that they might be tried for war crimes by the Planetary Confederation of this era. With the superhumans of Earth no longer in the picture, the crew of the Fornax should be able to make a decent way for itself during these barbarous times of decay and collapse.


  "Give us some filtering on the viewscreen," Hektane told the rating manning the lifeboat's sensors. He didn't recall the woman's name, she was from the engineering section. Hektane had deliberately split his command staff and bridge crew up among the lifeboats so that in the event of a worst case scenario, no group would be without some command experience. But it also meant that the crew he interacted with most frequently, that he knew and trusted best, were not with him at the moment.


  "Aye," she nodded, with that badly hidden tone of irritation that technical people often got when asked to do the damned obvious by non-techs. The screen image flattened as the brightest parts dimmed.


  Then the Fornax seemed to shrink. The fireball just starting to form around it as it entered the atmosphere didn't merely dim, something that could have been an artifact of the filtering, it split into several smaller pricks of light.


  Hektane had barely a second to take that in before two things happened almost simultaneously.


  One, the smaller fireballs smashed into the planet, into what the natives called the Atlantic Ocean, near the northeastern edge of a cluster of islands roughly between the two main continents of that hemisphere. He'd seen enough simulations of bolide bombardment techniques to know that while it would be a major disaster, it was nowhere near enough to destroy life on Earth. So he and his crew were probably in big trouble now.


  Two, just as he was registering the first fact, the entire planet went black as the filters compensated for a brilliant explosion on the far side.


  "What was that?" someone behind Hektane spat.


  "Looked like a hyperdrive imbalance explosion. Nasty stuff," an engineering rating replied. "One of my instructors at the academy saw it happen once, an old Pranir cargo hauler was using a hyperdrive that musta been a couple hundred years old. It went into hyper leaving a starbase and just went BOOM like that."


  Hektane nodded silently. The Imperial Santari Navy hadn't used hyperdrives in over a millennium, but they were cheaper than Twist drives, and still used by some civilian craft. He'd never seen one explode personally, but he'd also learned about the dangers in the academy.


  But how did a hyperdrive get installed on the Fornax?


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  "The good news is, 'Plan A' seems to have more or less worked," Rex Umbrae told his bride as he put down the blackcel. "The planetbuster ship has been destroyed, so we don't need to worry about whether they'd be thorough enough to strip Manhattan down to bedrock."


  Maria shivered. "Good. I didn't like our odds of getting away in your little space ship anyway. Wait...more or less?"


  Rex shrugged. "It looks like enough debris hit the Atlantic off the Bahamas to create a significant tsunami."


  "Will we be okay down here?" Maria sat bolt upright, looking around the bunker with alarm. "I mean, we're below sea-level in these old subway tunnels. I'm sure everything's watertight and all, but I don't like the idea of being trapped under a few million tons of water while we wait for things to subside."


  Rex ran a massive finger over the synthskin covering Maria's shoulder, chuckling. "We can thank the often byzantine but sometimes brutally straightforward nature of Khadam's political system for our safety, darling. Given the volatile nature of our dear Chancellor's wife, one of the public works projects I put the paragangs on from the start was construction of improved floodwalls, capable of withstanding the storm surge of any, oh, random category five hurricanes that might just happen to wander up to New York without any warning," he smirked.


  "Oh yeah, the weather bitch," Maria frowned. As what amounted to a princess of the realm, Maria often had to deal with Sultry in a social setting, where physical claws needed to remain sheathed, but verbal ones remained as sharp as ever.


  "The floodwalls are going up now, and the bridges have been closed. I expect we might lose at least one...a pity, we just got the last of them back in operation after decades of neglect. At least the tunnels should weather this without trouble, we're far enough from the impact site that I doubt we'll even feel the tremor."


  Maria grinned playfully. "So, how do you propose we bide our time until the waves pass?"


  "I was thinking...bodysuit fifteen?"


  "Again?" she winked. "Mister Umbrae, if I'd known you were such a perv before I married you..."


  "...you would have done it sooner?"


  "Damn straight," she grinned, going to fetch the requested synthskin contrivance.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Miami, Florida Sector]


  "The good news is, the world's not ending," NAC Marshal Rob Smythe told his partner as he watched the glow on the horizon fade. "The bad news is, I think your day just started to suck about as badly as if it had."


  Marshal Jasmine Carruthers nodded, sighing. "You go help with the rest of the evac. Even if it's at the bottom level of things, we're looking at something about five times as bad as cat five surge. Ten times as bad seems more likely. Your powers won't do much good until the aftermath anyway, Sniffer," she used his unofficial codename. More of a nickname between the two of them, really. He could detect living things as if he had some sort of penetrating radar for it, which was very useful for a host of law enforcement and rescue jobs. But it didn't do much good against a wall of water several stories tall.


  "You gonna be okay, Wetworks?" he asked in return.


  "No. I am not gonna be godsdamnned okay. I'll be really lucky to survive this. But this goes way beyond anything our evac plans can handle, and unless you want me to let the biggest city on the southeastern seaboard get totally washed away, I gotta do it."


  "Right. I promise, I'll find you after..."


  "Just go," Jasmine frowned. Her power was hydrokinesis. Large scale, but with little fine control, although she had kept working on that even after graduating from the Academy. But it meant she was a natural for assignment in Hurricane Central once she got through with Marshal training. She knew she could completely damp out the storm surge from a Category Three hurricane, like the one that had hit Miami last season. But this was something beyond even her theoretical maximum. A surge that could possibly make it all the way across the peninsula if left unchecked.


  She opened one of the pouches on her belt and pulled out a sealed bottle. Emp. Illegal as hell, because it resulted in unpredictable side effects and had a tendency to be not only addictive but also lethal. But, thanks again to her official assignment, she was one of the rare people with special permission to carry the power-augmenting drug. She'd avoided using it so far, even when the storm got really bad last year...but it looked like she'd have to go for it this time.


  "Hell. At least I had one last really good night with Jenny," she sighed as she got in her patrol car and started heading for the shoreline. After all, they'd expected the world might end, and neither had wanted to die with any regrets about things not said or done....


  * * * *


  [May 6, 2026 - Canberra, Australia]


  Delta Rose looked up at the stars, mostly washed out by the lights of the sleeping city around her. Even at three in the morning, the administrative center of the United World had enough going on to merit lit-up causeways and buildings. After all, it was always business hours somewhere on the planet.


  Tonight, especially, with the threat looming overhead. Business might come to an abrupt and very permanent close soon...and it looked like some people did, contrary to the human aphorism, expect that they might look back from the afterlife and regret not spending more time at the office.


  "I'm one to talk," she snorted to the empty plaza. Granted, her largely artificial biology left her needing little sleep, and her native race rarely got much rest on the windswept peaks of her homeworld, but she didn't have to be in Canberra. She could have been in a ship, ready to hyper out in the event that all plans failed. Probably should have, really. But....


  Well, if Earth was destroyed, her career would probably be over one way or another. She'd made enough enemies that reassignment wouldn't work well, better to just retire...at least, to the extent that a cyborg would be able to retire. And if the planet were destroyed, at least she wouldn't have to worry about it again, regardless of whether she survived that destruction.


  Then the sky lit up with a scintillating shimmer of colors that went beyond even the expanded spectrum her artificial eyes gave her access to, and she was dazzled for several long moments.


  Her phone buzzed.


  "Delta Rose here. Yes, I saw...not that I can see much of anything right now, but I think I'd have seen this even if I were in the damned basement. Looked like a hyperdrive going sour and smearing a ship across half a light-minute of interplanetary space. YES, I'm sure. I've seen it happen, crippled smuggler ship trying to squeeze one last jump out and get away from me. Nothing looks quite like it. Is the planetkiller still around? Then that must've been it. No, I don't know how it happened, but be glad it did. This place lived to see another day," she hung up, her vision finally starting to clear up.


  The planet survived.


  But did any of the heroes of ASH manage to do likewise?


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "CloseitcloseitCLOSEITNOW!" Boomer screamed as he dove through the warp gate and onto what had been the dancefloor of Peregryn's wedding reception.


  "I'm...trying," Labyrinthe grunted, as the hole in space rippled and bucked but didn't seem to get any smaller. "Something's interfering."


  "That'd be the unstable hyperspace transit," Boomer explained, scrambling to his feet. "Everyone, out of the way, get behind cover!"


  There was a general shuffle as both the recently returned heroes and those left behind to wait tried to clear the area, but it was a little too crowded for anyone to get very far. The gateway started to glow ominously.


  "DOWN!" Peregryn commanded, as with a gesture he raised up a bowl of stone around the warpgate. No sooner had it risen from the ground than a brilliant flare of all imaginable and unimaginable colors erupted from the gate, channeled upward by the rock.


  Almost lost in the fury of the detonation, Yvan Viau began to scream.


  It was an incoherent, wordless cry of pain and horror, as if a piece of Yvan's soul were being torn apart along with the gateway he had constructed.


  And then reality itself joined Yvan in his pain.


  "I'm falling!" someone shouted, as she rose into the air at an odd angle, as if gravity had suddenly decided to point in a new direction.


  Another person appeared to fragment into pieces, as if viewed through a piece of polished quartz. And Beacon seemed to have been triplicated.


  Meteor raced towards the spatial mage to try to snap him out of it, but kept finding herself reversing direction. "Contact, try to get through to him!" she shouted. "No one else try taking a shot, no telling where it'll actually go!" she added, in warning.


  -+I've got this one,+- the part of Contact's mind that still sometimes thought of itself as Paul Mahler said. -+You concentrate on keeping us from falling into some sort of non-Euclidian space!+-


  +-Right,-+ the main part of Aaron's mind thought back. What some might call a grief-induced neurotic dissociation, Aaron considered a valuable multi-tasking tool.


  The outside world vanished as "Paul" dove into Yvan's mind, which was becoming as fragmented inside as the world was outside. Between intentional defenses and the rising tide of madness, it truly was a labyrinthine mess, with Yvan's very identity folding back on itself and splitting into a maze of twisty passages, all alike. Just putting him to sleep wasn't going to cut it, Paul realized...this fragmentation was going far deeper than the simple conscious level. He'd have to bring Yvan around, not put him down.


  -+But first, a little shift in paradigm,+- Paul said to himself. -+I'm not getting anywhere if I let him lock me into the idea of being trapped in a maze. Let's see if there's another way to look at this tangled skein.+-


  And just like that, Paul saw himself far above the fraying tatters of the mage's mind, seeing it less as a labyrinthe and more as a woven tapestry of terrible beauty and complexity, but with a number of places unraveling before his eyes. A number of threadbare patches were making things worse, and seemed to be the places where most of the damage was radiating from.


  -+Those bits look familiar...of course!+- Paul smacked his notional forehead. -+They've been wiped clear of memory, just like on Timeslip,+- he realized. Some of the patches were old and overgrown, but others were quite fresh, looking suspiciously like they covered the memory of Labyrinthe's "irresponsible wanderings" of the previous weeks.


  Unfortunately, to save Yvan, not to mention everyone in his immediate vicinity, Paul would have to scab over those patches in a quick and dirty way that would probably prevent him from ever really knowing what had once been there. Given time, he might have been able to lift out some faint remaining impressions, but....


  Staying within the paradigm he'd chosen, Paul pulled out a ball of coarse wool and a needle and started making swift, ugly stitches across the "runs" in the tapestry of Yvan's mind. When he recovered, Yvan would no longer have vague patches where he wasn't quite sure what had happened, he'd have big glaring chunks of his memory overwritten by a single, simple thought. But he'd still be around to wonder why he now kept remembering the phrase, "A stitch in time saves nine."


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2026 - Somewhere in New Mexico Sector]


  "My butt itches."


  "Shut up, Mongo, your butt isn't even organic anymore," Chain Lightning snarled. "So, big brain, when're ya gonna figure out a way to get us out of these freebling cuffs?"


  Superconductor sighed and wished the guards hadn't thawed them out. Well, that they hadn't thawed the other two out, anyway. They were in some kind of supertech restraints that managed to negate even future-era cybernetics save for the bits necessary for life support. Unfortunately, neither Mongo nor Chain Lightning's cybernetics extended to their voiceboxes.


  "Our cybers are negated. I kind of need my enhancements to make any plan work. So shut up," Superconductor lied. In fact, he figured he could crack these things if he had another half hour or so...but letting the guards know that would be stupid. The grandpas driving the van seemed distracted by something or other, but wouldn't be so far gone to not notice something like, "Oh, I'll have us free soon."


  "Are we there yet?" Mongo asked. "I'm hungry."


  "Why didn't Presto listen to me and get you some brain boosts?" Superconductor sighed. "But noooo, he had to play to the cliche, and have our strongman be thicker than a dreadnaught's armor plating."


  Granted, you never wanted your toughest member to be the smartest, unless you wanted them to be your leader too. But was average intellect too much to ask?


  "We're almost there, big guy," one of the guards called back from the front. No one was actually in the sealed rear compartment with them, probably so that they could just gas any rowdy prisoners without having to worry about them taking weapons or gas masks off a guard first. At least, that was how Superconductor would have set it up.


  Suddenly, the van swerved as explosions shook the sides. Escort vehicles being destroyed, Superconductor guessed. But who would be bothering to break them out?


  "Hey, Presto found us! He musta fallen outta a different hole in the sky," Chain Lightning's mood brightened.


  "I don't think so," Superconductor mused as he tried to avoid being thrown into Mongo by the van's evasive maneuvers. "He would have transmuted our transport into something whimsical by now."


  "Like a rubber ducky!" Mongo agreed. "Them's whimmicasul, right? I like when Presto makes rubber duckies."


  There was a rending sound from the front, and the van started to slow down. Within seconds, it had stopped, and the rear doors were being torn from their hinges by what appeared to be a pair of porcelain women. Wordlessly, moving with a strange combination of awkwardness and grace, the two women unhooked the trio from the anchorpoints in the van and helped them outside...but pointedly did not undo their restraints.


  A third woman, identical to the other two, but seeming more substantial, was waiting for them. Once they got out into the desert sunlight, Superconductor noticed that the pair who had brought him out of the van seemed translucent, even hollow inside.


  The third woman had a small holographic projection on her shoulder, some sort of imp or satyr. As she gestured to them, it spoke.


  "Greetings! I am Cronyx, and I speak for the mistress, Matrioshka of the Impossible Five."


  "Did Presto send you?" Chain Lightning asked.


  "No," the daemon shook its tiny head. "The mistress does not know this Presto of whom you speak. But she intercepted communications regarding your arrival via the temporal discontinuity, and can now see from your chronal signature that you are indeed not native to this era. Tell us, are you familiar with the Jesterling?"


  "Leader of the CSV in the mid-21st Century? Who isn't?" Superconductor responded. "Why do you ask?"


  Matrioshka nodded sagely, and Cronyx replied, "The mistress believes she knows why you emerged when you did. You see, you likely are native to the same timeline that spawned her, a timeline that has now been negated by the actions of the treacherous Timeslip. You could not return home from your temporal sojourn, as home no longer exists. At least, it is no longer accessible via methods of simple time travel. You are, like the Impossible Five, refugees from a future that never will be."


  "That sucks," Chain Lightning opined, expressing Superconductor's opinion as well.


  "So, now what?" Superconductor asked. "You've freed us, but not really freed us," he shrugged, to indicate that he couldn't move his arms thanks to the restraints. "I'm guessing you weren't merely homesick and wanted someone from your timeline to talk to."


  Cronyx laughed, and Matrioshka held out her hand to reveal a small golden object, that looked like five ankhs arrayed like the petals of a flower.


  "We are seeking to take over this timeline, as compensation for the one we lost. To that end, we are recruiting...call them franchise managers. We will supply certain resources, such as these tattoos that act as communication devices and emergency teleporters, in exchange for your group working towards our goals. We will also work to steer like-minded individuals to your banner, and if this Presto you speak of appears, we will help him reunite with you."


  All but the last appealed to Superconductor, but he expected these Impossible Five thought it too would be an inducement. "And if we do not wish to buy into your franchise?"


  Matrioshka shrugged, closing her hand around the ankh-flower. "Then we will go our separate ways," Cronyx replied. "I'm sure you can free yourself quickly enough now that we have disposed of the Department of Super-Human Affairs personnel. And when you get captured again, we may even make the offer again, although we would likely place you under the command of someone who *did* accept our initial offer. We're not the sort of lunatics who believe in the 'join us or die' paradigm...the reality of your situation is bleak enough without us in any case."


  "Will we get to nargle up some cops?" Chain Lightning asked.


  "Depending on what you mean by 'nargle,' most likely," Cronyx smirked. "But if this is some sort of future-era sexual innuendo, please do not explain in detail, the mistress has such delicate sensibilities."


  Superconductor spared a glance at his surroundings, which included several guards who had been literally ripped in half. Yeah, really delicate.


  "I'm in," Chain Lightning nodded.


  "I suppose it's better than the alternatives," Superconductor agreed.


  "What's nargle?" Mongo asked.


  "Mongo is in too," Superconductor sighed. "Now please undo these restraints?"


  "Certainly," Cronyx smiled, as a third translucent woman peeled off from Matrioshka to join the other two in undoing the supertech harnesses. "And may I suggest trying to make a base for yourselves somewhere in the eastern Atlantic seaboard? There's a great deal of chaos there right now, as a tsunami crashes into the coast. While this is bound to bring governmental attention, it will also create numerous opportunities for profit. And perhaps even for nargling...."


  * * * *


  [May 7, 2026 - Washington, Federal Sector]


  "All things considered, we got off really lightly," Senator Okuma said to the assembled politicians, heroes and a few "tame" reporters. "Thanks to all the tremors caused by the temporal disturbances, we'd already gotten most of the coastal areas at least ready for quick evacuation, if not outright cleared out last month. There was some loss of life in the Bahamas and East Indies, and I think we're completely missing some of the lower-lying islands now, but it's not as bad as the Hatteras Incident of 1989. Estimates are still coming in, but financially the tsunami itself is not going to break the bank. I'm not looking forward to going over the disaster response budget requests, though," he smiled wryly.


  "We can thank Marshal Carruthers for some of that," NAC Marshals Director Kevin Farmer spoke up. "Not just for her direct action against the surge hitting Miami, but also because her actions during Hurricane Clarice last year protected the stormwalls that took a lot of the punch out of the tsunami. The stormwalls are in total shambles now, but we should be able to get them patched enough before the worst of the '26 hurricane season kicks in. We only had a few dozen deaths, all among emergency personnel who stayed on the job. No serious civilian casualties, just a few bruises in one case where some idiot college students decided to surf the thing."


  "How is the Marshal?" Meteor asked. She'd been a couple years ahead of Jasmine in the Academy, but the two had crossed paths a few times and had gotten along pretty well.


  "Critical but stable," Director Farmer frowned. "She used her dose of Emp, which probably saved the city from billions in damages, but it didn't do *her* any good. One in ten Emp users turn out to suffer stronger than normal side effects, and Marshal Carruthers was one of that unlucky ten percent. She'll probably pull through, but it may be a long time before she's ready for active duty again."


  "In other business," Senator Okuma brought the focus of the meeting back to himself, "our salvage scouts have reached the splashdown location. A few pieces of armor plating have been located and tagged for recovery, but anything technological was totally destroyed during re-entry. We might get some useful metallurgy out of the armor, though. Were your people able to recover anything?" he asked Meteor.


  She wondered if he'd have had the balls to even bring the matter up if Delta Rose had been in attendance. "Sorry, no. Some general technical information, but we were in a bit of a hurry, and didn't keep looking after we found out where we needed to go in order to do what needed doing," she kept the hostility out of her voice. "Contact has already been debriefed, and I'm told there's a few theoretical scientists out there who are already wetting themselves over the prospect of trying to figure out how the 'Twist Drive' worked, but that's about it. I made the call to not gather souvenirs, Senator...I felt that anything that distracted from the main mission might result in the destruction of the planet."


  There were some raised eyebrows at that, especially from a reporter who Meteor suspected might not be quite so tame as Okuma thought.


  "On the plus side," she continued, "as far as we can tell, there are no longer any time rifts open anywhere in Combine territory, or the territories of powers we're on speaking terms with. And Marshal Hodgson assures me that there's nothing big left open even in places we don't have access to. Whatever the Impossible Five did to the timestream, it's done inflicting damage. For good or bad."


  "Bad" meaning that her time-displaced husband and the others with him might have simply stopped damaging history by the simple means of having died in the past....


  * * * *


  [May 7, 2026 - Southern landmass, Venus]


  Commander Hektane looked around him. It wasn't a very hospitable place, a sort of grassland steppe with a dry wind blowing off the volcanic mountain range in the distance. A bit warmer than he'd expected for a polar region, even on a planet this close to its primary, but he chalked that up to the vulcanism.


  The lifeboats were parked together on a flat outcropping of dark stone, carefully arranged with military precision so that there was no danger of them damaging each other if a rapid take-off was necessary, yet close enough together for ease of inspection. While all fairly new, none of them had been through a real atmospheric transit before, and once this assembly was over he intended to have the engineering staff check over each and every ship. They represented his only remaining power in this place, and he wanted them in top condition.


  Finally, he turned to the crew. They had assembled on the grassy fringe of the outcrop, where the prairie vegetation was not tall enough or thick enough to hinder movement, and had started to erect a temporary camp. Very temporary, though.


  "Men, I know you're disappointed. Even afraid. Terra yet lives, and with it the chance of our ancient enemies," he resisted a smirk at the irony of the description, "giving chase and destroying us entirely. But we left them with enough damage to their world that I believe we have at least a short time before they can come after us. By that time, we will have relocated to a somewhat more hospitable part of this world and concealed ourselves.


  "But we are not crawling into a hole and pulling it closed!" he shouted, pumping his fist in the air. "We have the knowledge and equipment to convert our lifeboats, mere transport in our era, into warships still fearsome by the backward standards of this day. We may have to cannibalize half the ships for the parts needed to make the other half into interstellar craft, but the engineering staff assures me that it can be done without having to wait for the capture of any hyperdrive-equipped craft. Then, we will try this the long, slow and *hard* way. We will return to Santar and find a Great House willing to lead our people back to glory. Within our lifetimes, thanks to our knowledge of advanced sciences and military experience, the Santari Empire will still...what's going on?" he nearly fell as the ground started to tremble under his feet.


  He turned to look at the volcano on the horizon, but it didn't seem to be spewing fire and smoke any more vigorously than it had been before. So why the tremors?


  With a roar not unlike an erupting volcano itself, a titanic lion of flame and magma burst forth from the ground among the assembled lifeboats. Easily twice the size of any of the ships, it swiped at one with its fiery paw, breaking it in two and sending it tumbling through the ranks of Santari ships. Pouncing like a great hunting beast among a flock of sheep, it cut a swath of destruction through Hektane's tiny fleet.


  Most of his men fled. Giant monsters of fire were not something they were trained for, and morale was brittle to begin with. A few drew their sidearms and fired on the beast, but if it even noticed their efforts, it gave no sign. Magma splattered every which way along with pieces of burning wreckage, setting the prairie grasses ablaze...at least that one threat was minimized by the crew's uniforms, which should protect them from mere burning grasses. But it did nothing to mitigate the terror that was spreading across the steppe.


  Hektane stood his ground, only flinching once as a piece of landing strut sailed mere meters from his head.


  Within minutes, it was over. The land was burning, the ships in ruin. Of the fleet that had landed a day earlier, now only a few ships sent on mapping runs remained.


  The lion turned to face Hektane, lava dripping from its jowls like the saliva of a hungry animal.


  "Be glad the Fathermage wishes you alive, little morsel," it growled, a deep thrum that wasn't so much words as intent and emotion. The words themselves seemed to appear in his mind, as if by telepathy.


  Then it stalked off towards the volcano that Hektane suddenly knew was the lion's den....


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


  Next Issue:


  I don't know! ASH will be going on a short hiatus (see explanation below), and the exact nature of #84 will depend on where things stand in a few months.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Posting this today (April 23, 2007) partly in honor of International Pixel-Stained Technopeasant Day. It doesn't yet have a central webpage or even a Wikipedia entry, but googling on the phrase should get you a bazillion or so hits already.


  No, I am not detailing what bodysuit fifteen is. And nargling doesn't really mean anything, Chain Lightning just keeps making up his own curse words because he thinks it makes him sound cool.


  A short note on the effectiveness of disaster response, which seems to be cleaning up after the quakes and tsunami and other things a bit quickly. There's two factors to consider here. One, the Combine government was formed around the nucleus of FEMA during the horrible years after the "False Rapture", when there were plenty of disasters to go around. Two, FEMA in the ASH universe is not the near-joke it has become in real life...it's an organization that spent more than a generation dealing with alien invasions, supervillain machinations and dimensional funkiness before it took things over in 1998. Other world governments had similar disaster-response organizations in place as well, with equivalent experience in dealing with problems beyond anything the real world has had to deal with. Suffice to say, they know what they're doing.


  And now, the hiatus I mentioned.


  Back when Tony and I were planning the whole Impossible Five thing, we knew that he wouldn't be able to get anything written for CSV for a while after finishing his side of Four to Never. So, the plan was that I'd focus on the "month of temporal chaos" for 4-5 issues of ASH, giving him time to deal with real life. Now, if I'd written at my normal pace of about an issue a month, this would have carried me well into the summer, and Tony'd probably be free again. But noooo, I had to write five issues in two months and screw everything up. :)


  Rather than tread water in ASH and risk having the stories feel padded, I'm going to take a break from the 2026 timeline and do a miniseries set in the 1970s. I haven't figured out exactly what it'll do, so it may be more than a month before the first installment comes out...but I could also have a brainstorm and end up cranking out an issue a week on that too.


  The 1970s were a heady time, the Second Heroic Age. The rules of paranormal stuff hadn't really been worked out yet (most of that would be hammered out between 1976 and 1986), and most people involved in the heroic lifestyle didn't know what little had been discovered. Most powers came as the result of supersuits or miracle serums, and often had negative side effects. No one was quite sure why their inventions only worked for them (and maybe a select circle of allies), or why they sometimes just stopped working entirely (again, Anchors would not become widely known until the late 70s). Muddying the waters was the fact that various alien races had discovered Earth, so you had supertech and advanced alien tech mixed together with no clear idea why they seemed to work on wholly different principles.


  Anyway, that's where I plan to go for the next few months. The time when Delta Rose first found herself on Earth, when people like Ladyhawke, Powerhouse, Dragonfly and the original Lady Lawful fought social injustice and science gone wrong.


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


  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/ !


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #84 - COMING HOME Part 1: Stormbringer


  On the cover, Solar Max and Jen Kleinvogel are confronted in mid-air by an aged and robed Chinese man who is held aloft by the wind, his long white hair fluttering about in a mad tangle. The cover copy proclaims, "TRAPPED IN THE PAST!"



  



  COHERENT COMICS UNINCORPORATED PRESENTS


  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES #84



  Coming Home Part 1 - Stormbringer


  Copyright 2008 by Dave Van Domelen
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  [March 12, 82 C.E. - Mount Tai, Qing Province]


  Consort Song the younger scrambled up the side of the sacred mountain in the chilly pre-dawn dimness. Her fine robes were tattered, her knuckles bruised and bloody, and a feral glow lit her eyes.


  "They will pay, sister," Song muttered under her labored breath. "Accusing you of sorcery just so that pig of an empress could improve her position in court? Giving you over to that," she spat, "eunuch for interrogation, when your only crime was falling ill? Ha! The idiots, making a false accusation like that...and never realizing that you're not the sorceror in the family, my dear sister."


  She reached the summit of the foremost of the Five Sacred Mountains of Taoism and faced the rising Sun.


  "*I* am the sorceror in the family. And I will pull this corrupt world down around us before I let them have the satisfaction of killing you!"


  * * * *


  [August 23, 79 C.E. - Pompeii]


  As Solar Max rapidly descended from the clouds, he saw only one figure waiting at the pre-arranged meeting place. Engaging telescopic zoom on his helmet's display, he confirmed that it was Jen Kleinvogel, who must have returned from recon before he did. He suspected she'd learned the same thing he did: they were in the vicinity of Pompeii during Roman times, but before Vesuvius erupted. Maybe the activity coming from the volcano now was the countdown to doomsday, or maybe they had arrived decades before that and it was just the mountain rumbling as it often did. In any case, he and Jen had a more immediate problem.


  "I can't say I'm surprised that Triton and Aegis didn't stick around," he said as he came in to land on the rocky hillside next to the STRAFE agent. The Chancellor of Khadam and the Vatican's pet superhuman had been a part of the desperate plan to seal a temporal rift in Monaco, a plan that had stranded all four of them in the distant past [as recounted in CSV #28 - Ed.]. "Did they leave a message, or try to radio, at least?"


