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  WarStar #1 - Astrogenesis


  [cover shows the mighty WarStar, attired in "Kirby-style" armorand bearing the Astro Spear, stepping out of a field of cracklingenergy. Cover copy proclaims, "Welcome to Earth, WarStar...HopeYou Survive The Experience!"]


  



  [Private journal of the Wanderer]



  June 23, 1992


  In the course of my travels, I briefly stopped in Milwaukee today, and paid a visit to fellow mage Aleph Null, who has recently moved to join the main branch of ASH there. Our discussion was interrupted by the formation of a dimensional gate, which Aleph Null was quick to disavow any responsibility for.


  From the gate emerged a fearsome warrior, clad in mystic armor and bearing a technomystical weapon of such puissance that only his apparent inexperience with it saved us from defeat. He did not speak any known language at first, so if he hails from a parallel Earth, it is a world that diverged from ours long ago. However, either due to inborn talents or a device in his wondrous armor, he soon had a basic grasp of English. Due to his bellicose nature and the shape of the crest on his armor, ASH member RavenFire dubbed him WarStar, although he never gave us indication of his true name.


  One thing did strike me as odd, however. Late in the fight, in desperation I called upon Raiden's lightning, using an incantation I learned from an aged master five years ago. While he shrugged off the lightning bolt, he seemed shocked that one could call upon external powers for aid. The concept of gods seemed alien to him, although this did not impair his ability to fight the heroic avatar of Set. Aleph Null agrees with my hypothesis that our visitor comes from a reality where there are no gods, or at least no gods that listen to supplications. But his powers were clearly magene-based, as demonstrated by the effectiveness of the Anchor who finally arrived and forced "WarStar" to flee.


  I would dearly love to stay and work with Aleph Null to study the remains of the gate which brought our visitor, but my visions of blood magic are growing stronger, calling me to Ohio. Perhaps someday I will simply ask WarStar himself....


  * * * *


  [The Imperial City, Year 5630 of the Empire]


  My name is Arn, and I am rightly proud of that fact. Once I bore many names...my personal name, my father's name, my mother's name, the name of my city, of my street, of my profession...like most of the masses I was crushed under the weight of names. But through my strength and cunning, I have been able to throw off those shackles and join the elite. Those who are powerful enough to be known by only a single name, for no further identification is needed. It was only yesterday that the Emperor, he who has no name at all during life, granted me release from the name of my profession.


  Now I await a second audience, with no little dread. While I have cultivated a reputation as a great warrior of unquestionable loyalty to the Empire, I have been careful to not be thought of as a great mind, except in the realm of military thinking. My Gift is of strength and durability, my magical skills are very minor otherwise...there is little chance I will ever Vanish, as those with great magical skills are known to do. Between these two factors, the Emperor is likely to see me as a potential threat if I remain in the Imperial City.


  After all, my loyalty may be unquestionable, but the City is a place of intrgues. A "naive" general such as myself could be lured into a plot by any one of a hundred factions. Because I am unlikely to Vanish like so many other seekers of the throne, it would be difficult to simply kill me and cover up the fact by saying I Vanished. Even the Cult of Transcendance would not easily believe that one such as I had managed to attract the attention of whatever forces pluck our mages from their beds, and they think *anyone* can Vanish if they truly believe they will.


  Additionally, I am a strong man even without my Gift. The Spellbreakers who advise the Emperor and protect him would be hard-pressed to keep my sword out of the Emperor's heart should I actually wish him dead. They suffice to blunt the Gifts of other would-be assassins, but no 'Breaker can make a simple blade go away.


  So I sit and await my Emperor's attention. He is no fool, he will not want me here in the City. But he would also not wish to give me an army out at the rim...with no real enemies to fight out in space anymore, a frontier general could easily decide his troops would be better served taking the homeworld for him. So what would he do with me? It is possible he has seen through my dissembling and wants me as an advisor after all, but that is probably too much to hope.


  "Arn?" the slightly balding head of Minister Lor pokes into the room. He is one of the Emperor's Spellbreakers, and a man I had carefully cultivated in recent months as a potential ally.


  I stand and nod. Lor leads me into the Emperor's audience room, which has a simple elegance lacking in the palaces of many minor nobles. Formed from the living rock of the Imperial Mount by stonemages at the birth of the Empire, it had been further refined over the millennia. Every color was that of living rock, twisted and molded into sculptures and reliefs and columns, a riot of color without paint or gilt or gemstones.


  "Arn, we are pleased to see you today," the Emperor smiles, and I feel a pleasant warmth spread throughout my being. I had only been in his presence three times before, and I still could not tell if my reaction was simply to his natural charisma, or to subtle use of his Gift over the mind and heart.


  "How may I serve?" I reply.


  "Arn," he subtly emphasizes my name, both to remind me that I have him to thank for its shortness, and to make sure I still realize that I *have* a name, unlike him. "What do you know of other dimensions? And I mean other realities, not dimensions like height and length."


  Quite a bit more than I'm about to let on. I've studied Vanishing extensively, and one of the constants is that those with Gifts related to the fabric of reality tend to Vanish more often than any other sort. "Only two things. One, we have not been able to prove they exist. Two, if they exist, they would make for an excellent new frontier, as our expansion in space has reached practical limits."


  He smiles again, nodding. "Officially, you are correct on the first point. Unofficially, we *have* been able to prove they exist, although the more radical claims of the Transcenders do not seem to be bolstered by this. Through great effort and danger, my Artificers have finally managed to create a purely mechanical means of breaching the walls between realities."


  Involuntarily, my eyes go wide. The use of Artifice has long been known as a way to increase one's power without any apparent increase in the chances of Vanishing. The Emperor has just claimed a unique power as his own, and he is telling me about it?


  "Ah, you see the implications," he nods. "As yet, the Dimensional Gates, or D-Gates, are only one-way, with the exception of certain frequencies of light. We can observe other worlds in a limited fashion, we can send them messages if we desire, and...most importantly for you...we can send people through."


  NOW I see the implications. No frontier armada for me...I am to be sent across the dimensional threshold!


  "Even just looking requires a great deal of power, so our research has been conducted on the shore of one of the Five Lakes, hidden within the Imperial Preserve. The lake serves to absorb the heat generated by the process, you see. But we have found a world that seems suitable for invasion. The natives seem to have Gifts as well, but they are far weaker than we are, and far fewer of them are Gifted. You may be able to conquer the world on your own!" he beams, and I feel my trepidations melt away. Now I am fairly sure he is using his Gift on me.


  "So, I am to act as an advance agent on this world?" I ask.


  He half-nods, an odd little twist of his head. "My Artificers claim it will be at least five years before we can create either a fully two-way gate or one capable of sending a true invasion force through. However, if you can conquer the world using your own resources in that time, I will give it to you to rule."


  "The Emperor has great confidence in my abilities," I bow my head.


  "Heh. Perhaps. But not so great that I will hurl you naked through the D-Gate," he snaps his fingers, and servants roll two great cases into the room. "I give you two gifts to help you in your mission. First is this suit of armor," the first case is opened to reveal armor based on my own, but obviously stronger and more powerful. "It not only enhances your Gift in the same ways your current attire does, but it also contains a number of creations you will find helpful, such as a translation device so you can speak this world's barbaric tongues, and a transmutation matrix. Raising armies requires money, and you will be able to create whatever elements this society finds valuable, at least in amounts large enough to finance your initial actions."


  I nod. Transmutation was one of the spells I had worked long and hard to master, concentrating on being able to create weapons when unarmed. But I know the benefits of having a ready supply of gold, platinum, uranium or whatever else proved necessary.


  "My other gift to you is the Astro Spear," the other case is opened to reveal a shaft of dull grey metal and red piping, nearly as tall as I am, and supported as if it weighed much more than it appeared to. "Formed from compacted iron, this is a weapon only a warrior of your strength could hope to wield. It has many functions, but you will have to learn them after you pass through the D-Gate, as it is that very passage that will empower the weapon. Consider it a test of your ability to...land on your feet." He smiles and walks over to the Astro Spear, fingering one of four red studs near the head of the shaft. "Although I will be kind and tell you that this button activates a plasma flame from the head of the weapon. You may not have time to master the weapon before encountering the local defenders, after all."


  "I thank you, my Emperor, both for the gifts and for the opportunity to prove myself to you."


  "You are most welcome. And remember...you have five years. Make the most of them."


  With that, I know the audience is over. I bow and leave the room, hearing the soft footfalls of Lor behind me. Once we are out of earshot, I feel the familiar weakness that comes when a 'Breaker uses his abilities. Lor means to disable any magical or technomystical spying devices that may be aimed at us.


  "I am sorry, Arn," he whispers.


  "Do not be," I reply. "It is a kinder end than I could have made for myself. The way I chose to live was successful in dragging me from the gutters of my home, but I knew from the start that it could be a liability should I ever rise too high. Tell me, though...is he serious about the five years?"


  "You mean, is he just telling you that in order to make you go into permanent exile willingly? No, I do not think so. We all know that there has been no serious challenge to the Empire since the T!rir were finally crushed a thousand years ago, along with their Pranir vassals. The Emperor may secretly hope you fail...for it would mean this other world is a worthy foe, one we can throw our efforts into defeating. But he does not mean to simply abandon you, no."


  I grin. "Perhaps I will surprise him by bringing him news of my success in person before the five years have passed?"


  Lor chuckles. "Any other man, I might take that as casual boasting, or even a joke. But you? You might very well surprise us all...."


  * * * *


  [An island off the shore of Milwaukee, Wisconsin - June 23, 1992]


  The Emperor's coy "this is the button" move bothered me all the way to the other side of the planet, but I couldn't quite put words to my concerns. And I really should have known what would happen when I saw that the D-Gate was on an artificial island some distance from the shore of the lake. I suppose I was thinking too far ahead, and not about my immediate future.


  Now, as I stand on another artificial island in another world's version of Icedeep Lake, I see that this is to be my first true test. That the Emperor knew exactly where he was putting me.


  An armored woman sheathed in flames is flying out of a low, bunker-like building at the other end of the island...I have arrived at a citadel of some sort, home to the Gifted of this world. Other figures emerge from the bunker as well, some shouting in their alien tongue. A low murmur at the back of my mind tells me that my armor's translator unit is busily scanning all information sources in the area, apparently the natives use electromagnetic communication as well. It will not be long before I know their language, but at the moment it doesn't matter...the language of battle will speak clearly enough for me.


  The flying woman sends forth a gout of flames. My visor tells me the intensity of the fire and I choose to stand my ground. Flame washes over me, and I feel a faint warmth. The armor holds, although this may have been a test, a probing attack.


  Very well, I shall answer in kind. I envision a specific mystic pattern, bringing together a bolt of magical energy. One of my few spells, it is a rather weak warmagic. If it fells her, I will know I have nothing to fear. If she shrugs it off, they may underestimate my power. I let loose a rousing war cry, "selling" my attack to keep them from thinking I am merely probing.


  The bolt flies true and strikes the woman full on, causing her to jerk back in flight. She was hurt, but not felled.


  Before I can react, a blur is upon me, obviously one with the Gift of speed, and he is hammering away at me with insane intensity. I almost feel the blows through my armor, and I do not know yet if my new raiment has weak spots the fast one can exploit.


  I am fast, but not fast enough to strike this man. So I slam the hemispherical butt of the Astro Spear on the hard ground with my full strength, intending to shock him off his feet. To my pleasant surprise, a wave of plasma shoots out from the point of impact! It washes my own legs in a warm glow, but the fast one is hurled into the lake by the shockwave. I smile...the Artificers wrought well. "Enjoy your swim," I mock, although I know he cannot understand the True Tongue.


  Now that they know my weapon is not merely a cudgel, there is no point in dissembling. Pressing the stud the Emperor showed me, I activate the spearhead, a contained plasma flame that shudders through the spectrum of colors as it stabilizes. In response, the flying woman...according to the chatter I am beginning to translate, she is called RavenFire...peppers me with focused bursts of flame. These do no more damage than her first attack, and I immediately suspect she is trying to divert my attention.


  Just in time, I turn to see a jackal-headed man, easily my equal in size and bulk, swinging a strange staff at me. I raise the Astro Spear to block, but I feel the impact through my arms. By the Elements, this freakish figure is not only my equal, he is stronger than I!


