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  Conclave of Super-Villains #1/2


  (Originally appeared in _RACC Presents_ #1)


  An Academy of Super-Heroes Vignette


  



  The Magene gave men and women the power to distort realityto their whims. Only those known as Anchors had the power toblock the effects of the Magene. Some Anchors became bountyhunters of the supernormal. On July 6, 1998, every singleperson on Earth with even a hint of the Magene disappearedfrom the very fabric of reality, leaving the Earth to powerfulAnchors who would shape the next generation of supernormalsas they wished...


  



  LAS VEGAS, CHRISTMAS DAY, 2023


  When the glass elevator opened its doors onto the High Rollers' Suite at the Desert Poseidon, Jessa Dumont uttered a cry of astonishment at the sheer opulence of it all. Everywhere she looked, she saw marvels of crystal, gold or silk. Caught by her weakness for extravagance, she did not notice either man until Devlin Marx practically waved a glass of champagne under her nose and introduced her to the plain-looking man in non-descript clothes.


  "Jessa Dumont, may you be introduced to Lorenzo Archangeli," said Marx. He must have been in his sixties, yet he remained one of the fittest men Jessa had ever met. Devlin Marx was the founder of the Conclave, and perhaps one of the wealthiest men in the world. When he approached her two years ago about working for the Conclave, she might have tried seducing him but for the fact that she could not Read him at all. Neither could she Read the Archangeli fellow. Jessa was used to Reading true malice or benevolence at a glance, but the fact that she could not Read the Anchors who worked for the Conclave unnerved her. If an Anchor decided to harm her, her psychic talents would not forewarn her. Yet the Conclave owed its existence to Anchors like them, not Readers like her. She was just new 'meat' technology that had recently come of age, a tool for the Conclave to use. If not for the money, she would not be here among the Anchors.


  "Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Archangeli," said Jessa. The name was a mouthful; Jessa filed him under Jelly for short.


  "Please, call me Lorenzo," said the short, stocky Italian. Jessa found Jelly plain; so undistinguished that she would not be able to describe him at all if she were not staring right at him. Neither could she distinguish him by his aura...he had none.


  "Thank you for coming so soon. The matter is grave, and Conclave requires both your talents to deal with the situation," said Marx.


  "Always at your beck and call, sir," said Archangeli. "At your humble service."


  "Oh, cut the smarm, Jelly," said Jessa, the nickname rolling off her tongue unintentionally. "What's the assignment this time, Marx? My job is to finger sociopathic supernormal pre-teens...or is it?"


  If the aggressively-normal Lorenzo Archangeli was bothered by Jessa's corruption of his name, it didn't show on his face.


  "And an excellent job you do of that. You're the most powerful Reader we have, yet your skills extend far beyond simple identification of potential threats. Conclave has an assignment of utmost importance that might make use of your psychic powers, and Lorenzo is our best Fetter. Three of the Fenris Wolves have become unleashed in as many days, their Fetters hunted down and murdered systematically. This has caused each Fenris Wolf to suddenly gain access to their tremendous power, guided by their potential for great evil. Someone knows about Conclave, and is destroying our Fetters to create villains of nefarious power. I need my best Reader and most versatile Fetter to track down and neutralize the freed Fenris Wolves, and to uncover the hidden enemy."


  "That we will, that we will. Which Wolves were unleashed?" asked Lorenzo with preternatural calm. "Which agents slaughtered?"


  "Angeline Croft, weather powers, codename Dryspell," answered Devlin. "When Fettered she could conjure no more than a breeze. Yet this pyromaniac in London could now make England tinder-dry. Fetter Jacoby was drowned, a silver ankh found about his neck. Fetter Smythe lost her head at the Tower of London, an ankh in her clenched fist.


  "Yvan and Claudette Viau, a pair of powerful twins. We believe them to be mages, untrained yet possessed of great raw power. Both are sadistic terrorists working in Quebec. They were already difficult to Fetter, and now they have been unchained. Codenames Telamon and Caryatid," said Devlin. "Fetter Davidson was electrocuted, an ankh burnt into his flesh. Fetter Lascarides was stabbed to death with a sharp steel ankh."