  Jen shook her head. "Vesuvius is causing some static, which *might* have blocked a transmission, but I'm guessing this was an intentional ditch. I didn't radio you, since odds are pretty good Triton has hacked our secure frequencies, and the longer he thinks he's getting away clean, the easier it'll be to find him again."


  JakZak took off his helmet and sighed. "Easier than zero, at least, but not a lot. Unless your STRAFE translator implant has an education in the Classics, neither of us speak any flavor of Latin or Greek...or any language spoken in this time and general region, for that matter."


  Jen shook her head. "It only has so much space, and modern Greek isn't important enough to make it onto the implant. Ditto on Italian, although I might know enough from street Eurolac to give it a go."


  Solar Max continued, grimly. "So, we can't really ask around about Derek and Castor, and even pretending to be from out of town won't work too well, since we look like we should know at least one of the local languages. On the other hand, as Aegis, Cas was attached to the Vatican for a while, there's a good chance he picked up at least some liturgical Latin, plus his Italian might be comprehensible with effort. And you can bet Derek read Cato in the original Latin, not to mention accounts of Alexander the Great in Greek, et cetera. They may have trouble blending in, but they'll have a better shot at it than we will."


  Jen nodded sadly. "That's pretty much how I figured it as well. Obviously, our absolute best case scenario...we all work together and return to 2026 without changing anything in the past...is out the window. I figure we have two not-totally-horrible alternatives now."


  "Those being?" JakZak sat down on a rocky spur, but Jen simply started to pace as she talked.


  "One, Derek still plans for all four of us to go back to 2026, but he didn't want us in the way while he takes care of business. He'll find us when he's ready to go, either because he needs one or both of us...probably you...to do the time jump, or simply because he'd rather have us in his debt than abandon us."


  JakZak nodded. "Of course, the somewhat-horrible aspect of that option is that whatever he's off doing is something he knows we wouldn't approve of. Maybe even finding a locus point and altering the future to suit his plans." One thing both had learned at the Academy was that time travel didn't always change the future. Some things were inevitable, while other times your efforts merely split off an alternate timeline while leaving your own time preserved. But every so often there would be a locus point, an event or even a person where alterations would actually erase the old future and replace it with the new. Whatever it was they had been fighting in Monaco before getting flung into the First Century had probably been trying to manipulate a locus point.


  "Right. On the other hand, the other not-so-horrible outcome is only bad for us personally. Derek already knew how to get back to 2026 with only the help of Aegis, and he left while we were out scouting," Jen frowned. "So he's not going to alter the timeline at all, he just thought it'd be amusing to strand us here and make us get home the hard way, or even exile ourselves to avoid accidentally hitting a locus point somewhere."


  "And any changes we'd make by splitting off into a parallel reality would just make it all the harder to get home," JakZak added. "My time travel ability may be horribly unreliable, but at least it's something I can probably do. Interdimensional travel is totally out of my power set."


  "Anyway, those are the GOOD possibilities," Jen sighed. "Most of the BAD ones start with the assumption that Derek was lying about his genius being able to reliably get us home, and he just wanted us out of the way so he could do something else," she noted, finally sitting down next to JakZak.


  "I don't think he's going to want to do anything *drastic* involving a locus point, anyway," JakZak shook his head. "He may be a dick, but he loves his wife and kids. He wouldn't risk accidentally erasing them. If he does anything with a locus, it'd be small, and *very* carefully planned. Probably involving leaving messages for his past self or something. But if he does think he's stuck here for the long term, it'd be in his best interests to rapidly diverge the timeline, so he'd know his family is still safe in another version of reality, at which point he could act with impunity and carve out his own little empire. Or, knowing him, a *big* empire."


  "Oh shit," Jen hissed. "It'd be just like him to rename himself King Arthur, wouldn't it?"


  JakZak's eyes widened. "Damn. You're right. I don't think it was ever really determined when the 'Septimus Artorius' timeline split off," he realized, referring to one of the many alternate realities that interacted with their own history back in the Third Heroic Age. "The captured soldiers weren't big history buffs, and a lot of their database self-destructed to keep it out of enemy hands. But we could be here on the ground floor of that parallel Earth if Derek's decided to make the best out of being stuck in the past. Hell, he could even be planning something convoluted like going into suspended animation after setting up the timeline, then getting carried across the dimensional barrier in 1991 and somehow...ow, my brain hurts just trying to think like Derek."


  A momentary shadow flickered across Jen's face as she remembered some of the more dire consequences of trying to think like a villain, and how it had nearly destroyed Dan Tracey [As shown in STRAFE #14 - Ed.]. "So. What do we do?" she asked. "In true supervillain fashion, Derek's grabbed the initiative. Unless we get really lucky, there's no way we could catch him before he does something major, and I don't think there's enough luck in the world to let us capture him without making a big enough splash that it has an effect on the timeline. About all we could do to foil him is beat him to the punch and derail the future before he does whatever it is he wants to do."


  "There's always that," JakZak shrugged. "It'd be petty, and might be shooting ourselves in the foot if one of our almost-best cases is true. But I can think of one way to dramatically change the future," he pointed at the smoking cone of Vesuvius. After looking at the smoking peak with an almsot wistful expression for a long moment, he shook his head. "No. Hard as it may be, I don't think we have enough time."


  "To save people?" Jen asked.


  "No, to be sure we *want* a divergence. My armor's sensors have been collecting data ever since we got here, and now they're saying it could go within days. Unless Derek does something hugely obvious before then, we'd be back to shooting ourselves in the foot. But I'm sure Derek's thought of this too...."


  Jen let the sentence hang there for a moment before chuckling despite herself. "Oh, I can just see him saving Pompeii and setting himself up as a great hero of the Empire. He's never had a problem with playing at being the hero, so long as it wasn't really being selfless."


  "So we wait, I guess," JakZak put his helmet back on. "Leave our radios on, wait for a call. If Derek wants us to play some part in his game, I'm sure he'll find a way to get us there. Otherwise, if nothing comes up in the next week, we assume we're on our own...."


  * * * *


  [September 2, 79 C.E. - Skies over Chang'an]


  "That was one of the hardest things I've ever had to do," Jen shook her head.


  By silent agreement, neither had talked about the eruption of Vesuvius in the past several days, instead focusing on plans for their own future. They'd talked about the possibility of using time dilation to get home, for instance, but eventually abandoned it because they had no way to make a proper spacesuit for Jen. Then they'd decided to go to China, because at least Jen's translator implant knew the language...thanks to Premier Niu's emphasis on tradition and his predecessor's fetish for the past, modern Chinese had rolled back a great number of linguistic changes and might even be comprehensible to someone in the Han Dynasty. A capital city like Chang'an would be their best bet for finding someone who could understand her dialect, so they'd used the navigation programs in Solar Max's armor to get them to the once and future capital of China.


  All of these things had let them avoid talking about Pompeii.


  But Jen was ready to talk about it now.


  "I'm not sure it was the hardest thing I've ever done, watching all those people die," Solar Max sighed, "but it was damned close. Anyone I might have plucked from in front of the pyroclastic flow could have been potentially important enough to diverge the timeline. Even knowing that they'd all be long dead by 2026 no matter what we do didn't make it any easier."


  "What really kills me is that, if Dan's right, we're all doomed to make choices like this again and again," Jen frowned. "All of us Academy grads, I mean. They knew we'd end up in leadership positions eventually, so they threw us into horrible and unfair situations like that organlegging operation, to see who'd crack and who'd make it through. Because they knew one day we'd have to decide who lives and who dies."


  Solar Max nodded, facing the blurry shadow that Jen turned into when her antigravity sheath was active. "And now we have to decide on not just the lives of hundreds or millions, but all the billions yet to be born. It's almost enough to make me want to thank our 'wise and benevolent' leadership for putting me through seven kinds of hell in the past few years, 'cause I don't think I'd be able to handle this burden if I hadn't experienced things that were almost as bad."


  "I just hope we can find a quiet corner to rest up in, while we get adapted to this time," Jen said, her expression unreadable behind the shadows, lost in a pale golden blur of the long hair framing her face. "From what little I remember about Chinese history in this era, it's supposed to be pretty stable. No obvious tipping points we could get involved in, like they're going to be getting in a couple of generations."


  Solar Max snorted with mild amusement. "Boring is good. I don't think I'd want to come anywhere near China if we were a hundred years further along. The 'Romance of Three Kingdoms' may make for good reading, but it makes for awful living. And too many chances to push history down an unintended path. Nope, boring old Golden Ages, with no surprises. I'm all for that."


  As if fate was choosing to taunt Solar Max for his words, a man suddenly appeared in a gust of wind and a swirling of clouds. He wore simple robes, and his long white hair and mustache were unbound and swirling in the winds. The staff cradled in his hands was inlaid with pale green jade in abstract patterns, and he held it more like a talisman than a physical weapon.


  Then he smiled and spoke something that Solar Max couldn't make out.


  "My translator's missing every third word, but I think he's introducing himself as Qi Feng...Seven Winds, literally," Jen frowned, powering down her sheath as much as she could without falling, so that the distortion effect it created would be minimized.


  "We're..." Solar Max started to say, then was interrupted by another babble of ancient Chinese.


  "He...knows who we are?" Jen frowned. "He calls us Hong Jia Qong and Jin E. Red Beetle and Golden Swan. And he says that his dreams told him he'd meet us in the skies over the former capital...."


  * * * *


  [March 1, 80 C.E. - Mount Hua, Sili Province]


  "I am returned," Red Beetle announced as he dropped out of the sky into the courtyard of a simple Taoist monastery. His Chinese was stilted and rough, but he was at least able to make himself understood in the language, after months of struggling. He took off the helmet of his armor, the insectoid appearance of which had inspired his new name, and smiled as Seven Winds and Golden Swan...Jen, with her long blonde hair and graceful flight to justify the label...came out to greet him. A few more trips and he'd be able to navigate his way to Rome without the armor's navigational systems, which would let him avoid the necessity of hiding the armor in the mountains and hoping no one stumbled across it.


  "Did you have any luck finding your companions?" Seven Winds asked. At least JakZak could understand spoken Chinese better than he could say it himself by now. The Taoist wizard had been the main person to teach him, of course, so he was less successful understanding some of the other monks, who hailed from different parts of the empire.


  "No, not any sign of them," JakZak frowned, walking inside with the pair and removing the gauntlets of his armor. "No sign of any tampering with time, either," he added in English for Jen's ears. The wizard knew they were of strange origins, but they hadn't yet felt comfortable explaining their true nature to him.


  "How is your Latin?" Jen asked, in that tongue. Chang'an may not have been the imperial capital for over a generation now, it having moved to Luoyang with the establishment of the "Later Han Dynasty", but it was still cosmopolitan enough to get plenty of foreign trade along the famous Silk Road. Which meant merchants who knew Latin, and would gladly earn some coin teaching it to interested parties during the downtime between caravans, filling in the gaps in the mainly literary Latin Seven Winds knew.


  "Getting better it is," JakZak smiled. "Now they think me a Gaulish barbarian seeking to better himself."


  "You came, you saw, you conquered?" Seven Winds smiled, shifting into Latin as well. "Such an ugly tongue, this Roman argot. But much mystic wisdom is writ in it. The works of Simon Magus, for instance."


  JakZak frowned. Those works would later by found by an Italian alchemist, who would use the knowledge to eventually become Lord Ebon, one of the most dangerous men ever to walk the Earth. Then he shifted back to Chinese, changing the subject. "So, what pass here on the Sacred Mountain while I travel?"


  "The mountain is eternal," Seven Winds smiled enigmatically, as was his way. "It is as you left it in the grand things, and as you might expect it to change in the lesser things. Golden Swan has learned much from our cook, however, and he may even be willing to let her learn some of his greater secrets," the wizard's smile widened. "There is a sort of magic in a meal well made...."


  * * * *


  [May 23, 81 C.E. - Mount Hua, Sili Province]


  The seasons had turned, and JakZak could see what Seven Winds had meant about the mountain being eternal. It had been nearly two years, yet it felt like he had been there for mere months. His Chinese was finally adequate for deep philsophical conversations, however, and he had been having more of those with the wizard lately. Including, finally, admitting his true situation as a temporal exile.


  "I think I begin to see your dilemma, Red Beetle," Seven Winds pulled a peach tree branch down and sniffed its blossoming flowers. "You worry that the Way is infinitely divisible, that once you have fallen off the proper path you will never find your way home, yes?"


  "That is correct, honored master," JakZak nodded. Trying to explain interdimensional quantum physics using First Century Chinese had been giving both him and Jen a major headache, but they'd finally worked it out. "Hence our gratitude at being allowed to stay here in this isolated monastery, where we may tread but lightly on the path of time."


  "My master was a much more agile philosopher than I am, but one lesson he taught me has remained, despite my best efforts as an apprentice to forget anything not related to fighting and girls," Seven Winds grinned, the tails of his long white mustache quirking upward. "The Way is neither a single path nor an untracked wilderness. Rather, think of it as the branches of a tree," he released the twig he had been holding, and it snapped back upward, shedding petals. "Oh, it *can* split anywhere, in principle, but it only branches occasionally. It is as if the life of the world itself can only stand to be divided so many times."


  "So, only truly great events may cause the Way to branch?" Jen asked.


  "Yes, Golden Swan," Seven Winds nodded, "but it is rarely clear to we poor mortals what a makes an event, or a man, great. Still, it likely matters little if Wu Li the peasant," he gestured down the mountainside at the village in the valley, "plants turnips or cabbage. Oh, it matters to him, but the choice will not cause the Way itself to split. Perhaps he has no say in the matter, and the Way insists he will plant cabbage. That is what my master believed. But I am not so sure that the Way leaves so little room for the small choices...the other Secret Masters think me a fool, of course, maintaining that if the Way does not constrain us in the everyday it is not the true Way. But within a branch of the Way, is there not room for some choice? Perhaps here," he touched a low-hanging branch on one side, "is the world where Li plants cabbage, and here," he touched a spot on the other side of the branch, "is where he plants turnips. The Way continues on its path regardless, but there are two peasants Wu Li journeying down that path now."


  JakZak nodded. It seemed a compromise between determinism and a full-blown "Many Worlds" theory.


  "And here is where it gets interesting, Red Beetle," Seven Winds grinned. "Say that, some morning, I leave my walking stick by my side when I go to sleep, but when I awaken it is propped against the door. Perhaps someone moved it, an apprentice tidying the house. Perhaps I am merely getting old, and forgot that I left it by the door after all. But perhaps the Seven Winds who left his cane by the door is waking up to find it has mysteriously moved to his bedside, and we two men have changed places in the night? So long as we all travel the same branch of the Way, could we not occasionally slip about?"


  "So, as long as the changes we make now are small," JakZak rubbed his chin, noticing the stubble that would soon need shaving, "we may return to our proper place on the tree, although little details may be wrong," he cradled a peach blossom in his hand. Then he turned to Jen and reverted to English, "A locus point would be some place where the branch can be bent without splitting, and I guess any other significant event would either stay in the same branch, or cause a split."


  Seven Winds nodded. He knew that when the two spoke their own language now, it was not to keep secrets from him so much as it was to try to understand something in their own terms. He even understood some of it now, although he preferred to give them the illusion of privacy by pretending less knowledge of the language than he had.


  "If Radner is reasonably careful, he could arrange a number of favorable tweaks to the timeline without diverging it *or* needing a locus point, then," Jen replied, also in English. "Unless it turns out he's a living locus point like Devastator was, which would kinda suck."


  "Of course," Seven Winds interrupted, "like a tree, sometimes it is necessary to prune back the Way, for the health of the world as a whole. There is a great demon named Devastation that is such a pruning shear, its coming heralds the end of a world. And that is why the Secret Masters exist, and why we know about the splitting of the Way in the first place. It is our task to keep foolish sorcerors from bringing Devastation to our branch...."


  * * * *


  [March 12, 82 C.E. - Mount Hua, Sili Province]


  "Red Beetle, Golden Swan, it is time for battle!" Seven Winds announced as he stepped into the small room the two used for study. "Some fool has wrought the great and terrible magics necessary to draw the attention of Devastation!"


  JakZak stood from his calligraphy, nearly knocking the low table over. "Where?"


  "Mount Tai, a goodly distance to the East," the old wizard replied. "Your 'navigational computer'," he spoke the two words in heavily accented English, "should be able to get you there. I must go to rally the rest of the Secret Masters and bring them from Mount Song, try to hold the demon back until we arrive!"


  With that, he leapt upon a cloud and somersaulted over the horizon.


  "Don't just stand there, get armored up," Jen said, pulling off her robes and rushing into the small chamber abutting the study cell where she slept. JakZak tried not to look too closely at her nearly naked body as she rummaged around her meager possessions...he'd made it clear months ago he intended to stay faithful to his wife, but temptation was temptation.


  "Isn't your armor in the main armory with mine?" JakZak asked as he stepped towards the exit.


  "That's a nice suit, and it lets me pass as a man when I need to," Jen admitted, finally finding what she was looking for and pulling out the synthetic-spider-silk-lined pants. "But this is a world-saving job, and I want to wear my world-saving clothes," she pulled on the bottom half of her STRAFE uniform. "Besides," she added somewhat darkly, "if we win but don't survive it, best not to leave any future stuff behind to confuse the anthropologists!"


  "I see your point. Meet you outside the armory. Hopefully we won't have to worry about dying on this mission, though," JakZak said as he left.


  "Well, at this point I think I'd prefer it if Radner *has* managed to diverge the Way by now," Jan frowned to the empty room as she pulled on her uniform top. "That way, if we blow it, at least our own branch of the tree won't be eaten by Devastation...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Part 2 of "Coming Home" sees a desperate fight to save a reality from the demon whose whole reason for existence is to destroy realities! And, even if they're successful, will our heroes still be trapped in Han Dynasty China? Be here for "Devastation"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Oh, I spent a LOT of time on Wikipedia and other online sources while preparing to write this arc. :) My attempts to find out the date of Consort Song's suicide in the real world even ended up going to a Library of Congress information request! Oddly, despite later being revered as the Empress Jingyin, the date of the elder Consort Song's death has proved rather hard to nail down. As of posting time, I've given up and picked March 12, but if an answer comes in later I'll adjust if necessary (i.e. if the actual date of death was March 16, I'm not gonna sweat it :) ). The Song sisters committed suicide after the elder sister was tortured by the eunuch Cai Lun at the behest of the empress, who had falsely accused the elder Song of sorcery. Cai Lun would go on to invent woodpulp paper a few decades later. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consort_Song has about as much information on the Song sisters as anywhere. I also had some help from Yahoo Answers for the Chinese versions of the names Red Beetle, Golden Swan, and Seven Winds (even if the responder thought they made for silly names).


  [Later note: the Library of Congress researcher eventually came up with an answer. According to the Zi zhi tong jian, the Song sisters took poison in June of 82. Close enough for the story to work. :)]


  The original plan had been for Tony to write a miniseries involving the travails of all four stranded characters in the past, but little things like becoming a successful *paid* writer started to eat into his time, and it didn't look like that was going to happen any time soon. So I decided to split up the groups, so Tony could enact his plans for Triton and Aegis (which I know about, but won't reveal unless I have to...although Tony's gonna have to modify them some now) while I brought "my" two home. You've already seen that they end up in 1976, and in future issues of this arc you'll see that story from their side. But first they need to save the world in 82 C.E. (Common Era, a more religion-neutral replacement for A.D.).


  The "Septimus Artorius" timeline mentioned in the second scene has appeared before, in the WarStar miniseries, and is also covered in the Altiversal Guide (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Altiverse).


  I was originally inspired to send the two to China by the fact that 79 C.E. was smack dab in the "Eaters of the Lotus" era of the Shadowfist CCG and Feng Shui RPG, full of evil eunuch sorcerors, demons, Taoist mages and the like. However, when I actually went to do research, I found that the date must have been picked by the game writers a bit sloppily...69 (the start point of the Lotus "juncture", which has since moved up to 81 in the card game timeline) is right in the middle of the Later Han's Golden Age of peace and prosperity. The Lotus was more clearly modeled after events of the "Romance of Three Kingdoms" period nearly a century later, as the Han Dynasty fell apart and corruption ruled China. Ah well. Still some juicy intrigue in the court to mine for plot points, as Liu Da (posthumously known as Emperor Zhang Di) was starting to make the mistakes that would lead his descendants into such turmoil. Giving too much power to consort clans, allying with eunuchs against his sometimes power-grabby relatives, etc. It worked out okay for him, but the precedent he set was...bad in the long run.


  As for the whole "Way" discussion in the 81 C.E. scene, one thing that's always troubled me about using a "Many Worlds" interpretation of timelines is that it robs stories of drama. After all, for every world where you succeed, there's one where you fail, and you can never really make things better, just split off an improved parallel. I tried to patch this years ago with the "locus point" idea, where a particular change could echo across nearby parallels and force similar changes in all of them, but that was only a partial solution. I still had the issue of infinitely divisible timelines, something that would really mess things up in a time travel story. After all, a reality in which Solar Max just hung around and watched Vesuvius erupt was probably going to be different from one where he never arrived at all... the Butterfly Effect and all that. I finally found a storytelling approach I liked, though, and Seven Winds presented it for me.


  In theory, any action can make the timelines branch and spawn parallel universes, but it happens only very rarely. Starting from the "end" of the Causality Wars around 8600 B.C.E. (Before Common Era), there may only be a few thousand branches spreading out from that common past, rather than having a billion branches spawn every moment as people all around the world make decisions one way or another. Of course, this limitation means that free will is nearly as iffy a proposition as it is in an unbranching fixed timeline, even allowing for Seven Winds's modification to the theory. But the question of free will has vexed greater minds than mine, so I'll leave the matter be for now. Besides, even if only once in your lifetime a choice comes up that could split the timeline, you never know which one is "free" and which aren't, so you might as well live as if all of your choices are free. Even though they're really controlled by one of a few cruel gods...er, writers...in the case of the ASH universe. MUAHAHAHA! Dance, my puppets!


  Ahem.


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


  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


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #85 - COMING HOME Part 2: Devastation


  Cover shows Solar Max and Jen Kleinvogel struggling in a swarm of shadowy, blurry demonic forms. Cover copy proclaims, "DEVASTATION IS NIGH!"
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT -


  Hong Jia Qong (Red Beetle) / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor/ Spacetime Control / MISSING!


  Jin E (Golden Swan) / Jen Kleinvogel / Flight, Stealth / MISSING!


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



  [March 12, 82 C.E. - Skies over China]


  "Something tells me that cloud on the horizon blotting out the sunrise isn't meteorological," Jen said as she clung to the back of Solar Max's armor. Her own flight speed was pretty fast, but the alien armor worn by the other hero could reach high subsonic speeds in the atmosphere. While it couldn't propel her that quickly, at least the distortion effects generated by her own gravity sheath let her breathe at those speeds, so she looked like a shadowy blot against the back of his gleaming red form.


  "Still too far off to make out details, even at max zoom," Solar Max replied, "but I think it's not so much a cloud as a swarm. Lots and lots of little demons, hanging out with the big bad reality-destroyer demon. Devastation has roadies."


  "Well, that's good news and bad news," Jen nodded.


  "The bad news is obvious," JakZak's smirk practically carried over their radio link. "What's the good news?"


  "Well, potential good news. If Devastation actually needs screening forces, it might mean that it's vulnerable during its emergence, and we might be able to stuff it back into its hole. Kind of like the original ASH did with Cthulhu back in 1989."


  "I hope it's a little more vulnerable than that," Solar Max shuddered. "ASH paid a pretty heavy price to stop that incursion, and it only worked in the first place because the stars weren't right yet. Do you suppose Devastation is just another name for Cthulhu?"


  "Who knows? Until '89, everyone just thought Lovecraft's works were pure fiction. But it's not like that was the first fictional menace to pop out of a dimensional rift in the 80s. But maybe Devastation just took the form of Cthulhu for some unfathomable reason of its own, just like it's coming out in a form that I presume conforms to the Secret Masters' beliefs now."


  "Well, I just hope the Secret Masters have a way to stop this thing," Solar Max frowned behind his helmet, "or we might end up in its N-dimensional belly."


  "Hey, I want to be appreciated for the meals I can prepare, not the meals I'm an ingredient for," Jen tried to lighten the mood, but it only soured her own, as she thought back to another day....


  * * * *


  [March 1, 80 C.E. - Mount Hua, Sili Province]


  "That was very goodness," JakZak smiled at Jen, patting his belly.


  "Yes, very good," Seven Winds nodded, subtly correcting the man he knew as Red Beetle. "Golden Swan will make a good wife some day, if that is to be her Way," he smiled, standing from the dinner table. "Now, there are auguries I must study related to someone in the Imperial Court who may be practicing sorcery, and I'm certain the two of you have matters related to your recent journey to the West that you would be more comfortable discussing in private. Good night," he excused himself and left the common room between the cells JakZak and Jen slept in.


  "Whew," Jen sighed. "I know he doesn't mind it when we speak English around him, but it feels...rude, somehow. Even if the old man understands more than he lets on."


  "I...think he understands quite a bit, actually," JakZak looked a little uncomfortable. "There really isn't anything to add about the latest trip. No sign of Derek or Cas anywhere, nor message from them. I'm pretty sure he wanted to give us privacy for some other reason." He narrowed his eyes and gave Jen a faintly accusing look.


  "Are you..."


  "Look, I don't think there's any collusion going on, but Seven Winds is no idiot, and neither am I. That little wife comment was aimed at me as much as it was at you," JakZak said.


  An uncomfortable silence descended over the room.


  Jen finally broke eye contact, occupying her hands by cleaning up the dinner table. After about a minute of tension filled with innocuous domestic sounds, she heaved a sigh.


  "Yes, JZ. I've been thinking seriously about us," she admitted. "Romantically. What if we're trapped here for the rest of our natural lives? Face it, even if I hadn't dated you a couple times before you got together with Sarah, you're the only guy for the next two thousand years who I can relate to. And worse than that, I really like you."


  "Worse?"


  "You know what I mean," she snorted. "If I were trapped with just Cas, who I don't really know, or Derek, who I actively dislike, I wouldn't be having this problem. I'd find someone local I could at least connect with on some level...heck, these are monks, not priests...or even put up with celibacy if I was worried about the timeline. But no, I have to be stranded in the distant past with a guy I'd kinda like to marry, even if you *weren't* the next best thing to the last man on Earth."


  "But I'm already married."


  Jen seemed to deflate, the head of angry resentment that had been building up just flowing away. "Yeah. And part of that 'nice guy' thing is that you're not gonna give up on Sarah. Hell, you didn't give up on her when she seemed to be *dead*, turned to ice in a way that had been fatal every other time it'd ever happened."


  "Except for when it happened to Mr. Strings," JakZak countered, referring to how Tyra Dumont had been partially changed to ice and yet survived for some months before "dying" in a fall and becoming a telepathic parasite.


  "As good as fatal in her case," Jen waved aside the counter-example. "But you kept hoping, and she came back to you. So, of *course* you're not gonna stop hoping when you *know* you're still alive and might someday go back." Jen put down the bowls she'd been holding during this whole dialogue and sat back down on the floor.


  "What about Dan?" JakZak asked, referring to the leader of STRAFE's field arm, Dan Tracey. "Have you given up on going back to him?"


  Jen shook her head sadly. "There really hadn't been anything there for months before Monaco. You know him, married to his work and having an affair on the side with *more* work. When we were still part of a tight squad, and I saw him almost every day, I could stay inside his armor and make it work. But once we were promoted and started spending more and more time apart as we dealt with our different responsibilities? Forget about it. Oh, we still hook up every so often, but I think he's only doing it now because he feels an obligation to me. Maybe he never really loved me, just felt grateful that I'd saved him from his own obsessions."


  "Um...wow. Sorry to hear that. Now I'm worried about Dan, too, and I never thought I'd have to worry about whether *he'd* be okay," JakZak blinked.


  Jen chuckled, but with a touch of sadness to it. "The world's most perfect man has a lot of flaws, trust me on this one. He's just good at hiding them from the world. He may consider himself your friend, but I doubt he's ever really let his guard down around you. Hell, he's only done it around me maybe a half dozen times, and the first time it was when I was almost literally dragging him out of the abyss." [As seen in STRAFE #14 - Ed.]


  "I'm sorry," JakZak said softly, after a long silence.


  "For what? It's *my* screwed up lovelife," Jen sighed.


  "I dunno. Just seemed like the thing to say. Husband handbook page one, if there's any doubt, apologize," he grinned.


  "Wow, Sarah has you trained so well," Jen chuckled.


  "It's all the positive reinforcement."


  The tension evaporated like a fog at dawn, and at least for that night, things were okay again between the timelost heroes.