  "Nice hat," my foe snarls. The words have the tone of a taunt, but none of the meaning. Perhaps my translator still needs time to assimilate the language. Or perhaps this man simply lacks the ability to taunt effectively.


  "Thank you," I reply, the strange words of his foreign language tripping haltingly off my tongue. "Perhaps you should get one to cover your face." Not my finest verbal jab, but I sense I am up against weak competition in *that* regard.


  "Yeeha!" RavenFire crows. "Get 'im, Set!"


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see two other figures at the mouth of the bunker. Neither seems to be a warrior, but they have the demeanor of mages. Set may be another distraction, one I need to deal with quickly. Worse, I can see a glint of light over the city on the shore. Other warriors coming to help? I suspect the visor has a magnification factor, but there is no time to search for it, nor would it be advisable to take my attention away from the immediate area.


  Set swings his staff again, crudely. He has no skill or finesse, apparently trusting in pure strength to do the job for him. But now that I have taken his measure, I am ready. In training my troops, I taught them a great many tactics to use if forced into close combat with someone as strong as myself, and ironically I now have to use those tactics against my own superior in strength.


  I parry nimbly with the massive Astro Spear, quickly twisting it so that a loop of energy conduit catches the head of Set's staff. With another quick move, I pull in the direction of Set's swing and yank him off balance. To his credit, he does not let go of his weapon.


  The plasma flame is still lit, so I pull both weapons down and drive my spearhead into the ground, instantly kicking up a spray of vaporized matter. Set coughs at the cloud of grit this creates. His hold slackens and I sweep his staff away, throwing it towards the lake.


  Set snarls and tries to punch me, but I block him with one of the almost decorative projections on my gauntlet. It holds, and I am satisfied to hear bones in his fist crunch against the angular metal.


  I leap back a step and thrust the Astro Spear at Set's chest. Hair and the metal of his adornments vaporize in a rush, along with a portion of his body. The sudden expansion of vaporized skin and bone hurls him back almost a body length, and seems to have stunned him.


  The mages join the fray now, hurling their own warmagics at me. I block one with the Astro Spear, and the other impacts harmlessly on my armor. RavenFire adjusts something on her gauntlet, and a terrible keening sound emanates from her. The filters in my armor quickly generate counternoise and block out the sonic attack.


  Then I start to shake.


  I had forgotten about the fast one...information trickling into my brain tells me his name is Fracture, while the two mages are the Wanderer and Aleph Null. Fracture has grabbed me from behind and is trying to shake me to pieces. Warning signals go off in my helmet...he may actually harm my armor if allowed to continue.


  I smile. The bulk of my body might protect him from another shockwave from the 'Spear...if I was fool enough to slam the butt down in front of my body! I strike the ground between my legs, slightly behind me, and another plasma wave rushes outwards, knocking Fracture loose and incidentally scorching the legs of Set. RavenFire and the mages remain too far away to be harmed.


  I quickly reach around and grab Fracture's stunned form. "RavenFire!" I shout. "Catch!" With all my might, I hurl Fracture back towards the lake, in a high, arcing curve. I test a theory, that her earlier outburst means she is no trained soldier, but a civilian playing at warrior. I am proved correct when RavenFire flies off to save Fracture instead of trying to find a way to harm me. Or perhaps she has exhausted her stock of Gifts and knows she cannot affect me?


  "I call upon the lightning of Raiden!" the Wanderer shouts, after mumbling something I cannot hear. Who is Raiden? The approaching spark?


  Then lightning arcs down out of the clear blue sky, playing over my armor and actually causing me some small pain! I look up, seeking the source of this assault. "Who is Raiden?" I ask aloud. "Where is he, that I may fight him fairly!"


  "He's a god...like Set," Set growls, slamming both fists against the ground.


  At the unasked question, information enters my mind from the helmet interface. A god is an entity of great power who resides outside reality. These people give loyalty and worship to gods. Preposterous! Or...could gods live where the Vanished go?


  Sensing my confusion, but assuming it came from his own attack, Set leaps towards me, his broken hand apparently now healed and the hole in his chest closing slowly. I break out of my reverie and bring the 'Spear around. It is too late to strike him with the flame, but I am able to club him down with the shaft. I then reverse it quickly and slam the butt into his back, eliciting a howl of pain.


  Now it is my turn to howl. Fire shoots through my guts, a slow flame that seems to eat at me from inside out! I try to look past the pain, and I see the mage Aleph Null concentrating intensely. The Wanderer notices my attention and tries to interpose himself between me at Aleph Null.


  I push all the buttons at once, pointing the Astro Spear at the two mages and hoping something useful happens.


  A dark spot appears between me and my attacker. Space seems to ripple around it like water going down a drain.


  "A black hole!" Aleph Null gasps, and the pain stops as he focuses his efforts on the spacetime warp that now drifts in his direction.


  While I was concentrating on other matters, the spark has gotten close enough to be resolved as a vehicle of some sort, using a primitive air-drive propellor. I start to feel the Astro Spear grow heavy in my hands, and the plasma flame gutters. The vehicle must contain a Spellbreaker! Even if the Astro Spear will allow me flight, that is no longer a route of escape, not with the 'Breaker up there.


  I need to escape from this place. I need time to plan, to learn the extent of my powers. Only a fool stands and fights when it is not necessary.


  So I jump into the lake. Within moments, its dark waters conceal me from pursuit, and the flare of the Astro Spear pushes me through the depths.


  Perhaps the Emperor didn't expect me to survive five years....


  * * * *


  [Near Escanaba, Michigan - July 3, 1992]


  I am tapping what the natives call "cable television" using my armor, gaining information from their newscasts, when a priority signal comes in. It has been ten days since my arrival, and finally they see fit to send me a signal. It is on a style of carrier wave I have not seen in use on this world, so it is likely not a fake. Also, I was told it would take this long to recharge the D-Gate enough to even send messages, so this was consistent...my indignation at waiting is more an emotional response than a rational one.


  "Arn, assuming you have survived your first challenge, know that we didn't send you in ignorance. We knew that you would arrive amidst one of the most powerful groups of defenders your new home has. We hope you savored the gift of combat...and if you slew the defenders, so much the better."


  I snarl. If this were a two-way channel, I would certainly let them know how much I "savored" it. I do not recognize the voice of the speaker, but the words sounded like they were dictated by the Emperor.


  "We also presume that, given your skills, you have determined the capabilities of the Astro Spear by now." True enough. I had nearly burned down a woods in the process, and I had to flee from the "Academy of Super-Heroes" again when I was finished testing the weapon, but I think I have most of the functions worked out. "In the event you have not found all the combinations yet, however, we are downloading the information into your armor's computers. Study it at your leisure."


  A chill runs down my back. I had considered it as a possibility, but now my fears are confirmed. The lack of instructions in advance was not a test of my ingenuity, it was a safeguard to ensure I did not find a way to power up the Astro Spear and use it at home. And I would certainly not be permitted to bring the weapon back with me, not in five years or five hundred. Not unless I could make good on my boast to Lor and return on my own terms.


  Simply raising an army here would not work. Society was too geared towards peace, the warriors too controlled and regimented to hire away. I would need to find allies, contacts who could help me find Gifted warriors willing to work for the gold I could create.


  There was a place, mentioned in the newscasts, that might be helpful. A place where so-called "villains" ruled, and "supernatural" mercenaries lived. It would be distasteful dealing with criminals and thugs, but perhaps this "Haven" would be useful. But, judging from my brief survey of the Gifted culture here, I would need a name other than Arn. Something flashy and descriptive. Like the name "WarStar" that the newscasts had attached to me. It would certainly do.


  I frown. Half a moon ago, I was proud to be finally shedding my second name, and now I contemplated taking a new one. Well, so be it. On this world I was far from nobility, and I had run from the two fights I had been in. For humility's sake, I will take this second name again...only it will not be the Emperor who removes it from me.


  I will be the one to decide when I abandon the name WarStar. And it will not be until I have tamed this world.


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


  Next Issue:


  WarStar gets embroiled in the high-powered politics of Haven, and his dreams of conquest start to turn to a simple desire to survive!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Back during the DEEP ARMAGEDDON storyline, Tony Pi came up with a bunch of 1990s supervillains whose names he could drop here and there. One such name was WarStar, whose powerless Astro Spear was hurled at SkyHaven. Later, the Astro Spear allowed Triton to defeat Doublecross and helped him take over Khadam, and Matt Rossi established some of the nifty things it could do.


  I got to thinking...what, exactly, did the Astro Spear look like? It had been established as being made from Collapsiron (iron which has been made denser at an atomic level by bringing another electron shell into the metallic bonds), something that only powerful supernormals or even gods could create. Who was WarStar? How did he get the Astro Spear? And why was it drained of power when Triton found it? Well, eventually those questions got to me, and I came up with answers. Rather than try to just dump the information into a footnote or have Tony try to work it into an issue of the CSV, I decided to write a story about WarStar, from his point of view. This would also let me get a lot of my ideas about the 1990s ASH Universe out into the open, instead of clanking around in the recesses of my brain.


  While this is a limited series, I'm not sure right now how long it will be. Probably no more than four issues, might even be over in two, although three is a more likely number. It's inherently limited by the fact that I can't go beyond 1998, obviously. Could WarStar come back in 2024? Perhaps....


  WarStar created by Tony Pi, Matt Rossi and Dave Van Domelen. Wanderer created by Damon Buckwalder. Aleph Null and Set created by Mike Molinsky. RavenFire created by Jason Campbell (no, not the Image artist). Fracture created Randy Lander. With the exception of Wanderer, the ASH members were all part of my Champions campaign in college at some point or another, although not necessarily in the main ASH group. Wanderer was in my Avengers of Justice (later changed to Modern Knights) campaign that started six months after I shut down ASH. This story takes place between the two.


  See http://www.physics.ohio-state.edu/~dvandom/warstar.GIF for an image of WarStar.


  WarStar #2 - Mean Streets


  [cover shows Arn, wearing a t-shirt and suspenders, looking overhis shoulder at Black Opal, who is leaping out of the shadowsinside the roof of a warehouse, arm cocked back to throw ahandful of blades.]


  



  [The Mediterranean Sea, near Haven - August 2, 1992]



  It has been a long flight, even at the supersonic speeds I can reach using the full power of the Astro Spear for thrust. Fortunately, something like a day of non-stop effort isn't enough to tire me, and with the armor enhancing my already formidable constitution, I almost feel as if fresh from sleep.


  The instructions transmitted to me had turned out to be very useful. For while I had mastered every direct combat application of the Astro Spear on my own, there were a number of other functions I hadn't even thought to try. For instance, the 'Spear can absorb electromagnetic radiation, very useful in avoiding detection by the primitive detection gear of this world. Picket lines around the northern pole of the world registered nothing as I arced in a great circle towards my eventual destination.


  Suddenly, red triangles appear on my visor, and the smugness vanishes. Perhaps not all detection systems on this planet are quite so primitive. Three missiles of some sort are coming over the horizon, and seem to be locked onto me. It would appear that Haven is on the paranoid side when it comes to uninvited guests. And for all the wondrous things the Astro Spear can do at short and medium ranges, I have little way to knock the incoming missiles away at long range.


  So be it. I wait the three heartbeats it takes for the missiles to come into view with the naked eye, and then generate a plasma pulse, like the ones I used against Fracture. The missiles strike the leading edge of the pulse and detonate, far enough away that I am merely buffetted by their shockwaves.


  "Attention, intruder," a voice suddenly comes over my communication array. "That was a warning shot. Leave our airspace or we will cheerfully atomize you."


  I give them no response. This is a closed culture, I am not going to talk my way in. Perhaps if I demonstrate enough persistence they will relent? I turn the Astro Spear back to the task of thrust, and within moments can see the imposing artificial island of Haven on the horizon.


  Of course, at this point, they can also see me, and direct energy weapons come into play. Green laser beams seek me out, and while the 'Spear sucks in their power, I recognize a targeting system when I see one. I've always been more of an infantryman before, and aerial evasion is a new skill for me. But I manage to avoid the first few particle cannon pulses.