  Jessa choked on her champagne. "Two wild mages! There's no bleedin' way I can deal with these maniacs with just Jelly to help!" shouted Jessa. "You should march in with all of your Anchors and stop them! What do you need me for?"


  "I suspect Mr. Marx intends for you to track them, Miss," said Lorenzo. Jessa wanted to stuff Jelly's head into the aquarium he was standing next to. What a toady!


  "Yeah, right. The two of us against two mages and a pyro. I'd do it for a cool ten mil, no less," said Jessa sarcastically.


  "Done," said Devlin.


  "Oh?" said Jessa and Lorenzo simultaneously in surprise.


  "I would devote all my fortunes to maintain Conclave's goal. No evil shall escape Conclave, nor corrupt us from within," said Devlin. He pressed a button on the desk, and a panel in the wall opened to reveal an arsenal of weapons and gadgets. "And you won't be going alone," said Devlin, reaching for a black crossbow with a golden Eye of Horus. "I'm coming with you."


  



  TO BE CONTINUED IN CSV #1


  Conclave of Super-Villains #1 - "Stretch of L'Imagination"



  



  The Magene gave men and women the power to distort realityto their whims. Only those known as Anchors had the power toblock the effects of the Magene. Some Anchors became bountyhunters of the supernormal. On July 6, 1998, every singleperson on Earth with even a hint of the Magene disappearedfrom the very fabric of reality, leaving the Earth to powerfulAnchors who would shape the next generation of supernormalsas they wished....


  



  MONTREAL, BOXING DAY, 2023


  Most people feel dread in the pit of their stomachs, but for me, my nerves jump straight out of my skin and rattle the glass around me. Both Claudette and I manifested this minor ability in our childhood, ever since that premonition of our parents' death during the Quebec separation riots. As I walked past the airport bar, I shattered many wineglasses simply by my passing, startling a few patrons. I ignored them; they would be running for the exits soon enough, and I wanted as many innocents out of the way as possible.


  Almost certainly Agent Ridley noted the exploding shards. She had been following me all the way from downtown Montreal to the airport, after she 'discovered' me over the bodies of Lascarides and Davidson. I'd been trying to elude her, staging little magical accidents that I summoned on the fly. It was easier to run than to explain to a DSHA agent about the two deaths I had nothing to do with, or that the real killer had lured me to the bodies.


  Ridley was itching to draw her gun, I could tell. I just needed to give her sufficient reason. She was lousy at tailing, but I couldn't shake a tail if my life depended on it. As tails, Davidson and Lascarides were as sticky as maple syrup; neither my sister nor I could figure out if we could really lose them or if they simply allowed us to think they were nowhere near. They died at the hands of the Ankh Killer a day ago, and stank of it. I almost felt sorry at their deaths. We had played the chat-et-souris game so long that they were almost like family. Ridley, on the other hand, was from the Department of Super-Human Activities, not the mysterious organization called the Conclave that just watched and did not interfere. No, I'd tangled with Ridley once before, and she would rather draw-and-quarter than cat-and-mouse.


  I could see the clear sky through the airport window, and I thought further about the disaster I was being forced to bring about. My sister's life depended on what I was about to do next. I was here at the appointed time, and I waited a safe distance from the window for the Ankh Killer to call me back on my black-cel.


  There was no way that the Ankh Killer could place a call to my black-cel unless he was forcing Claudette to tap in the passcode. The black-cel was a state-of-the-art communications device that required a subdermal encryption key in the tip of a finger to punch in the correct passcode. The subdermal key wouldn't work unless it remained in Claudette's living body, activated by her unique biosignature. That was one assurance that Claudette was still alive, that the Ankh Killer could still call me on my black-cel.