  * * * *


  [March 12, 82 C.E. - Mount Tai, Qing Province]


  The fog obscuring the dawning Sun had resolved into hundreds of demons of all shapes and colors, a riot of sickness as reality itself seemed to be a weeping sore where Devastation emerged. The top of Mount Tai was already coated in demonic ichor, and none lived within sight of the peak. Or, if any did still live, they wished they didn't.


  Solar Max was crushing the demons or swatting them aside with his gravitic powers, but it seemed like Devastation spat more minions out as quickly as they could be destroyed. For her part, Jen was a flitting shadow, cutting into the foul beasts with one of the swords she had brought from the monastery. Three spare swords were strapped to her back, and she was starting to wonder how much longer the first one would last as acidic demon goo was pitting its surface and weakening the blade.


  In a pinch, she could use the few bullets remaining in her STRAFE sidearm, but the fight had already suggested to her that only total dismemberment would stop these things. A gun might just annoy them.


  "I think we're getting closer," Jen said over the radio link, trying to sound hopeful.


  "Actually, we've been pushed back a little since we engaged the enemy," was Solar Max's dour reply. "But Devastation has been growing faster than we've been getting pushed back, so I guess we're getting closer in a way. Just not a GOOD way."


  Jen chopped a serpentine demon into two pieces, then spun around and cleaved its skull to make sure. The blade snapped as she tried to pull it out of the skull, and she snarled, tossing it as hard as she could into the body of another demon before drawing a fresh blade. "Days like this, I wish the Offensive Powers Fairy had left me an energy blast under my pillow."


  "It's not all it's cracked up to be," Solar Max grunted as he compacted a particularly large demon down to the size of a basketball. "I really had to watch my temper back in secondary school, or I'd accidentally slam stuff around when I got angry. This just happens to be a situation where 95% of the directions I could cut loose in NEED to be slammed around. Correction," he added, diving aside from the venom-dripping claws of a batlike demon. "Make that 90%...looks like Seven Winds is finally getting here with the reinforcements!"


  The demons milled about in apprehension, giving the two timelost heroes a moment's breathing space as the small flock of "travel clouds" swooped in. Neither Solar Max nor Jen had ever met any of the Secret Masters aside from Seven Winds, but they'd heard enough tales to figure out who was which.


  The bald man tearing into demons with his bare hands had to be Eight Tiger, who reputedly earned his name after wrestling eight tiger spirits into submission. Close on his heels would be Tien of the Five Swords...only one blade was working now, but it was said he could wield all five at once despite having but two hands.


  A bobbing and weaving cloud that steered erratically among the flying horde would surely be ridden by Master Li the Drunkard, and as the man laughed and broke an empty wine gourd over the head of a demon, it only confirmed Jen's suspicion.


  Two more Secret Masters hung back, avoiding direct contact with the demons. The white-haired man who looked like he could be the dour older brother of Seven Winds breathed out a gout of purifying white fire, indicating that he was the infamous mage Silver Flame. And, as the only woman in the group, the Heavenly Consort In Silk offered no confusion as to her identity. With her face hidden behind a jade mask and her hands sheathed in flowing silk there was little clue to her true age, but her grace as the streamers of fabric lashed out to strangle demons was undeniable.


  As for Seven Winds, he laughed and called down a mighty gust out of the clear sky to drive demons to the ground. "How good of you to leave us some foes upon which to warm up our muscles!" he called out, good-naturedly. It was odd for an almost conversational tone to be audible over the sounds of battle and screeching demons, but the winds carried his voice to the ears of those he wished to hear him. One of the lesser, but practical, uses of his elemental magics.


  "Kill all you want, there's always more," Solar Max called back, his helmet amplifying his voice to be heard over the din. Far less elegant than Seven Winds's solution, but just as effective.


  For several long minutes, heroes...who would be legendary had anyone known of them to tell their stories...fought on. The demonic hordes were pushed back, and soon it seemed like they were killing the foul things faster than they could emerge from the cracks in reality around the growing bulk of Devastation.


  Too bad the good fortune couldn't last.


  "Something's happening!" Jen pointed to the undulating dark mass of Devastation. It seemed to be gaining some definition, as if a distinct body part was about to form. Would it be an arm, to reach out and destroy? A gigantic maw set on devouring all before it? Eyes to glare balefully out at the reality it was determined to prune from the tree of existence?


  A single claw, larger than a mountain, emerged, demons swarming along its blackened metal surface like a colony of mites.


  "By the five elements," Eight Tiger hissed. "Buddha's own hand could not be so large!"


  "Buddha's finger would not be so ugly, at least," Master Li slurred as he steered his cloud towards the claw and tried to strike at it. But even moving about in what looked like lazy circles in the air, the talon flashed past at a tremendous speed, creating a slipstream that sent Master Li spiraling away. As it passed, it shed a new horde of demons that did their best to follow Li's unsteady path. Eight Tiger dove after him to save the drunken master from his new predicament, but not without a faint sigh.


  "I'm down to my last sword," Jen called out as she drew the blade and shrugged out of the scabbard rig she'd been wearing. "But I don't think I'd do more than give that thing a manicure with it!"


  "Five sword heavenly pattern!" Tien shouted, all of his blades in the air at once carving out a pattern of light and shrieking air that seemed to hang in front of him. When he stopped, the pattern flared even more brightly, then streaked across the miles to the claw, where it detonated in an almost invisible flare, so far away was it now. Devastation seemed unperturbed, the single claw stirring the clouds almost lazily. "One sword or five, it seems to not matter," he turned and said with sadness in his voice. "We are too late, it will take the assistance of Heaven itself to stop this."


  "Then it is good that I am here!" a voice called out in their heads, a rushing of wind across their spirits rather than actual sound. All turned to see a serpentine form streaking in from the West.


  "Most serene dragon of the Western mountains!" Heavenly Consort In Silk gasped. "Has the Emperor in Jade heard our pleas?"


  The dragon was among them in less than a heartbeat. "I'm afraid not," she replied, her mouth not moving as she spoke into their hearts. "The Heavenly Court is occupied with matters celestial, and has not yet noticed affairs here on Earth. It only came to my attention because I had been here attending to personal affairs."


  Jen cued up her commlink and whispered in English to "Red Beetle," "Is that who I think it is?"


  "If you think it's the Western Dragon," he replied the same way, "you're probably right." Back in 2026, the human front the Western Dragon offered to the world was the leader of the Central Asian Confederation. Would be the leader. Whatever, Red Beetle shook his head. "And I'm guessing these 'matters celestial' are another branch of the godwars."


  "How might we avert Devastation, oh mighty celestial minister?" Seven Winds asked, sounding far more respectful than Red Beetle could recall him ever being. As if to punctuate the question, the titanic talon reached down and carved what looked to be a light furrow across the wastelands surrounding Mount Tai...but it was actually a trench several meters deep.


  "I will try to force Devastation back," she replied. "It will take much of my strength, and I cannot be distracted by the minor demons that accompany Devastation like so many fleas. Then you must perform the ceremony of closing," the Western Dragon replied, her eyes flashing with both anger and sorrow. She seemed to know that this could well kill her, and resented it despite knowing that it was her duty.


  "The ceremony could seal you with Devastation," Silver Flame argued. "And it would surely slay you then!"


  "But if we do not, brother," the Consort countered, "Devastation will simply escape and destroy all. If it is to be the Dragon of the Western Mountains' fate to die this day..."


  "Wait," Red Beetle interjected, hoping his Chinese was comprehensible to all assembled. "You say the gods are distracted now, honored dragon. What if we could gain their attention?"


  The massive serpentine head shook sadly, even as the Western Dragon launched a blast of wind from her tail to scatter an approaching cloud of demons. "They vie now for matters more consequential than one world. You would not be able to distract them from that."


  "Perhaps NOW," Jen caught JakZak's drift, and joined the argument. "But what of the future? If we could force Devastation into a time when the gods were not distracted, would they intercede?"


  All eyes were on the pair of foreigners now.


  "You have the magic of time?" Eight Tiger asked, dubiously.


  Red Beetle nodded. "I cannot control it, which is why I have not used it in the years I have spent with Seven Winds. But I don't need to control the magic in this instance, do I? Just propel Devastation someWHEN else, and hope I survive long enough that the Jade Emperor takes notice and removes my demonic burden."


  "And if you think I'm not coming along," Jen added in English on their private link, "you're crazy. No arguments...I might be able to help stabilize things, or...something. But I'm not staying behind."


  "Very well," Seven Winds nodded. "This must be why the Way guided you here in the first place, the branch trying to preserve itself from destruction. My friends," he turned to the other Secret Masters, "Red Beetle and Golden Swan are not of our time, but if Devastation succeeds their world will never come to pass. We fight for all those who live, but they fight for all those yet to live. We must give them all the aid we can." He turned back to the pair, "And what aid might you require?"


  "Just hold it still and clear us a path. I'm pretty sure I'm going to have to be inside that mass if I'm going to push it outside of time. And, ah, be ready to try your way, Western Dragon. If we fail, or if I can only move part of Devastation away, you'll still have an angry demon to contend with."


  The next several minutes were a blur of flame and blades and claws and tearing wind as they stopped worrying about containment of the demons and simply fought their way to Devastation itself. At some point, Jen's last sword ended up stuck in the body of a glutinous demon and she simply abandoned it.


  The Western Dragon wound herself around the tip of that mighty claw, and by drawing upon all the strength of the mountains of her domain was able to hold it steady for the briefest of moments.


  In that moment, the two heroes from a future that might never be dove into the squamous mass of semi-corporeal flesh that was still emerging from the fissure in reality.


  "NOW!" Red Beetle shouted, and Golden Swan used her gravity sheath to reinforce the artificial wormhole he called into existence.


  And they PUSHED.


  * * * *


  [Outside Of Time]


  Everything was hazy, uncertain and full of fear and pain. JakZak and Jen could feel the mighty demon all around them, but everything seemed to be infinite in both direction and duration. They pushed, not knowing what they pushed against or in what direction, just knowing they had to keep driving Devastation deeper and deeper into time, hoping that someone would notice them before the demon decided to simply crush them and return to its unholy work.


  Then, after an eternity that felt even longer than that, the terrible pressure and pain vanished as if it had never been.


  "What...happened?" Jen asked. She wasn't sure how she could even be talking outside of time itself, but she was too relieved to worry about it.


  "Someone noticed, I hope. Or Devastation decided to just leave," JakZak replied, shakily. "I think we're going forward in time...but I don't have a lot of experience with this. We could be going backwards. Or sideways, even. Not that I even know what that would *mean*."


  "It means you people certainly do get around," came a third voice, out of nowhere and nowhen. "I swear, for a small cohort of admittedly powerful mortals, you Academy people are busy folks. You're heading in the right direction, though, give my regards to George when you get home...."


  "Hello?" JakZak called out to the nothingness that was barrelling past, but there was no answer.


  "We're definitely going to have to talk to George a bit more about his trip to the future," Jen said after a long non-time had not passed. "Did he say anything about any extratemporal entities?"


  JakZak shrugged. "He didn't remember much, but...whoa, turbulence!"


  "How can there even be turblence outside of..." Jen started to say, when they both felt like they'd been turned inside out....


  * * * *


  [Somewhen, Somewhere?]


  "Urrgh," Solar Max grunted as the strange sensations stopped. It was like the "hangover" he'd gotten from his two previous deliberate attempts at either looking through time [Academy #6 - Ed.] or traveling through it [ASH #31 - Ed.], but not as severe. Telltales in his armor flared to life, warning that he was falling, and from pretty high up.


  Exerting his gravity powers, he slowed his descent, then reached out to grab Jen, who seemed to have been hit a little harder than he had by the temporal disorientation. Within a few seconds, she'd recovered enough to at least hover under her own power.


  "I really REALLY hope we're home," Jen mumbled. "I don't want to do that again."


  "Believe it or not, it gets better...well, not as horrible...with practice, I think," Solar Max tried to quip, but it came out sounding like he couldn't even convince himself of it.


  "Okay, I'm picking up radio transmissions, and that's definitely a modern city below us," Jen seemed to have steadied herself a little, and she'd strengthened her gravity sheath to the point where she was little more than a blur. Solar Max released his grip on her. "Ugh," she wrinkled her nose. "It stinks though...be glad you're in a sealed armor and can't smell the air. At a guess, I'd say we've got to be in the TwenCen. You think we bounced off the Barrier?"


  "I wish I had enough experience to say, but I don't recall feeling anything notable at the beginning of our trip back to the First Century," Solar Max pointed out. "I think the Barrier just gets in the way if you try to enter the timestream from 1998 through 2023 or so. Otherwise, you skim over it like a stone on a pond. I'm not picking up any panicked emergency response to our arrival, though, so we're probably not in the Third Age. We've gotta be pre-IDINS protocols," he noted, referring to the Interdimensional Immigration and Naturalization Service, a branch of the regular INS that had been created in response to the high number of interdimensional visitors and invasions that marked the Third Heroic Age.


  "We're a little high up for me to be sure, but those cars down there look pre-Third Age too. Unless there's a motor convention in town, there's an awful lot of old-fashioned steel box stuff on the streets. I was never a motorhead, but I think those things are 1970s 'Detroit Steel'. Lemme swing down for a closer look, I won't stand out as much," Jen pointed out. "You try sifting the datasphere some more..."


  "Attention, flying supernormals!" came an amplified voice from far below. "We would like to talk to you!"


  "Or we could go ask the nice man down there with the bullhorn where and when we are, I guess," Solar Max replied.


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


  Next Issue:


  They've made it as far as 1976, and you've already seen one side of that story in Coherent Super Stories #4...but now for that tale through the eyes of JakZak and Jen, and the revelation of why they came derailed from the timestream in the first place! Be here for part three of Coming Home, "Infiltration"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Cthulhu is public domain, no matter what the Derleths may say. And in the 1989 event in question, I used a hand-made plush Cthulhu bought at a convention (this was before Toy Vault came out with its horde of plushthulhus) that was set up so you could put miniatures in its mouth. Which happened on a few phases. 40d6 of normal damage will mess up even a brick, and the telepath who said he didn't need help...well, that player made up a new character for the next session.


  The whole "uneasy romance" between JakZak and Jen was part of Tony's original plans for the timelost storyline, but I actually forgot about it while writing #84. I remembered before finishing it, but decided that there was already too much talking in the issue, so I moved it to be a flashback here. :)


  I am amused that the issue of exactly when the Consorts Song died in 82 C.E. is *still* stumping Library of Congress researchers. At this point, I'm wondering if someone's going to be able to get a refereed paper out of the topic by the time all is said and done.


  Finally, for the benefit of new readers, the mysterious voice in the "outside of time" scene is Baal Samin, guardian of the celestial temple. The stability of spacetime is his baliwick, which has led him to multiple interactions with members of ASH (mainly George Sylvester). He's not courting worshippers in the 2020s, though, so he's not going to be showing up a whole lot. Just in the time-travel and dimension-mangling stories. :)


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


  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


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #86 - COMING HOME Part 3: Infiltration


  The cover shows Dragonfly and Ladyhawke fighting the hordes of Antiochus V, as seen in Coherent Super-Stories #1 and #4. But they're looking at each other with a puzzled expression, and Ladyhawke is saying, "What, again?"
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


  Dragonfly / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control /MISSING!


  Ladyhawke / Jen Kleinvogel / Flight, Stealth / MISSING!



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


  [May 25, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  "...is your WDTR news for May 25. With the Bicentennial celebrations only weeks away..." the inexperienced-sounding announcer was saying over Jen's radio earpiece, only to be interrupted by a stentorian amplified voice from below.


  "Attention, flying supernormals! We would like to talk to you!"


  "Or we could go ask the nice man down there with the bullhorn where and when we are, I guess," JakZak said, making that almost imperceptible motion Jen had learned to recognize as the best he could manage for shrugging in the bulky beetle-like armor he wore.


  Jen nodded. The newsman hadn't given a year, but if they meant the American Bicentennial, that would put them in 1976. Still, it could have been the city's bicentennial, and the other clues she had to go on didn't narrow things down all that far yet. After pushing the demon Devastation into the timestream, JakZak and Jen had coasted along for a while before being unceremoniously dumped out over some TwenCen city.


  She followed JakZak down to ground level, belatedly thinking to remove the identifying patches from her uniform jacket. She wasn't sure what a TwenCenner would make of the Combine flag, but she didn't really want to create some sort of time paradox if someone saw it, liked it, and trademarked it or something like that.


  "This is going to sound really stupid," JakZak opened after the two had landed. In front of them were a man in a helmet and a modified wheelchair of some sort, and a figure Jen recognized from history classes. "But what year is this?"


  "It's between 1974 and 1980, I think," Jen added, having dropped her gravity sheath to become fully visible. "I don't recognize you at all," she nodded at the man in the wheelchair, "but I've read about this one," she added, pointing her thumb at the man who was dressed as Weapons Master. Mentally, she chided herself for being rude...rattled from the time jump, she decided. However...if Weapons Master was still in costume, that narrowed the end date down by a few years. Word was that he'd never really retired, unlike most of the Second Age heroes, but he'd gone "plainclothes" by 1978 or so.


  "Time travellers?" the man in the wheelchair asked. "That would explain the weird readings I'm getting, I suppose. I think we should get out of the public eye, though, before we talk any further."


  "Of course," JakZak agreed, nodding. At least Jen wasn't alone in having her brains not working at full capacity...he sounded as chagrined as Jen felt. "Still groggy, not thinking straight. Sorry." As a mumbled addition, he added, "Gah, hate time travel."


  "You and me both," Jen agreed, subvocalizing over their radio link. "Any idea who the guy in the wheelchair is?"


  "Nope," JakZak replied, having cut his external speakers while the two natives showed them into their van. "I don't even know who the green guy is."


  "Weapons Master. One of the few Second Age guys that we're sure was purely normal, rather than being a low-level supernormal," Jen replied. Aloud, she added, "Where's the seatbelts?"


  "Um, this model doesn't come with them standard for the back," Weapons Master apologized. "I had to hack together the restraints for Mister Q's wheelchair. You can sit in the front seat, though, miss. That's got a seatbelt."


  "Never heard of a Mister Q," Jen added on subvoc as she slid forward into the "shotgun" position. "Anyway, Weapons Master was actually still active post-1998, which is why we know he's a norm. In this era, he mostly worked with...oh," she stopped. "You're Dragonfly, aren't you?" she asked "Mister Q". "I see it in the helmet now."


  Mister Q nodded. "Retired, for pretty obvious reasons," he patted his lap, which had that not-quite-symmetric look that told her he was missing a significant part of one leg. "Your arrival tripped some automatic sensors, though, so Weapons Master came out to help me look into it."


  "I'm just glad it's not more Z-liens. Or Q-liens, for that matter," Weapons Master grinned. "Oh, and it's 1976, by the way. May 25th."


  "Time to be REALLY careful," JakZak warned over the commlink. "If I remember my history, we're a few months from the official end of the Second Heroic Age. An ending marked by Dragonfly retiring in about a month. Now we know why he retired, but it looks like he's back in action because of us."


  That didn't answer Jen's main question, though. Why had they been kicked out of the timestream at such a crucial point in history? Anything they did now could radically diverge things, but might they have been ejected because of something that already diverged, either due to their own actions or due to Radner's mysterious plans?


  * * * *


  [June 11, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  Acting as stand-ins for Dragonfly and Ladyhawke had been fairly easy, all told, Jen thought. Once it was clear they had fallen down a timeline that had already diverged [See Coherent Super Stories #4 for details of that discussion - Ed.], it only made sense to help the Baines family out by concealing their respective conditions...Dragonfly's cancer and Ladyhawke's pregnancy...to help them protect their secret identities in advance of retirement.


  It felt strange to fly with technological support, though. Of course the rig would work for Jen, it probably worked even better for her than it ever could have for Amy Baines, since Jen's Tesla Index was undoubtedly higher. Not that anyone in this time could have performed the tests to determine that. Heck, almost no one *used* the term yet, although Amy and Bobby knew about it, thanks to Bobby's "day job" as a Violation Physics researcher. Well, the day job he would normally be at given that it was the lunch hour, but he was on medical leave.


  Suddenly the police band scanner in the Ladyhawke helmet crackled to life. "We have a silent alarm from First Independence Bank, 44 Michigan Avenue. They've hit the black button, people, so hold back until SWAT can arrive."


  Dragonfly...the real thing...broke in, calling in from his basement laboratory. "Black button means there's a supernormal involved. How soon can you get there?"


  "I can see the Cadillac Tower from here, 44 Michigan is just a couple hundred meters west, right?" JakZak asked over the radio. Jen smirked at the note of frustration in his voice...he'd gotten too used to the advanced navigational computers in his own armor, and was having a tough time going back to orienteering by landmarks while wearing the "advanced for its time" Dragonfly suit.


  "Yep," Dr. Baines replied. "Be careful, remember you need to make this look like it's the real Dragonfly and Ladyhawke...try not to break our poor benighted and primitive supervillains too badly."


  JakZak's borrowed wings hummed audibly as he powered towards the source of the trouble, and Jen swooped gracefully past him. "I'll recon," she offered. She'd found it easier to hold back to the "correct" speed than JakZak was managing, and he tended to overcompensate and go more slowly than he should have been able to.


  She dipped low and caught a quick glance at a street sign to confirm she was on Michigan Avenue, then streaked quickly past the bank. "Two perps I saw. Black overalls, welding masks, big backpack rigs. One a big guy, the other either a skinny guy or a woman," Jen reported.


  "That'd be Arc Wielder and the second...no, Amy tells me the third Wanda. Arc Wielder is a low-power type with a penchant for incendiary weapons, a shadetree gizmo guy. One of Lady Lawful's sparring partners, I thought he was still in jail after LL caught him in 74. Wanda's just your basic henchwench, no powers...probably. Arc isn't prominent enough to attract a supernormal partner, Wanda is more of a witless minion with benefits. But this might be a completely new *fourth* Wanda, and you never know who might end up with powers these days," he warned.


  "Rubber crutch?" JakZak suggested over the radio.


  "What?" Dr. Baines sounded confused.


  "Nickname for a standard battlefield maneuver they teach us where we're from. Neutralize the focus, or crutch, of a gadget-dependent opponent, but do so in a humorous way if possible. Oh, Essay hated being the target of that training exercise...I think it's why she started pumping iron," Jen smiled.


  Old Academy training came back easily, despite being years in their past, and JakZak and Jen swooped down on Arc Wielder and Wanda in unison. The two villains were caught by surprise, since their welding masks gave them huge blind spots and Arc Wielder had apparently never thought of the idea of a helmet-mounted display system like the ones Baines built into the Dragonfly and Ladyhawke rigs.


  Jen's razor-thin wing sliced through first the tip of Arc Wielder's torch, severing the pilot flame, and then swung back around to cut both the straps holding the fuel tank to his back and those holding his coveralls up. She was particularly proud of the fact she managed to avoid drawing any blood as she "pantsed" the villain.


  For his part, JakZak used his cybernetic tail's laser on wide dispersion to blind Wanda and simply pinched the nozzle of her torch shut, using a little gravity warp assist since his raw muscle power wasn't quite up to it. Then he tossed one of Dragonfly's antigravity darts at Arc Wielder's fuel tank, causing it to rise up and away into the summer sky.


  Without even needing to exchange signals, the two masquerading heroes switched foes, and Jen tied Wanda up with her own fuel hose while JakZak simply punched Arc Wielder as hard as he could, dropping the big man like a poleaxed steer.


  "For your sake, I hope he was worth it," Jen smiled before hitting Wanda with a nerve strike that rendered the woman unconscious. Her smile turned a little bitter at the reminder that Arc Wielder and Wanda weren't the only supposed couple on the scene...while Dragonfly and Ladyhawke hadn't revealed their identities to the world, they *had* revealed their marriage. Far more than dealing with artificial flight, that was the most awkward part of this impersonation, at least as far as Jen was concerned....


  * * * *


  [July 7, 1976 - Ann Arbor, MI]


  Maybe it was the time spent as a covert operative, followed by hiding out in ancient China for a few years, but the parades that had consumed the past couple of days made Jen profoundly uncomfortable. She was glad to be able to take off the Ladyhawke rig, put on some delightfully retro (to her) civvies and just bury herself in the University of Michigan libraries. Summer term saw them used pretty lightly, and Bobby had gotten both her and JakZak student IDs as visiting grad students, presuming anyone bothered to ask.


  Still, it was a nice "going away" present to the couple, to help make them famous and beloved for saving Washington D.C. from Antiochus V. [Again, see Coherent Super Stories #4 - Ed.] Especially since it was probably JakZak's and her fault that the mad robot had come out of hiding in the first place...in her own timeline, Antiochus V had gone dormant in '74 or '75 and hadn't come out until the early 1990s.


  But now it was time to work on the future, by researching the past. JakZak was off on a mission to leave this divergent twig of the Way a better place, so it was up to Jen to work out what made things go differently in the first place. But researching current events without the benefit of a computer was *hard*, karma coming back to smack her around for her enjoyment of JakZak's navigation problems. She'd been at it, on and off, for over a month now, and still hadn't found anything that was at odds with her knowledge of TwenCen history.


  She loaded in the spool of microfilm labeled "New York Times: March 1976" and started spinning it. This was the latest set they had on microfilm, if she didn't find anything on it she'd have to go through stacks of ink-covered paper...ick. At least they had copies of major papers here, and she wasn't limited to the locals. Although, if she struck out on the Gray Lady, she might need to check the local papers, or even chat up someone at the TV stations to ask about archival footage. Maybe the divergence happened in Detroit, hence their emergence in both time *and* space. She hoped not, though...her history classes at the Academy hadn't gone into that much detail.


  Scroll, scroll, scroll.... "Is it too much to ask for a search function?" she snarled under her breath, earning a few confused glances from nearby students.


  "That's what they make grad students for, honey," another young woman whispered from a few readers over. "Once you get your degree, you can make some other poor schmuck do the fiche-ing expeditions."


  Jen snorted in bitter amusement, then went back to her reading, which went for several minutes before she found something with possibilities.


  "RED CHINA GETS BLACK EYE!" proclaimed the headline, large by Times standards. It was near the bottom of the front page, but it *was* on the front page. March 12, 1976 late edition. There was no photo, of course, the Times was infamously restrained in its use of pictures back in the TwenCen, but a couple of words caught her eye as effectively as any picture. Two words worth a thousand pictures, if you would.


  "Western Dragon."


  Jen blinked her eyes to clear them, then read on.


  "AP LHASA TIBET - Today the last of the Red Chinese army was driven from Tibet by a rebellion spearheaded by the enigmatic Western Dragon. Claiming to be inspired by the example of Western superheroes, this powerful and charismatic young woman organized a revolt that started in 1972 with several spectacular strikes against the Chinese army, and has finally succeeded in freeing the Kingdom of Tibet from the yoke of Communism. See TIBET page A12"


  She carefully scrolled over to where the story was continued, and saw a small, grainy photograph. It wasn't much, but it was enough. It was the Western Dragon who, in her own timeline's 21st Century, ran a third of China. And who had never been active in the Second Heroic Age as far as she knew...and certainly not as the vanguard of a successful Tibetan rebellion. Tibet had remained under Beijing's thumb until the 2020s, when the Central Asian Confederation broke away from the PRoC. Looked like in this timeline, the Western Dragon had set her agenda in motion fifty years early.


  "Bingo," Jen smiled, pulling out a notebook and copying down the details found in the continuation of the article.


  * * * *


  [July 15, 1976 - Lhasa, Tibet]


  Jen soared over the newly liberated nation, a shadow in the cloud- dappled sky. Under her own power, it had taken her a little over two hours to fly from Calcutta, where the commercial flight had brought her. If the lack of security at the University of Michigan libraries had been amusing, its near absence on international flights was downright frightening. And if she remembered her history correctly, it had been even laxer only a few years before! Granted, supernormal terrorism didn't really start until the Third Heroic Age, and it wasn't like the technology existed to stop supernormals at the gate.


  But still...it brought her own life back in 2026 into pretty harsh contrast in a way that living in First Century China couldn't. It was so familiar, yet so strange. She'd come to understand the rantings of people like Thom O'Ryan a lot better in the past few months, now that she had personal experience with the kinds of personal freedoms that she'd never had and never missed in her own time.


  Suddenly a powerful wind kicked up, driving her towards the ground. A decidedly unnatural wind.


  "Oh, hell...I've been made," she snarled as she fought to turn a forced crash into a controlled landing, leaving her in a fighting crouch on what looked to be a military parade ground on the outskirts of the capital city. She could see men in a motley mix of uniforms and civilian clothing approaching in WWII-era jeeps, pointing an unfriendly number of rifles her way. Not, she decided, that there was a friendly number of rifles to point at someone.