  Then one finds me, and despite the power of my armor, I am nearly stunned by the impact of charged particles. I quickly drop towards the water, getting back out of their line of sight.


  The water opens up suddenly, disgorging a man in red who glows like the Sun itself. He is faster and more maneuverable than I am, and within seconds we have stopped in midair, facing each other warily.


  "Go home, WarStar," the man sneers. "We don't accept losers. Yeah, we've seen news footage of you running away from ASH. Twice. If you want to enjoy the benefits of Haven, you're going to have to prove yourself first."


  "What if I prove myself by defeating *you*?" I say as evenly and calmly as I can manage. I am a bit nervous, as this man has a ragged edge to his voice that I've heard before many times. He is insane, holding onto reality by the most tenuous of threads, a man who kills so readily because he no longer has that connection to humanity that makes even the most seasoned warriors regret what they must do in battle.


  Beneath his mask he smirks. A sword that seems to be made from a slice of the Sun extends from his right fist. "Your Astro Spear against my Solar Blade? Tempting. To challenge the Challenger. But I don't think so. Y'see, it's not just about power...it's about trust." His voice drips with irony as he continues, "If you'd done something unforgivable, managed to be wanted for some major crimes, we might let you in. After all, if you betrayed us then, you'd still go to the Pit for your own stuff. But all we've seen you do is tussle with ASH a couple times, and that doesn't even rate jail time anymore. You might be a plant, some new hero trying to make a name for himself by infiltrating the supervillain city on the sea...so we can't really let you in. Well, Sutekh likes you, but he likes anyone who gives his 'brother' a hard time. But his opinion doesn't count for a whole lot here. In short, don't call us, we'll call you."


  I briefly consider simply killing him. Generating a black hole in his chest would certainly do the job, and his solar powers could be blunted by the absorption systems in the Astro Spear. But I am seeking allies, not more enemies, and I have no real idea how well-liked this Challenger is. He's a madman, but madmen can be quite charming and persuasive.


  "I'll be waiting for that call," I reply, then turn to leave.


  * * * *


  [A small village near Izmir, Turkey - August 4, 1992]


  I had hoped Haven would accept me, as it would have made many practical matters so much simpler. I could have gotten clothing, acquired currency, eaten food I did not hunt down myself. Compared to my own, this world is fairly primitive, but not so primitive I can simply walk around in full armor and make my purchases with gold.


  Fortunately, some parts are still primitive enough that the latter is less of a problem. This town I am in shows obvious signs of technological civilization, yet also has a thriving barter economy in the lower classes. Gold should be acceptable to them.


  And as for the former problem, well, I can deal with it for now. A tattered tarpaulin found by the side of the road makes for a crude cloak, covering my armor, with part of it wrapped around my 'Spear. To complete the disguise, another of my small magics, a spell I found useful in my rise through the ranks. It is a little bit of a mind-magic that causes those who look at me to consider me un-noteworthy. They may see an abnormally large stranger, but will not think of me as someone to comment on. Unfortunately, the results are only temporary, and I cannot linger long in any one place lest someone's curiosity penetrate the spell. Worse, it has no effect on those seeing me remotely, and as major cities are full of cameras even on this backward world...well, the village I am in will do for now.


  Thus disguised, I walk into the small shop of a local tailor. With my frame, I cannot buy clothing that has been pre-made, naturally. He raises an eyebrow as I walk in and close the door firmly behind me.


  "I require a suit of clothing, appropriate for visiting the city," I tell the man. "I will pay handsomely for your best work," I pull out a few square plates of gold I manufactured hours earlier, "and for your silence," I add as I remove the ragged cloak concealing my armor.


  He gasps at the sight of me, but the glint of gold holds his attention. I may have never mastered enough mind-magic to do more than minor tricks, but gold has a magic all its own.


  "Will, ah, the gentleman remove his...current attire while I take measurements?" the tailor nervously ventures in heavily accented English. He obviously took my own halting Turkish as a cue that I was a foreigner, and wants to put me at ease somehow. I grin.


  "I will need some good boots, but assume that I will wear the new clothing over the old," I assure him in Turkish.


  While he nervously starts running his tools over and around my body, I tune into the local radio traffic and continue to refine my command of his language. Having been on this world only a short time, I am already astounded by the number of languages they seem to need. I could spend years just learning them all...it will certainly be a challenge keeping them straight.


  Something else catches my interest on the radio, a news report concerning recent riots in Istanbul. Again it concerns these strange "gods" I had never heard of before coming to this world. The government officially denies the existence of gods, which would seem a sensible thing to me, except I have tasted the lightning of one such god. And worship of the deity Apollo seems to be taking hold in the western parts of Turkey, something the government finds even more abhorrent than the several other religions which had coexisted in the country of late, like Christianity and Islam. The government is overreacting, squeezing the people too hard. Rebellion is in the air, even just listening to the censored government news broadcasts.


  I pause to think about what I have seen of Turkey so far. Technologically advanced in many ways, if lagging behind the more powerful nations of the world. But also full of places like this town, backwaters from an older age. Once the government falls, this place will be an excellent staging ground for raising an army and conquering the richer nations to the north and west. Yes, I will have to remember Turkey....


  * * * *


  [Harlem, New York City - August 20, 1992]


  The room is filthy and small, and the security would be laughable if I actually feared the downtrodden inhabitants of this city. Oh, I could have my throat slit easily enough, but my training for survival in a war zone is just as applicable here as it was in the muddy holes of Planet 3424. It was a border world that didn't even rate a name, nor did we bother to learn what the natives called it before slaughtering most and enslaving the rest.


  Simply placing the massive Astro Spear on the floor in front of the door ensured that none could open the inward-swinging door, although the floor did creak and protest at the weight it was being asked to support. And the window's glass I transmuted to a far stronger crystal.


  From gold to Turkish lira to American dollars, I had managed to discreetly build a bankroll sufficient to pay the advance on this room and buy me some less conspicuous clothing. And once I found a "pawn shop" I could trust, I could directly convert my gold into dollars. For now, I keep my armor hidden in a burlap satchel and the 'Spear wrapped in canvas, but I have a few ideas for better cases for both.


  Satisfied with the minor precautions I had been able to take in securing my valuable items, I change into a baggy shirt and some pants made from a rough blue fabric, transferring my roll of bills to the pocket of the pants. Time to examine my surroundings.


  The hotel manager grunts as I leave, one of the few people not to be a little surprised when they see me, although he seems the type to be unimpressed by everything. I don't bother with my spells of concealment, since there are too many people in this area to reliably affect anyway. Besides, after getting over the shock of my size, most people regard me with contempt and hatred, not fear.


  It is a look I have seen often in the past...and one I have given in my youth. It is the look of an embittered underclass citizen gazing upon a noble, envy turning quickly into even darker emotions. The light color of my skin marks me as an outsider here, although I have seen men who nearly match me in size, and thus I am only marked in a "normal" way. While the idea of poverty being based largely on skin color still strikes me as odd, it is a useful bit of primitive thinking for my purposes. Anywhere else, I would stand out because I am huge. Here, I stand out because I am fair-skinned. They may recall me as large, but they will think of me first as "white." Like gold, hatred also has a magic of its own.


  I hide my smile as I set out to work some of gold's magic.


  * * * *


  [Chinatown, New York City - September 3, 1992]


  "So, Arnold...you always been big, or what?" a man asks from the shadows. While my continued study of languages is not progressing as quickly as I'd like, I can tell he's probably not one of the Chinese-Americans living in this part of Manhattan. More likely a resident of Little Italy. We've already gotten past the formalities, such as him asking if I'm a member of the law enforcement establishment. Odd that the police would have to tell the truth if asked about their identity...a good way for them to be killed, I should think. But they still don't trust me enough to step out of the shadows of this cramped apartment.


  "I don't think so," I reply with studied hesitation. "I don't remember a whole lot from before I woke up in that hospital. Didn't even remember enough to testify against that mad doctor guy who they say kidnapped me and experimented on me. But I remember being poor, and I remember not wanting to be poor anymore. And now I'm strong enough to not have to be poor," I flex the muscles of my arms to emphasize the point. My t-shirt strains, and I can hear stitches popping.


  "That you are," admits another voice, this one sounding older. "Stick with us, and you'll never be poor again, Mr. Black."


  "You sure?" the first voice asks the second.


  "Artie, Artie...I haven't lasted this long without being able to spot a cop. This guy is not, and never was, a cop. Or if he was, he's so crooked he'd never dare turn on us. Give 'im the...beeper."


  A man, presumably Artie, steps into the lighted center of the room. He has short black hair with a little grey in it, and slightly darker features than mine. He holds up a small black box with a strap attached. "You want the job?"


  "Sure. Who do I have to pound?"


  "Anyone we say," the man replies. "Stick out your ankle, I gotta strap this on."


  As I extend my leg, glad that I didn't decide to wear any armor under my clothing today, I ask, "What is it?"


  The man cinches the strap tight around my ankle. "It's a beeper. Y'know, so we can let you know when we need you for a job, get you out of bed in the middle of the night if it's an emergency. I'm strapping it on here because I don't want you losing it, or breaking it when you punch someone. Just don't take it off."


  I nod, feigning innocence. I know he's lying. At the very least, it's a tracking device. I make a mental note to examine it as soon as possible.


  As if this is what the others were waiting for, someone turns off the harsh spotlight and turns on the regular room lighting. Several other men stand around the edges of the room, including a white-haired gentleman who must be the second speaker.


  "Welcome to our employ," the old man smiles. "Play your cards right, and you'll be a made man in no time. But don't worry about that, we need to get you set up with something better'n that fleabag you're staying in over in Harlem. Why a nice boy like you'd stay in Harlem I can't even *begin* to guess...."


  A few hours later, I'm back in that "fleabag," collecting my things, as well as my thoughts. Vincent, the old man, explained the situation in Chinatown to me in very simple terms, but I was able to read between the lines based on what little I knew of the area. Manhattan had been very short on superhumans for some time, with the exception of an abortive attempt to found a chapter of ASH there three years ago. This was one reason I picked the city...less chance of accidentally running across someone who would be my match outside the armor.


  What Manhattan *did* have was a number of homegrown vigilantes of low power, some with no Gift at all. Most led short and bloody careers that ended in an unmarked grave. But one had managed to not only survive, but thrive over more than fifteen years. Called Black Opal, he ranged all over Manhattan, but concentrated many of his efforts in Chinatown. As a result, the Tongs had been crippled and almost destroyed...their one ill-fated attempt to bring in superhuman help had been during the few months ASH had had a presence in town, and it served only to bring ASH down on the Tongs like Raiden's lightning. Now the criminals of Italian and Sicilian descent wanted to muscle into Chinatown, since the Tongs were no longer able to protect their turf. But they needed someone to keep Black Opal away, and that someone would be me.


  I check the bass fiddle case that conceals my armor and Astro Spear. I've needed to reinforce it a few times to keep it from breaking open, but it serves me better than the old burlap bag. I remove one of the gauntlets and put it on.


  The scanner indicates I was right about the "beeper." Not only is it intermittently broadcasting a tracking pulse, it also contains an explosive charge. They do not trust me THAT much, apparently. One wrong move, and I lose my foot. Well, I would, but the Transmuter in that gauntlet changes the explosive charge to harmless silicon. No sense in risking an accidental detonation, or the wrath of someone I might step on in my climb up the political ladder in this organization, yes?


  I am about to put the gauntlet back into the case, when I remember the windows. A quick pass of the Transmuter turns them back to normal glass, erasing one of the more blatant signs of my presence. Then I put the gauntlet in with the rest of my armor, close the case, and leave the room forever.


  * * * *


  [Docks, Lower East Side, New York City - February 2, 1993]


  It is cold in the crate, but I don't mind that. No, what irks me is the boredom. This is the second night I have hidden in a crate as drugs were unloaded (concealed within other cargoes, of course).