  Whoever the Ankh Killer was, he knew that my sister was the brains behind the Quebec independence movement. It was Claudette's passion, her means of revenge on the society that killed our mother and father. I was blackmailed into her patriotic terrorism by my blood tie to her; she was my only living relative. If that meant giving my life to save her, I would, because I promised my mother as she died that I would never disobey my twin sister. I'd kept my promise so far, even to the extreme of helping her engineer some political assassinations. I'd never pulled the trigger myself, and that made it easier to live with my conscience. But now I was being blackmailed by the mysterious Ankh Killer to put many lives at risk of death, all to save my sister.


  I tried not to think about Claudette, Ridley, or the Ankh. I had to start preparing for Ankh's ransom: I was to crash a plane and injure but not kill the passengers, and deliver some 'packages' called the Eye of Horus and Scry.


  I began to picture the airport in my mind, balancing the image on five imaginary pillars that I needed as a focus for my magic. They were more like five atlantes holding up the sky, and they were all distinct. I named them after five male saints: Saint-Urbain, Saint-Laurent, Saint-Jacques, Saint- Francois-Xavier, and Saint-Antoine. These were all street names in Old Montreal. But each of them helped me visualize the magic in my head.


  As I understand it, there are five 'Pillars' of reality, and what mages like me do is to break those pillars and impose our own will on the world around us. These rules are called Clastics. Breaking the pillars was neither an easy nor enjoyable task. When my sister and I first tasted raw magical power in our grief over the death of our parents, we destroyed and reconstructed the Jacques-Cartier Bridge into a symbol of hope: a steel fleur-de-lis in the Fleuve Saint-Laurent that they are still afraid to tear down. Though that was a feat that took great power and force of will, we experienced a terrible backlash from the magic that day and awakened in separate hospital beds several days later. It was not wise to tamper with such energies, and we never reached that level of power again, though not for the reason that we thought. I think it was then that the Conclave sent their first agents to watch over us.


  I put an idea of mine into action. The plane was to land soon, and so I had to amass my energies now and put my plan slowly into action. I began to shift the airport image in my head with the help of my five saints. Slowly and steadily, the entire airport was now moving, farther and farther so that I could achieve the rest of my plan when the target jet came in for a landing.


  People in the airport noticed the motion, of course. I hoped that I didn't cause too many accidents near the periphery of the magical effect. Some cars were bound to collide, but I couldn't help that. I just hoped people were smart enough to scramble out of the way sooner instead of later. It might be too late by then.


  Not unexpectedly, Agent Ridley pulled out her gun when people started to run. If she were smarter, she would have joined them.


  "Stop it," said Ridley. "You're under arrest, Yvan Viau. You're at point-blank range, and I can't possibly miss."


  "At ease, soldier," I said. "You have perhaps five minutes to run, and I suggest you run as far as you can. I can't guarantee your safety, and don't say I haven't given you fair warning."


  Ridley didn't blink. "You killed those two men, which gives me every right to haul you in to fry you. My only regret is that your twin isn't here. Where is Claudette?"


  "If you think I'd tell you, you're out of your mind." Was she the Ankh Killer? I contemplated the possibility and rejected it. She would brag about catching my sister if she had her, not play some deep game.


  I was about to give her final warning when my black-cel rang, and despite my best attempts to ease my nerve, I shattered a few lights. At the sound of breaking glass, Ridley's itchy trigger finger twitched and a bullet whizzed by my ear. My blood pressure shot up and by my jitters alone, I broke the large pane of glass that looked out onto the airfield. The inrushing wind chilled me to the bone.


  "Tabernac!" I swore. "You should know better than to shoot a mage desperately trying not to lose concentration. You might implode the entire building." The phone in my vest pocket continued to ring. "I MUST answer that. Do you mind?"


  "Like hell," said Ridley. "You'll try no tricks this year."


  "If I don't, I can't guarantee my sister will not sink Montreal in retaliation. You see, we've agreed to destroy this little city if we don't answer each other's calls." I hoped she couldn't tell a bluff from a hole in the ground. The cel was on its third ring.


  I could see her sweat, though I was not faring much better myself. "Y-you can't be serious. There are millions living in Montreal," she said, her voice wavering.