  "Confront amiable!" one shouted. At least, that's what her translator implant told her. Her hard-learned knowledge of archaic Chinese didn't fare much better, and while her implant was current on the form of Chinese spoken in 2026 Tibet, that was fifty years into a totally different future. Still, the meaning seemed clear enough.


  She lifted her hands, and called back, "Tell the Western Dragon that Jin E wishes to talk to her!"


  There was some muttering between the people in the lead jeep, and Jen reflected on how the old saw about England and America being "divided by a common language" applied doubly to China in the TwenCen and before. Everyone literate wrote the same characters, but the actual spoken language tended to vary quite a bit until the PROC got serious about standardization. A process that hadn't gotten too terribly far by 1976, apparently. Leastwise, not in Tibet.


  After a few nervous moments, they seemed to agree on what she'd said and how to deal with it, and one was saying something into a handy-talky.


  There was another gust of wind, and a slender figure rose from behind some buildings and flew over to land next to Jen.


  "Jin E?" she asked, cocking an eyebrow in amusement. "The years have been kinder to you than to most," she addressed Jen in Han-era Chinese of the dialect Seven Winds had favored.


  "It helped to skip past most of them," Jen smiled as she replied in the same tongue. It aided in establishing her bonafides, plus was probably hard for any eavesdroppers to puzzle out.


  "Ah, yes...did you have to bring Devastation so far before the Jade Emperor noticed?"


  Jen shook her head. "I don't know who noticed, but the demon was taken from us and we simply kept going until we hit a block and fell back into time. We are not yet home, sadly. We are now preparing for what we hope to be one last jump, but we fell onto the wrong branch of the Way on our journey, and need to leap to the correct branch before moving on."


  The Western Dragon waved to the soldiers, indicating they should go back to their billets. "And your visit to me is part of those preparations?"


  Jen shrugged. "A consequence of them. We needed to know where the branches had split, and I think you are the reason. In our history, you did not...act in this generation," Jen gestured to take in the mountainous nation. "Rather, you rose to prominence in the eyes of mortals in my own time, generations hence. I'm curious how things may have changed...or, rather, why."


  The Western Dragon motioned for Jen to take to the skies with her, and they flew up above any possibility of being overheard.


  "In truth, the ritual of sealing required much of my strength, as did helping the surviving Secret Masters destroy the demons left behind," the dragon admitted. "And confounding the memories of those who witnessed the destruction was even more taxing. I retreated to my palace to sleep and heal, only waking once a century to determine what had transpired as I slumbered. Once I saw what had been done by the Communists, I resolved to free the people I had once been charged with protecting, and I started with Tibet. China's western provinces will follow, and in the fullness of time I may yet topple this corrupt regime of men who deny the gods."


  Jen nodded, a bit taken aback at the intensity of the dragon in human form. There was a power in her that Jen had never seen in the future leader of the CAC, a truly godlike presence beyond the supernatural charisma that "her" Western Dragon commanded.


  "I only regret that I hadn't waken a generation earlier and been able to prevent this all, but I was careless and thought the Manchu dynasty would remain stable, despite the regrettable interference of European powers," the dragon added, chagrined.


  A few hours later, Jen said her farewells and headed back to Calcutta. She was glad to hear that Seven Winds had lived another thirty years and died peacefully in his sleep, according to what the dragon had learned after her first century of sleep. Tien and Master Li had been slain in the late stages of the battle, possibly even before Devastation had been pushed outside of time, but it was a war they'd trained to fight in.


  As she soared across the international border into India, Jen decided she'd come up with a plausible theory about the divergence. Without the actions of "Red Beetle" and "Golden Swan," the Western Dragon's initial plan to seal Devastation away would have been the only option, and the dragon had been too weak to emerge in the 1970s of Jen's history. Instead, ready or not, she would have been roused by her old allies when the Godmarket arrived in 1997, then trapped by the Chinese Anchors until the 2020s.


  Part of Jen was still shouting dire warnings about deliberate interference with time. Even small beneficial changes could snowball into horrendous consequences. But it was too late to back out now that the timeline had already been diverged: in for a penny, in for a pound...but the Western Dragon was a pretty big penny, geopolitically speaking. And now that Jen had warned her about the boy who might some day become the Anchor Premiere of China, the Western Dragon was an even bigger penny....


  * * * *


  [July 26, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  All the pennies and pounds having been strewn throughout this new branch of the Way, it was time to leave. With Bennett Rush restored to good graces in the government, he might never become Doublecross. With the Wanderer warned of the tomb of Iago Montessi, Lord Ebon might never emerge. Eric Harris had been put under the wing of Dr. Baines, which would hopefully keep him from ever becoming the madman Jen's world would fear as Devastator. Even the Anchorite Conclave, which Jen only knew bits and pieces about, had to have been damaged by the possibility of the Western Dragon taking her own actions against the one who would grow up to be the most powerful Anchor ever (unless you counted the brief time between Rebus's apotheosis and his forcible removal from reality). Of course, a locus point could force any or all of those menaces to emerge anyway, but you did what you could and prayed for the best.


  Now Jen and JakZak stood in a roughly finished underground lair, power conduits attached to his armor and the room humming with barely-contained energies.


  "I still wish we could come out somewhere less conspicuous," Jen sighed. "I don't want to re-diverge the timeline and have to start all over again."


  Dr. Baines shrugged. "There's not a lot of places we could draw this kind of power undisturbed, at least my lair is already equipped for it," he gestured to the batteries that had been slowly storing power over the past few weeks by sipping from the electrical mains. "Plus, like I told you before, the Z-tector trips occasionally because of the ambient antigravity pockets created by my own research. My counterpart will be alerted by your arrival, and find the sudden displacement of earth puzzling, but in the end he'll write it off as a pseudoscience 'flashback' and the timeline shouldn't be disturbed. I can be pretty certain my counterpart will be asleep at this hour in the morning...I definitely should be!" he smirked.


  "I know, it's just that things have been going too smoothly lately," Jen replied. "Murphy's out there, and just waiting for another shot at us."


  "Nothing I can do about that," Baines smiled. "Jen, stick close to JakZak. I'm pretty sure the inverter field will extend a full meter from the armor, but that's plus or minus about half a meter." The Dimensional Inverter had been reconstructed from technology the "Z-liens" had used in their attempt to bring their pocket reality into the Earth realm a while back. The original had been destroyed, but Dragonfly had seen enough to be able to recreate it on the small scale.


  Jen smirked and wrapped herself tightly around JakZak, enjoying his discomfiture.


  "Right. When I surge the power," Baines explained, "the dimensional traces lingering on your armor, and the smaller traces remaining in your bodies, should make you swap spaces with whatever's in your home timeline in this space. Since you helped me dig out this addition to the basement last month, that should just be dirt. Try not to shock the other me into a heart attack when you burst out of the ground," he smiled, although the plan was for no one at all to see them at three in the morning.


  "We'll be as sneaky as we can manage," Jen promised. "And my daddy taught me to always replace my divots."


  "Surging...NOW!"


  The world turned inside out, nearly as bad as the last time, but a corner of Jen's mind was still coherent to note that JakZak had been right. It wasn't quite as bad the second time around. Still sucked, though....


  * * * *


  [July 26, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  Jen was still disoriented when they arrived, the bubble around them displacing several cubic meters of soil and rock. The unsupported dirt above immediately started to rain down on them, but JakZak recovered his senses first and hauled Jen out of the hole and into the night sky.


  A few hours later, as the Sun was rising over Lake Michigan, they stopped flying a few miles south of Sheboygan in Wisconsin to take stock. The time in the air had gotten most of the dirt off of them, and JakZak's armor shone brightly in the first rays of morning.


  "So...where next?" Jen asked, pulling a chunky 70s-chic comb through her hair to get the last of the twigs out.


  "Well, we're back to having no official identities," JakZak mused. "The Baineses gave us enough cash to hang around a few days if we have to, although no flights to Tibet," she could tell he was smirking behind that helmet. "Probably best to just rest up and try another time jump."


  "I'm not too keen on that idea," Jen frowned. "The 1980s and 1990s were full of interdimensional and transtemporal turmoil...we tap-danced across that minefield on the way back to Pompeii, but it wasn't exactly by choice. And then there's the Barrier...you say we should just skim over it, but what if we slam into it this time? Every supernatural on the planet vanished when that went up, we might not survive the experience."


  "You think we should do this Tom's way?" JakZak referred to ASH member Lightfoot, who had been on his way out to the stars at near light speed in 1998. When he'd finally gotten turned around and came back, he'd lost nearly thirty years.


  "It's more controllable, less worry about running into something nasty out in the middle of interstellar space, and we'd definitely be far enough away from Earth to be safe in 1998. Tom was only, what, four light years away, so it's not like you had to be at the Galactic Core like the first Solar Max was," Jen tapped the chest of JakZak's armor, an artifact brought back from that coreward journey.


  "But it does require a ship that can do very high STL," JakZak countered. "Earth's tech isn't up to that level yet."


  "But we know someone on Earth right now who *does* have the tech," Jen riposted. "And she might have some other ideas for letting us get away with not having to live all fifty of the intervening years."


  "Oh, I see. That...could get tricky. Especially if we have to trust her future self not to totally bone us...."


  * * * *


  [July 27, 1976 - Chicago, IL]


  Finding a working payphone in Chicago had been an adventure in itself, especially since they had to stick to out-of-the-way locations to avoid being spotted by too many people. At least Jen had learned *about* payphones in the months spent in the Other Detroit. Oh, she'd known they existed in the past, but she'd also known people once used slide rules and drove horse-drawn buggies. It didn't mean she knew how to use either.


  "Rose DeLatimer?" JakZak asked. He'd taken his helmet off and was holding the receiver, but since his armor hadn't fit into the booth Jen had done the dialing. "No, you don't know me, but I need to talk to you on an urgent matter. I'd rather not say over the phone. Okay, maybe this will convince you I'm serious...I know what the terms 'Santari' and 'Scytharian' mean, and how they apply to you. Yes, I thought that might do it. What's a good, out of the way place for us to meet? I'm somewhat conspicuous, and I expect you won't want anyone watching anyway. Yes, I'm sure I can find that place. One hour, then? Fine. Goodbye."


  "So?"


  JakZak grinned, then covered it by putting his now-blue helmet back on. When he'd mentioned the idea of getting some blue spraypaint to disguise the armor enough that Rose wouldn't remember having seen it before when it cropped up in 2001 or so, it had suddenly turned blue on its own...a function its previous owner had never seen fit to mention. "We have some cosmic irony going on here."


  "Oh?"


  "The location for our meet is an abandoned warehouse in 1976. In 2026, the grounds are part of the ASH HQ complex," he chuckled.


  "Well, resist the temptation to bury anything to find later, okay?" Jen warned, half-jokingly. "How do you think she's going to react when we show up?"


  "Our Rose would probably wait for us to arrive and then nuke the site from orbit, but she's gotten paranoid in her old age. We may have sidestepped realities, but we're still going to be meeting the cheerfully bizarre undercover alien we fought alongside a few weeks ago against Antiochus V. So it'll be a piece of pie."


  An hour later, Jen wasn't so sure JakZak's assessment had been correct. Delta Rose arrived not in her public costume, but in a outfit that had a harder, more utilitarian look to it. It was still white, red and shades of pink, but this wasn't a superhero suit...it was a Galactic Warrior Corps uniform. She also seemed a lot more on edge than the happy-go-lucky airhead Jen had last seen.


  "Who sent you?" Delta Rose demanded as she landed inside the dusty warehouse. "Which House decided that the chain of command wasn't good enough for them?"


  Jen winced. Apparently, Santari internal politics were nearly as bad in 1976 as in 2026, if not at the near-civil-war levels they were approaching in her home era.


  "I said I knew what a Santari was," JakZak said as calmingly as he could. "Not that I was one. You can call me the Blue Scarab, and my partner sometimes goes by Golden Swan," he added, not exactly lying, but certainly shading the truth pretty heavily. Best not to give Rose any real codenames or identities decades before those names would be chosen, after all. "And we're human...well, Terran, anyway. Superhumans, or we wouldn't be dressing like this."


  "Did you just get your powers?" Delta Rose asked dubiously. "I've been keeping pretty close track of all human paranormals, and I've never heard of you."


  "There's a simple reason for that," Jen replied. "We haven't been born yet."


  Delta Rose hissed something that a human mouth couldn't have come close to uttering, no doubt in her native tongue. "I'd really been hoping you people wouldn't figure out time travel. My superiors warned it might happen, given how you seem to have so little regard for the rest of natural law. How far have you come? And no, I won't ask for details of the future...if you know what I am, you know the Corps is about protecting the Planetary Confederation from mad science, not indulging in it."


  "About fifty years," JakZak admitted. "But we've come the long way, and we didn't exactly 'figure out' time travel, or we'd be home already."


  "I'm not sure if that makes me feel better or worse," Rose sighed.


  "To cut to the chase," Jen stepped forward slightly, "we don't really want to keep bouncing around time and space and risk breaking things further. We were hoping you could help us reach our home in a safer way, without having to live through all fifty years the long way. Perhaps a high speed slower-than-light craft so we could take advantage of time dilation?"


  "In any case, we need to be away from Earth during the intervening years, to avoid accidentally altering the timeline," JakZak added, leaving out the more personally important matter of needing to be as far away as possible to avoid dying in 1998. No need to warn anyone in this timeline about it, after all. They'd warned the Wanderer in the other timeline, since with a generation to prepare he might be able to find a less drastic solution to the problem than whatever he enacted in JakZak's own 1998. But this timeline had to suffer near-destruction, or it wouldn't be his home anymore.


  Rose thought for a moment. "I don't think we have anything that can reach more than a tenth of lightspeed, and even those ships are all ancient T!rir slowships. Hyperspace just made it pointless to develop that technology any further," she shrugged. Hyperspace was a sort of parallel reality where the physical constants were just different enough that the entire universe was only a few lightyears across, but every point in it mapped to a point in realspace. Entering it and traveling for a few days at easily-attained speeds would let you emerge a lightyear or more away in realspace. Unfortunately, it had its own speed limit, which meant that it could take half a year to get from one side of the Planetary Confederation to the other, no matter how good your ship was.


  "How about suspension?" Jen suggested. "I know that Scytharian cyborgs are stowed in a sort of hibernation, does that work on non-cyborgs?" The Third Age hero Blitzkrieg had been such a cold-storage cyborg, freed from Khadam by the Wanderer and his then-teammates in the Raiders.


  Rose nodded thoughtfully. "It's a bit hard on unmodified Santari, but I expect you're hardier than that, yes? I'm just a rookie in the Corps, but I could arrange for you to get slapped in a tube and stuck in a corner of some depot for fifty years. But why should I do anything?" she asked, narrowing her eyes. "Why not tell you to go buffer off to a desert island and get used to growing old together?"


  Fortunately, Jen and JakZak had been expecting to have to answer that sort of question.


  "Like I said," JakZak countered, "we haven't really 'figured out' time travel. I have no idea what would happen if I end up too close, spatially speaking, to my younger self once I do get born. It could get messy in a spectacular way," he added. Of course, he and Jen both knew from their schooling that the very powers that let one warp reality and travel through time also laughed arrogantly at the idea of paradox, but it still made a good bluff.


  "And just killing us to prevent that isn't a good idea either," Jen added. "Leaving aside how hard we are to kill, getting rid of us now might cause a paradox as well, if we were supposed to do something fifty five years from now that's important to the timeline."


  "Your best option for doing your job and protecting the PC from us scofflaw time travellers is to help us," JakZak concluded. "Stick us in a tube, set the timer for 2026, and then forget about us. Literally, if you're equipped with memory modification systems."


  Jen really hoped she'd buy that part of the plan...given how often humanity would be a pain in her surgically-altered ass in the 21st Century, there'd be a strong temptation for her to wait until 2026 and then dump their suspension tube into a star. All of their efforts at disguising their identities probably wouldn't work against someone as perceptive as the young Galactic Warrior, and Jen really didn't want to trust that Rose wouldn't realize that the Blue Scarab was just Solar Max in a blue color scheme.


  "Yyyyes," Rose frowned. "I don't like it, but I have the capability to edit my memory and lock certain things away for either a set amount of time, or until unlocked by a superior officer. It's one of the reasons the Corps likes cyborgs for field agents...if we're captured by criminals, it can be very difficult to get any secrets out of us. But I'm not too happy that you know about it. Best case, it means you're someone the Corps trusts, of course, but worst case it means our secrets are not so secret anymore in fifty years. I'd...better lock that particular speculation away too," she added.


  "So, how long will this all take to set up?" Jen smiled winningly, doing her best to conceal her sense of relief.


  * * * *


  [Galactic Warrior Corps Depot, date unknown]


  All things told, Jen decided she preferred emerging from the timestream to waking up from hibernation sleep. Her head was pounding, and she had pins and needles sensations running all over her body.


  Experimentally, she opened one eye a crack...the lighting seemed pretty bright, but not painfully so. The coffin-like suspension tube had been opened, though, and now that the cottony feeling was leaving her ears she could hear someone moving around with heavy steps.


  "Jzzk?" she said, the closest she could come to "JakZak" just then, with a tongue that felt like it was made of vulcanized rubber.


  The lights flickered...or did she blink? Her eyelids felt numb, maybe she blinked and didn't feel it.


  Then, despite her hazy state, she definitely felt something make the entire room jump slightly.


  "Whadafk?" she mumbled.


  There was another flicker, and suddenly a huge man with an obvious cybernetic eye, like some sort of half-mechanical version of the Green Knight, was looming over her.


  "Good morning," he said, his voice gravelly but oddly high pitched. "Sorry to have to wake you up early, but this whole depot is about to get reduced to debris unless I can find a way to stop an Ares unit. I don't suppose you've got super armor-blasting powers? Oh, by the way, your file says you're Terran, on Terra I used to go by the name Blitzkrieg. How do you do, Miss Swan?"


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


  Next Issue:


  It's hard to believe, but after all JakZak and Jen have been through, they're about to face..."Escalation"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Okay, now I've had a single scene shown from different angles in three different stories. Coherent Super Stories #4, Time Capsules #11, and now here.


  There's always a temptation, when doing time travel stories, or even backstory-fill stories, to explain away every little odd detail of older stories. For instance, having JakZak run into a young Dave Van Domelen in 1976 (the ASH universe's version of me would have been 13, the real me was 6) and thereby explain why the Professor later took JakZak under his wing and made him Solar Max II. Or have JakZak run into Solar Max in 2001 out in space, during a stop-off on the way home, for the same end result. But that way lies self-fanfic along the lines of the later Pern novels, and I'd rather avoid it. :) The Professor picked JakZak precisely for the reasons that appeared to be the case back in the Academy, he saw potential in the young man who was under his tutelage.


  To that end, I am trying to limit any time-travel-based "explanations" for events to things that have not yet been revealed. In other words, while you may see fallout from this time trip in post-Timequake stories (especially the results of whatever Nefarious Scheme that Triton's been enacting), I have tried to avoid using JakZak's and Jen's activities to explain anything that wasn't originally intended to have been due to them when I wrote it in the first place. If that makes sense. ;)


  Okay, then, here's a counter-example. Originally, before all the time travel stuff, the Baines family did not have a time capsule buried out in their yard, it was simply hidden behind a false wall in the basement. JakZak and Jen emerging from and creating a hole in their yard this issue meant the time capsule got shifted to the new hole. Cabbage versus rutabaga sort of change, but something intended from the time it was introduced to be a result of time travel.


  Perceptive readers may have noticed that when he's in armor, JakZak is almost always referred to by codename (Solar Max, Red Beetle, etc), not as JakZak. That's because it's how he thinks of himself, putting on the identity along with the outfit. But to Jen, he's still just JakZak, the guy she went to school with. And since this issue is written from her viewpoint (last issue kinda bounced between the two, but was mostly JakZak's), her perception of him is what we go with.


  "Confounding memories" magically is my little way of explaining why no one seems to know the date of Consort Song's demise...the whole year's been muddled up to keep people from remembering Devastation. ;)


  Oh, and "buffer off" isn't a typo. It's just Delta Rose having trouble with idioms again. I was inspired by Pomru from the Dynamo Joe comic when deciding how Rose would cope with idiomatic English. "Piece of spam, Sarge!"


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


  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


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


  Academy of Super-Heroes #87 - COMING HOME Part 4: Escalation


  The cover shows Solar Max, Jen Kleinvogel and an almost Liefeldian cyborg being blasted towards the reader by a massive explosion. Barely visible behind the explosion is a hulking form, roughly bipedal but seemingly without a head.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / MISSING!


  -- / Jen Kleinvogel / Flight, Stealth / MISSING!


  Blitzkrieg! / DU-3345 / Cyborg / GALACTICWARRIOR CORPS


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


  [Somewhere, somewhen]


  Waking from bio-stasis was a disorienting experience, and JakZak decided that if this was what a hangover felt like to someone without superhuman resilience, it was a wonder anyone ever got drunk twice. The combination of drugs and electromagnetic fields may have slowed the biochemical reactions in his body to a crawl, making the decades pass in a subjective few hours, but it still wasn't pleasant to wake up from.


  Less pleasant was the hulking figure standing over Jen's tube.


  "Good morning," the slab of muscle perched on seemingly too-frail legs said in a scratchy, high tenor voice. "Sorry to have to wake you up early, but this whole depot is about to get reduced to debris unless I can find a way to stop an Ares unit. I don't suppose you've got super armor-blasting powers? Oh, by the way, your file says you're Terran, on Terra I used to go by the name Blitzkrieg. How do you do, Miss Swan?" "Golden Swan" was the name Jen had given Delta Rose back in 1976 when they pair arranged to be put in hibernation.


  Solar Max blinked and sat up as rapidly as he could manage. "An Ares unit? What the hell is a planetary assault cyborg doing here?" While certainly a highly dangerous technology, the "brain in a jar"-style cyborgs the Santari used to implement the destruction of an entire world's population without rendering the world uninhabitable were...well, a genie that was well and truly out of the bottle. Not something that the Galactic Warrior Corps would be keeping hidden in one of its depots.


  "Assaulting the planet, of course," Blitzkrieg replied. "Well, asteroid, so it may be a bit of overkill. It seems this secret installation isn't as secret as we'd hoped, and someone has decided to make a withdrawal."


  Carefully easing himself out of the hibernation tube, Solar Max brought his armor systems back to full operating status and checked the time readout. "September 22, 2024," he muttered.


  "We're early," Jen frowned. She sounded a little more wobbly than Solar Max felt.


  "No, you're just in time for the party," Blitzkrieg grinned ferally. At least, it seemed like a feral grin...the cyborg's face was somewhat distorted by his implants, and he might not be capable of anything but a feral-looking grin. "Yes, I know you weren't supposed to be waken up for a while yet. But," he was interrupted as the room rocked again, "as you can tell, this place may not be here in Earth-year 2026."


  "Fine," Jen looked to be shaking off the hiber-hangover thanks to that old companion of theirs, adrenaline. "What do you know, other than the fact that we're probably going to die in the next few minutes?"


  "Know for sure?" Blitzkrieg shrugged his massive shoulders. "Not a lot. There's a Santari stealthship out there, I presume, since Ares units don't have built-in hyperdrives...thank the Builders for that one, the idea of an Ares able to go wherever it wanted on its own is pretty scary. I sent off a message drone, but they probably shot it down, and our usual standby patrol ship for the depot is busy on Earth making a delivery."


  "The planetkiller we tried to use on Rebus," Solar Max nodded, phrasing it as diplomatically as he could while shaking off the brain-cotton feeling. Saying "the planetkiller you people tried to use to wipe out Earth before Rebus could become a threat" [as seen in the Capstone miniseries - Ed.] would have been...impolitic. "So, whoever's behind this was waiting for your support team to leave."


  "Or waiting for confirmation that this place existed in the first place," Blitzkrieg replied. "If they have an Ares, they can probably deal with a patrol ship too. Anyway, since the only way to communicate faster than light is to send a ship, we're pretty much cut off. And even if we could get word to Earth in time, our main strategic resource there, Star Knight, has his hands full right now."


  The room rocked again.


  "How much time do we have?" Jen looked around nervously.


  "Depends on how you define it," Blitzkrieg frowned. "Not enough time to get help, but the outer defenses need to be treated gingerly if they want there to be anything left inside to steal. So we have enough time for me to finish filling you in on the situation and maybe even come up with a plan other than 'detonate the Hyperbomb and go down with the ship.'"


  "Hyperbomb," Solar Max said flatly.


  "Their likely target," the cyborg smirked. "With the Coronal Ejection Driver gone, it's the only immediately super-dangerous item here, although there's plenty of other stuff here that we confiscated before it could be finished, and might be what they're after. The three of us are, long term, the least dangerous things in this base."


  "What does a hyperbomb do? I take it that you're not just translating 'really big bomb' from Santari?" Jen asked.


  "The full name is Hyperspace Inversion Device. It swaps realspace and hyperspace inside the operational radius, which is a few millimeters. However, this much volume of hyperspace," he held up a strangely dainty hand and held thumb and forefinger a short distance apart, "maps onto as much volume as a solar system or so...hyperspatial mathematics isn't my strong suit, but the exact numbers don't *really* matter. Anyway, that much hyperspace comes into realspace, and the realspace it was mapped to gets shoved into hyperspace."


  "What happens to the difference?" Jen winced.


  "Reality cavitation," Solar Max answered. "You've just removed a chunk of space itself, and the vacuum energy density around it will crash back together like water around someone doing a cannonball into the pool."


  "It gets better," the cyborg's feral grin was back. "All of that realspace stuff gets smashed down to the size of a few millimeters across too, since that's all the room there is for it in hyperspace. If there's enough mass in the radius of effect, it gets compressed down to black hole density. Unfortunately, the fact we can survive in hyperspace as long as we have a ship to keep out all the hot plasma means that physics works pretty much the same way there as in realspace, so a black hole *will* form, instantly killing everyone caught in the hyperbomb's blast, and making for a rather nasty navigation hazard in hyperspace."


  "Um, does this asteroid have enough mass?" Jen asked.


  Blitzkrieg shook his head. "We're not dummies at the Galactic Warrior Corps. This depot is an isolated asteroid a million times too small to form a black hole, towed out far enough that there's only some interstellar dust to get caught up with it. Oh, everything here will get crushed to death, but just neutron star level, not black hole," he said, as if that would make them any less dead if they were caught in the effect. "We plan these depots so that if we have to scuttle, the side effects will be minimized. Of course, being way out in the middle of nowhere also means no way to call help on the radio. Unless one of you has some FTL-comm supertech on you?"


  Solar Max shook his head. "I could theoretically go into hyperspace on my own, I have roughly the same powers as Star Knight if not as strongly, but I've never tried. And, to be honest, me going to Earth right now would be a really bad idea."


  "Since you're already there, yeah," Blitzkrieg noted. "What, you didn't think a blue paint job would hide your identity, did you, 'Blue Scarab'? 'Golden Swan' may not ring any bells for me, but after that little stunt with the asteroid drop [in ASH #28 - Ed.] you went right on our List. You know, the 'dangerous things we may need to deal with some day' List. It's a good thing for you I'm running this depot and not one of our more paranoid types...at least I spent some time on Terra thirty-odd years ago as a 'superhero,' so I was willing to cut you some slack and not just dump your tube into a nearby star as soon as I recognized the armor from my inventory files."


  "Fine," Solar Max said flatly. "So you know who I am and what I can do. Or, at least, what I could do before we got timelost...but that's enough for planning purposes. What are our options?"


  "Well, I should probably officially deputize you, so the computers will let you in. But first, we could answer the comm," Blitzkrieg gestured to a flashing panel on the wall.


  * * * *


  [September 22, 2024 - PCS Carcharis]


  "Lord Mactor, the Ares unit confirms it has passed the final element of the outer defenses. Its size is limiting it to the larger passageways, which means facing the stronger inner defenses, but it is still at 95% operating capacity and its tactical computer estimates no likelihood of the inner defenses degrading its efficiency by more than another percent."


  Lucus Mactor, head of House Mactor's covert operations, nodded. At some point, he had been told the original name and gender of the Santari whose brain was used as the core of the Ares, but despite his generally excellent grasp of information, it had slipped his mind as being utterly unimportant. True, Ares candidates were a rare breed...loyal enough to be trusted with enough firepower to lay waste to a planetary surface, but having done something that merited a fate most Santari considered far worse than death. But it was enough to know that this poor bastard had fallen into that narrow band, Lucus really didn't need to know the details. Nor, for that matter, did the Ares unit. Not anymore. It wasn't a he or a she anymore, and it only retained those memories necessary to its missions. The *idea* of loyalty could be retained while erasing all the specific memories that had led to it, which ironically made that loyalty stronger. After all, it was no longer possible to contradict the reasons behind the emotion, as those reasons no longer existed.