  My mind turns to the idea of chemical stimulants like the cocaine being smuggled in tonight. We don't have anything like it back home. Oh, there's some minor stimulants, like what's called caffeine here, but for serious mind-bending, we use Inducers. Metal caps with field coils in them, they induce electric fields within the pleasure center of the brain. Clean, cheap, no side effects, and not physically addictive when used properly, for no more than an hour a day. Some criminals modified Inducers to overcome the built-in timer, or to deliver a more intense stimulation, but anyone caught doing so was convicted of murder. After all, given the ability to run an Inducer for more than an hour a day (ownership of multiple Inducers was illegal, of course) was a death sentence for the user. He'd waste away of thirst, dying happily. Those who modified Inducers were generally forced to wear their own creations and die the way their customers died. A simple justice, and a warning to those who might tamper with the technology.


  Myself, I'd only tried an Inducer once...I prefer to get my pleasure honestly. The thought did occur to me, though, that I could probably decimate the population of this nation by marketing Inducers without timers. But a population of drooling addicts with burned-out limbic systems did not make for a satisfying kingdom.


  Smoke suddenly starts to fill the area, and I break out of my reverie. My trick has worked! Black Opal has been wisely avoiding me for months, always hitting operations I was not present at. But I set up a decoy across town and hid here, the most tempting of the Mafia operations aside from the one I was supposed to be protecting. I slip on my mask and infrared goggles and carefully open the crate.


  "Gaaah!" one of the dockworkers screams. He stumbles back into my view, a pair of throwing blades imbedded in his shoulders. His holster is empty, and his gun no doubt already kicked into the river.


  There! The legendary Black Opal, in his nonreflective black bodysuit and featureless black helmet, the shape and color of which resemble the jewel that is his namesake. I reach for his leg, but he sees me just in time and jumps away.


  "Why, if it isn't Mr. Black!" he exclaims cheerfully. "But aren't you supposed to be in Chinatown tonight?"


  No banter for me. It would just give him time to find an escape route. Without a word, I draw my Colt .45 and place three rounds in the center of his chest. His paranormal speed almost lets him dodge, but I have shot faster targets than him, and with weapons whose kick I could actually feel.


  Black Opal is thrown back into a pile of crates, and oranges spill out, revealing a few duct-taped bags of cocaine behind them. His costume is bulletproof, but the heavy bullets still knock the wind out of him. And his costume won't keep me from crushing his chest with my bare hands.


  As I approach, he lashes out with a savage kick, trying to knock my gun aside. I am a bit surprised that he recovered so quickly, but I'm harder to disarm than that. I rapidly re-aim and pull the trigger.


  Nothing happens. By the Elements, he's a clever one! He knew I was strong enough to hold onto the gun, so he took advantage of that by actually destroying the action of the automatic pistol! I throw the useless weapon at him, but this attack he is able to dodge. However, his movements are slower, he's obviously hurting.


  He hurls a trio of throwing blades at me, aimed at my face. I manage to interpose my arm, saving not only my features, but also the goggles that are letting me track him in the thickening smoke cloud. The blades sink in almost a finger's width, attesting to the man's moderately superhuman strength. Blades thrown by a normal man would only have scored my skin, the dense muscle being too much for them to penetrate.


  While I was protecting myself, Black Opal jumped over me and drew his sword. Now he is swinging it at the back of my legs, attempting to hamstring me. He is certainly being more vicious than I was led to expect from him. Perhaps he simply realizes how much more powerful I am, and is taking no chances. I leap over the strike, then slam my feet into the pier as hard as I can on landing. Boards break and fly up into Opal's face, knocking him backwards.


  Unfortunately, by the time I have regained my balance, so has he. The smoke is starting to clear, and a few of the regular guards have found their weapons again and are moving to cut him off, although they still lack a clear view of what is happening. Good, I'll need that.


  Visualizing the correct mental construct, I let loose with a magical bolt of energy. Black Opal is caught completely be surprise...after all, Arnold Black is just a strongman, maybe with some gunplay skills. Not a magician. And, to be truthful, I am not much of a magician. But a bolt that could stagger a member of ASH is more than enough to drop an already wounded Black Opal to the boards of the pier.


  "Hey, Arnie got 'im!" one of the guards shouts, finally able to see through the smokebombs Black Opal had sown around the area. A ragged cheer goes up.


  I grab Black Opal around the waist with one of my massive hands. He's rather thinner than I'd expected. He struggles a little, but is still too shocked by the warmagic to do much of anything.


  Then the explosion blasts both of us into the water.


  A few hours have passed. Apparently, the Tong were not quite as destroyed as Vincent had thought, and had their own plans for the supposedly unguarded cocaine shipment. The homemade grenades only stunned me, but that was enough for Black Opal to get away. The shipment was lost, and by the time I got out of the river, the Tong had melted back into the night.


  Oddly, this doesn't bother me. I never really had to kill Black Opal for my plan to work, I merely had to soundly defeat him. Now I had established a reputation as Arnold Black, and could start looking to find work as a henchman for one of Haven's regulars.


  I snap the legband off and toss it back in the river. I'll tell them it was blown off in the explosion. They'll suspect I'm lying, but I doubt they'll bother to give me another "beeper"....


  * * * *


  [Haven - May 12, 1993]


  The "Jolly Robert" finally clears the last of the security buoys and comes in to dock at Haven. The crewmen look at me any my companions with some amusement and perhaps a little disdain. The disdain is directed at Meathead, who's been in a moderate panic attack from claustrophobia all the way in from England. Fortunately for me, I do not need to depend on the good graces of the crew, as my employer, the Fomorian, has paid them well for transport to Haven.


  The Fomorian, with only one arm and a single eye, is easily a head taller than I am, and has had trouble getting around the submarine. His taste in henchmen runs to the "big dumb guy" like Meathead, or like I have been pretending to be. I've had to be careful not to display any mystic skills around him, however, as he seems to be some sort of servant of a god, and he can detect magic in use. It's been difficult keeping my armor and Astro Spear secret from him, but soon enough it shouldn't matter.


  We dock, and naturally Meathead is scrambling for the airlock even before the water has all been pumped out. One of the reasons the Jolly Robert is here at Haven is to repair that leaky outer door.


  I collect my luggage and follow the rest of the bulky band of warriors into Haven itself. It is an odd place...all around are decorations intended to make everyone appear to be giants in a miniature city. Ah, the workings of the human ego.


  Then I spot Herr Stark. Large enough to give the Fomorian pause, with long blond hair and a thick mustache, he was reputed to be the strongest man in the world. And he was also reputed to not like competition for that title.


  "How's it going, Meathead?" he asks, in a thick German accent. I get the impression that it was he who named my erstwhile partner.


  Meathead does his best to look small and smiles. "Much better now that I'm out of that submarine, Herr Stark."


  Stark waits for me to approach, then blocks my path. "And who might you be, Baldpate?" He reaches out to rub my scalp, which I keep shaven in order to make better contact with the helmet of my armor.


  "I am Arnold Black," I reply, trying to keep any tone of defiance out of my voice.


  "No, you are Baldpate," he smiles, amused at his own weak humor. "Or perhaps you are the Fiddler?" he reaches for my luggage. I can't move it out of his reach without slamming it into the man behind me, so he gets a hand on it. "Heavy for a fiddle, isn't it?" he asks, pulling at it experimentally. "Maybe you learned from the gangsters in old movies...they kept machine guns in violin cases, so are you keeping a howitzer in here?"


  Before I can react, he has opened the case, his strength being too much for the locks I placed on it.


  "Oh ho!" he booms as one of my gauntlets clatters to the floor. "No, you are not Baldpate after all! I think you are that schwachling WarStar...!"


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


  Next Issue:


  WarStar first faces the strongest man on Earth in single combat, and if he wins he gets to face something even more dangerous...Haven's internal politics!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Okay, I suppose I should take a paragraph or so to explain the whole Set/Sutekh thing. It all starts several thousand years ago (real life... this isn't just some unholy amount of backstory I've been carrying around), when Egypt was becoming unified. Before Egypt coalesced, every city-state had its own gods, which were gradually merged into something resembling a pantheon (although, IIRC, it was never as cohesive as the sort of layout you'd get in a children's book of myths, or a gaming supplement). As the political fortunes of various factions changed, so too did the fortunes of the gods they worshipped. Set was one of the guys who kinda got hosed in this process, turning into a bad guy, someone you pray to just to avert his wrath. (As a side note, he's usually depicted as a man with the head of some unidentified critter. It's close enough to a jackal head that it's often convenient to simply say it *is* a jackal head, but it's not really. The snake and scorpion aspects are less common.)


  Now for the unholy amount of backstory I've been carrying around. Well, an abridged version. Set's "demotion" reflected a setback in the Causality Wars, and he resented being saddled with all this Evil God baggage. Thus, int he late 1980s, he empowered an avatar who was more like the god Set used to be...strong, vicious, a defender of the people, but a little politically naive. But his bitterness needed an outlet as well, so he soon empowered a second avatar: Sutekh (an alternate name for Set). Sutekh was everything people claimed Set to be...vile, manipulative, a spirit of chaos and the desert. The avatars Set and Sutekh, needless to say, did not get along very well. And when you throw the alternate-dimensional avatar Horus of the original CSV into the mix...let's just say that it's standing policy on Haven to not let Horus and Sutekh in Haven at the same time.


  Black Opal created by Matt Rossi. Sutekh might be the creation of Mike Molinsky, it's been years and I can't remember if Mike made him up or if I did. WarStar's views are expressly his own, and do not necessarily reflect those of the writer. He's a supervillain, after all, yes?


  



  WarStar #3 - Arena


  [cover shows WarStar on the ground, a grinning Herr Stark standingover his prone form.]


  



  [Haven - May 13, 1993]



  "STARK! STARK! STARK! STARK!"


  The crowd chants in a bloodthirsty rhythm. I doubt many of them know me, or particularly like Herr Stark...they just want to see Stark break someone in half. I, for one, do not share that sentiment, since I'm the one in danger of being broken.


  I use the moment before the match starts to review my situation, and my long odds. Challenger would have been content to simply evict me from Haven and go on with his day, but Herr Stark wanted to feed his ego and once again prove himself the strongest man in the world, so he demanded a duel. I'm not too familiar with what passes for politics here, but the upshot seems to be that if I win, I get to stay, with Stark grudgingly vouching for me. Haven's not that large, so our fight's taking place inside a tesseract constructed by Mr. Maze, one of the residents. The floor is solid, as is the ceiling, but the walls are just...doorways to the other side of the arena, I suppose. Intended to keep us from harming the spectators, or blasting out through an exterior wall.


  Fortunately, I was allowed to don my armor, or I wouldn't have even the slightest of chances against Stark. Unfortunately, Stark insisted that since he cannot have his father's axe, I cannot have my spear. I don't know who his father is, but this seems to be a sore point for the germanic strongman.


  "This match will be for one fall," Challenger announces from outside the tesseract. "Lethal or not, up to the winner to decide on that. Once one of you can't move or fight, or cries uncle, the match is over and we drop the maze."


  I've already decided on nonlethal, should I manage to win. Stark is a powerful man, and if I can actually humble him, he might become a valuable ally. And since we entered the tesseract with its closed system and limited air supply, my armor's transmuters have been changing oxygen into nitrogen. I have my own air supply, but the lack of oxygen should slow down my opponent.


  I hope.


  "Fight!" Challenger shouts, and in an instant, Herr Stark is leaping at me!


  As I duck under the initial charge, Stark snarls, "First I will peel off that armor, schwachling, then I will peel your flesh from your bones!"


  Like Set, he's strong but undisciplined. One good punch, and armor or no, I'd probably be out of the fight. So my job is to keep him from ever getting that punch.


  I sweep out with my leg and manage to trip him up, but he springs back to his feet too quickly for me to make any use out of the momentary advantage.


  "Not so tough without your toy, ja?" he taunts. He thinks he can toy with me, like he must have toyed with other strongmen before me. The death threat was probably just to rattle me, but I can't totally discount it.


  As we circle, I concentrate on my warmagic. Maybe I'll get lucky and find he's vulnerable to such attacks. He sneers, a glint of awareness in his eyes. At the last second, I turn and launch the spell to one side, then duck down.


  "Vas?" he turns to follow the blast, which goes into the wall and emerges from the other side, striking him on the back of the head!