  "Someone should have thought of the idea earlier. Just sink the whole island, and the Referendum might have been uncontested. Quebec would be a sovereign state by now." I prodded her some more, partly in fear that if I delay any longer in answering the black-cel, my sister may not live to place another call. "You know I'm the only one who can answer a black-cel, and if Claudette thinks I am not capable of answering this call, well! Montreal becomes the new Atlantis. A million people's lives depends on a single 'bonjour'."


  "All right," said Jo, her gun wavering. "I want you to answer the call, but tell her to meet you here in half an hour. Try to warn her, and I'll give her more than enough reason to panic. I can maim with a bullet as well as kill."


  I nodded. I reached for the black-cel slowly. It was about to ring for the thirteenth time, and I hoped that the Ankh Killer was a patient man or woman.


  I tapped in my passcode and answered the cel call. "C'est moi," I said. Ridley would expect me to use French with my sister, although the Ankh Killer may not have understood a single word I said.


  The electronically altered voice was genderless. "Speak English, Telamon, or your pathetic liberation front dies with your sister. Get it?"


  Just great, I grumbled to myself. If I call my own bluff and switch to English, Ridley might think I was signalling a threat to my sister and get trigger happy. If I continue in French my sister's life might end. I had but a split second to make a decision.


  So I procrastinated the language choice: "Uh huh," I replied. Some conversational cues were alike in both French and English.


  Ankh must have been satisfied with my agreement. "Caryatid is safe, mage, as long as you carry out my orders. The Anchors that suppressed your power and hers have been eliminated. The private jet from Las Vegas must crash, but the passengers must not die. There is a powerful and paranoid Anchor aboard the plane, so your magic cannot directly affect it. Use that brilliant criminal mind of yours and bring down that plane indirectly. Is that understood?"


  "Mm-hmm." The Ankh Killer called me Telamon and Claudette Caryatid, which were words for carved columns with humanoid features, male and female respectively. The Ankh Killer might have given us those codenames as a twisted joke: as mages, my sister and I sculpted reality, and a telamon and a caryatid were sculpted pillars. I didn't find it particularly funny, though I couldn't wait to laugh in the Ankh Killer's face once I had my sister back, and give him a taste of his own medicine.


  If the Ankh Killer wanted the plane to crash but not to kill the passengers, then he wanted the passengers hurt enough so they would require medical attention. That would be the perfect chance for him to drug the passengers under the pretext of medical treatment while they were incapable of defending themselves. He wanted hostages. Perhaps I could take a hostage myself and offer an exchange. He had no idea what hornet's nest he'd disturbed. I would show him who played the game of crime better.


  Somehow the Ankh Killer must have had someone watching me, to make sure I was doing my part. Perhaps he was watching me at that very moment, and was having a laugh at my predicament with Agent Ridley. I would have asked to speak to Claudette, but I had to avoid a bullet in the head, so I kept quiet and pretended to be listening.


  "Good," said the voice. "I will call you again when I have the Eye of Horus and Scry, alive. You don't have a choice." The voice laughed and disconnected.


  I took advantage of this moment to play out my bluff in French. "Sis, I must insist that you come down to Dorval Airport immediately to pick us up. You won't believe who's here, and you want to hear what he says. I can't trust anyone but you." I faked the rest of the call on a dead channel, all the while trying to hold the image of magic in my head. I could almost see Saint-FX wince at the strain. I 'disconnected'.


  I wanted to place the black-cel in my pocket again, but Ridley stopped me. "Drop it on the floor and kick it over here," she said. "Now."


  I couldn't do it. It was the only thing that connected me to my sister now, and I did not want anyone to take that away. "She may call again."


  "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Kick it over here now, then slowly drop your magical effect."


  In the background I could see the private jet beginning its descent. I had to stall her just a minute more.


  "Jo, you DO know that certain black-cels are equipped with additional safety features? I'm only telling you this so that you'll start thinking about ways that black-cel might be booby-trapped. Now, if it was tear gas, you might just go away with red eyes and yet another defeat. If it was a bomb, then you might be sending the both of us to Saint Peter sooner than we should, n'est-ce pas? Or perhaps it's just a black-cel, and I'm just bluffing. But can you afford to take that chance?"