  "I believe it is time to talk to the obsolete hunk of scrap in charge of this depot," Lucus told the Dectos at the communications station. "Laser comm only, and bounce it off one of our decoys. They shouldn't have any anti-ship weaponry left at this point, but," he shrugged. In a way, he was trying to teach his grandmother to chew baroroot, the Dectos knew his job as well as Lucus knew his own. Still, institutionalized paranoia and redundancy were survival traits in a special operations 'Turion such as himself.


  "Link established, awaiting response," the Dectos replied. If the man resented being told how to do his job, he was smart enough not to let it show. A moment later, he added, "Response coming in."


  "On screen, please, I'd like to see his expression," Lucus smiled. Of course, his own face would be replaced with an entirely different image, a purely fictional visage that the computers would overlay and animate to look as real as possible. Just because the person on the other end was likely to be dead soon didn't give any excuse for carelessness.


  "...are intruding in Restricted Space," the grotesque face on the viewscreen was saying. Lucus shuddered. An antiquated DU-series Scytharian, the depot's lone defender was practically a parody of everything that all right-thinking Santari found abhorrent about cybernetics. An unappealing mix of obvious mechanical parts and biologically twisted organics, all function over form. House Mactor insisted on cyborgs that either could pass as Santari (save for the legally-required markings) or that were so completely mechanical that they could be seen as machines and not people. Abominations like this DU-3345 made Lucus's skin crawl.


  "You are in no position to be telling us where we can and cannot be," Lucus replied, after fighting back his revulsion. "Our asset on the ground has destroyed all of your outer defenses and will be at the heart of your depot in short order. It is equipped with counters to all Corps weaponry, you do not stand a chance against it. But if you surrender, I promise you'll be allowed to live...albeit with some holes in your memory, and you won't be working quite so glamorous a job." There was always a need for more hands down in the mines of Scutor Mactis, where no one would have to see that... thing.


  "Don't think you know everything there is to know, Crim," the cyborg sneered. It stepped back and the view widened to take in two other figures. "We didn't send our entire reserves away, just in case someone like you was waiting to play the part of carrion beast. Recall your Ares unit and you just might be able to get away before reinforcements arrive. Or stay, and we'll have you wrapped up and ready for your very own corrective brain implants when the patrol boat gets back from its mission."


  Lucus frowned, although he had tapped out a command on his console to keep the simulated face he was projecting from mimicking the expression. An armored figure and a Santari or maybe Terran woman flanked DU-3345. He didn't recognize the woman at all, but the other one looked uncomfortably like one of those Terran freaks, one of the ones who could manipulate gravity. Very well, he wasn't a concern, then...the Ares had been prepared to deal with Star Knight, after all. But if the woman was also a freak, she wasn't one who had appeared in the briefings on Terra that Lucus had read, and that made her an unknown factor.


  Still, the whole plan was a risk, and Lucus had already cast his lots. "I think you overstate your resources," Lucus smiled, an expression that the virtual face seen by the defenders *did* convey. "A pity you didn't choose to accept our most generous terms, but the Ares has been looking forward to some live target practice...."


  * * * *


  [September 22, 2024 - GWC Depot 8-Crimson-B]


  "Okay, *now* we don't have a lot of time, however you look at it," Blitzkrieg said after the communication link was terminated. "Whoever that was, he wouldn't be calling unless he was certain the Ares was past all the heavy stuff."


  "You don't know for sure?" Jen asked, tying her hair back in a bun as she talked.


  The cyborg shook his head. "Too many sensor ghosts, not to mention sensors themselves being hors d'oeurves of combat. Their countersensor suite is top of the line stuff...not quite as good as our sensors, but good enough when paired with lots of good ol'fashioned shooty."


  "So, the deputy thing?" Solar Max suggested.


  "Right. Feeding your biometrics into the system...and there, you're deputized. We can worry about the oaths and stuff later if we survive," Blitzkrieg smirked. "Swan..."


  "Kleinvogel, actually," Jen interjected.


  "A good solid German name, I approve," Blitzkrieg nodded. "Kleinvogel, there should be a spare Patrolman uniform in the arms locker that'll fit you. It might not stop any of the Ares's weapons, but it's also a vac suit, and I can't guarantee our atmospheric integrity too much longer. In fact, outside that door, it's probably vacuum already."


  "Plan?" Solar Max asked as Jen went to the indicated locker and started to swap her faded STRAFE uniform for a red and white Galactic Warrior Corps suit.


  "You and I go try to slow that thing down. Beat it if possible, but I doubt that'll happen. Jen heads for the Hyperbomb and arms it...now that she's Corps, it'll let her."


  "What about the Ares being specially protected against Corps weaponry?" Jen asked, examining a pistol that clearly was meant for the holster of the uniform she now wore.


  Blitzkrieg shrugged. "A standard loadout on an Ares is going to shrug off both standard settings of a Tsaran blaster," an electrical blaster that could also have its charge sent through a special crystal to emit a beam of coherent Cerenkov radiation, or Tsaran radiation as the Santari called it, "and Paxgas isn't too useful against a brain in a jar. My own sidearm," he pointed to the bulky cannon currently slung across his back, "is just a big Tsaran rifle, so the electric shielding and refractory coating of the Ares will probably do just fine. My acid vents might do some damage if I can get close enough, though."


  Solar Max nodded. "From what Scorch told me about the Ares he helped fight...will help fight [in ASH #75 - Ed.]...they seem to be less well defended against melee attacks."


  "Usually nothing gets close enough to an Ares to try. Wait, there's an Ares on Earth?" Blitzkrieg blinked.


  "Decommissioned," Jen pointed out. "Missing most of its main weaponry. Calling up a base map...this is where I need to go?" she pointed to a spot on the map.


  "Yes," the cyborg confirmed. "We don't network any of the arming systems, too much chance of an outside hack. So you'll have to go there in person to do the job. Let's go...we can talk more on the way, I've got the comm frequencies for your helmet, Max, and Kleinvogel's helmetcomm is already in my command net."


  The door opened, and as predicted there was no air in the corridor, but the burst of wind that followed didn't do more than rock Blitzkrieg on his heels a little. Jen went shadowy behind her gravitic sheath and flew off by creating a gradient in spacetime.


  "How modular are Ares units, anyway?" Solar Max asked as he accompanied Blitzkrieg towards where the sensors thought the Ares probably was. "If they did rig some special surprises for you, how much room would there be for customizing?"


  "Quite a bit. Ares units are too rare and expensive to be tied down by too many unalterable pieces of hardware. They probably removed all the orbital re-entry systems and long range weaponry, and clearly packed in as much anti-detection gear as they could find. But the re-entry boosters are a pretty big system, there'd be plenty of room and power reserve left for some big surprises."


  "Terrific. Wanna bet this one doesn't have all the open gaps that Supernaut had?"


  * * * *


  For all its system-destroying power, the Hyperbomb looked like nothing so much as a piece of laboratory equipment. That made sense, Jen decided. The GWC's mandate to protect the Planetary Confederation from dangerous technology suggested that this sort of thing would never get the chance at a "production model", so it was really just a bunch of standard lab gear put together in the right configuration to get the desired effect. And if "standard lab gear" meant something else to a Santari scientist compared to a human one, Jen wasn't enough of a techie to tell the difference.


  "Hey, Blitzkrieg," Jen asked over the comm as she started the arming sequence. "Why wasn't this just dismantled and the pieces buried in inventory? It doesn't look like something that'd be dangerous to take apart. Or even particularly hard to."


  "Above my pay grade, as you Terrans would say," came the reply. "And while I hear things, I only trust you two so far, eh?"


  Jen frowned, but nodded. Deputies or no, they were still outsiders. And being one of STRAFE's command hierarchy had taught her a lot about information security. Still, it wasn't too hard to speculate...the GWC had fairly small numbers and a big job. If they always dismantled the stuff they confiscated, eventually someone would tell them "no, you can't have my widget" and they wouldn't be able to do anything about it. But as long as they had a few weapons of insane destruction hidden around the galaxy, it was very hard to say no to their requests.


  "I just had a thought," JakZak broke in on the link. "They've got an Ares. They've got a ship that can sneak up on this place and avoid any anti-ship defenses you might have. How much do these guys HAVE in resources, anyway?"


  "Well, it's obviously one of the Great Houses," Blitzkrieg replied. "Only the PC Fleet is even allowed to have stealth systems that good on their ships, but a lot of Fleet ships are officially on 'detached duty' to one House or another."


  "Where 'detached' means 'we gave them a ship,'" Jen muttered.


  "And a crew," Blitzkrieg's tone clearly agreed with Jen's own. "At least the Houses pay the crews and cover maint costs, but ship construction comes out of the Fleet budg...oops, company, gotta go," Blitzkrieg said, and muted the comm just as the sound of weaponsfire started.


  "Okay, you starkiller thingy, you're armed," Jen said to no one in particular as she entered the final sequence that Blitzkrieg had sent to the heads-up display of her helmet. Not so much a security code as an "are you really sure you want to do this?" protocol. Anyone getting physical access to the device wouldn't be stopped by any code, after all. But now she could set it to detonate at will. AND remotely.


  "What other goodies do we have here?" she mused aloud. She knew she wouldn't be much good against the Ares unarmed, but maybe she could find something here.


  The inventory list scrolled by, but it was mostly in Santari technical jargon. Sure, the computer was translating regular words into English for her benefit, but there *was* no English equivalent for a lot of these cutting edge science concepts. A few terms she did understand were pretty clearly referring to biological agents, and it wasn't likely the Ares would be bothered by those. And to judge from the contents of the room, very little would be portable other than those bioagents.


  Wait.


  "Melliboma Crystal swords."


  As far as she could tell, these were actually Blitzkrieg's own property. Something he'd stored in the depot's inventory because they constituted dangerous technology, but he hadn't been wearing them when Jen was waken from the hibernation tube. Maybe he didn't consider them any good against an Ares, but Jen had some first-hand experience in how useful swords could be against a monster. Even a techno-monster.


  In a drawer, which fortunately unlocked at her command, were a pair of strangely shaped swords. The hilts were sized for a woman's hands, but the blades were slabs of metal a meter long and a good ten centimeters from blade to back. Single-edged, but that edge gleamed with an odd intensity. "Huh. This looks like," she picked one up, surprised by the weight. "Collapsinum! I guess someone named Melliboma discovered it here. Blitzy must've gotten these made on Earth during that superhero career of his. And monomolecular edges, unless I miss my guess. Oh, these will definitely do."


  * * * *


  "Okay, now we know what it did with the extra space!" Solar Max grunted as he diverted a stream of antimatter grains just enough to miss him and chew chunks out of the corridor wall, exposing the asteroid rock behind it. "I can't do jack to him with my gravity powers."


  "Yeah, I think he's got a starship-level artificial grav generator in there, it's locking his personal gravity down to a set level. Must've been installed to deal with Star Knight," Blitzkrieg replied as he fired another ineffectual blast from his oversized arm cannon. "And his secondary weapons are laying down too much fire for me to get close enough to use my acid vents." It was strange hearing Blitzkrieg talk without seeing any movement of his mouth...a human would have still been "talking" normally even in a vacuum, but the cyborg just routed his thoughts directly to the comm and didn't bother with appearances. "Got any other tricks?"


  "Well, we're too far from a star for me to try pulling my other main offensive power...and it's not a great idea to use it in close quarters anyway," Solar Max barely dodged a beam of green energy. "This one certainly isn't as chatty as Supernaut."


  "Operational security. It's probably not even cleared to speak with us," Blitzkrieg fired a plasma grenade and stepped back to avoid being singed by his own attack.


  "Hey, are we even slowing this thing down?" Solar Max asked.


  "Given how fast we're walking backwards, probably not," Blitzkrieg admitted. "Kleinvogel, you got the Hyperbomb armed?" he asked. "Kleinvogel?"


  Suddenly there was a blur and the right arm of the Ares unit was severed at the elbow, dropping to the corridor floor with a clang that Blitzkrieg couldn't hear, but felt through his feet.


  "Sorry, was already committed to the run, and any transmission might've tipped my hand," Jen apologized as her shadowy form hovered for a moment next to the Galactic Warrior. "And yes, it's armed, I can give it voice commands now."


  "Huh, I didn't know it took voice commands. Not like mad scientists write operating manuals, though," Blitzkrieg shrugged. "How'd you get that arm to fall off...wait, it's reattaching the thing, frag."


  "At least it stopped shooting so much for a second," Solar Max pointed out. "I've got an idea, it'll let us get some breathing room. It may be in a bubble of artgrav, but...well, you two pull back NOW."


  There was a rumble, and the floor, walls and ceiling slammed together between them and the Ares as Solar Max created a powerful gravity well in the middle of the corridor.


  "Good job!" Blitzkrieg shouted. "It can't get through the side corridors, but it won't take long for it to laser through the rubble. I'm afraid we're going to have to blow this paco stand!"


  "Did Delta Rose teach you slang?" Jen asked.


  * * * *


  [ISS Carcharis]


  "Incoming transmission from the depot," the comm Dectos said.


  Lucus nodded. "Status of the Ares?" he asked another of his bridge crew.


  "It has analyzed the structural integrity of the surrounding rock and is 97% certain it can clear the rubble with five blasts of its tertiary lasers without further collapse," was the reply.


  "Very well," Lucus smiled. "Tell it to wait for my command to break through. Let's see what they want to say. On screen," he commanded.


  "Raider vessel, this is your final warning," DU-3345 said. It seemed a bit worse for wear, although Lucus couldn't think of any way for it to get uglier.


  "You're in no position to be warning us, abomination," Lucus smiled in a predatory way. "Our Ares can get through your barrier with trivial ease, the only reason it hasn't already is because I felt like letting you speak. I'm afraid it's too late to surrender, though. And don't bother trying to escape, my other assets have already located and disabled the pods."


  The cyborg frowned, but didn't seem surprised. "We're not planning to surrender. But we *are* planning on detonating the Hyperspatial Inversion Device. Oh, yes, it's in working order. If you start running now, you might just get far enough away not to get sucked in and destroyed. But no guarantees on that count. Not sure you have enough time to pick up any 'assets' you have on the depot, though...."


  Lucus cut the outgoing transmission with a quick keystroke. "Is he bluffing?" His mission hadn't been specific in terms of what to take, the plan had been to grab whatever was portable and sort it out later.


  "'Turion, the inventory list our inside man provided does include such a weapon. And sensors are picking up a signature now that's like a hyperdrive, but not exactly," Lucus's executive officer replied. "As a cyborg, the Corpsman down there could have been hardwired with a suicide protocol, so I think we need to assume he's serious."


  Lucus made a decision. "Cut comm. Full speed away from the depot. Tell the Ares to resume his attack...if it's a bluff, they won't save themselves with it, and if it's not a bluff, they're probably not bluffing about our not having time to retrieve the Ares anyway." Lucus hated the idea of leaving such an expensive asset behind, but at least the *men* he'd sent aboard earlier to disable the escape pods had all returned. In the end, the Ares was just a tool, and he owed it no loyalty.


  "Hyper signature increasing in strength," the sensors officer added.


  "Engineering, now may be a good time to ignore safety margins," Lucus said into the intra-ship comm. "All power to propulsion!"


  * * * *


  [GWC Depot 8-Crimson-B]


  "The good news is they're running," Blitzkrieg said, his cybernetic systems hooked into the few remaining external sensors.


  "The bad news is they left our pal the warbot behind, and it seems annoyed," Solar Max pointed out.


  "And the worse news is it won't matter in a few minutes, since the Hyperbomb is on final countdown," Jen added. "Run away anyway?"


  "Sounds like a plan," Solar Max grabbed Blitzkrieg by the left arm and started thrusting down the corridor, Jen flanking him closely. The rubble burst apart behind them, a few bits streaking past but none striking them.


  "You said...you could enter...hyperspace?" Blitzkrieg grunted, as they took high-gee turns through the depot's corridors, staying just ahead of seeker missiles fired by the Ares. "Star Knight needs...hyperdrive. Got one in...your armor?"


  "From what I've read, Ritter uses the hyperdrive in his suit to help store and bleed off excess energy. He might be able to enter hyperspace without it, though, the first Solar Max certainly could," Solar Max replied.


  "We've got about a minute at this point, guys," Jen warned. "Assuming the Ares doesn't catch us first." She raised her borrowed sword and caught a plasma beam on its flat, deflecting it to one side.


  "Well, now would be a really good time to try," Blitzkrieg suggested.


  "Not yet," Solar Max said. "If we're in hyperspace when it happens, we'll just be shunted out into the reality cavitation, which will kill us just as dead, I expect. Can I have a countdown to detonation?"


  A series of flashing numbers appeared on his helmet display.


  "Thanks. Jen, remember Ibiza?"


  "The bachelor party for Radner? [CSV #24 - Ed.] Hard to forget... trapped in a warp bubble, and Challenger hit me with an Emp dart so I could try to pop it. The backlash threw me halfway across the planet."


  "Well, this one's gonna throw us a little farther, I expect," Solar Max said apologetically. "Three...two...one...NOW!"


  * * * *


  The world turned inside out and caught fire. At least, that's how it felt. Jen's suit may have been good against vacuum, but it wasn't really meant to be in bare hyperspace, a dimension filled with plasma at over a thousand degrees Celsius, a baby universe not yet old enough to turn transparent.


  Fortunately, or unfortunately, they weren't yet all the way into hyperspace when the device activated.


  Halfway in, halfway out, the inversion effect was all too familiar to Jen. It was just like Ibiza.


  And like in Ibiza, she blacked out.


  * * * *


  [Interstellar Space, date unknown]


  Solar Max was the first to recover, being in the unenviable position of having the most experience with violent space-time eruptions. His armor's navcomputer was churning through astronomical data to determine their position, but the brightness of the nearest star suggested they'd at least landed pretty close to it. Hopefully it was inhabited...he doubted Jen could last indefinitely in that suit, and it was visibly charred from just a short stay in hyperspace.


  "Ow," Blitzkrieg remarked, waking from the blast. "Hey, we're in Delta Rose's home system!"


  "That was fast," Solar Max blinked behind the insectile lenses of his helmet. "My astronav is still chewing on the data."


  "Nah, I just picked up the navigation beacon signals, I'll show you the frequency," Blitzkrieg replied, and suddenly an extra channel appeared on Solar Max's display. "See? Well, okay, you don't read Santari script, but trust me. Not a lot of tourism here, but the Corps recruits enough of Delta's people that there's always a Corps ship in the area. I'll just call for a pickup, they should hear it in...oh, three hours, I guess."


  "Oh, goody," Jen sighed, having groaned back into consciousness. "So, what now? We bum around the galaxy for a couple of years until we can go home without doubling ourselves?"


  "That...won't be a problem," Blitzkrieg frowned. "There must've been some funky time-dilation effects at the Inverter's interface. We just lost nearly two years. In fact, we're past your original wake-up call date."


  * * * *


  [June 12, 2026 - Near Earth Orbit]


  The Galactic Warrior Corps prison transport wasn't the most comfortable of accomodations, but with the doors left unlocked and the restraint systems offline, the cells were really no worse than the crew's quarters. Spartan, sure, but it's not like a lot of luxury spaceliners headed out to a fringe world like Earth. And hyperspace was a lot less unpleasant when you weren't swimming in it, JakZak reflected, as he tugged at his red and white GWC uniform. The color scheme was used for the Patrolman rank, bottom of the totem pole. And the specific combination of red and white in it was supposed to indicate the bottom of that rank, too.


  The Corps had decided that paperwork would be a lot simpler if he and Jen stayed deputized until they could be dropped off at Earth, and while his armor had been designed for long-term occupancy, that didn't mean he enjoyed being too bulky to function normally on ship. Hence the change in clothes.


  "The captain told me we drop out of hyperspace in a few minutes," Jen poked her head into JakZak's cell. "We'll still be a few hours from being able to land, but we can at least send our report, and take any return calls1." With that, she walked off down the corridor and climbed the short ladder into the control room.


  JakZak straightened the jacket of his borrowed uniform and followed, noting again with wry amusement the pole mounted next to the steep stairs. The ship's skipper was one of the rare Pranir to join the Corps, a mid-rank Corpsman with a blue uniform. If JakZak read the subtleties of Corps rank insignias correctly, the specific shades of blue meant that "Dispenses- Justice-Evenhandedly" was a pretty junior "lieutenant".


  "Good day, captain," JakZak greeted the Pranir coiled at the command chair.


  "This isn't Fleet, Mr. Taylor. And you're only in my chain of command as a bureaucratic convenience anyway...you don't need to address me as captain. You can call me D.J."


  "You gotta admit, with four arms he could really work the console as one," Jen smiled, winking at JakZak. "A D.J., that is," she added when JakZak gave her a blank look. "Disc...oh, ha ha," she laughed flatly as she realized JakZak was pulling her leg.


  "No, what *are* you talking about?" the Pranir asked. "About all I know about your planet comes from official briefing materials and whatever I catch on the Terran News Network 'bytes when the route takes me through here."


  JakZak snorted. "TNN? You get your news from Khadam's mouthpiece?"


  "What can I say?" D.J. shrugged, all four arms going up and down in a complicated rippling motion that probably conveyed a specific meaning in his race's body language. "Breaks-Stories-Dramatically is quite attractive."


  "Oh yeah, Pranir news anchors," Jen chuckled. "JakZak, I gave Linnard our report," she gestured to the "redshirt" copilot and communications officer. "He'll send it off to ASH HQ once we're clear for comm."


  "Good, good," JakZak nodded. The really sensitive stuff would have to wait for an in-person briefing, but he and Jen had decided to write up the broad outlines and transmit it ahead of their landing. If nothing else, it'd speed up getting landing clearance for the ship...although if anything did delay them, JakZak could always put on his armor and fly down ahead. He wasn't going to let red tape keep him away from his wife!


  The viewscreens currently displayed abstractions based on the faint mass anisotropies of hyperspace, the currents and eddies that could cause small but significant course deviations. Actually displaying a visual would have been pretty useless, as it was a uniform reddish glow outside as far as any normal human or Pranir eye could tell. The original Solar Max claimed to have seen more of a grayness, but that may have been a result of his sensitivity to gravitational fields unconsciously overriding his effectively useless eyes.


  "Emergence in three...two...one...entering realspace," D.J. announced.


  JakZak felt a faint surge of nausea as the craft crossed the dimensional boundaries. Most people didn't feel a thing, assuming the drive was in good working order, but his powers made him a little too sensitive. It beat all hell out of the wrenching kick in the gut that his jump away from the Hyperbomb had been though.


  The viewscreens shifted, now showing visual data, including two screens filled with the image of Earth below. After a cursory check of his ship's instrumentation, D.J. called up an inset window and started downloading TNN "Newsbytes".


  "Message sent," Linnard told Jen.


  Meanwhile, something had caused D.J. to click his beak in what JakZak was pretty sure was apprehension.


  "Did your foxy newslady lose her job?" JakZak asked, arching an eyebrow.


  "I think you may want to see this 'byte, actually," D.J. put it up on the main screen. A human newsanchor was on the screen, with a "BREAKING NEWS!" banner underneath him.


  "Chet Carson for Terran News Network, the galaxy's eye on Earth, with breaking news. After an absence of nearly two months, since the events surrounding the Prix Ultime, Chancellor Radner of Khadam has re-emerged! Broadcasting from a hitherto hidden city deep in the Amazon River Basin, he had the following greeting for the world...."


  "Oh, lovely," JakZak buried his face in his hands and sighed.


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


  Next Issue:


  "Coming Home" continues in Conclave of Super-Villains Annual #2, "Revelation"! Then come back here for the epilogue, "Resolution"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Blitzkrieg! (the ! is officially part of his name, but I decided to leave it off in the actual story) is a parody of Liefeldian cyborgs, and was a PC in the Raiders RPG campaign that helped spawn the ASH Universe. He had the disturbing musculature, the one glowing eye, the square-barrelled CHOOM cannon, the vaguely curly hair with single slender braid out the back, the teeny hands and feet, etc. A Scytharian of roughly 1900 AD vintage, he was active as a superhero for a few years after his reactivation in 1992, then got recruited into the Galactic Warrior Corps as Delta Rose's lieutenant. Eventually he got moved to other duties, as seen here.


  If you compressed the Earth down to a 4 millimeter radius, it would indeed form a black hole. The Schwarzschild Radius for Earth's mass of 5.98e24 kg is about 4.4 mm.


  The term "podcast" doesn't exist in the ASH Universe, but the general idea still took hold. TNN trademarked "Newsbyte", but the generic term is either "squawk" or "'byte" (which is, obviously, taken from Newsbyte). Squawks have been around in-setting for over a decade, but since podcasting didn't exist in 1994 when I started writing, I didn't put 'em in stories before now. And if you don't like it, you can 'byte me. ;)


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


  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


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


  Conclave of Super Villains Annual #2 - COMING HOME Part 5: Revelation


  The cover shows Triton and Aegis in clearly Roman surroundings, looking at their reflections in a polished silver mirror. On the other side of the mirror, however, the reflections show an older, helmetless Derek Radner in golden armor, and a younger reflection of Aegis wearing his old EUROPA uniform.
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  Annual #2 - Coming Home Part 5


  "Revelation"
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  PROLOGUE


  [June 12, 2026 - Terran News Network Newsbyte]


  Chancellor Derek Radner stood atop a dais of golden brick, wearing his Strafe armor while carrying the horned helmet beneath his left arm. The armor had once again been repainted, but this time the color scheme was gleaming gold against a grainy spectrum of multicolored sand, from bone white to dark grit in tide-licked waves. He seemed older, his face weather-worn. Instead of the AstroSpear, he wielded living lightning in the shape of a trident.


  Flanking him were the twins Cas and Pol Ierulli-Kiris, mirror images of one another. However, they were not wearing their old EUROPA costumes, nor the Swiss Guard adaptation that Cas had worn as Aegis. Instead, they wore gleaming silver armors that were sleek imitations of the Strafe design, helmless but with reflective round shields on opposite arms: Cas on the left, Pol on the right. A holographic image of a Medusa's head glowered in the midst of Castor's shield, while a Tenniel-styled Jabberwock twisted upon Pol's.


  "I am Chancellor Derek Radner of Khadam, Triton of the Conclave of Super-Villains, and I have seen Death and lived," he said, looking right into the camera. "Furthermore, I have not returned alone." A shadow fell over his face for a moment, heralding the arrival of a winged stag-man alighting before Derek and going down on one knee. "Peryton. Aegis. Lookingglass. Glimpse what we have wrought while the world thought us dead. Welcome to El Dorado, my hidden city of gold and wonders!" He raised his trident high while the twins raised their shields in unison.


  "Impossible, you say? As Lewis Carroll's White Queen advocated, one should believe in six impossible things before breakfast. But there are merely *five* impossible villains who have declared war on the Conclave of Super-Villains, and I challenge them to face our paradox. Beware, Chiaroscuro, Anhydra, Talus, Matrioshka, and your oh-so-secretive leader Never. We are coming for you."


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


  CHAPTER ONE


  [August 23, 79 C.E. - Pompeii]


  The shining speck that was Solar Max finally vanished over the horizon, and Jen Kleinvogel's shadowy form had been lost to sight minutes ago. Derek "Triton" Radner and Cas "Aegis" Ierulli-Kiris stood in wary silence on the mountainside overlooking the highly doomed Roman city. Derek wore the armor he had "inherited" from TwenCen villain Strafe, decorated in the colors he had chosen to represent his "ruling house" in Khadam. Cas wore the badge of the Helvetican Guard, having served the Vatican since his break with EUROPA.


  "Might I speak to you a moment?" Triton said in a soft voice to Aegis.


  "I have nothing to say to you, killer," Aegis replied.


  "Really? Because I have an idea on how we can save your brother," Triton said. Diplomatically, he didn't dispute the accusation. Rebus had been the hand that killed Pol, after all, but as leader of the mission, Derek could be said to be responsible.


  "Save Pol? You killed him in cold blood two years ago," Aegis snapped. "I still intend to see you executed for your crime, Triton."


  "Think about it, Aegis," Triton countered. "We are in the past. I didn't kill Pol two years ago, I *will* kill him nearly two *thousand* years from now...but there are all sorts of things we can do to ensure that the same tragedy doesn't happen in the future...provided we can get away from these do-gooders and *lightly* tamper with the timeline."


  "What makes you think you can do it without destroying us all?" Aegis asked. His expression told Triton that he could see the same possibility Triton had, the gaps into which a hoax could be perpetrated. But doubt remained.