  As he rocks forward from the unexpected attack, I drive a hard punch into his solar plexus while propelling myself out of my crouch. I'm rewarded with a startled whoosh of exhaled air, but I can't get away fast enough and am punished by a glancing kick that lands on my right arm. Only the durability of my armor keeps me from suffering a compound fracture...and in any case, it still hurts like Fire.


  Blunt trauma's not doing any good. He's certainly not particularly vulnerable to my limited magics. And if the shortage of fresh air is slowing him down, I'd hate to see him at full speed. Maybe I should reconsider and start creating chlorine gas.


  Herr Stark slams his fist down on the floor. The deckplates are barely strong enough to withstand this force, and the shockwave reverberates outward at such great speed I have no time to brace myself. I'm knocked off my feet and fall awkwardly on my injured arm. I hiss in pain, and this costs me valuable instants.


  Before I can recover, Stark has me in a crushing bear hug. My arms aren't pinned, but there's no way I'm going to just be able to force open this terrible grip.


  "I changed my mind," Stark sneers. "First I will crush you, *then* I will peel you."


  I start to see spots dancing before my eyes as he increases the pressure on my ribcage. Small cracks appear in my armor, and the warning lights flash to tell me I've lost atmospheric integrity...assuming those are the warning lights, and not the spots swimming in my vision. Poison gas is no longer an option, but neither is playing nice.


  A dagger appears in each of my hands.


  I drive the daggers into his biceps, hoping to ease the grip he has on me. His muscles are so dense that it's like driving the daggers into blocks of lead, but I succeed.


  Breaking free of the howling Herr Stark, I conjure up a wickedly long, if crude, blade and ram it as hard as I can into his stomach. The blade bends and protests, almost breaking, but it goes in.


  Blood is now pouring from Stark's arms, but the venous blood is remaining almost black thanks to the lack of oxygen in the air.


  I lean on the blade, pushing it up towards his heart.


  The malice and confidence are gone from his eyes, replaced by a piteous pleading. Like most bullies, he is a coward when losing.


  "B-bitte...I...I yield," he sputters, blood starting to spray from his lips as he speaks.


  "Stark yields!" Challenger shouts, almost breaking my concentration. My world had shrunk to just two figures, and widening it again is something of a shock.


  I let go of the blade and step back. "Do not pull it out, Herr Stark," I advise. "Not until you have a doctor present, for removing the blade will free up the blood to flow."


  Stark looks at me with undisguised hatred, but does not touch the weapon. I sigh mentally...this one will never be an ally. But as I look out into the crowd, now unblurred as the tesseract has been dismissed, I can see that I have gained allies today nonetheless. Every man or woman who Stark has bullied in the past now looks on me with favor, if not outright adoration. In fact, one muscular woman near the back seems to be fixing me with a gaze of unadulterated lust. Stark follows my glance and sees her. The flames in his eyes deepen as I smirk. I seem to have attracted the attention of his woman.


  Good.


  If Stark is going to hate me, let him hate me so intensely that he loses what little brainpower he has. It will make him easier to maneuver into a tidy demise.


  * * * *


  [Grenada, July 23, 1995]


  "OPEN YOUR GATES!" I bellow, my voice overpowering the nearby surf that crashes against the breakwater that forms one border of the Magnum Industries compound. "I HAVE COME FOR THE NUCLEO-AXE!"


  To be truthful, I don't particularly want the Nucleo-Axe. As a weapon, it is inferior to the Astro Spear. But Herr Stark, now an exile from Haven, wants it. It is not the mystical weapon his father denied him, but it would make a reasonable substitute. And once I found he was after this captured bit of alien technology, I decided to take the opportunity to humble him once more...and test out some of my new followers in the process.


  Speakers set into the wall come to life. "WARSTAR, YOU HAVE TEN SECONDS TO VACATE THE PREMISES BEFORE WE OPEN FIRE. NO ONE'S TAKING THE NUCLEO-AXE ON MY WATCH!"


  I smirk and simply hold out my Astro Spear. The time limit elapses, and various energy weapons pop out of concealed positions and send ravening beams of destruction at me. Beams which are effortlessly absorbed by the Astro Spear. I press three buttons in sequence and a barrage of plasma charges lance out to destroy the gunnery positions.


  I bring the butt of the 'Spear back to the ground and smile. There is a long pause, as if a heated debate is taking place within the building. A minute later, the gates open.


  There is a man standing there. He is wearing some sort of metal skin and carrying a pair of large pistols.


  "I am Hector Rodriguez, chief of security for this installation. Leave this place, WarStar. You will not get what you came for, I promise you that."


  "It pains me to force a man to break his word," I grin, then step forward.


  A familiar weakness assails me, and I quickly key the self-defense circuits of the Astro Spear before I am forced to drop it. "Ah, an Anchor," I say.


  "An Anchor outfitted with the latest in reverse-engineered alien technology, WarStar," he levels the handguns at me. A man of no dithering, he has apparently decided I've had enough warnings, and he shoots me.


  The bolts of cyan light strike me and I can feel the transmitted heat as portions of my armor's outer coating dissolve and take the main energy of the blasts with them. Without my preternatural vigor, I could fall before these guns quite quickly!


  Unfortunately for Hector, I have been shot at before by Spellbreakers. Admittedly not as well-armed as he, but just as determined. I duck under his second volley and perform a tight roll. My timing is slightly off because of the unfamiliar weightiness of my armor, but I come up close enough to lash out at the guns with my boot. I cannot restrain a smirk at the irony of this as he keeps his grip only to see the barrels shatter under my heel. Black Opal inadvertantly taught me well.


  Casting aside the useless weapons, Hector drops back into a fighting stance. His garb must offer some protection, but it doesn't seem to particularly encumber him. Even Anchored, the advantages of strength and reach are mine...the rest are uncertain quantities. I could potentially lose to this man, an unacceptable alternative.


  Then the installation rocks with explosions, distracting my opponent for a scant instant. But it is enough for me to close the gap and get him in a grip that could hold just about any of the unGifted.


  "You've just lost," I stage whisper. "While all your efforts were focused on me, my men managed to penetrate your security and take the Nucleo-Axe."


  He tries to laugh, but it comes out more of a gasp. "No, you lost. As soon as I hired on here, I had them move the Nucleo-Axe to another installation. I'm afraid Magnum has a rather dim view of industrial spies, so the duplicate we replaced it with contained a lethal dose of sarin gas, which is probably killing your men even now."


  "Perhaps, perhaps not. Any one of my men who did not avail themselves of the resources available on Haven to prepare for nerve gas defenses just failed his final exam. We are in the business of mass destruction, after all, and take due precautions," I counter. I perform a quick estimation exercise, and conclude that of my six-man team, probably two are now dead... if Hector is telling the truth. A pity...I shouldn't have interfered, Stark would have certainly gotten himself killed by the duplicate axe. "Still," I muse aloud, "I don't really need the Nucleo-Axe...just convincing evidence that it has been destroyed or lost."


  Hector looks at me in puzzlement, then a light goes on in his eyes. "Ah. Scoring points on someone else. Larger plans. All that sort of supervillain nonsense, I suppose."


  I let go of Hector and step back, smiling. "Something like that, yes. And I suppose your masters would benefit from it becoming known that the Nucleo-Axe is no more, since no one will try to steal what does not exist. And who, I ask you, would think Magnum would collaborate with the infamous WarStar on a bit of fraud?" I smile wanly...it is widely known among the residents of Haven that Magnum is run by an old Jotun, a bitter and evil old giant hiding in the skin of a man.


  Hector returns my smile, although he does not drop his Anchor field. "I'm not saying I believe you," he cocks an eyebrow and nods towards the building, "but I think I can sell the bosses on that. Now get out of here and collect your men, before I'm forced to demonstrate that I'd still have been able to kick your ass into the ocean."


  "That would be...difficult," I reply. "However, I admire your skill, both on the battlefield and off, from what little I've seen. If you should tire of working for Magnum, I could always use an Anchor in my forces."


  Hector turned and walked through the door. As it closed, he shouted out, "I'll send a resume...."


  * * * *


  [Haven, October 20, 1996]


  I sit in the common area, a room intended for socializing and low-level plotting of the sort that goes on all the time here in Haven. My chair is sculpted to look like a pile of shattered skyscrapers, although the cushions do mar the effect slightly. The lengths to which the designers of this place went to feed egos are amazing. Outside, we may be hated, feared, even respected in a grudging manner. But only here are many of the Gifted treated like the royalty they would be on my world. Robots subservient to our desires (assuming our bills have been paid and we're not on Doc Droid's bad side). A setting that reinforces delusions of grandeur. A spa for the supervillain set.


  A few meters away, Meathead and Skarr are talking politics. Oddly, even after Stark was exiled, even after his "unfortunate" demise a few months ago, Meathead retains the label that Stark gave him. He says he's used to it, and it helps make the superheroes underestimate him. Meathead *has* gotten a lot of his self-confidence back with Stark's absence, however. He's grown out of his shell and stopped being just hired muscle...I've actually offered him a position as one of my lieutenants, but he hasn't decided whether to accept yet. He's smart enough to see that there's other games in town, and he's not going to throw in his lot with the first man to see his potential.


  I decide it might be worth paying attention to what he has to say on the subject.


  "...I know I can't vote myself, Skarr...neither can you. We're both convicted felons and expatriates to boot. But that doesn't mean we have to stop caring about the elections."


  "Hey, I never cared," Skarr hisses slightly. Reptilian characteristics spliced into his DNA gave him his powers, but also a number of inhuman traits, like a mouth not really built for human speech. "Why should I?"


  "Because Quayle's dangerous," Meathead retorts. "Yeah, we all laughed at him back in 88, but he dropped the stupid act as soon as Bush was assassinated by The Guys. Not only is he a lot smarter than anyone gave him credit for, he's also powerful enough to beat most of the guys here in single combat."


  I found myself nodding. I had found in President Quayle of the United States an interesting parallel to myself. He had kept his true skills hidden, only showing just enough to work his way into a position where they could be used. But where I had earned the "reward" of an exile to this world, Quayle had found himself the head of government. Some whispered that he not only arranged the failed assassination attempt on himself at his inauguration, but also the assassination of George Bush. Haven tended to encourage conspiracy theories and paranoia of that sort. And The New Guys liked to spread the word that their predecessors were "vanished" by Quayle to keep them from blabbing. Hmm. Vanishing. I haven't thought about that in a while...no one seems to just disappear here, not even the very powerful spacetime manipulators like Solar Max or Mr. Maze.


  I turn my attention back to the conversation, as Skarr is trying to make some sort of rebuttal. "...not like we can fly into Chicago and sign in as someone from the graveyard, Meathead. Well, you might try, but I ain't got a chance."


  "Money, Skarr. Just set aside a tenth of what you blow here on the games and food and drugs here on Haven, and you can swing some serious campaign contributions."


  "Working in the system?"


  "Not...quite," Meathead smirks. "I've been contributing to Quayle."


  Skarr boggles, an impressive sight when you realize his jaw can unhinge. "But ain't you just..."


  "Arguing against Quayle? Sure! I didn't say I was being *careful* about my campaign contributions. And if nothing else, I leak the information to CNN next week."


  As the two dissolve into laughter, I decide that Meathead MUST join me. He has grown into a cunning man of late. Hopefully, however, he's wise enough to avoid meddling in Haven's own politics. He'd find himself "vanished" in a very prosaic way, dumped into low orbit by Challenger.


  No one more powerful than the Conclave of Super-Villains really wanted the job of running Haven. They either had their own empires, or valued Haven as a neutral ground...or they simply realized it was a job that was far more trouble than it was worth. Those less powerful than the CSV were usually smart enough to know this fact, and they didn't try for the top spot. But every few months, someone either tries to claim a spot on the Conclave, or tries to oust them entirely. They tend not to be seen again, unless you count shooting stars.


  No...Haven is not to be the core of any empire, and certainly not mine. But it's a useful place to find allies...and find out about your enemies. As Herr Stark discovered.


  * * * *


  [The ruins of the City-State of Septimus Artorius, somewhere in northern


  Manitoba, Canada, June 12, 1997]


  I awaken to find myself stripped naked, covered in bruises and bound to a wall by shackles far too thick for my unaided strength to break. My armor and Astro Spear are nowhere within my field of vision, and it very much appears that I am in a dungeon of some sort.