  I stopped stretching the image in my mind: the slingshot was primed and ready. I centered myself, shielding myself from the effects of inertia. Ridley was not so protected, and when I released my magic it was possible that she would crash into a wall and break her pretty neck. Would this be my first real murder? I didn't want to do it. Everyone should have evacuated the premises, if they were smart. You couldn't call it murder if you warned everyone about a hazardous situation, right? It's like putting warnings on cigarette packs: you know the risks, and you decide yourself whether or not to put your life on the line.


  Well, there was a risky alternative. I could kill deux oiseaus with the same stone. It might strain my magical capabilities, but suppose that I could both get a hostage from the plane and get rid of Ridley without killing her at the same time. That would work, only if one of the 'packages' were not an Anchor. If I grabbed an Anchor by accident, likely the magic would backfire and I would have to face the brunt of it. I thought of my sister in the clutches of the Ankh Killer and decided it was worth the risk.


  It had been a while since I flexed my magical muscles, so to speak. I knew something of magic, having played around with the minor power that I still retained even after we were followed by the Anchors. In a way, perhaps my magical abilities have been boosted. Having an Anchor around meant that I had to exert more willpower to get even the tiniest flame to suddenly light. But the problem was, I knew so little about ritualized magic, and only a little about the principles that govern magic, that exerting fine control over the magic was strenuous.


  "Bon voyage, Madmoiselle Ripley," I said, and let the magic flow.


  The airport had been stretched like a stone in a slingshot, and as the plane began to descend, I let reality begin to reassert itself. The airport swung back to its original position, and overshot it, as I had intended. I could just imagine the terror of the pilot as the plane skidded across the field, the terminal rushing towards it at an incredible speed. Things in the airport began to suffer from the effects of the rapid motion, and anything not bolted down began to fly. Jo Ridley would be a smear on a wall had I not abated the effects of inertia on her, yet I let the inertia affect her gun. The gun was torn out of her hands before she could blow my brains out. Agent Ridley looked so cute whenever she screamed.


  The terminal wall smashed into the left wing of the jet and tore it off. I had just enough time to see a woman's face through a window. She would make a beautiful hostage, I decided in that split second. I pulled the switch - Ridley for the passenger. The terminal then corrected for the overshot, and pulled back to its original position. It was like pulling a tablecloth off the table without disturbing the plate on top, only the airstrip was the cloth and the damaged jet the plate. The jet receded in my vision. I was able to see rescue vehicles racing to the jet almost as soon as reality returned to normal, and my beautiful but startled hostage, right before the enormity of the magic that I had done hit me doublefold. I blacked out, my last thoughts being how ironic it was to be at the mercy of my own hostage after such a spectacular show....


  TO BE CONTINUED


  



  Time Capsules #4 - The Plane That Came Down And Woke Up The World


  
    Copyright 2003 by Wil Alambre


    



    [cover is a closeup of a shattered cockpit window from a privatejet. Flames can be seen reflected in the remaining glass. Thecover copy reads, "Ah, broken is the golden bowl! The spiritflown forever!" in small cursive script.]


    



    "Mr. Spinoza, I have something here for you," Professor M'Cormack said with a smile to Kaoru on the oter side of the room. "It goes along with a common thread that seems to repeatedly make its way into your hands."


    Kaoru looked up from his pile of CDROMs and mandatory indexing, a puzzled look on his face. The confusion didn't lift when the archaeology professor placed a dented black box on the table in front of him.


    "This came from the capsule?"


    "Mm hm," M'Cormack nodded. "It's a flight recorder from a jet plane crash."


    Kaoru picked up the box, turning it over in his hands, already trying to figure out how to access the information inside. "Will you tell me which plane crash we're talking about, or do I have to infer that from the recording?"


    "No, I won't be cruel," she chuckled. "The plane went down on December 26th, 2023. In Montreal."


    "The Conclave of Super-Villians?"