  "Because I'm me, and I layer contingency upon contingency," Triton replied. He opened a small compartment in his armor and showed Aegis what he hid inside. It was a tiny piece of plasm.


  "What is it?" Aegis asked.


  "A piece of Myriad, a seed with which we can grow a future and fool the world," Triton said. "Trust me. I need not be your brother's killer, and we could have Pollux back, along with Peryton. Are you with me? Because if you are, we need to get away *now*."


  Anger and hope warred for ascendancy in Aegis's expression. Vengeance drove the young man harshly, but it only did so because of a terrible loss that Triton now offered to undo.


  "All right. What do we do?" Aegis said at last.


  "Sheath us in your invisibility, and we find a place where we can scheme in peace," Triton said. Even though Kleinvogel had departed, Aegis would retain a copy of her power for a few minutes, long enough for Triton's purposes. "Don't worry. I know enough tricks to keep them from finding us. When our preparations are done, you and I can travel back to our proper time."


  "What about Solar Max and Kleinvogel?" Aegis asked. "We can't strand them here!"


  "If I know Zachary, he will turn the sun inside out to reunite with Meteor," Triton said. "They'll find their own way back." And if they didn't, Triton would shed no tears, of course.


  "Then let's go," said Aegis.


  Triton smiled behind his faceplate. He made for a great Mephistopheles. "By the way, how's your Latin?"


  * * * *


  [October 1, 80 C.E. - Ostia]


  The apartment was lit brilliantly by one last spark of electricity from Derek's fingertips, and he leaned back to inspect his work. It was inelegant, and it had cost him a great deal of the functionality of his Strafe armor, but the small metal cap represented the keystone in his plan to return himself and Cas to the 21st Century.


  Just then, Cas entered. "Another day, another drachma. Or prutah, as the case may be," he plunked a small bronze coin on the table. The two of them were careful to take on odd jobs suitable to foreigners so that they'd blend in, but the true source of their income tended to involve judicious theft from places where it wouldn't be missed, far from Rome. But time spent on honest jobs also helped them better learn to blend in with the rest of the inhabitants, something that had come in quite handy the last time Solar Max had come looking for them...and failed utterly, despite being within fifty paces of Cas at one point.


  "You're just in time, I've completed the Engram Enhancer," Derek held up the skullcap. "It should let you call up the powers of anyone you've copied, briefly, but only once. After that, the pattern will be burned out. Um, sorry, no pun intended," Derek added. Cas had unwittingly been the "burnout killer" of Eurasia's equivalent of the Academy, his ability to copy and enhance powers leading to numerous accidental deaths at ASIE. The Academy's bane had been a Khadamite shapeshifter, a more powerful version of the Alpha-Rho series that had joined Derek's Conclave of Super-Villains as Myriad.


  "It's ready for a test, then?" Cas asked, apparently unfazed by the reference. Derek doubted the young man had really gotten over his accidental killings...he was simply too driven now by the thought of getting Pollux back to care.


  Derek nodded. "Pick a fairly useless power this time, obviously."


  "Hm, there was a Vogue Ghoul I met at the Vatican a while back, she could control and modify ceramics. She specialized in making blades that could sneak past metal detectors, came to try to get absolution after one of her creations was involved in the murder of a child. I could try making this plate stronger," Cas suggested, picking up a simple clay platter. Vogue Ghouls were Eurasia's answer to the Paragangers of Manhattan...superhumans ranging from fashionable poser to full-on psychotic, "organized" into gangs that wasted their energies on internecine struggles and partying.


  "Ah, yes. That would be good," Derek nodded. "And I think I can even find a use for a piece of advanced ceramics. I've been looking for a way to make sure someone gets a 'letter' from me in the TwenCen, and that would be perfect. Look, give me a few minutes to etch my message onto this plate, and try to remember as much as you can about this Vogue Ghoul." The plate in question was a simple round dinner plate, made of bisque-fired clay. Not exactly the sort of thing people used in this day and place, but Derek had made or commissioned a set of "uptime" place settings to help make the apartment feel a little more homelike.


  Cas pulled a still-warm meat roll from a street vendor out of his bag and chewed it thoughtfully as he wracked his brain for memories of that girl. What had her name been? Oh, yes...Sofia. At least, that's the name she'd given. Probably not her real one. She had an annoying tic, too. Kept brushing hair out of her eyes, even though she kept it in a buzzcut so there was none to fall in her face.


  Derek had opened up a scroll covered in unfamiliar symbols and was copying its contents onto the simple clay plate using a metal scribing tool. "Are you comfortable with my explanation of the timestream yet?" he asked as he scratched away at the plate. [For the explanation, see Derek Radner's Private Journal #4 - Ed.]


  "More or less. The more you teach me about quantum gravity, though, the more sense your ideas make. A sort of mix of Newtonian determinism and Fischerian observer theory," Cas replied around a mouthful of food. Fischer had been best known for his accomplishments in industrial supertech in the 1990s, but shortly before the False Rapture had made some significant advances in normaltech science by studying various pieces of Santari and Pranir technology. His accomplishments included a coherent theory of quantum gravity that had just been starting to get accepted by scientists in the 2020s, if Derek was to be believed. Of course, for all Cas knew, Derek was feeding him just enough truth in with a bunch of plausible lies designed to help him do whatever it was that needed doing. Violation Physics tended to work in the way you expected it to work, rather than the way the universe would prefer, after all.


  "Good, good," Derek nodded. "The observer effect isn't really that strong, not for normal people, but it's my solid place to stand. With that, and the lever of our combined Magenes, we're going to move the world. And then you'll make us a nice little warp bubble to hide in for a few millennia, and we'll wake up to a world where Pollux never really died...."


  * * * *


  [March 24, 81 C.E. - The ruins of Carthage]


  "Cartago delenda est," Derek smirked, looking about at ruins over a century old. "And this particular part of Carthage doesn't attract the notice of archaeologists until 2025, so it should be a safe place to bury our little time capsule," he told Cas as they carefully set the coffin down. Inside of it was most of the Strafe armor, stripped of as many systems as Derek could safely remove and turned into a long-term incubator.


  Cas nodded, then brushed a stray hair out of his eyes. A non-existent stray hair. "Myriad's spore, or whatever it is, and the bags of nutrient broth we packed into the armor...they'll keep for nineteen hundred or so years?"


  "Or more, if needed," Derek beamed. "The Strafe armor is a miracle of preservative technology, designed to keep its wearer alive for years at a time with no ill effects...it's why PsidF/X wanted it so badly that he made the fatal mistake of betraying me. [In CSV #11 - Ed.] For a hardier life form such as the Alpha Rho series, its power core will suffice for an estimated *ten* millennia of minimal life support. And once the timer ticks over, it'll bring the spore out of stasis, feed it up to maturity and program it with the lessons I provided. Since she's purely an example of advanced normaltech, Myriad should weather the TwenCen with ease. The armor may blip a few times, but it's not a living supernormal, so it'll be immune to the big vanishing in 1998...and I made sure it had plenty of T!rir upgrades before I started wearing it around Rebus," he chuckled. Rebus may have been a powerful Anchor, but the insectile T!rir race's advanced technology was purely mundane, if impressive.


  "A pity we'll have to go the rest of the way on sail power," Cas sighed, looking down at the coffin. "But the Engram Enhancer's effects don't last long enough for me to fly us, and the rockets couldn't be safely removed from the suit."


  "True. At least I took care of all my errands to other parts of the world before converting the armor. And it should still be intact when we get home, so I can convert it *back*," Derek grinned. "Let's get digging. The sooner we have this hidden, the sooner we can take our cruise to Ibiza!"


  * * * *


  [April 2, 81 C.E. - Ebesus]


  After the final Punic War, the Carthaginian trading outpost of Ibossim had settled down and become the sleepy Roman backwater of Ebesus, more or less isolated from the main Roman shipping routes and left to a sort of benign neglect in the shadow of nearby Maiorica's thriving olive industry. For the most part, this suited Derek's plan perfectly...the odds of one of the era's few living mages being on the little island were negligible.


  On the other hand, while fairly cosmopolitan as a result of its mixed heritage, the island got relatively few new visitors, and neither Derek nor Cas wanted to stand out. Hence, they were now skulking through the small port community during predawn hours rather than disembarking their ship like normal passengers...this alone might be cause for remark, but fewer details would be attached to it.


  "This feels like the right place," Derek called a whispered halt to the pair's movements, then withdrew the Engram Enhancer from a chamois pouch at his belt, handing it to Cas. "Obviously, the landmarks changed some over the centuries, but we only need to be within a few miles for the warp bubble to be popped." In January 2025, during a particularly raucous bachelor's party for Derek on this resort island, an attempt at revenge on the supervillain would lead to a rather significant gravitational disturbance. [See CSV #24 - Ed.] Significant enough to disrupt what Derek planned to be a sort of spacetime "embolism" that would hold him and Cas safely outside the ravages of time for centuries. He knew from the example of Q'Nos [in ASH #43 - Ed.] that in addition to freezing his personal timeline, it would also protect him from the big vanishing act of 1998.


  Cas nodded, putting the metal skullcap on his head and making sure the Engram Enhancer's electrodes were making good contact. He then extracted a few devices from his own belt and strapped them to his forearms. One he ignited with a SNAP-hissss to display a sizzling energy trident. "You sure you want me to have this? You're a lot better with trident weapons."


  "That's why I can't use it," Derek shook his head, motioning for Cas to extinguish the weapon. "I modified its look as much as I could without hurting the functionality, but one of my once-and-future teammates is bound to figure out who I am if I'm swinging a trident weapon around. I have a few other secondary systems I can use if there's nothing waiting for us there." He pulled on a Secutor's all-concealing round gladiatorial helmet and sighed. "I really hope my little time capsule works out so I'm not stuck using this tin can. With your beard and deeper tan, I doubt anyone will recognize you if we happen to arrive right in front of people, but there's going to be people there who know me far too well to be fooled by anything short of total concealment."


  "I can't say I'm all broken up at the possibility of having to fight past your Conclave," Cas said, carefully not facing Derek so that his expression remained hidden. "I wish I could really cut loose, though."


  Derek shrugged. "If we want the timeline to remain intact, it has to be survivable for everyone. And if you kill Angel, to hell with the timeline, I'll throttle you myself, even if I have to team up with my past self to do it. Understood?"


  "Understood. Are you ready? I'm as prepared as I'm likely to get," Cas warned.


  Secretly, Derek was far from worried that Cas would go on a vengeance trip. In fact, he was much more concerned about the opposite...that Cas would try to arrest them all. The Engram Enhancer had been demonstrating certain personality-copying side effects, and given whose powers Cas would now be imitating, that spelled all kinds of potential trouble.


  However, he said none of this. "Let's go," was his only reply.


  Cas nodded, turned on the Engram Enhancer, and used the powers of JakZak "Solar Max" Taylor to seal the two of them into a warp bubble where they would pass the next one thousand, nine hundred and forty-four years, give or take a few months....


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


  INTERMISSION


  [Late October, 1996 - Chicago, IL - Museum of Science and Industry]


  Jennifer Blair hummed tunelessly to herself as she examined the ceramic plate in her hand. She had no way of knowing how many hands had held this plate before it wound up in hers, and that was only thinking of people in contact with it after its discovery. Before being uncovered in Italy a few months before, there was no telling at all. Only, she somehow suspected it was fewer than most people would have guessed.


  As Jennifer began to flip the plate over in her fingers again, a knock at her office door brought her out of her reverie. Diane, one of Jennifer's colleagues at the museum, was leaning inside the door, smiling. "So, today's the day, eh?" she asked. "We finally get to meet the mysterious fiancee, and it only took, what, one of the most baffling historical mysteries of our time." Jennifer shook her head, but Diane continued. "If I'd known that's what it took, I'd have buried some monkey bones for you to find."


  "Ha, ha, ha," Jennifer replied in a playfully sardonic tone. "If I'd known my love life was worth throwing scientific history into flux, I'd have invited Cameron sooner to save the world from you." Jennifer set the ceramic plate down on her desk. "Does that mean he's here?"


  Diane nodded. "Downstairs just called to let us know we had a visitor."


  Jennifer got up from her desk and joined Diane outside her office. "Don't be surprised...or offended, actually...by Cameron. He's a teddy bear, but sometimes...."


  Diane clapped Jennifer on the shoulder. "If you like him, that's all I need to know," Diane said. The moved down the corridors, toward the elevator.


  A moment after they arrived, the doors to the elevator slid open to reveal Cameron McKay and his robot, Prototype. Diane let out a small yelp of surprise when Prototype stepped out of the elevator, extending its hand to her. After she realized it wanted her to shake, she looked at Jennifer and, through a withering grin, said, "But you could have warned me about the robot."


  Jennifer looked at Cameron. "Yes, you could have warned me you were bringing Prototype." Diane shook Prototype's hand, which was more claw than anything. It seemed to please the robot, and he backed up toward Cameron. Jennifer couldn't help but think of Prototype as "he" even though the robot's own creator insisted on "it". Prototype just seemed a little too...well, too much like his creator for Jen to consider him an "it".


  "Did I forget to mention it?" Cameron asked. "Sorry. When you, ah, said there was something you wanted me to look at, I, uh, just figured I should bring Prototype's sensor package to see it as well."


  "Is it safe to assume you thoughtfully removed his weapon package?" Jennifer asked. As Cameron fumbled for an answer less blatantly deliberate than, "No," Jennifer stepped forward gave him a quick peck on the check, taking his right hand inside her left. "In that case, let's get back to my office before anyone says anything."


  * * * *


  After introductions had been made between Cameron and Diane, Diane had taken off for home. It was already late in the afternoon when Cameron had arrived, and the floor where Jennifer had her office was almost empty.


  "So, they just found this in a dig?" Cameron asked. He was examining the plate, feeling the etched symbols with his fingers.


  "Yeah, it was found at an Italian site, in Ostia. The location really doesn't tell us much, because most of the people there figure it had been moved around area before it finally got buried, given that Ostia was Rome's sea port," Jennifer explained. "The date of the midden stratum was sometime in the first century, which puts it almost a couple of millennia ahead of the technology required to make a ceramic that hard. And it was probably made centuries before the layer in which it was found. Plus, it's a style of plate not really in common use until much later."


  Cameron nodded absently. "Which is why you got it," he said.


  "Which is why we got it," Jennifer agreed. "Some think it may be one of the earliest surviving artifacts of people with a Magene, at least leaving aside 'magic items' that have defied analysis." Jennifer's tone caught Cameron's ear, and he looked up at her.


  "Some? But not you?"


  Jennifer winced slightly and nodded. "It's the etchings," she explained. Cameron's fingers traced the etchings almost unconsciously. "They're in Linear A, an ancient Minoan script that was dead centuries before the archeological layer this was found in. We wouldn't even be able to read it now if not for the efforts of a time-viewing supernormal."


  "So, what does it say?" Cameron asked.


  Jennifer shrugged. "There's only two characters: Do- and De-. Which is why I thought of you 'Do-ctor De-veloper,'" she replied.


  Cameron rubbed his chin. It made sense...as much as anything made sense when dealing with the paradoxically unknown. "If it's a message for me, though, why not just use my name?"


  "That's the thing. I think the message may be for you, but I don't think Do- and De- are the message," she explained, "That's probably just there to get your attention. And Linear A doesn't have the right syllables to completely spell out 'Doctor Developer' anyway."


  "I suppose it worked in getting my attention," Cameron said. When Jennifer showed him which character corresponded to which sound, he began trying to find a pattern in the spiraling characters. The more he looked at it, though, the less it made sense. It was like trying to read off a spinning tire.


  "Prototype," Cameron called. His robot woke up from its hibernation mode and stepped over from the corner. "Scan this," he said, aiming the side with the characters at Prototype's camera-eye. With a quick double check, he tapped his right pointer finger on the outer-most character. "When you're done, start here, and show me all the characters in a straight line." Prototype beeped his acknowledgement.


  "He understood all that?" Jennifer asked.


  "I've been working on refining its voice recognition software and trying to build up its dictionaries," Cameron explained. "I may have to repeat that command, but hopefully it got the idea." Then, with a slightly bitter tone, Cameron added, "I'm sure Doc Droid or Pragmatician would call it primitive..."


  Before Jennifer could say anything, Prototype beeped. He turned away from the plate and faced one of the empty walls in Jennifer's office. From just below his camera-eye, Prototype projected an image of the plate. After the plate was projected, the characters on the plate began it glow, each one in turn as Prototype mapped them out. Every few seconds, the plate would grow larger; allowing the two humans watching to see just how far down the characters went.


  "There must be thousands of those," Jennifer gasped. "How could someone write so much with only two characters? What kind of text it that?"


  "It's a program," Cameron exclaimed. "Ones and zeroes, Do-'s and De-'s. Someone wanted me to find that, because they knew I'd recognize the binary." Jennifer was about to ask a question, but Cameron beat her to the answer. "I must have sent it to myself. At some point, I must get sent back in time, and this is some kind of message in a bottle. I knew you'd see the plate, because...you'd already seen it...from my perspective."


  "Maybe," Jennifer said, biting her lip as she thought back to her own, recent time travel experience. That binary message might be like one of Sam Zimmerman's programmable spells, a message left somehow as a way to bring Cameron back from the past. Or not. "What if it's a trap?" she asked.


  Cameron chuckled, "Why would I leave a trap for myself?" Prototype finished mapping the characters just as Cameron finished his question. Once the characters were displayed in properly formatted columns on the wall, Cameron spoke to Prototype. "Compile those characters into a binary file, using the first character as 1 and the other as 0." Moments later, Prototype made a harsh beeping noise. "Okay, use the first character as 0 and the other as 1," Cameron replied. Tense moments passed, and after a while, Prototype seemed to go slack. It didn't fall over; rather its arms and torso simply went limp. The display light shining on the wall winked out.


  "Is that normal?" Jennifer asked.


  "No," Cameron mumbled. He stepped around to Prototype's front, trying to get a better look at the robot. Just as he knelt down, Prototype sprang to life. Its limp arms went rigid and slammed into Cameron, sending him crashing into the wall.


  Jennifer hesitated for an instant, trying to decide whether she should move Cameron or attack his robot. Moving Cameron was the choice she decided on, but before she could react, a blinding light shone in her eyes. She realized it was Prototype's projector, but it did her no good knowing it. As she moved to shield her eyes, she felt a solid burst of energy impact against her stomach, which sent her reeling. Another blast hit her squarely in the chest, and almost instantly the blinding light in Jennifer's eyes was replaced by darkness.


  * * * *


  As consciousness slowly returned to Jennifer, she became aware that something was trying to pull her apart by her arms. It wasn't doing a very good job, a fact she attributed to her naturally increased strength and durability, but it was still kind of annoying.


  At first, Jennifer thought she was lying down with her arms splayed out, and that whatever was pulling on her was doing so from the ground. However, as her eyes slowly opened, and she saw the marble floor of the museum below her feet, she figured she was standing up. When she saw the cords tied around her ankles and waist, she decided, no, in fact, she wasn't so much standing up as she was being held up.


  Once again she felt the tugging on her arms, only this time, she decided to tug back. Two quick yanks and not only did the tugging stop but she also heard someone moaning, or grunting, at her. That was the first time she noticed who was also being held up across from her: Cameron.


  Upon seeing him, the pieces immediately fell into place. Each was thoroughly tied to their own support column in the museum, held in place at the ankles, waist and chest...assuming her predicament mirrored Cameron's. Their arms were pulled out to their sides, connected by some sort of cord that had been wound through an adhoc pulley system. Even if her strength was enough to dislodge the rope, it would either rip Cameron's arm off or break whatever museum pieces the rope was looped through.


  Cameron had been the one she felt "pulling her apart," and in hindsight she realized that was likely the only way he had of getting her attention. Whoever had restrained them...and her most likely suspect was Prototype... had ensured they weren't going to be calling for help, by way of what looked on Cameron and felt on her face like an entire roll of tape. Each.


  She watched Cameron for a moment, trying to see if he was attempting to pass on any information. The only message she could decipher from his hangdog expression was what she already suspected: they were in for a long wait.


  * * * *


  The robot known as Prototype made his way through the docks, using his built-in radar and motion sensors to avoid detection. Both of those systems kept him safe and free from unwanted attention as he traveled across the city, collecting several items he was programmed to gather as he made his way to the docks. The docks had not been programmed specifically, but they ended up the most logical choice after reviewing several alternatives.


  Prototype was in no hurry to reach his destination. The only priority was to avoid detection. That seemed best served by stowing away on a cargo vessel, rather than trying to pass himself off as luggage on an international flight.


  When he was sure it was safe to move, Prototype bolted toward one of the anchored ships, keeping the sack of supplies slung over one shoulder in place with his arms. He would still need to get on the ship, but according to the manifest he'd downloaded earlier, this was the ship that would take him, eventually, to his final destination.


  This was the ship that would take him to Ibiza.


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


  CHAPTER TWO


  [January 23, 2025 - Ibiza, Eurasian Union]


  On one heartbeat, it had been a sunny spring early morning, nearly silent and filled only with the faint smells of effluvium to be expected from a small town in Roman times. On the next, it was colder, darker...and much louder.


  "Good, we're close enough to Klub Klastik to lose ourselves in the chaos," Derek prompted, motioning for Cas to follow him as he pressed a button on his wristband.


  "No, Triton."


  Derek froze. "Oh crap. You think you're him, don't you?" While the device rummaged around for the faint sense memories of old "borrowed" powers in Cas's mind and enhanced them to the point where he could use those powers one last time, the Engram Enhancer also seemed to overwrite Cas's personality with his memories of how the power's original holder acted. Normally, Derek wouldn't mind that Cas shared his opinion that Taylor was a self-righteous twit, but it looked like Cas was living that particular nightmare now.


  "You've evaded Justice for long enough, Triton," Cas reached out and started to increase gravity around Derek, making it difficult to move. And difficult to not laugh, the way he practically pronounced the capitalization of "Justice". "It's time you were returned to your old cell, murderer."


  "No, it's time we got out of here before we damage the timeline," Derek countered. "Or have you forgotten that we're still in our own past, by a little over a year? You try putting me in a cell and there's going to be an awfully confused version of me wondering why from the comfort of Skyhaven."


  Cas paused, conflicting personas momentarily at war.


  "Oh, for..." Derek sighed. "Prototype, stun him," Derek ordered.


  "What?" Cas started to turn, only to see a crudely humanoid robot holding a shimmering net in its claw-like hands. Before Cas could do anything more, though, Prototype beeped and threw the net over the confused meta-mirror, stunning him into silence.


  "Come on, Prototype, we need to get out of sight. The girls will be here in short order, Nextasie isn't that far off, and I think they'll decide that an exploding night club is good enough reason to violate the evening's 'treaty lines.'"


  * * * *


  "Ugh," Cas grunted. "What hit me?"


  "Directly, a stunner net, courtesy of one of the TwenCen's weirder villains," Derek explained. "I had to knock you out until the Engram Enhancer's effects could fade a little, you'd decided you were some parody of Solar Max and insisted on bringing me to justice."


  Cas shook his head. "I...vaguely remember that. And I can still feel him rattling around the back of my brain, demanding I do the Right Thing and damn the consequences."


  "Certainly sounds like the JZ I know," Derek smirked, then pulled on a reproduction of the Minuteman's helmet. "It looks like the dinner plate message got through, at least, grab yourself some costuming pieces, we can use plan B. Take the stunner net, it'll complete your theme, Retiarius."


  Plan B was to pose as gladiator-themed Vogue Ghouls, Secutor and Retiarius. Plan A had been to pretend to be time-displaced actual Romans, gabble in Latin exclusively, and then try to make it look like they'd gone back to their own time as a cover for escaping...but given that Glyph was around, it'd be a much harder sell. Poser Vogue Ghouls, on the other hand, were easy. They infested Ibiza like so many superpowered pigeons, and tended to change costumes and codenames faster than hemlines could rise and fall in the mundane fashion world.


  "Interesting," Derek activated the short tube in his hand, and a bright energy blade sprang out. "A working replica of Brightsword's laser torch. Or, more likely, an actual Santari artifact. I guess Prototype got brought to the Museum of Science and Industry rather than Lady Lawful bringing my trap disk to Doctor Developer. Is that right, Prototype?"


  The robot beeped affirmatively.


  "Good job finding us gear in their collections, then. This helmet's a lot better than the one I would have been stuck with otherwise. Cas, you ready?"


  'Retiarius' had put on what Derek recognized as a copy of the first Brightsword's mask and gloves to go with his otherwise Roman outfit. "I'm not stripping down to a loincloth for authenticity," he added.


  "That's fine," 'Secutor' nodded. "Vogue Ghouls aren't exactly noted for their careful research skills anyway. Let's go...if we can make it to the port before they seal it off, we might be able to get off Ibiza without a fight scene. Angel never did tell me what happened that night...this night...but that doesn't mean we were involved."


  Like Murphy was going to let them off that easily.


  * * * *


  "You two!" Sultry commanded imperiously, gesturing at Derek and Cas. She apparently didn't consider Prototype worthy of her notice. "What has happened here?"


  "Klub Klastik hat geboominated, chere," Cas grunted in rough street Eurolac. The less words Derek had to say, the better his own disguise would hold. "Nada left, we like'n t'vamanos. STRAFE gerumored." With that, the trio tried to keep heading for Ibiza Town's port before it got hopelessly jammed with fleeing partiers.


  "Not so fast," TerraStar cocked a blonde eyebrow. "The earth tells me you're more than just witnesses to the event."


  Derek curled a lip in annoyance behind his helmet. Polla, the TerraStar, was still pretending to be merely a geomantic at this point, but he'd found out a few weeks down this particular timeline that she was a full mage, hiding the extent of her powers. Her actual talents were still unclear to him, given how events had unfolded in the wake of her attack during his upcoming wedding. That had made her a wildcard, and it looked like her mystic senses were able to tell that he and Cas had been inside a warp bubble, or were otherwise displaced in spacetime. Zephirah was limited to what she could prepare in advance, and he knew from having asked her about this night's events in the future/past that she hadn't been able to "pack" any relevant spells.


  However, he also knew that the ladies refused to give details about exactly what happened that night [in CSV #24 - Ed.], implying that it had been deeply embarrassing. As embarrassing as being taken down by two punk Vogue Ghouls and their tinkertoy, perhaps?


  Pressing a button on one of his wristbands, 'Secutor' hissed to Prototype, "Execute genetic override, Lanista!" Naming the robot their "manager" had been a spur of the moment decision, and Prototype wouldn't actually respond to the new name yet. However, it didn't actually need to execute any commands in this bit of misdirection, and there was a danger in using *any* Third Age name carelessly.


  Myriad's human form dissolved into a mass of threshing tentacles as she got his signal...for this wasn't the Myriad everyone expected. Not anymore. Or, not purely, at any rate. Deep inside her was buried a one-shot override, a piece of her future sister/daughter that would control the Khadamite genetic experiment completely for the next few minutes before being used up and absorbed harmlessly into Alpha Rho 14's body. The Alpha Rho series used genetic memory rather than a centralized brain, and Derek had equipped his proxy with a "back door" of sorts, for her to infect her older sister with. The "how" didn't really matter, as long as it got done...and it had.


  Zephirah and Spiral, unprepared for a surprise assualt from behind, were knocked out instantly by a sudden onslaught of octopus-like tentacles grabbing them around their necks and hurling them in opposite directions. That left only Sultry and TerraStar to deal with. And it also explained Spiral's "hickey", Derek noted.


  "Timor' the Kraftbosculator of Retiarius!" Cas shouted, hurling the stun net over TerraStar while claiming in nigh-impenetrable Eurolac that it was a power scrambler. Over two meters tall and full of muscular might, she probably would only have been moderately annoyed by the net's built-in power, but Cas used the distraction it provided to mirror-twist Polla's abilities with his own power. It was nowhere near what Caprice's power could have done, but the unexpected amplification of talents she had been hiding for the previous several months stunned and distracted her as mystic energies burst out from her eyes and fingertips, searing the ground and blasting several nearby buildings.


  Sultry, he had insisted on dealing with himself. As much as it pained him to have to assault his own once and future wife, Derek knew that Cas might take a little too much pleasure in the job. Fortunately, one of the weapons he'd salvaged from the Strafe armor was a little device he'd come up with to deal with his wife's occasional temper tantrums. It had never been used, although that one time in Monaco he'd been tempted...but he knew it would work.


  After all, he'd built it.