  I smile.


  Everything is going according to plan.


  "What's so funny?" demands a voice to my left. I crane my neck as far as I can manage, and barely glimpse a slender man manacled to the wall. His hands are totally enclosed, but he's not as severely strapped down as I am. I recognize the voice...the Alchemist, who vanished a month ago, one of the first victims of Antiochus V's quest for magical power that had come to be called the TechnoMystical War. The robot sought a way to integrate magic into his circuitry as another part of his plan to assume ecological dominance over organic life.


  "Nothing is funny, except perhaps the sight of us in this room," I reply. "But events are progressing quite satisfactorily."


  There's a pause, as if the Alchemist can't believe what he's hearing. "You look like you've been used as a punching bag by Antiochus's robot servants...what would consitute *unsatisfactory,* brain death?"


  "Actually, his organic 'Lysias-15' units deliver a more painful blow." I look down at the bruises on my chest, and estimate it has been almost a day since I was brutally and efficiently beaten into submission. The robot obviously saw fit to drug me as well, but that was no longer a problem. "Tell me, Alchemist, who would you consider the most dangerous men in the world? Well, most dangerous entities."


  "Lord Ebon," was the immediate response. The Alchemist almost never left Haven, so great was his fear of the necromancer.


  "Dangerous, yes. But he seeks godhood, and could potentially achieve that goal without threatening any but a few. Someone else?"


  Alchemist fell into a sort of listing drone. "Doublecross..."


  "Who wants to turn everyone into living light," I added.


  "...Devastator..."


  "Who seeks the death of all humanity."


  "...and of course, our 'host,' Antiochus V. I think someone once tried to explain to him that there was a historical Antiochus V that followed the infamous ruler of the book of Maccabees...the damn robot vaporized him."


  "Ah, yes. Our host. He doesn't seek to destroy or elevate or go beyond humanity...he simply wishes dominion and acknowledgement of his evolutionary superiority. To anyone wishing to rule the world, that makes the robot the most dangerous of all, because he is a rival. A rival to be eliminated."


  "You plan to rule the world?"


  "It was given to me to rule, in fact. But I need to destroy Antiochus V first."


  The Alchemist bursts into gales of laughter.


  "Believe me or don't, my plans are already in place. I assume Antiochus is monitoring my every word, but he will record nothing but innocuous chatter, unless his mystical skills are greater than I give him credit. I finally learned how to fool machines with my own spells, you see."


  The laughter stops. "Okay," my cellmate ventures, "your plan involved getting beaten within an inch of your life, stripped of your weapons and tossed in a cell? I think I'd rather hear Plan B."


  There is a faint rumbling in the walls. "As if on cue," I smirk. "The Academy of Super-Heroes, the St. Louis Cavaliers, the London Knights and the Elite Regiment are all assaulting this dead city. And since it took only ASH and the Regiment to destroy this place when it was a fully functional war machine, I expect Antiochus V will find his resources stretched thin for the next hour or so. Not that my plan required this, but I knew the 'heroes' wouldn't wait too much longer to strike."


  "That sounds like you have an actual escape plan?"


  "Yes, and..."


  Then everything goes red and black and gold for I do not know how long. The next thing I know, I am slumped over on the floor, three of my four shackles destroyed, and the fourth seriously cracked. However, my left arm is broken.


  "What the HELL was that?" the Alchemist demands.


  "Painful. And successful." No need for him to know that I contracted with the BacterioMage before leaving Haven. His microbial gift to me was designed to feed on sedatives during its inactive phase, then give me a brief series of massive seizures, amplifying my strength to the point where nothing but Collapsinum could hold me. It was a gamble...had the restraints been a bit stronger, I would have torn myself apart rather than the bonds. I wrench the broken bone back into position, ignoring the new pain.


  "I can fix that, if you free me..." the Alchemist pleads. I would have freed him in any case...the more magicians running around the shattered mobile fortress triggering alarms, the easier my task. But a healed arm would go a long way towards accomplishing my task as well.


  With my good hand, I carefully snap open his bonds. After working blood into his hands, the Alchemist makes a series of mystic sigils in the air, and a glowing stone appears between his hands. "The Philosopher's Stone. One of the first things I taught myself was how to retrieve it," he explains. Then he holds the stone to my broken arm and concentrates. It is a disturbing feeling, the bones knitting themselves back together as I watch, but the results can't be argued with.


  "Thank you. Now go," I tell him.


  He pauses to create himself a robe out of thin air, then dashes away for freedom. Or a painful death. It doesn't really matter to me, but if he survives I might be able to use his gratitude to my advantage.


  As I stalk the halls, I use my transmutational magics to create some small armored protection for myself. Armbands, greaves, a breastplate and codpiece, a light helmet. And then a sword. All fairly crude, but serviceable until I can find my proper weaponry, assuming I'm given the chance to don it.


  The halls are empty, the only signs of occupation being dim lights and a faint hum of generators. Antiochus has sent his entire force out to fight the heroes, and if the ruckus I caused in the prison room caused him to reassign any of his troops, they had not managed to reach me yet. The scrying reports I bought from Seer indicated a number of other prison cells on this level, but stopping to free all the mages would give Antiochus time to realize his situation and escape. I leave that task to the heroes. My destination is the one room Seer couldn't see into, and the one room I want to be in...the throne room. Or control room. Call it what you will, it is where Antiochus V controls his crumbling techno-empire.


  As I walk, I can't help but wonder how successful a fleet would have been, had it been sent when scheduled. This rolling city of five thousand troops with advanced extradimensional weaponry and backed by dozens of Gifted soldiers had been reduced to ruins by the natives of this world. Perhaps that was why I had heard nothing from home in months...they had decided that an invasion would be more challenge than they could stomach.


  Finally, I reach the throne room, and see...myself?


  "Ah, WarStar...I did not expect you to awaken so soon, but that gives me the chance to thank you for your gift," Antiochus V's voice vibrates as he turns around. His metallic face peers out from the helmet of my armor, and the Astro Spear rests in his steely grip. "The encryption of your onboard computers is providing me with an amusing challenge to distract me from the tedium of meat-time combat out there," he sweeps his arm to indicate the fighting outside. "And once I do break it, I will use your Astro Spear to end the opposition by those cattle."


  "I don't plan to give you the chance. Mazewarp!"


  Antiochus V almost looks surprised as my armor vanishes from around him. A contingiency plan, to make sure I did not lose it entirely...I had Mr. Maze place a "marker" on it so he could call it back to Haven on my voice command. It had taken years, but I finally know who I can and cannot rely on among the Havenites.


  "Bah. I will slay you with my magic instead." Circuits printed on his left hand glow green, and a bolt of eldrich power lashes out in my direction. I suppress a grin as I dodge...no time to get cocky. But Antiochus is falling prey to the most basic of beginner mistakes...relying on newfound magical powers in a fight, rather than tested and true skills and weapons. Of course, no one ever accused the Metal Messiah of being underconfident in his abilities, new or old.


  I hurl my sword at him. I don't expect it to hurt him...it was meant for use on his servitors. But he falls right into my trap. He concentrates and creates a mystic shield, just so he can make a show of blocking an attack he should have just ignored.


  And that gives me an opening.


  I grab the Astro Spear and hold on for dear life. Without my armor, I'm nowhere near as strong as Antiochus V, but the 'Spear is *my* weapon, I know it inside and out.


  "Die, meatbag," he snarls.


  "You first," I retort, activating a flight thruster and sending the Astro Spear into an off-balance spin. Antiochus is unencumbered by limited range joints, and his wrist simply spins while he keeps his grip firm on the haft. But the spearhead is now touching his leg.


  I press all four buttons at once, then leap away, taking the brunt of another mystic blast as I now fly through the air faster than I'd intended.


  When I get back on my feet, I turn to see the Astro Spear abandoned on the floor as Antiochus desperately tries to destroy the small black hole now devouring his leg. But the magic he throws at it has no effect, and the scientific forces he employs too late only serve to feed the singularity, staving off its evaporation by the precious seconds it needs to consume all but his head.


  The head falls to the floor with a hollow clang.


  Antiochus kept his brain in his chest, where it would be safer, an "evolutionarily superior" design choice.


  I smash the head with the butt of my Astro Spear, then head for the underground exit that the heroes shouldn't have found yet. Maybe Antiochus had the presence of mind to transmit his core consciousness away at the last moment, maybe he relied on his new mystical circuits until the bitter end. In any case, he won't be a threat to my conquest....


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


  Next Issue:


  With the Godmarket in full swing, WarStar has to choose between his armies on Earth and his Empire back home. But if he chooses to go home, how will he get there?


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


  Author's Notes:


  A couple of background setting notes for the curious, stuff that didn't fit into the story itself.


  Magnum Industries was the Bell Labs of supertech in the 1980s and 1990s. They hired dozens of paranormal super-brains and gadgeteers, first to take the lead in Violation Physics-based supertech, and later to reverse- engineer alien technology. They managed to get a few prototypes onto the market by the mid 1990s, but the rise of the Godmarket masked the societal effect this might have otherwise had. And when all their paranormal personnel (and their boss) went away in 1998, all those paranoid anti-spying safeguards triggered, destroying the vast majority of their research. What little remained was grabbed by whoever could get it, and formed the core of several long-running research programs in the 21st Century (such as Project Daedalus). Of course, without paranormal geniuses, the task of reverse- engineering alien technology got a LOT harder, and very little progress was made in the next twenty years.


  In the original Champions campaign ASH grew out of, the Ultimates assassinated President Bush despite the efforts of the PCs. Subsequently, a lone gunman tried to kill Quayle, but found his bullets bouncing off Quayle's invisible forcefield (30 PD/ED hardened and fully invisible) just before Quayle disintegrated him (big BODY drain). It was never definitively established who was behind either assassination attempt, but Quayle went on to be such a popular president that the Constitution was amended to let him run again in 1996. Of course, being a supernormal, he vanished in 1998.


  The City State of Septimus Artorius is another artifact of the old Champions campaign. When the original Strafe seemingly died as the result of a neutron-bombardment deathtrap, he had actually mutated. For a while, he used his new powers to pass himself off as an extradimensional visitor, from a world where the Roman Empire had managed to get reinvigorated in the 5th Century and went on to conquer the world. Then, in the wake of ASH destroying a dimensional gate, a hole ripped in space anyway and this big mobile fortress of a city shoved through, much to the surprise of everyone, including Centurion's (nee Strafe's) player. The city rolled around the Great Plains for a while, self-sufficient but plagued by internal conflict that kept it from being truly effective in conquering. Eventually it was driven up into Canada and destroyed (that part was not played out, it was a "summer break event"). Magnum managed to secure the contract with the Canadian government to study the ruins, and held it pretty securely until Antiochus V took over in early 1997. Magnum reassumed control, now also messing around with leftover Antiochus V technology, but the avatar of Mars completely destroyed the city in April, 1998, as a demonstration of his powers. And as a warning to those who would "Pick over the corpse of Rome, even another world's Rome." Oh, and if "Septimus Artorius" isn't proper Latin, I'll just hide behind the fact that they had an extra 1500 years to evolve the language. }->


  Finally, Antiochus V has not been seen since the TechnoMystical War. Might he survive somewhere in the world, waiting for the right time to return to activity? Perhaps.... In any case, this is not the same Antiochus V as I use in my RoboMACs fiction, but they do share several common points in their origins. On the off chance you'd like to look up the Biblical Antiochus IV, you'll need a Catholic Bible, or a study Bible with the deuterocanonical books, as the Protestant Bibles don't include any of the Maccabean books.


  [Much later note added September 29, 2007 - I realized later that the group I called the Elite Regiment in this issue was the same one I called the Veterans in ASH #11. One of the problems that comes from mining backstory for obscure details and then changing them is forgetting you did so already. Retcon: the Veterans was their public name, the Elite Regiment is what they went by when on military-sponsored missions.]


  



  | _ _ __


  WarStar #4 - Not In The Stars


  [cover shows WarStar surrounded by shadowy figures crackling withenergy. His armor has been damaged. Cover copy reads, "FINALISSUE! Can WarStar survive against...the Avatars?"]