    "Since Mr. Radner as his associates have cropped up several times, I thought it prudent to let you go over the recordings. Perhaps you might uncover a different layer behind the unveiling of the Conclave of Super- Villians." She smiled when he looked at her. "No, I don't expect you to find anything, but you never know."


    Kaoru nodded, and went to a terminal to find some adapters.


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


    Buzzzzz.


    His eyes opened slowly, but they did open. The room was still black, the only light the glare of his bedside alarm clock. The wee hours of the morning.


    Buzzzzz.


    He shifted, pushing down on the blanket, when a soft arm snaked out from under it and over his chest in a comforting caress. He smiled, and gently nudged it, trying to free himself, but the arm refused to move.


    "Leave it," came the sleepy murmur.


    Buzzzzz.


    "Please? Just tonight?"


    "It doesn't work that way, you know that," he replied. Kissing his wife's forehead, he eventually slid her arm away and got out of bed. He heard her sigh as he rubbed his eyes, got up, and walked over to the dresser, picking up the insistent pager.


    Buzzzzz.


    A flick to quiet it, and another to light up the display, reading the text message. It was disappointing, but not entirely unexpected. A yawn, and he reached over to the light switch.


    "Cover your eyes," he suggested before turning on the lights.


    She groaned, and covered her head with the blankets, trying to hide from the sudden brightness. She was cute that way, it was one of the many things that held them together. He smiled at her, though she couldn't see him, and started to put on his clothes.


    "I have to go."


    "It's not Marx, is it?" she said, coming out into the open again. A cross expression wiped away her drowsiness. "Come on, don't..."


    "It's Mr. Marx," he admitted. "He's going to Montreal."


    "God! Gil! You just got back!"


    "And now I have to go again. This is the job."


    "This is our life, too, you know!"


    He sighed, his tie hanging around his neck as he looked in the mirror, looking at her reflection. "I'm sorry, I really am. I'll make it up to you."


    "You ALWAYS say that." She got out of bed, angrily wrapping a house coat around herself.


    "I mean it this time," he said, a crooked grin on his face. "I'll talk with Mr. Marx about getting some time off. Some real time off. Like several days in a row this time. We'll go somewhere nice, just you and me."


    "Yeah, you and me and Marx with his leash around you," she accused, coming up to him, and straightening his tie for him.


    "No," he took her chin lightly in his hand, and lifted her eyes to his own. "No pagers, no calls. Just you and me. I promise." He kissed her lovingly, before whispering, "I promise. Okay? A real honeymoon, Mrs. Gil Stern."


    She scrunched up her face, in mock indecision, then smiled. "Okay, Mr. Gil Stern. A real honeymoon. 'Cause, no offense, this one sucks."


    * * * *


    "Damn, Gil, aren't you supposed to be married or something?"


    "Don't remind me, Ross" said Gil to Co-Pilot Crantz as he ducked his head and climbed into the cockpit of the Devlin Marx's personal jet. He put his briefcase down behind his seat and tossed his cap on top of it, before sitting down in the pilot's chair. It felt good under him, an old friend and trusted companion.


    "So what happened?" pressed Ross. "I thought me and Petey were doing this one."


    "I dunno," he replied shrugging. "Got the call, something about Petey being sick or something. They needed me to fly 'Leonore'."


    "See, him, he was smart. You should have done that. You're newly-wed, no one would have blamed you."


    "I would have blamed me," Gil said, taking up the regular checklist. "This is my job, this is what I do. Mr. Marx needs to go somewhere, I have to make sure he gets there."


    "Is this a money thing? Worried about how you planning to pay for all the Gil Juniors in the works or something."


    Gil didn't bother to answer, throwing only a unamused expression at his friend. He turned back to his checklist and went over the instruments as carefully as if he hadn't done this a hundred times before.


    "You know what you should do? You should talk to the boss and get a week off or something, A vacation for you and the missus."


    Gil put down the clipboard and stared at Ross, half-annoyed. "Have you been conspiring with my wife?"


    "What?"