  Swinging deliberately wide with his hissing power sword, Derek then shoved Sultry off her feet with the flat of his forcefield shield. Before she could recover her balance and lash out at him with a lightning bolt from the rapidly darkening skies, Derek unleashed the alpha wave scrambler pulse from his wristband. It instantly sent her into a dreaming state while not actually knocking her unconscious...but she still dropped like a puppet with her strings cut. In normal sleep, the body and brain disconnect so that actions taken in dreams don't act out in the waking world, and Angeline had never been prone to sleepwalking.


  And just like that, with only a few seconds' worth of actions, the distaff side of the Conclave of Supervillains had been neutralized. True, they would recover within minutes, if not seconds, but that was all the opening Derek, Cas and Prototype needed in order to vanish into the Mediterranean night.


  But first, Derek pulled off his helmet and gave the waking/dreaming Sultry a deep, passionate kiss.


  "Are you sure that's a good idea?" Cas asked.


  "Maybe not, but I couldn't resist," Derek grinned, pulling the helmet back on. "Let's go," he added, easing Sultry back to the ground and taking off at a sprint.


  "Well, we know my proxy was born successfully," Derek said once they were well out of range of the mystic light show Polla was involuntarily providing. "Manage to copy anything that will let us get off this island fast?"


  "I think I can cast a flight spell that should get us to Mallorca before the mirroring fades," Cas nodded. "TerraStar has a truly frightening amount of power!"


  "Which is why I had to dump her in a warp bubble at my wedding reception [in CSV #25 - Ed.]," Derek nodded. "Well, let's go, then. Hopefully the rest of the plan went as smoothly as the Myriad sleeper cells did," he smirked.


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


  INTERMISSION


  [December 31, 2023 - Over the ruins of Haven]


  Pollux was drowning in the deeps.


  Not only had his link with Castor been severed by the Conclaver in the "Labyrinthe" armor, but his faceplate had been torn away. He couldn't hold on to his remaining air, and he would never reach the surface in time to take another breath. Pol felt the seawater choking the life out of him, and caught a last glimpse of his brother buoyed towards the surface by a sudden mass of ice. At least Ymir gave Cas a chance to live....


  To his surprise, translucent tentacles darted through the water from behind him, binding his arms and legs, and dragged him down and away from the undersea battle. He struggled to no avail, helpless as the pseudopods pulled him past a very familiar floating body...*was it his own*?


  There was barely time for Pol to register what was happening, as the tentacles sealed him inside a coffin-like contraption. Water inside the tight space quickly subsided as the interior was filled with air. The tendrils squeezed his chest and forced the seawater from his lungs, letting him cough and breathe again.


  But still he could not sense Cas or the thing that had rescued him with his mind. Was Cas dead? All he knew was that the creature was with him here in the darkness. Could it be a foul, leftover experiment from the Third Age heyday of Haven, or another villain?


  "CONCLAVER!" Pol shouted and struggled, guessing at his foe's allegiance. "Release me!"


  "If I release you now, you drown as you originally did, Pollux," said a raspy voice behind his ear. "I did not become the snake that devours its own tail only to let you die. Now, if you will keep an open ear and listen to what I have to say, all will become clear."


  Though he could not read the creature's intent, Pol grudgingly acknowledged that were it not for this stranger's intervention, he would indeed have drowned. "Who are you? What are you? Why can't I sense Cas!"


  "Questions, questions, questions," the voice said. "For the answers, I am but a proxy, a friend sent by your brother Castor, or rather, your brother in his future guise as Aegis, who was stranded in the past. I know, the temporal dynamics are confusing, but trust me when I say, I act in Cas's stead to ensure that you never died in this timeline. That body you saw will convince the world, however, that you are dead. My apologies for the psi-jammer...it simply will not do if you alert the current version of Cas that you are alive. You might fracture the timeline further with myriads of paradoxes." The creature chuckled unnervingly at some private joke.


  The mere idea of time-travel was overwhelming, but the lessons in temporal mechanics at the Institute made Pol quite aware that "Proxy" could very well be telling the truth. It made his head hurt, even more so without his once-constant contact with Cas. "Why should I believe you?"


  "For a start, I can quote you everything said at your eulogy, to be held four days and nineteen hours from now," Proxy said. "I will also tell you about the truth behind the ASIE burnouts, and the tragedies that have shaped your brother's life since your death. He needs you, Pollux of the Dioscuri, more than you know. Save him from himself."


  * * * *


  [January 8, 2024 - A train passing into Switzerland]


  Pollux ignored the scenery flashing past the train window, knowing what he would see in a few seconds. He glanced at his watch again, a habit he hadn't been able to break since January 5th, the day of his funeral. It was 1642h, which meant the Vogue Ghouls would come in sixty seconds. Proxy's predictions hadn't been wrong yet.


  The shapeshifter sat in the seat next to him knitting a blue baby's sock, engrossed in her role as his buxom and very pregnant wife. However, her belly did not truly hide a child, as one might expect...at least, not in the strictest sense of the word. Yes, there was a second brain gestating within, a blank slate meant to host a copy of Peryton's mind. It was the only way to save the Conclaver, Proxy said. Less than a year from now, Rebus would betray the Conclave of Super-Villains and implement a scheme to become a living god, and Peryton would be among the sacrifices powering the rite. It was an execution that Triton sought to prevent, but even a shapeshifting clone would not fool Rebus's genius. The true Peryton must die, but it did not mean that a copy of Viktor Von Wright's consciousness could not survive the death of the original.


  Pol could never perform an exact copying if he was working with a normal brain, but Proxy's artificially-grown blank made a total transfer possible. It wasn't the same as saving Peryton for real, but to do anything more drastic would stress the timeline, perhaps even let Rebus succeed in his ascension. Pol shuddered. Rebus had almost killed him...*had* killed him. He could not risk letting that bastard gain the unopposed powers of a god.


  As for why Cas was working with Triton, of all people, that was the one thing that Pol had the most trouble understanding. In a way, though, it was all Pol's fault that his brother fell into darkness. If he had been there for Cas, Cas would not have inadvertently killed their fellow students at the Institute, used Emp to grasp at power he lost, gone into service for Vatican City, or risked an alliance with Triton in order to save him.


  ++It's odd,++ Pol communicated telepathically to Proxy. ++When we were growing up, my brother and I couldn't get away from the spectre of the Dioscuri myth. I was supposed to be Polydeuces, the immortal one, and he the mortal. Cas was always afraid his fate would mirror the brother in the myth, and die before me. Whereas I, I always dreamed I would somehow save Cas from death one day, and like in the myth, share my 'immortality'. It's like we've been through the lookingglass, and now his myth is mine and vice versa.++


  --How true. Knit one, purl two. 'Lookingglass' might even fit you as a new handle,-- Proxy thought back. She continued to knit.


  Pol mulled it over. ++Aegis and Lookingglass. A polished shield and a mirror. Not bad.++


  --Focus on the task at hand, purl three,-- Proxy warned. --You must be ready to copy Peryton's mind at the exact moment of the derailment...casting off...because that's when their Anchor will drop his guard.-- She put her knitting down. --There. Done.--


  A man rushed past them in the aisle, cursing in "street" Eurolac. Pol recognized Hotspur even through the man's own disguise: they'd spent plenty of time together at ASIE before Harry had gotten himself nearly tossed out on his ear for brawling with Vogue Ghouls. The hot streak of polyglot profanity was as distinctive as a fingerprint. Apparently the man had gotten his temper sufficiently under control to be allowed back into the program. Oni was supposed to be on the train as well, likely manifesting as a magnetic ghost already. He had to be careful, especially with Oni - what if her astral projection sensed him? That could be disastrous. Still, Proxy was right. There was a job to do. Pol lowered his head and scratched at his false beard as he opened his mind cautiously.


  He sensed the four Vogue Ghouls, and tapped into their trains of thought. Elektroschock, a living taser. Doppelgang, the regenerating man who could duplicate himself. Irrlicht, human will-o'-wisp and future Conclaver. Strecken, the stretcher. Pol couldn't help but notice the similarities of Elektroshock's power to Triton's, and Doppelgang and Strecken's powers to those of Proxy. In any event, he watched through their eyes as Elektroschock and Doppelgang took on Hotspur atop the prison car, while Strecken and Irrlicht dealt with the EUROPA agents inside.


  As much as Pol wanted to stop Strecken from using his elongated limbs to strangle Agent Sharma, once again Pol found the need to preserve the timeline prevented him from acting. He just wanted this pretense of death to be over with, but that couldn't happen for nearly two and a half years. And now, he was about to put Peryton in the same straitjacket.


  Pol watched through Strecken's eyes as Agent Krieger, the Anchor, locked himself in the polymer cube with Peryton. There was no way to read Krieger's mind while he pushed his Anchor field to cover the entire cube. That field also prevented Pol from reading Peryton's mind, but Hotspur would be an unsuspecting accomplice in dampening that field.


  As 'scripted', Hotspur melted a ring beneath the feet of those on the roof seconds before they entered a mountain tunnel, sending himself, Elektroschock and the twinned Doppelgang into the prison car. Strecken shot his arm forward and began to strangle the newly-arrived Hotspur, while Pol touched Hotspur's mind and shoved aside all other thoughts in the man's head except de-linking and derailing the prison car. Hotspur likely would have come up with the thought himself, but Pol wanted to be 100% sure.


  Sure enough, Hotspur focused his powers and melted the connection between the train and the last car, then melted the wheels on the prison car and the rails beneath them into slag. The train derailed, throwing Krieger against a polymer wall, disrupting his concentration.


  Pol took that opportunity to reach into Peryton's mind and execute a total download of the Conclaver's entire identity, executing the process as quickly but as safely as he could. When he was certain that the Peryton's pattern had successfully been copied onto the blank brain, he gave it a nudge into self-awareness. Deprived of its sensory input, the new Peryton brain panicked, of course.


  ++I know you can't sense anything right now, Viktor, but Triton says this is the only way to rescue you from certain death,++ Pol communicated to the copied mind. ++Sleep now, and wait to be reborn. Then all will be explained to you.++


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


  CHAPTER THREE


  [February 22, 2025 - The Amazon Basin]


  "Okay. I'm officially impressed," Derek said as he took in his surroundings. "I'd really only been hoping to help one of the tribes weather the centuries and have some fond memories of me that I could leverage into a ready labor force," he admitted. "But this goes WAY beyond my expectations."


  "This" was an immense artificial cavern carved into the bedrock deep under one of the many tributaries of the Amazon River. A gleaming golden city filled the space, and an artificial holographic sky made it seem like it was up on the surface. And, at the center of the brick-floored plaza in which they stood, there was a gleaming golden statue of Triton with the engraved motto, "Improve yourselves. Hide away. Wait for me, I will return."


  "I am pleased that you approve of our works," the city's Coordinator bowed slightly. Like all the people aside from Cas and Derek himself, the Coordinator was of native Amazonian stock. Even Proxy had taken on the look of the locals. But unlike the residents of the small village on the surface that concealed the entrance to the city, he wore the latest in tasteful business attire.


  "Approve?" Derek grinned. "I'm ecstatic. My very own hidden city of gold? It's like Christmas. Well, okay, it's your city," he conceded, "and you're a lot more tuned into the world political situation than I'd expected you to be, but am I correct in assuming that you'd like to ally yourselves to Khadam?"


  The Coordinator nodded. "A century ago, we might have welcomed you as a living god," he admitted, "but despite our isolation we couldn't help but start picking up telecommunications signals once the outside world reached that level of technology. And while we could hardly have been described as backwards at that point, I do believe we were somewhat...naive. Our first contact with European explorers was almost disastrous, in fact, and we were forced to relocate the entrance to our city and detonate a goodly section of tunnels to ensure that we weren't found again. But now that you have returned as promised so many generations ago, we may now repay our debt. Consider the city of El Dorado your steadfast allies."


  Cas blinked. "El Dorado? Isn't this the wrong part of the world for that name?" He was still a bit shellshocked at the whole experience, and distracted by the promise that Pol would arrive soon.


  The Coordinator chuckled. "It took us a long time to realize what it meant. The Wise One," he nodded to Derek, "included a number of myths and legends along with his lessons on science and civics, including the legendary city of gold. It was the name we supplied to our first visitors, on the grounds that it *was* a legend, and no one would believe him. Or so we thought. It turned out that it was a legend people were willing to believe if it meant getting their hands on gold," the Coordinator shrugged. "Like I said, we were naive. Perhaps if the media player that had been gifted to our tribe had lasted a few more centuries we would have had context for the subtler lessons contained on it, but it took too long for us to reach that level of technology, and the original records were lost forever."


  Derek nodded. "Hey, like I said, you did a lot better for yourselves than I'd thought possible." He turned a slow circle, again taking in the city around them. "This is *so* 'Zeroth Age,'" he smiled. "An entire technologically advanced city under the heart of the Amazon, populated by people who revere me, if not actually worship me. So cool."


  "I'm glad you like it," the Coordinator replied, slightly wryly. "And Proxy has explained your situation, regarding time travel. You're welcome to our hospitality for as long as it takes to avoid 'doubling' yourself, and our most prominent citizens have been eagerly awaiting the chance to talk to you...scientists, philosophers, even artists. But there's two people who have the first right of meeting, even if they haven't been waiting quite as long," the Coordinator touched his earlobe, apparently triggering a switch on some communications implant. "We're ready," he said to an unseen person, then gestured to one of the buildings bordering the plaza.


  Derek and Cas turned to the opening door.


  "Viktor!" Derek exclaimed with delight as a handsome European man stepped out first. The body Proxy had grown for him did not have the full shapeshifting range of Proxy's own, but it could still let the new Peryton switch between his old monstrous form and a fully human body.


  Cas, for his part, said nothing aloud, and almost froze up. But telepathically, it was a torrent of greetings and regrets and reminiscences and, finally, forgiveness as his mind reached out to Pol's. By the time his brother emerged onto the plaza, tears filled the eyes of both.


  "Definitely a good day all around," Derek grinned as he clasped Viktor's hand in his.


  * * * *


  [August 27, 2025 - El Dorado, Amazon Bazin]


  "How's that?" Derek asked as he finished one last adjustment on the robot once known as Prototype.


  "Satisfactory, sir," it replied. "Internal diagnostics confirm that the upgraded software is still compatible with my legacy hardware."


  "Good, good," Derek nodded, closing the access ports one by one. "It's been an interesting challenge, bringing you up to speed without using any violation tech or alien hardware...fortunately, your original creator is still around, and I was able to get my hands on some of his more recent work. Still, while most of the core pieces were his, you're not really Prototype anymore, are you? I think I'll call you Dr01d-2, how's that?"


  "Satisfactory, sir," came the response.


  Derek frowned. It still needed something, some spark of personality.


  "If only people could be upgraded as easily," Pol said from the doorway. "And to save you asking it, no, my brother isn't really getting any better. Being reunited with me has at least stopped more damage from happening, but..." he held up his hands in a helpless gesture.


  "The Engram Enhancer did that much damage?" Derek furrowed his brow, Dr01d-2 forgotten for the moment.


  Pol paused, thoughtful. "Yes and no. I think it was more of an excuse than anything else, though. My 'death' was hard on him, and to find out so soon after that he'd also killed so many of our classmates by accident, well, it set him up for some serious mental disorders. Between his drive for revenge against you and what I can only guess was some heavy-duty counseling at the Vatican, he managed to paper over the worst of it for a long time. But once he agreed to your time-twisting plan, all sorts of unresolved things started to come unraveled, which I think expressed itself as his..." Pol paused, casting about for the right word, "it's not a dissociative disorder, not exactly, but that's the closest thing I can think of from the psychology courses I took at ASIE," he shrugged. As a telepath, he'd gotten mandatory training in that area, but as a field agent it hadn't been a priority once he got past the basics.


  "You said it's not getting any worse, at least?" Derek said, hopefully. "Will he be able to hold out until we can come out of hiding next year? I shudder to think what might happen if he goes out and meets himself while in a psychological state not covered in the textbooks."


  "I honestly don't know," Pol admitted after an uncomfortable pause. "Psychologically, I'm a field medic at best. My telepathy gives me better tools than most, but I'm really only trained to deal with damping immediate shock and trauma, so people can get out of danger and to real help. And your sealed society here seems to have selectively bred out a lot of the worse psychological problems...and no, I don't really want to think of how harshly they must have dealt with issues like claustrophobia in the early years, even given the safety valve of the fake village up top...so while they're pretty advanced in most sciences, they're pretty lost when it comes to mental health services. Kind of like how you wouldn't have much use for dentistry if everyone was bred to be immune to tooth decay."


  "Which they seem to have managed too," Derek noted. "I think they found a fungus that kills off the relevant bacteria, actually."


  "Whatever. The point I'm dancing around is...I love my brother, but I don't think I can do much more than keep him stable for now. And as long as he doesn't want to leave my side, he's got too much telepathic talent for standard methods to help much, since he'll see all the intent in the therapist's mind and get a sort of 'nocebo' effect. I'm only talking freely now because I know you keep your workshop psi-shielded, on top of that portable jammer you built into your armor."


  "Yeah, that didn't win me a whole lot of points with Cas, but at the same time I don't want either of you having free access to my brainmeats," he tapped the side of his head. "My secrets are some of my most potent weapons, and a secret shared is a secret weakened. Even one shared with a mirror."


  Pol blinked. "Mirror? Did Proxy tell you about the 'lookingglass' comment I made on the train last year?"


  Derek shook his head. "Maybe I'll explain it in depth later, if I decide you're someone I can trust in the role. In short, though, every villain needs someone to keep him grounded, a mirror into whom he can look and see his own flaws. I know you're only staying here because leaving too early could derail the timeline, but maybe once you *can* leave, you'll choose *not* to."


  "I'm not joining the Conclave of Super-Villains, Radner," Pol frowned. "And neither is Cas."


  "Not asking you to," Derek smiled. "The world needs more defenders, not fewer. And yes, for all my posturing, I consider the Conclave to be defenders of the world as well...if only to preserve it for ourselves. But consider recent events! A war between the Moslem Confederation and your own Eurasian Union. China fragmenting. The return of the World Serpent and the rise of an entirely new global power in the form of that minotaur. Your brother burned too many bridges...is burning them even now, outside these walls, to return to EUROPA, and I doubt you'd go back without him. So why not pick a different side? El Dorado has no supernormals, and thanks to the exaggerated rationality they took from my 'helpful hints', they haven't had any for generations. Once we go public, they'll need defenders against things that their technology can't stop. And, frankly, the Conclave is already big enough for what it needs to do. Why not create your own team, here in El Dorado? Friendly to me, naturally. But not under my command, any more than the Conclave is anymore."


  "Your offer is tempting," Pol admitted, "as you no doubt spent quite some time thinking of how to best present it to me. Of course, I have at least a half a year to think it over, so you'll understand if I don't give you an answer now."


  "Naturally," Derek nodded. "And consider suggesting it to Cas yourself. I think he's really been looking for something to protect, if you'll excuse my utterly amateur psychoanalysis. Why else name himself Aegis?"


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2026 - El Dorado, Amazon Basin]


  Several of the feeds Derek was watching went dead, as all normal communication from inside Monaco was cut off by the mysterious timeline splitting that had interrupted the Prix Ultime [In ASH #77 - Ed.]. Soon, his past self would walk semi-knowingly into the trap that had stranded him in Roman times, healing the damage currently being done to spacetime...he hoped. Once that happened, those feeds would theoretically come back up, giving him more visual information. Until then, the passive gravity sensors lining the tunnels of El Dorado would have to be enough.


  Nor was he alone in the observation room. Both Cas and Pol were watching, each hoping for different reasons that everyone in the fractured timeline would survive its reintegration. Viktor was present as well...for all his bluster on the subject, he had come to consider Conflicto his friend, and the fact that Derek knew him to be dead in at least one of the four strands of Monaco's timeline [See CSV #27 - Ed.] worried Viktor.


  "Okay, starting to get data on the time split," Derek announced, looking at one of the many screens displaying abstracted scientific information. "When I triggered this trap, the leading theories were that it was an uncharacteristically not-horribly-killing-me plot by Rebus, or that TerraStar was trying to free her body from the warp oubliette in Monaco and was just being messy about it. The years I've had to think about it haven't really suggested any new suspects, but I'm more firmly convinced that Rebus isn't behind it."


  "Especially since you're not dead here either," Pol noted.


  "Exactly," Derek nodded. "If Rebus had managed to return to the mortal plane, he would have known there were two of me, and couldn't resist doing something nasty to at least one of us. Even if he needed me alive for some plan or other, he'd know there's a spare. Viktor, what's your take on this?"


  The angularly handsome German furrowed his brow. "Why are you asking me?"


  "I want to get your uncluttered perspective on this," Derek replied.


  "Oh, so you want an idiot's opinion," Viktor sighed.


  Derek shook his head. "You've got brains enough in your head, Vik, even if you prefer to come across as either a vapid model or a mindless beast. But what you don't have is the kind of twisty way of thinking that I come to naturally, and that both Cas and Pol have picked up over time. We'll tend to miss the forest for the trees, because we're already thinking of how we can finish the cabinet we'll make from the logs milled from the trees we've decided to chop down. So...what do you make of this forest?"


  Viktor thought for a moment, apparently mollified. "I agree, Rebus wouldn't have left you alone. For that matter, he might have gone after me, on the off chance that my being alive would somehow affect the ritual he cast last year. But I don't think it's TerraStar either. There's loads of ways to pop one of those..."


  "Oubliettes," Cas supplied.


  "Right, oubliettes," Viktor nodded. "A lot of ways to pop them that don't require this level of...overkill. Either splitting Monaco has to be a goal in itself, or whoever's behind this is playing for such high stakes that this is a *small* side effect. Okay, you can't completely discount the idea that they're being stupidly flashy and risking the end of the world just to show off how great they are, but TerraStar has always struck me as wanting to keep her cards hidden. And these people are showing off the ten, jack, king and ace of spades, daring us to assume they don't also have the queen."


  Derek nodded. "Good, I was thinking about the same thing. I think we have an entirely new player or set of players at the table in Monaco, to be honest. No one I know about who *could* do that," he gestured at the feeds showing a mirrored dome where Monaco once stood, "*would* play things this way. If there's another copy of Doublecross around it might fit his style, but he's never been strong on gravitics. And, unfortunately, nothing in the data so far is pointing at anyone else we know about. That means we're not going to be able to just pop up hale and hearty as soon as my past self goes into the dome."


  "Why not?" Cas asked, stress fracturing his voice noticeably.


  "We need to use the time loop to our advantage," his brother replied. "As long as we don't reveal ourselves, our unknown enemy thinks me and Viktor dead, you and Triton stranded. If we just jump out there now, we lose a potentially vital advantage."


  "I know you're itching to get out there," Derek nodded to Cas, with the unspoken addition, "to see if Arc is okay." "I'm not eager to let my wife think I'm dead, but we don't know what capabilities our foes have. If they have a telepath, for instance, they might be eavesdropping to see if any of our comrades know if we survived."


  "We also need to know if the city should build additional defenses," Pol added. "If they're willing to split Monaco, they'd certainly have no qualms about carpet-bombing the Amazon Basin if we decide to reveal the existence of El Dorado...."


  Silently, everyone nodded agreement, and Derek went back to monitoring the gravimetric data.


  A few hours later, no one was any happier with the situation, but they shared a grim determination.


  "I'm done hacking the DSHA systems," Derek announced, "and the data I've dug up confirms my suspicions. Whoever these four are," he gestured to freezeframe images of Anhydra, Talos, Chiaroscuro and Matrioshka, "they're not from our time. The splitting of Monaco has components that clearly match readings taken from temporal incursions during the 1990s."


  "As if we needed that data," Pol pointed to a Terran News Network feed showing a dinosaur rampaging through an Italian city. "Time has definitely been broken."


  "Yes, but the new information supports a hypothesis I've been mulling over," Derek countered. "These people are not from *our* future. Not anymore. They're from a divergent timeline, and they were trying to connect our timeline back up to theirs, for some reason. They must believe in a more linear flow of time than I do...and they could be right. There may only be room in reality for so many divergences, and if one falls below a certain level of viability it simply ceases to exist. So they were trying to keep their own future alive at the expense of whatever was going to come of ours."


  "Does that make them heroes or villains?" Viktor asked, ignoring the metaphysics and getting to the important question.


  "What it makes them," Derek grinned ferally, "is *competition*. And we can't reveal ourselves until we know more about them...."


  * * * *


  [June 12, 2026 - El Dorado, Amazon Basin]


  "...and I promise I'll tell you everything soon, Angeline," Derek said, all alone in the communications room. The others were all getting ready for the big broadcast, but he hadn't wanted his loved ones finding out about his survival from that. They deserved to hear it from him directly first, if only "first" by such a short time that it wouldn't compromise any operational security. "Assuming the Impossible Five don't respond to my return by immediately nuking the entire Amazon Basin or something."


  "I'll hold you to that promise even if they do reduce half the continent to slag," Sultry replied, the glimmer in her eyes portending an evening of passion...both the good kind and the bad kind, as was often the case with his literally tempestuous wife.


  "Make sure everyone gets and reads the files I sent. Especially Eugene and Yvan."


  "Why them?" Sultry asked.


  "Eugene because he's still enough of a little kid at heart to not want to do his homework, and he needs to know about everything I've dug up on our rivals from the future. The Impossible Five have been spreading out while you all were kept busy by the temporal fallout of the Monaco incident, recruiting 'franchises' from the sort of people we'd really rather have on our side than theirs." Fortunately, one of the people *was* on Derek's side, a mole in the Impossible Five franchise. But that wasn't something he was going to mention over anything but the most secure of channels, which this wasn't. "And Yvan because, well...I have a bad feeling about Chiaroscuro. And I think it's going to be a personal matter for Yvan."


  "Very well. Have fun boasting to the world, dear," Sultry smiled wryly, as if she were sending her husband off for a night of bowling with his buddies. Then again, given their family, it wasn't a bad comparison. Let Joe Sixpack keggle...Derek's social circle was more about the game of global politics. And he was aiming to pick up one hell of a spare in a few minutes.


  "I'll see you soon," Derek promised again, then signed off. Noticing a stray lock of hair in his reflection on the now blank screen, he patted it back into place before leaving the room.


  After all, he had to look his best for the cameras.


  Cas and Pol, in their new El Dorado-crafted armors, were already on the "set" in the city's central plaza, newly built from gold-infused ceramic bricks some distance from the statue of Triton. Peryton waited out of camera to dramatically swoop down when his cue came.


  Derek flexed his gauntlet, feeling its new circuitry almost as an extension of his own hand, and sent current into it. Waveguides based on reverse-engineering the Santari power torch that had once been Brightsword's weapon shaped the electricity into a roiling trident shape, and he nodded approval. The rest of the armor's reconditioning had been a simple matter...even two millennia of sitting in the ground hadn't done irreparable damage to the otherworldly artifact. Nestling his helmet under one arm, he took his mark and looked into the camera.


  "We are hooked into Terran News Network feeds," the El Doradan tech confirmed. "Live in three, two, one...."


  "I am Chancellor Derek Radner of Khadam, Triton of the Conclave of Super-Villains, and I have seen Death and lived...."
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  Authors' Notes:


  Andy:


  Gracious thanks go to Dave and Tony for letting Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer be a part of their story arc. It's an honor and a privilege to have a chance to be a part of something like ASH, CSV, etc. It's also pretty darn fun, too!


  Tony:


  As a writer, sometimes you leave plot points unresolved when you write them, for a reason even you don't even know at the time. That was the case with the Bachelorette Night on Ibiza, when the women of CSV never revealed what happened to them that night. When Dave suggested one way for Triton to return being a warp oubliette that needed to be popped, he originally planned for it to happen at Angel Falls during Triton and Sultry's wedding. However, I realized that the Bachelorette Night provided a much better opportunity, and we were able to finally explain what happened. Cool synchronicity. Revisiting past scenes was also fun in a 'Back to the Future' way.


  Dave:


  For those who don't recall it, "street Eurolac" is an aggressive blend of various European languages adopted by youths of lower socioeconomic classes as slang, largely seen in the dialogue of EUROPA member Hotspur. There was a lot of forced relocation in the hard years following the "Godmarket Crash", and kids often ended up in mixed national and ethnic groups during their formative years. Official Eurolac is a much more orderly attempt at a single official language for the Eurasian Union, and the gutter pidgin is mainly called Eurolac in mockery of the official language. Eurolac is also what happens when you have linguists in the authorial corps. ;) Cas himself was channelled into ASIE and its predecessor programs quite early, though, and is not a "native" Eurolac speaker, picking up only a little from Hotspur...fortunately, faking it is almost as good as really knowing street Eurolac, given its nature. However, this faking is why he uses "Kraft" for (supernatural) power, rather than the more generally accepted "Feuer" (literally, fire). That, and I liked the sound of "Kraftbosculator" better anyway.