  



  [New Ilium, Turkey - May 23, 1998]



  My city grows quickly. Six months ago, it was a collection of tents around a small town like the one I first visited in this country six years past. Now, thanks to the talents of paranormal builders and an influx of eager citizens, New Ilium has a glory that its namesake could never have hoped to match. The central tower puts Khadam's Citadel to shame, and the city below has none of that nation's squalor.


  Thousands more flock to my banner every day. Whether fleeing the futile attempts by the Turkish government to enforce secularism, or running from the roiling hellpit that Greece and the Balkans have become, I have no shortage of people willing to swear allegiance to the banner of WarStar. And paranormals! Persecuted for years by the more fundamentalist governments east of here, exploited by the remnants of the Soviet Union to the north and experimented on by Khadam to the south, they find in me a wise and fair ruler. Those who want no more of war are not forced into my armies, and meaningful work can be found for any paranormals who want it. In addition, with the so-called Godmarket resulting in new paranormals all the time, the reputation I have established for religious tolerance brings them here in droves. Granted, there are occasional outbreaks of violence between followers of different gods...but part of being wise and fair is the swift punishment of those who would destroy what I have built.


  Given another year, and the benign neglect of the gods, New Ilium could easily become a world-spanning empire.


  Could.


  "I know that face," Hector says, having entered the observation deck without my notice.


  "Hm?" I turn to face him, not even surprised at this point. The man comes and goes like a shadow or a breeze, for all that he is a Spellbreaker and lacks the capacity for paranormal Gifts. I have grown accustomed to finding my second at my elbow with no fanfare.


  "You're pondering again," Hector notes. "You're worrying at something, some scrap of information or strategy that's not going to go away or let itself be shot to pieces."


  I smirk. Since the man outwitted me on the island of Grenada, I've always had a respect for his insight. While I have many able commanders, such as Meathead...who still refuses another name...none are so perfect as Hector in the role of second in command. Perhaps I instinctively sought out a man like my old ally Lor, sought to have a Spellbreaker on hand as befit an Emperor.


  "What do you think of the gods?" I ask him. "Not tactically...you've given me good advice in that respect already. I mean personally. What... what are they? Why do men worship them?"


  Hector pauses. Finally, he says, "I think there's as many reasons as there are people, Arn. A great many do it because they expect a reward of some sort, or fear punishment. Look at the people down there in the city... So many have paranormal powers because they agreed to worship some god or other in exchange for their Gifts, as you'd call them. Others, refugees from the Balkans who cling to their Moslem or Christian faith, may think they'll suffer eternal damnation after death if they stray from the true path."


  "What about true faith?"


  "Oh, there's some of that," Hector admits, "but less than they'll admit to. And a lot of the true believers still think they're getting some tangible or intangible benefit out of their worship. Oh, they really do have faith, but they don't mind the comforting thought that they'll go to an eternal reward, either. Of course, true faith can be dangerous, especially when combined with the expectation of reward. There's another Anchor I knew before being expelled from the Conclave, a man named Pino Archangeli. He thinks that if he pleases the gods enough, makes the right sacrifices, they will make him one of their own. He thinks that the gods will lift his 'curse' of being an Anchor at the very least, and from there it will be an inexorable climb to godhead. Insane. But...the whole world is insane these days, no?"


  I shake my head slowly in amusement. "Doubly insane in the world I was born into. The quest for power always ended with failure at best and a Vanishing at worst. But, Hector...what's your personal position on gods? Do you believe in them?"


  Hector snorts. "How can I not, when they drop giant gold statues in Chicago or make the desert bloom? But I think you want to know if I worship any of them...and I do. But not for any of the reasons I've already given, no. Oh, I'm willing to profit from their actions," Hector gestures at the city below, "but I'm not asking them for anything. Tell me, Arn...have you ever seen a perfect work of art?"


  The audience room of the Emperor on the Imperial Mount comes to mind, the sublime and balanced rock sculptures called out of the living mountain. "Yes."


  "Was it not worthy of adoration, in and of itself? As a thing of beauty? You didn't expect it to do anything for you except BE a thing of beauty, no?"


  I nod.


  "The gods are like that. Beautiful, terrible, creating and destroying. There is nothing quite so awesome as they, or if there is, it is not something you could look upon without being destroyed by it. The gods are the most perfect thing we mortals can hope to imagine, and to catch even a glimpse of one fills one's heart with joy. I have seen but one in person, but it changed my life. Apollo, a sungod, god of music and light. I saw him when I was helping refugees out of Greece, when the clouds were gathering and threatening a storm that would have swamped our boats. Apollo just stood there and smiled, and the clouds broke. But the fact he had possibly saved my life didn't even enter my mind...all I could think about was how magnificent he was." Hector realizes he was starting to drift away into memory, and pauses to compose himself. "We worship them because they are worthy of worship," he concluded, with a slightly embarrassed smile and a shrug.


  "I think I see," I venture, then change the subject, uncomfortable at the sight of my usually cynical second in such rapture. "How is the latest batch of paranormals integrating into the army?"


  "As well as can be expected. We've had to expel a few for infighting, and another handful turned out to be too weak or too squeamish for immediate addition to our ranks. Commander Force, our Canadian cyborg, has actually been very helpful in setting up a flexible and scalable chain of command. His brief experience in the Academy of Super-Heroes has given him some good ideas on managing large groups of paranormals."


  "How many units, how many men, would you say are ready for independent operations?" I ask.


  "Maybe a hundred men, but no units. We have been spreading the experienced soldiers among the green troops to stiffen them and lead by example. Give it a month, however, and I'd say we'll have a full five phalanxes of paranormals ready to go into the field, with another ten capable of home defense. Fifteen, sixteen hundred soldiers all told." Hector pauses and rubs his chin. "Why? What are you planning?"


  Now it is my turn to pause. "I got a message from home today. Lor risked much to contact me and apprise me of the situation there."


  "Bad?"


  "Very. The Emperor died two years ago, and no one had really realized how much of the Empire was held together by his Gift of persuasion. When he died, the effects of his Gift vanished like campfire sparks in the night. Coalitions he had brought together fell apart. Loyalties he had crafted so carefully turned sour. I don't think the Emperor even considered the possibility that his work would be so completely undone upon his death. So, now, five squabbling factions have formed, each claming a slice of the Empire and trying to establish dominance over the others. None yet attack the homeworld itself, but they surround it, waiting for one of the others to make a move, or for the loyalists on the planet to try something. Drawing enough power to activate the D-Gate would certainly be seen as 'something,' and Lor put his life at risk just to slip his message across the realities."


  "So, what now?" Hector asks.


  "I don't know," I admit. "I am so close to gaining a world for myself, yet I can't just stand by while the Empire of my birth is destroyed. Were I to return home, I would once again be alone and without allies for a time, as I was when I arrived on Earth six years ago. But if my presence could help even a little in restoring the Empire...?"


  "Go," Hector says.


  "Hm?"


  "You heard me. Your home needs you, and your new home here has been running smoothly for weeks without any direct action on your part. I think I and your other commanders can keep the operation running while you go home. Maybe you'll come back here in a year or five to find me waiting to hand you the crown of Emperor here," he smiled.


  "It's more than that, Hector. As powerful as I have become in my years here, it's but a drop in the ocean. My plan is more than just a personal battle."


  "Oh?"


  I tap the side of my helmet. "While Antiochus V was attempting to break into my armor's computers, those computers were breaking into Antiochus. He had acquired some interesting data from Devastator's interdimensional technology, data I think the Artificers back home can put to good use. If I succeed, expect a gate to open here soon...and be ready to lead the entire army into it. Only then might I have a chance."


  "Why not take the entire army now?" Hector asks.


  I shake my head sadly. "I don't even know for sure how to get home myself. Nor am I skilled enough to apply Devastator's secrets myself...no one here is. But I will go to Haven, perhaps I can find a path home from there."


  "Might I make a suggestion?"


  "That's why I hired you," my somber expression is broken by a faint glimmer in my eye.


  "Talk to the gods. I'm not asking you to worship them, or even bargain with them...but the gods see things we cannot hope to on our own. Even if they will not help you, it can't hurt to try. Besides," he smiles, "before you leave this world, you really should see at least one god with your own eyes, not just an avatar."


  * * * *


  [Mount Olympus, Greece - May 24, 1998]


  Olympus. I know it as the Imperial Mount. Odd how it is the center of power for two worlds.


  Legends warn of the perils of trying to fly to its top. Granted, until recently that wasn't a problem...mundane aircraft overflew it all the time. But since the Godmarket started and the Olympians had returned to their mythic home, anything flying too close never returned.


  So I walk. I flew as high as I dared, then landed and started the long journey to the summit. Eight hours I have been climbing, five of those through heavy clouds and mist that do not let me see more than a hundred meters in any direction. I move slowly and deliberately...I could scramble up much more quickly, but I want to appear neither undignified nor hostile.


  Should the Olympians deny me entrance, I am not fool enough to force the issue. I will seek out the Egyptian gods to the south, or perhaps try to find Bifrost where it is rumored to touch down in Sweden. There are many gods.


  Suddenly, the mist clears and the sunlight almost blinds me. Even the automatic filters on my visor do not seem to help.


  "Who are you, to seek the gods?" a mildly amused voice inquires.


  "If you don't know that, then you are probably the wrong gods to seek," I reply, making a calculated gamble. The Olympians are known to be a vain and boastful lot. If I can get this one talking, he may tell me what I wish to know simply to prove he knows it.


  "Tsk, WarStar," the god replies. "Do you really think that of us? Not that it isn't true, of course...but it's still a little insulting." I can't see him, but somehow I know he's smiling. And it's not necessarily a *good* smile. "Or should I call you Arn Carran Termiddo the Warrior of Fellarin City, Northern District 40, man of Four Elements Street? I can go on with the rest of your names if you want proof of my ability to know things. And I know *you* find *that* insulting as well."


  My ears burn at the rebuke. I wasn't even an adolescent when I still carried that many names on my shoulders. Big for my age, I was already a warrior, or at least marked for the job.


  "I submit to your knowledge and power," I bow my head down. "You know my names, but I do not know yours...while I would expect Ares to greet me, you do not seem to be he."


  The god chuckles. "Ares was badly hurt in the backlash of burning the Balkans, WarStar. He has retreated to lick his wounds and plead with father for the healing balm. No, you are here at my suggestion...I keep an eye on men like Hector Rodriguez, those who see me like few others do. His Anchor might stop mortal Gifted, but it was simplicity itself for me to nudge him into suggesting you come here."


  "Apollo?" I look up, and can now just make out the form of a man in the blazing sunlight.


  "Correct."


  "Why?"


  "Because you can do something I cannot, and that interests me."


  I am speechless for a moment. "What can I do, other than die, that a god cannot?"


  He laughs, and it sounds like a bell made of rainbows. "Oh, I can die, but not at your hands, nor easily. But I cannot enter your homeworld, or send anyone into it. Nor can any of my brethren."


  "I suppose mortals end up asking this a lot around gods, but...why?"


  "Your world has gods as well," he declares. "Oh, don't look at me like that. You've suspected it for years now. But where my brethren fell on each other like starving wolves, the gods of your world somehow found a way to resolve their differences peacefully. And they do not want our wars to spread into their world...so I am banned, as are all my brother and sister gods. In their unity, they are far more powerful than any of our little factions."


  So, I think, the gods Vanish anyone they see as a threat....


  Apollo laughs again, reminding me that my thoughts are as clear to him as words written in the sky. "Not a threat, no. Not to them, at any rate. Anyone who might inadvertantly destroy the reality the gods have left behind is brought into the fold, taught how to be gods, and so forth. They're a very conservative bunch...we ignore any mortals not actually about to destroy the universe, but they pluck anyone who even has the glimmering of potential in them."


  "You have given me much to think about, Apollo. But, as you're barred from helping me in my quest, I beg my leave of you."


  "The gods help those who help themselves," Apollo smirks. "I cannot go to your world, and I cannot send you there, but that doesn't mean I cannot help you. And since it would be interesting to see you succeed, I will help you." He gestures at the Astro Spear, which seems almost dull and lifeless compared to the glory of Apollo's presence.