  El Dorado was originally going to be just a modest thing, a small surviving tribe with legends of the "horned one" (the Strafe armor has horns) who could be used to give Derek a "Castle Zemo" sort of lair in the Amazon. But in mulling over how they might retain memories of him for 1900+ years and also not get nailed by the Godmarket Crash, I considered that maybe they'd become rational scientist types by 1998 thanks to some lessons left behind on a media player in 81 C.E. by Derek...and it snowballed from there.


  Obviously, El Dorado has a very large target painted on it. Either the Impossible 5 don't know about it, and will try to eliminate it as an unknown variable, or they DO know about it and will try to co-opt it as soon as possible. But there's a danger in having them act too quickly, as there's a rather annoying cliche in a lot of SF/F stories: whenever the protagonists get a useful new thing, it gets sacrificed or destroyed very quickly to avoid upsetting the status quo. Stargate Atlantis is particularly horrible in this respect. "We got a hive ship! And, um, had to crash it into something. We got an Ancient warship! And it blew up. We found a spare ZPM! And have to devote it to some plot device right away, using it up entirely. We have a way to cure the Wraith! But it's only temporary." That sort of thing. So I'd rather not have El Dorado go boom too quickly, thanks. ;)


  Finally, Tony doesn't want to toot his own horn, but in addition to being a Writer of the Future winner, he has a story up for consideration in Canada's "Prix Aurora" F/SF competition, called "Metamorphoses in Amber". It can be found at http://www.abyssandapex.com/200710-amber.html (it's no Prix Ultime, but at least there's a much lower chance of getting split into four distinct timelines).


  Derek:


  I'm not an author, although this is to a large extent MY story, so to the extent that any of us can be considered the author of our own fate, I'm an author on this tale.


  I'd just like to thank those who voted for me in the 2007 RACCies and helped me win "Favorite Villain/Antagonist". And if you didn't? Then you chose...poorly.


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


  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
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT
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  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT
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  [June 12, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The red halo of friction-heated air subsided as Solar Max brought his and Jen's speed down to a reasonable level, and the two separated. D.J.'s transport had whipped around Earth in a quick hyperbolic orbit and was already likely back in hyperspace, the fact that Solar Max didn't need a re-entry craft meant that the Galactic Warrior Corps transport wasn't required to waste fuel on landing and launch. They'd send Jen's borrowed GWC spacesuit on to Canberra later.


  "I'm meeting Dan for some debriefing," Jen said over commlink. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I think we need to see other people," the smile was apparent in her voice.


  "No kidding," Solar Max replied, arrowing away towards the ASH HQ in downtown. "I've got some debriefing plans of my own. Derek can wait until morning, and it'll take the higher-ups a while to digest the report we transmitted from orbit, so I figure I've got at least the next eight hours or so to take care of personal business. As Mr. Green said in that old movie, I'm going home to sleep with my wife!"


  * * * *


  Jen stepped out of the shower, alone. Dan had left the STRAFE-rented apartment half an hour ago, naturally citing work...the man might be good at helping Jen with her physical needs, but he was about as emotionally fulfilling as a mechanical sex toy sometimes. And this had been one of those times. The vulnerability he'd displayed back during the hunt for Rebus [STRAFE #14 - Ed.], the hole in his armor that had let her in, was gone again. He was sufficient unto himself, if not an island than a pretty isolated peninsula. And Jen wasn't sure she deserved that, not anymore.


  For all his wariness and clear desire not to be unfaithful to Sarah, JakZak had been a LOT more emotionally available during their shared years of exile than Dan ever had been. She wanted someone who could be more like that, even if it meant letting go of what she finally could admit to herself was a schoolgirl crush on the class hunk.


  She sighed as she wrapped a towel around her hair, one of the new nanofiber types that would wick the moisture out of even *her* mane in under a minute, and checked the time.


  "9:23 PM" the display gleamed helpfully.


  "Clock, Tibetan time, please."


  The "PM" blinked and became "AM". Tibet had been part of PRC Standard Time for decades, an awkward hour or so out of synch with the Sun, but the recent breakup of that super-state into three smaller nations had changed timekeeping. The Central Asian Confederacy now uniformly observed GMT -7, and since the Combine still used Daylight Savings Time out of bureaucratic inertia, that put Chicago and Lhasa 12 hours apart in the summer.


  Not exactly convenient for talking, unless one happened to have the rest of the evening free and a bad case of space lag...ship time was on Santari days, which weren't the same length as Earth days, and she'd waken up that day at about noon, Central Daylight Savings Time as a result of the constantly shifting synch between ship time and Earth time. A Galactic Warrior Corps ship didn't care too much about keeping in synch with a backwater non-Confed planet, even a dangerous one like Earth.


  Her hair now dry, Jen pulled on a fresh uniform with the efficiency of long practice and headed over to the secure communications system set up at the desk. The apartment was a sort of "home office" for STRAFE agents temporarily on business in Chicago, which usually meant it was Dan's place, given all the times he had to work with ASH.


  Fortunately, that meant that it already had all the protocols installed for making the call she wanted, and her authorization was theoretically equal to Dan's. Oh, it was currently under review pending confirmation that she wasn't a clone, a cyborg impostor, or any one of a hundred other possibilities, but it didn't balk when she placed the video call.


  "You have reached the office of Resplendent Phoenix," the intelligent receptionist program announced, in flawless Standard Chinese, displaying a stylized image of a phoenix. Jen knew the system could have addressed her in English, but Dan must have set the defaults for this connection to Chinese to be diplomatic. After all, it's not like he had trouble with languages, even leaving aside his translator implant. To Jen, though, it sounded odd...as she suspected Modern English would to someone from Shakespearean times.


  "I would like to arrange to speak to the Western Dragon," Jen replied. She did so, however, in the ancient version of the language that she had learned while stranded in the past. She suspected it would get her a quicker response.


  Less than a minute later, the virtual receptionist pinged. "The President has an opening in her schedule now," it announced. President? Well, the CAC was all about change and trying new things, it shouldn't have surprised Jen that the Western Dragon had a new title. "Do you wish to speak with her now?"


  "Yes, please."


  The phoenix vanished and was replaced by the face of a breathtakingly beautiful woman, the dragon masquerading as a human who went by the name of Western Dragon...and who Jen had met a few months into her personal past and nearly two millennia ago as the calendar reckoned it as "most serene dragon of the Western mountains."


  "Major Kleinvogel, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call, and in such a nostalgia-invoking dialect at that?" she asked, and Jen almost blinked in surprise. It had been so long since anyone had used her official rank that she'd almost forgotten it herself.


  "I had a question about matters long past," Jen replied, using the ancient tongue she'd been speaking until a few months ago. She wasn't worried that the connection was secure...the fact that Dan ever deigned to use it to contact government officials meant that it'd probably require someone knowing about the call and putting immense resources into play to crack the encryption in time to hear anything. But speaking in Han Dynasty Chinese helped set the mood she wanted. "Specifically, the matter of the great demon Devastation."


  The dragon narrowed her eyes. "Do you refer to the Third Age villain Devastator?"


  "No. I refer to the demon unleashed during the Later Han Dynasty. I wish to know what the cost was to defeat it," Jen insisted.


  "The cost was very high," Western Dragon sighed. "Perhaps more than this world was truly worth, for it meant the death of many great mortals I had counted as friends."


  "Did Seven Winds survive?"


  Western Dragon shook her head. "None of the Secret Masters lived past that day. They bought me the opening I needed to strike, and I nearly died as well. The Heavenly Consort in Silk used her dying breaths to spirit me away to my cave to heal, and I did not awaken until 1997, when roused by my brother spirits. But how do you know of Seven Winds? Or Devastation?"


  "I'm afraid I need to consult with my government before releasing details, but the short form is that the Monaco incident left me stranded in the past. The distant past, on a mortal scale. And I knew Seven Winds quite well...I mourn his passing."


  "Do not mourn too deeply," the Western Dragon smiled. "The old wizard was no Immortal, he would not have lived to meet you again in any case. And he died fulfilling his life's purpose, his feet firmly on the Path even as he flew through the clouds."


  "Your ten o'clock appointment has arrived," the voice of the artificial receptionist broke in, faintly.


  "I'm sorry, but I must go," the dragon apologized. "Perhaps we can talk more once you have consulted your superiors and know what you can and cannot tell a foreign head of state," she grinned. "It's certainly my day for talking to Americans, though."


  "Oh, really? Anyone I know...that you'd be at liberty to tell me about, that is?"


  "Only if you study Twentieth Century history, Major," the dragon gave another of her almost serpentine sly smiles. "I'd say you wouldn't recognize him, but due to a recent...adventure...Mister Morse may rather more closely resemble his images in the history books now."


  "That wouldn't be *Chuck* Morse, would it?"


  The Western Dragon chuckled. "And I think perhaps you told me more about your travels than you had planned to, yes? We will talk some other day, farewell."


  With that, the screen shifted to an image of a coiling dragon.


  * * * *


  [June 13, 2026 - The Citadel, Khadam]


  Slowly the storm subsided, trailing off to just wind and clouds over the normally desert-bound nation. Those who knew how to read not just the moods of the weather but those of she who was its mistress relaxed.


  Derek Radner had little enough weather-eye, but he thought he knew his wife pretty well, and he lay back in the elegant four-poster bed and let out a sigh of contentment. "Yes, it's good to be home," he declared.


  "And now I *know* you were faithful," Angeline smiled over at him. "You've obviously been saving *that* up for a while."


  Derek shrugged. "I may be a villain, but I'm no cad. Of course I was faithful." No need to mention that it wasn't too hard keeping to his vows while in Ancient Rome...sexually transmitted diseases predated effective prophylaxis by quite a large margin, and of the many things he was prepared to "get used to" if truly stranded in the past, random itches and burning sensations weren't even close to being on the list. The time hiding in El Dorado was a little tougher, especially since there were enough women willing to throw themselves at the Great One that he almost literally had to beat them off with a stick, but he'd managed.


  "How long can you stay?" Angeline asked, suddenly serious. "And no evasion, I know you're a target for those horrible people from the future, and if you already had a way to destroy them you would have done it before announcing your return."


  Derek sighed again, but not in contentment. "I should be able to at least spend some time with Kitty and Xander," referring to their twin toddlers, Catherine Victoria Croft and Alexander Yvan Radner. An elegant solution to his wife's desire to remain a Croft...their sons would be Radners and their daughters would be Crofts. Already the naming convention had caught on among Khadam's elite and would-be-elite.


  "You missed their first words...written words, that is," Angeline quickly corrected herself. The twins had been speaking by the time they were 12 months old, and now were over 18 months.


  "Oh?" Derek sat up. "What have they written?"


  "Xander started with what can charitably be described as 'me' although the M had too many humps and the E was backwards. Catherine wrote 'Eugene' but I suspect she was heavily coached. Both are up to about twenty words now, mostly in English."


  Derek smiled. "I suppose it's safe enough letting Conflicto be an uncle for now." Then he started to laugh.


  "What is it?" Angeline asked.


  "Oh, just a bit of irony," Derek wiped away the tears starting to form in his eyes from laughter. "One of the things I was working on in my spare time before the whole time travel thing was picking out educational programming for the twins. Some classic TwenCen stuff, some newer material, and I was even writing some of my own. I never got the chance to give it to them, but I found a good use for it anyway, and it looks like Xander and Kitty did fine without it."


  "What use did you find for old children's programs?"


  "Oh, I merely educated a nation...."


  * * * *


  [El Dorado]


  Yrni poked his head out from under the blankets and gave Viktor a meaningful look. "So. What now?"


  "I don't know," Viktor sighed. He supposed he could have given the El Doradan an innuendo-laden rejoinder, but he knew what Yrni meant. As the silence stretched on, he looked up at the vaulted ceiling of his room, probably the largest room in all of El Dorado in use as living quarters. In fact, it had once been storage, with two floors' worth of gridwork filling the space. Even as large as it was, it made Viktor feel cramped.


  Yrni, on the other hand, despite the usual psychological screening El Doradans went through to prevent such problems, was a bit agoraphobic. He didn't break down in panic when in larger caverns, but he had trouble sleeping under such a high ceiling, tending to stay under the blankets even when the lights were out. He claimed he could *hear* the size of the room in the dark, and Viktor was inclined to believe him.


  "You're free to go," Yrni pointed out. "Now that the Gr...that Triton has revealed your and our presence to the world, there's no need for you to hide here anymore. You can go back to your old life." Unspoken, but clearly understood by both, was that Yrni simply couldn't be a part of that old life. The surface held no attraction for him, only deep-seated fears. He could overcome them for a while, with effort, but having to live like that was...unpleasant. The fact that the surface world still retained virulent pockets of reactionary anti-homosexual sentiment didn't thrill Yrni either, especially since he considered himself reactionary in his homosexuality. Different social engineering, different results.


  "My old life ended when my Fetter was killed and I turned into a monster in the middle of a party," Viktor countered. One of many things he owed Rebus for, and could never exact vengeance...as part of the Anchor Killer conspiracy, Rebus had robbed him of the life he'd cherished. He'd never known he was a paranormal, thanks to the Conclave's influence in keeping him constantly Fettered by the man he'd considered to be his manager.


  "The wings and horns are only there when you want them now, though, thanks to your rebirth," Yrni countered, running his fingers through Viktor's blonde hair, past where the antlers could sprout at will. "And even if the specifics of your old life are lost, you could still go out there and find yourself a man who isn't stuck in a hidden pit."


  Viktor sighed again, closing his eyes. "Maybe I could, Ernie," he admitted, tripping over the linguistic shift for what had to be the thousandth time. El Doradans took their names from the media files Triton had left them millennia ago, but centuries had passed since the original player had died, and there had been inevitable alterations to names and words. They'd gotten most of their language back in synch with English since resuming observation of the outside world, but names had largely stayed slightly twisted.


  "Will you?" the El Doradan asked.


  "I don't know," Viktor shook his head. "You know I used to be a model, and I wasn't even particularly deep for a guy in that profession. I'm still pretty shallow, although knowing you've been snatched from certain death and dealing with the fact that you're a copy does tend to force a little self- examination. The old me, the runway star, wouldn't have stayed with you past a single night. And the Peryton that was copied would have been too bound up in self-pity to even let you get close. I like to think I'm a bit more grown up now, but that doesn't mean..." he trailed off.


  "You have wings, and you must be free to soar," Yrni nodded, pulling the covers up a bit, but leaving his face exposed. "At least we had some time together before the cage door was opened."


  * * * *


  [Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Rex Umbrae smiled as he watched his wife get dressed. At the moment, she didn't even have most of her skin in place, a sight that most people would probably have found disturbing. But the King of Shadows was not most people by any stretch of the imagination, and he found a certain grace and even vulnerability in Maria Incarnata's exposed cybernetics. Oh, he liked the artfully designed skin suits she wore as well...for all the oddities in his background, he still had most of the usual male preferences as well. But one did not rise to a high position in the Cybernostra and stay there without being a very tightly-guarded individual. Even with Rex, Maria rarely took off the emotional "skin suit" she wore, so seeing her stripped down even past the bare essentials was even more emotionally intimate than it was physically intimate.


  "So, if you're done ogling my actuators, what's on the docket for today?" Maria asked, casting a look back over her shoulder as she started pulling the leggings of her "dress casual" skin suit on.


  "Obviously, Radner's little bombshell got bumped to the head of the list, and I'm sure Mabuse has been up all night re-examining his assumptions about our poachers in light of it," Rex replied, getting out of bed and heading to his own walk-in closet. In his own way, his wardrobe was as specialized as his wife's, although his needs could still be met by a mundane tailor. He just needed about twice as much cloth as most men, being the product of Khadamite genetic enhancement experiments that left him taller and more muscular than even the vaunted Green Knight, if nowhere near as strong.


  "Any chance at all that Marx is behind the poaching?" Maria asked as she selected a practical armorset from one of the racks. "I mean, the paragangers who've been de-rezzing aren't really the goody-goody types Devlin's more likely to be trying to hire away from us, but you never know what that crusty old Anchor might be planning."


  The fact that most Cybernostra used alien technology rather than Violation Physics meant that the old Conclave had been forced to take more inventive measures when dealing with Maria's people back in the wilder days of Manhattan's paragang scene, and Rex thought it sometimes left her a little paranoid about what the old man might be up to. "Mabuse has been keeping a very close eye on Marx lately," Rex countered, referring to his secretary by day, enforcer by night. "Mainly trying to prove links to Hellhound, but just generally being 'Antoine' about it. And if anything, he's of a mind that Marx is just sliding gracefully into retirement from the power elite. He might be sliding money to Hellhound under the table, but that's about as much as he could be doing, as closely as we're watching him. No, I agree with him that the 'Impossible Five' are probably the root of our problems. But we still have to take a second look at it today, because it's now possible that Radner's been sneaking our missing people out to this El Dorado place in the past few months as part of his brand new power base."


  "Seems unlikely, given that he's theoretically your boss and could have just asked," Maria shrugged. "But he's certainly a twisty enough guy to do an end run around his own chain of command just to score a few style points. The man's just way too in love with the stereotype of the mustache-twirler for my comfort."


  Rex chuckled. "You should know by now that Khadam doesn't have a chain of command to speak of. It's *all* 'end runs' from top to bottom and side to side. And despite nominally being at the top of the messy heap, Radner knows better than to ask me to do anything he doesn't think I'm willing to do. If too many people tell him 'no' he runs the risk of losing his job and his head. Still," Rex pondered as he buttoned his silk shirt, "he hasn't even been sending out feelers along those lines. Granted, he's supposedly been trying to keep the Impossible Five from finding out he survived Monaco, but there's half a dozen ways he could have indirectly gotten me a message in the past few months if he was doing something that required action in my city."


  Maria clicked the last piece of armor home and stepped over to her rack of wigs. "How about Dumont? We *know* she's getting money from Marx for those clinics of hers. And she's so charmingly positioned as the 'repentant villain' type...even if Marx is getting out of the game, he may simply be handing his markers over to Dumont. Regardless of whether her telepathic talents have returned, she's got roots in the paragangs as deep as ours and could be hiring away old organlegger partners who are interested in going more legit. Or just as not-legit but with a different boss."


  "Possible," Rex nodded, selecting a subdued burgundy tie with thin gray stripes. "And odds are that her telepathy has returned, at least partially. She's just been a little *too* good at evading Antoine's people to pass it off as just instinct. Oh, and I should probably mention this now, so you have time to mull it over before I need to make a decision...I'm thinking of inviting ASH in, should it turn out that the Impossible Five are involved in this."


  "Wait. What? How does that help us in the least?" Maria paused halfway into snapping a short blonde wig into place over the sockets of her metal skull.


  "Firstly, because if the Five are active here, I doubt ASH will respect treaty for very long, even if they believe our protestations of innocence. Secondly, because we *are* trying to remold the old paragangs into a genuine political force, and that means we eventually have to establish something like diplomatic relations...something I've been working on indirectly via MetaPsych and ASH's resident telepath. And thirdly, because we can insist on placing one or two of our own people on any team that gets sent in. Establishing goodwill and cooperation is a good idea on its own...and when it gives you the chance to get inside their defenses and learn more about people you may have to fight one day, all the better."


  "Ah, my twisty-brained husband, you know just what to say to get me all hot and bothered," she stepped over and reached up to give Rex a peck on the cheek. "Too bad we have a schedule to keep."


  "There's always the option for a long lunch," Rex winked.


  * * * *


  [Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  JakZak propped his head up on one hand and looked down at Sarah's contented face. "So...where was I before I was so rudely interrupted?"


  "I seem to recall you were the one doing the interrupting," she grinned, eyes closed but crinkling up at the edges. "Timestream, I think."


  "Right, right," he nodded. "It's not like I've got a LOT of experience time traveling, even if I've got more than just about anyone I know, but there was something different about it. For one thing, I didn't black out. And then there was that voice, which I presume was one of the gods...I'll need to remember to ask Howie if he knows of any who'd be taking an interest in us. But at least that whole thing looks like something we can worry about later, now that there *will* be a later. So, we dropped off the monster and plopped down into the mid-1970s Detroit superhero scene, which was a blast, even if it *was* winding down."


  Sarah opened her eyes and frowned slightly, looking at her husband. "Detroit had a superhero scene? Ever?"


  "Sure!" JakZak smiled, a "you're kidding, right?" expression on his face. "It was one of the major hubs for the Second Age. And...hm, I think it had some small time action in the Third. Come to think of it, we covered this all in history class, didn't we?"


  Sarah snorted. "In one ear and out the other if it didn't have to do with combat training, I'm afraid." She paused, thoughtful. "Still, it's kinda weird to think back on college and realize what stuck and what didn't. It wasn't even that long ago. I can still remember how to conjugate a whole bunch of irregular Spanish verbs, but if we ever even talked about Detroit's superhuman scene, damned if I can remember it."


  "It was a little longer ago for me now," JakZak grinned. "Okay, now I'm curious," he reached for a handcomp that had miraculously not been knocked off the small table next to the bed. "Lessee...yeah, Detroit was totally minor league in the Third Age, aside from the Godmarket months when everywhere was majors. Your basic 'bar band' level super stuff. Anyone who had any real power ended up heading for Chicago or New York or even Columbus. Most of what stayed behind was techies...oh, Lord. 'Mistah Mekanique?' Who could have possibly thought that codename was a good idea?"


  "How many Q's in that name?" Sarah grinned.


  "Just the one. And a K. Hm, that's odd. Detroit's a Contract Town."


  Sarah sat up, starting to pull the sheets up with her and then just mentally shrugging and letting them go. "What's so odd about that? A lot of major cities went under outside contracts during the rebuilding. Remember, my folks worked for one of the bigger rebuilders when I was little...I must've lived in five different cities in two years before we settled down, mom and dad running around helping put the computer infrastructures back together for local governments."


  JakZak shook his head. "Not odd that it ever was one. That it still *is* one."


  Sarah grabbed the handcomp away faster than JakZak could blink and started scrolling through the city data. "That can't be right! The last Contract Town got ceded back to national authority in, what, 2008? The executive order allowing Contract Towns isn't even still valid...that's one of the reasons ceding Manhattan to Umbrae was such a big deal [the city was ceded to Umbrae's control in STRAFE #12 - Ed.]."


  "Definitely something worth looking into, but it's starting to depress me a bit even thinking about a 'lost' city like that, and this is supposed to be a happy day," JakZak started running a finger down Sarah's bare side. "Let's table that issue for now, eh?"


  "Table it? The bed not good enough for you?" she giggled, dropping the handcomp into a pile of rumpled clothing at the side of the bed....


  * * * *


  [Mexico City, Federal Sector]


  "Wake up, sleepyhead," Arin lifted up one end of the sheet and tickled Sal's feet. He yelped and fell out of bed with a yelp and a flurry of tangled cloth. "We need to be up in Chicago by two for the big meeting, and then the whole 'welcome back' party after."


  "What time is it?" Sal mumbled as he carefully disentangled himself. He could have just shrugged and turned the bedclothes into so many random threads, but that would have been a waste.


  "Time enough for me to give you a good scrubbing down," Arin replied, shedding her robe and heading into the fairly large bathroom attached to what was officially just Sal's apartment, even though she spent more time in it than in the rooms that were officially hers. The bathroom had to be large, not so much to accomodate two people as to handle the hulking "Green Knight". The shower alone could hold two or three football players...admittedly a bit larger than it really had to be, but it had been decided that more room meant less chance of a sleepy superhuman accidentally putting an elbow through a wall at 5 AM.


  "Fine, fine," Sal finished peeling the covers off, satisfied that they weren't bloodstained. One of the odder side effects of his evolving powers was that blood found its way into just about every fluid his body produced, including tears and sweat, but he was getting better at controlling when it did and didn't emerge. Ever since Caprice had turned him temporarily into a mobile pool of blood in Montreal [CSV #15 - Ed.], life had just gotten weirder and weirder. "I can get myself clean, you know," he added a bit testily.


  "And I can get clean just by pulsing," Arin replied, referring to one of the more finely-tuned applications of her explosive powers, "but that doesn't make a good hot shower stop being FUN," she pointed out. "Oh, and your combat togs should be back from the cleaners before we leave, but today's a dress uniform occasion anyway, and you haven't worn that since that thing the mayor threw three months ago."


  Sal entered the bathroom, where Arin was already undressed and fine- tuning the shower's temperature. "Your domestic side seems to be in overdrive this morning," he observed. "I'm guessing you talked to Chris before waking me up?"


  She nodded, picking up a long-handled brush and using it like a baton to direct Sal into the shower. "He's really coming along great," she beamed, clearly proud of her son. "Both of him, actually. I was a little concerned about it when Grind suggested it, but future-Chris is like an uncle to his, um, alternate past self. Little Chris's language skills are almost up to a match with his apparent age, since big Chris remembers what used to give him problems growing up," she said, scrubbing the expanse of Sal's back.


  "So, I take it the location is still secure?" Sal asked. The future version of Chris Kelsey had been the catalyst for the arrival of the Impossible Five, and while his memory was still swiss-cheesed from something they'd done to him, the man from the future potentially knew the weaknesses of his former companions. They wouldn't exactly be eager to let him stay alive.


  "*I* don't even know where they are," Arin replied, working her way around his side with the brush. "We've got some mystically encrypted communications software from one of Peregryn's contacts, though, so we should be okay for now. As far as we know, none of the I5 is really a 'true' mage, just a bunch of really potent focused supernormals. Matrioshka's the only one we're really worried about breaking security, and our supplier seems pretty confident that he has her number," she added as she reached the front and worked her way down Sal's chest, her mid-length red hair plastering across her face as the shower streams hit the back of her head.


  "Good, good," Sal smiled. "A little lower, if you could. Lower...there you go," he grinned widely.


  "Yes, I can see that you need a good scrubbing there, don't you? This could take a while," Arin leered back.


  "We can always have breakfast on the jet...."


  * * * *


  [Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Aaron looked out over the somewhat gap-toothed skyline of Manhattan from his guest room on the 78th floor of One World Trade Center. One of the side effects of Umbrae's stabilizing influence on the city was that deconstruction of many of the less-iconic skyscrapers had shifted into high gear, buildings that had been under-maintained for decades and were too hazardous to be worth reconditioning. It felt like a metaphor for something, but he couldn't quite put it to words.


  -+Don't get all angsty on me,+- Paul's voice chuckled. Aaron had known for more than two years [since ASH #16 - Ed.] that the voice was really just part of his own mind, a part that acted and sounded like the dead Paul Mahler, but he'd come to terms with that, and realized that there were enough advantages to being split two ways mentally that he'd declined offers to help re-integrate his personality. In his case, it was more a feature than a bug, as programmers would say.


  +-Fine, no angst this morning. Especially since last night went so well,-+ Aaron agreed with himself.


  The phone rang. You'd think that in a building full of telepaths like the MetaPsych station here, phones would be quaintly redundant. But so many rooms were technologically *and* electromagnetically shielded that hard line phones were necessary.


  "Hello?" Aaron picked up the receiver. He got just enough telepathic leakage to tell it was Gene Clark on the other end, and she was agitated. "I'm just about ready to go for our 8 o'clock meet..."


  "That's cancelled," the young omnipath cut him off. "Or, really, it's changing into something else," she corrected herself.


  "Why? What happened?"


  "Devlin Marx has been murdered."


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


  Next Issue:


  Devlin Marx has been murdered, and the list of potential suspects would be longer than this entire issue! But a man as connected as Marx doesn't simply die, he pulls a big chunk of sociopolitical real estate down with him, and Contact's the lucky guy on the scene to try to deal with the carnage!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The "old movie" mentioned in the opening scene is "Clue" (1985), the line spoken by Michael McKean's character in one of the many alternate endings.


  How does homosexuality count as reactionary in El Dorado? Well, until reliable birth control methods were invented, social support of homosexual relationships was one means of keeping birth rates at a level that could be sustained in an essentially closed underground society that had managed to get infant mortality under control. Even in 2026, several generations after it stopped being economically dangerous, flagrant heterosexuality is seen as a little shocking by the "old fogies". :) People are people, and are always going to find something to get offended by, usually something related to sex.


  Oh, and Yrni's first boyfriend was named Bhirt. Just so you know.


  Chuck Morse is also known as Weaponsmaster, and has appeared in several issues of Coherent Super Stories. Antoine Mabuse figured in the "Metropolis" arc of ASH (ASH #71-75). Jess "Scry" Dumont first appeared in CSV #1/2 and has probably shown up in every Fourth Age ongoing title by this point. :) Mistah Mekanique is a recurring character in LL&DD. Chris Kelsey (future) arrived in the "present" during the "Time And Space" arc, ASH #61-64, and his abuse by the Impossible Five took place in "Four to Never" (ASH #76-78 and CSV #26-28).


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


  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


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