  "This?" I hold it up.


  "That. Are you aware how much energy is contained in a dimensional gate like the one you used to get here? Quite a bit. Your use of the Astro Spear has barely begun to tap its true power reserves. You carry with you the energy of a D-Gate. You need only return to the place where you arrived and expend all the Spear's energy in one shot, and the gate will be reopened."


  I pause a moment to consider this. Simple in theory, but in practice? The Academy is Super-Heroes still lives where I entered this world, and if I've only scratched the surface of the Astro Spear's power, how could I release it all at once?


  "You will think of something, WarStar. You always do...that makes you so interesting to watch," Apollo smiles. "All you need is a little faith."


  With that, the light is gone and the mist slams closed around me like the jaws of a great beast.


  I start to walk down.


  * * * *


  [ASH Headquarters, near Milwaukee, Wisconsin - May 26, 1998]


  If I were sane, I would have brought a phalanx with me to keep the current incarnation of the Academy of Super-Heroes busy and out of my way. But then I would be short by an experienced phalanx when I might need them to win back Homeworld...the avatars comprising ASH would certainly mop up my band of low-level paranormal soldiers once I made it through the D-Gate.


  I dare not fly in...the Amerind stormgod avatar Stormcloud would spot me in a heartbeat and knock me out of the sky. She, Balder and Set were all members of ASH when the group was founded a decade ago, but only Set had remained on the team the whole time. Stormcloud had briefly retired, and Balder had moved to Los Angeles to be with the older heroine Valkyrie. Valkyrie was middle-aged and had been more active in the 1970s, but had apparently availed herself of magical rejuvenation recently and rejoined ASH with Balder. Her flying steed and magical skills also made approach by air problematic. Horus, recently cured of his insanity by this world's god of the same name, had ironically become fast friends with his dimensional alternate, the heroic avatar of Set.


  Fortunately, none of the current members of ASH had an aquatic aspect. A few of the "mere mortal" members did, but those had either retired or moved elsewhere in the past few months. Things were simply getting too crazy for anyone *not* backed by a god to make a real difference, at least at the "superhero" level. Ravenfire, Aleph Null, the Catman, Rad, Banshee, Mylink, EMerald, Liquid, Gravitrax, Fracture, LU-61, Panzer...all mighty heroes a year ago, but now as outclassed as the unGifted.


  My only hope is speed. I think I know how to create the D-Gate, but I will need at least a few second uninterrupted in order to do it. I burst from the murky and cold waters of Lake Michigan...


  ...and find them waiting for me.


  Valkyrie stands at the center, her mystic spear Gungnir held out as an aggressive defense. Set and Horus flank her, eager smiles on their inhuman faces. Balder with his light and Stormcloud with her lightning hang back a bit, for while each is nearly as strong as I am without my armor, they prefer to let the more muscular and martial avatars take point. I count my blessings that there are only five avatars present.


  "I have come to leave this world the way I came," I explain, carefully not making any overtly antagonistic moves. "Let me go and I'll bother you no more."


  "That's a lie, and you know it," Set snarls. "If we let you go back to your world, the next thing we know you'll be bringing through an invasion fleet."


  This catches me a bit off guard. While I have made no secret of my desire to conquer, I've been careful not to mention my homeworld or its resources.


  "Do not try to deny it, base one," Horus adds. "Sanity" has apparently brought a tendency towards grandiose declamations in his case. "The fair Valkyrie did cast her runes this very morn and divine your intentions."


  I frown slightly behind my visor. Either the Argentinian woman's foretelling is inaccurate, or she looked too far into the future. It's not this world I now seek to conquer, it is my own. But I don't want them to know this fact...they might decide it would be a good opportunity to eliminate a threat by further destabilizing the remains of my home Empire. Of course, if Apollo was telling the truth, they can't do this themselves. But they might ask their former teammates to try.


  "I *did* ask nicely," I say, then rapidly press all the buttons on my Astro Spear several times, spewing out a trinary system of miniature black holes that spin towards the avatars.


  "Light of Balder, dispel the darkness!" comes a cry, and a flare of whiteness and warmth surges out and erases the dark stars from existence.


  Fire and damnation.


  I launch further into the air before either of the brawny Egyptian avatars can get ahold of me. Stormcloud is already taking to the skies and has started to call down a whirlwind. She must know that the 'Spear can absorb her lightnings. Valkyrie seems to be casting a spell, and I can see the outlines of a winged horse starting to form.


  Balder is the key right now. If I can disable him, then the black holes might keep the others busy. Time to play a long shot. Avatars don't always share all the attributes of their patrons, and often lack some of the more glaring weaknesses. But it's always worth a try.


  I pull a small tube from a compartment on the forearm of my armor and point it at Balder, then press a button on the side of the tube. He raises his arms and creates a sphere of light around himself, but the projectile still streaks through and finds its mark in his shoulder. Success!


  "I may be vulnerable to mistletoe, WarStar, but you'll have to do better than that!" Balder shouts, and then everything goes white for an instant before my visors darken automatically.


  Before I can recover from the blinding light, I'm slammed to the ground by a tornado that's behaving like a cobra, striking and rearing back under the control of Stormcloud. If I don't move fast, Set and Horus will be on me and that will be the end of my trip home.


  "Stellar canopy!" I shout as I raise the head of the Astro Spear off the ground. After that risky maneuver to reclaim the weapon from Antiochus V, I decided to add a few voice commands. And since my hands are still stunned from impact, the commands are coming in handy.


  Plasma streamers shoot out in eight directions from the spearhead, curving down and forming a dome of flame around me. Set and Horus are just cautious enough that they don't charge in and finish me off, and I have time to see that Balder's more seriously injured than he initially let on. Time to solve one of my problems.


  I launch another black hole, this time up into the whirlwind. Balder tries to strike it down, but the pain in his arm keeps him from focusing, and the burst of light goes wide. The whirlwind latches onto the black hole and is sucked in like a whirlpool in a tub of water as it goes down the drain.


  Then the ground shakes.


  Set and Horus are taking turns slamming their fists into the hard-packed earth of this artificial island, trying to keep me from getting my feet under me. Balder seems a bit unsteady as well, but Valkyrie has mounted her steed and is in the air now. She throws Gungnir with uncanny accuracy, striking one of the control studs on the Astro Spear and deactivating the Stellar Canopy. I try to grab Gungnir as it passes, but it flies with a mind of its own and starts to return to Valkyrie.


  I desperately swing the Astro Spear like a club as I stand up, there's no time to reach for the controls and the Egyptians are closing fast. Set rolls under the swing and Horus leaps over it to get behind me, my only option is to practically fall to the side and hope Set and Horus waste valuable seconds avoiding entanglement with each other.


  Then lightning strikes me, playing over my armor and setting my nerves afire. I was too distracted to block it with the 'Spear, and now I'm paying the price.


  "Let the Norns' threads of Fate entangle this one!" Valkyrie cries out, and I'm suddenly assailed by a spider's web of threads, brilliant crimson and a few gold. I almost smile...from what I know of Norse myth, those are the lives of the mighty and powerful. Valkyrie didn't think the lives of commoners could hold me.


  And the threads are unbreakable, I'll give her that. They represent the lives of men and women far out of my reach, and will not break until those people die. Fortunately, they aren't very tight, and I can brush my way out of them given time.


  Time I don't particularly have.


  Set grabs me from behind, and my vision goes red as Horus kicks me in the stomach. At least with them so close, the other three aren't going to be throwing lightning or light or spears, but that's small consolation. Valkyrie seems to be taking advantage of my indisposition to heal the injury I inflicted on Balder, and Stormcloud is reforming her whirlwind.


  Another blow lands, a punch to my chest. Armor cracks, and possibly a rib beneath it. Horus's fist is bleeding, but he doesn't seem to care about that. Both he and Set are shouting insults at me, but I can't hear anything now but the roar of blood in my ears. I think the Astro Spear has slipped out of my hand, but the third blow is to my solar plexus and that pain blanks out any other sensation.


  I wonder if Apollo is enjoying this? Watching a man from a world where atheism is a fact of life, being beaten by the avatars of gods I didn't even believe in six years ago?


  Set adds his own punishment, a savage stomp to my instep. Nothing breaks, but the pain is a new rush of crimson.


  I *must* be insane. Even a phalanx wouldn't have been enough, and I came out here alone. Have I learned nothing in the last half decade? I thought I could do this one thing alone, then bring in all the help I could ever need once I got home. No bacterial friends or hidden allies, nothing but what I brought into this world with me. And I'm losing because of it. So much for having faith in myself.


  Horus has picked up the Astro Spear and is about to slam the butt of it into my face.


  Wait...Apollo didn't mean that, did he? When he said all I needed was a little faith? He said he'd been watching me, that he wanted to help me. But I had to believe that he would do it. I had to have a little faith in HIM.


  "Apollo, please..." I manage to gasp as the deadly Collapsiron shaft speeds towards my face and the sky howls with the fury of the whirlwind.


  For a moment, there is silence. Maybe it's just in my perception, maybe things actually stop for the span of a heartbeat.


  The silence is replaced by a glorious and terrible sound, like the playing of a harp whose strings are made from solar flares. Even Balder's light is dim by comparison as the Sun breaks through the clouds and shines a single beam down on me.


  The music lifts my spirits and makes all my pains and injuries melt away like hoarfrost in summer. To the others, it must be a horrible discord, as they clutch their heads and stagger in agony.


  Invigorated, I lift the Astro Spear from where Horus dropped it a heartbeat and a lifetime ago. Quickly but calmly, I move to the exact spot where I emerged from the D-Gate six years ago.


  I had thought to generate a black hole and then touch the Astro Spear to it. The entire weapon would be destroyed and its energy released as the black hole evaporated. But now I have another idea, as the music continues to shine down from the sky.


  Each control stud creates a faint tone when pressed. Music has never been one of my better skills, but now I feel I could put a virtuoso to shame. I play along with Apollo's solar lyre, the tones of the Astro Spear resonating and growing louder and louder as I play it. The energies contained within the 'Spear now glow so intensely that even the Collapsiron shaft seems to be lit from within.


  The music reaches a crescendo, then stops with a crash.


  The hole in the clouds slams shut.


  The hole in space yawns open.


  I look at the staggering avatars, then at the D-Gate. I'll have to leave the Astro Spear behind, as it is anchoring the D-Gate and generating it. So be it. I may have lost a weapon, but I have gained a truth. A little faith is a powerful thing. Perhaps the gods of my world will be willing to listen to a supplicant.


  As I leap through the D-Gate and into an uncertain future, I realize that I not only have a hope...I have a prayer.


  * * * *


  [Journal of the Wanderer - May 28, 1998]


  With all the new Powers arriving or announcing themselves every day during the insanity that is the Godmarket, it is interesting to note a departure. WarStar, whose arrival I witnessed, has apparently returned from whence he came. He left behind his weapon, the mighty Astro Spear, which I'm told Set took as a trophy and as recompense for the weapon WarStar took from him at their first meeting. However, the trophy did not stay long at the Academy of Super-Heroes base...Set's "evil brother" Sutekh stole it hours later as a way of taunting his better half. No doubt the Astro Spear, drained of energy as it is, rests in some part of Haven now. Sutekh is too weak to use it, of course...he barely has the strength to raise that wand of his. But such is sibling rivalry.


  I cannot help but wonder if WarStar was privy to information I lack. A vague sense of foreboding has been hanging over me for days, as if the Godmarket is about to end very badly. Very badly indeed. Perhaps WarStar was wise to leave when he did. I have heard of his army in Asia Minor...will he be leaving them to face the coming storm? Only time will tell the tale.


  I close for now, with the hope that I will finish this volume and many more. But somehow I do not think I shall.


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


  THE END?


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


  Author's Notes:


  And so ends WarStar, my first intentional miniseries since finishing the Academy.


  For those wondering about the title, it comes from a bit of Shakespeare, about how our fates lie not in the stars, but in ourselves. I leave it as an exercise for the reader to determine if the title is ironic. }->


  What about the forces in New Ilium? Did WarStar get the D-Gate working in time to bring them through before July, or did they vanish with the rest of the world's paranormals in erecting the Barrier?


  Only time will tell the tale.
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