    "Nothing," he said, tapping the fuel gauge, and marking off another check. "Forget it. Just something my wife said. Look, will you give the ground crew a call and tell them to watch the tanks? This is the third time they barely met the fuel minimum in 'Leonore'. Mr. Marx can afford having extra, just in case."


    Ross shook his head, chuckling.


    "What?"


    "You ain't even hearing yourself," Ross said with a waggle of his finger. "Saying okay to a call on your honeymoon, blowing off for what, a routine to Montreal and back."


    "It's more then that."


    "Is it?" Ross stared at him. "Then why do you keep saying 'my wife'? Doesn't this 'wife' have a name anymore? You call the damn plane by a name."


    Gil Stern did not answer his friend.


    * * * *


    "How's our time?"


    Ross looked over his shoulder, seeing who had entered the cockpit. Gil couldn't imagine who he was expecting to see. 'Leonore' was Devlin Marx's private jet, and currently only had three passengers; Mr. Marx himself, and his guests Ms. Dumont and the abnormally normal Mr. Archangeli. It wasn't like someone else could just pop in.


    "Oh, evening, Mr. Archangeli," Ross smiled, doing a surprisingly good job of rolling the mouthful of name off his tongue. "Or good morning, as the case may be. We're right on schedule, and will be making our final approach in five."


    Archangeli nodded politely.


    "Would you mind informing the others they should take their seats and buckle up?" Gil said, not taking his eyes off the yoke and instruments in front of him. "I don't want to wake anyone with the PA who might have dozed off."


    "No worries, we're all up and about. I'll tell Devlin and Jessa, thank you," he nodded to both of them, and left the cockpit, closing the door behind them.


    Gil frowned, concentrating on the sky outside. Light rain and strong winds had come in unannounced, and was partially obscuring the view. It was only the instruments' readings and tower's assurances that let him know they were anywhere near an airport.


    "I hate droning around visual at night in weather without having some clue where I am," Ross muttered, turning back to the instruments. "See how we're going right into this crap."


    "Right."


    "Dee em fourteen twenty," Approach Control called in over the radio "Uh, when you join the final, you're going to be right at just a little bit outside the marker if that's gonna be okay for ya." The person on the other end seemed nervous. No, thought Gil, too strong a word. Confused maybe.


    "That's great," Gil radioed back, trying to sound confident. "That's great with us." No one likes rain on a landing. Better than the snow that'd be normal this time of year, though.


    "Dee em fourteen twenty, roger."


    "See we're right on the base of these clouds so..." Ross pointed out.


    "Yeah," was Gil's only response. The rain was letting up, looking like the airport itself was clear of it. Still wet, but at least they would be able to see it. "Two seven zero, two thousand three hundred?"


    "Yep," nodded Ross.


    "Dee em fourteen twenty, turn right heading three, zero zero."


    "Right turn three zero zero dee em fourteen twenty," acknowledged Gil, gradually turning the plane and lining up with their runway.


    "Three thousand," reported Ross from the altimeter.


    "Roger that, three thousand," Gil spoke back to Approach. "Dee em fourteen twenty. This is four right, correct?"


    There was a pause in the reply, Gil was wondering if Approach wasn't telling him something. "Dee em fourteen twenty," they finally radioed, "that's correct sir. And runway four right, cleared to land. The wind three five zero at three zero, gusts three five."


    "Hey Gil, does the strip look funny to you?" Ross murmured


    "What?"


    "It looks longer then I remember it."


    Gil couldn't help a chuckle. "You're complaining that the runway is too LONG?" He shook his head. "It's just wet from the rain, it's an optical illusion. It's nothing."


    "I dunno," Ross bit his lower lip. "I was just here last week, and I don't remember it being this long."


    "Look, when we get 'Leonore' on the ground, I'll grab some rulers and we can measure it, alright?"


    "Fine," Ross said, dropping the subject. He set the flaps and lowered the landing gear. "Landing gear down."


    "I named it after her, you know."


    "What?"


    "The plane," Gil confessed. "I named the plane after my wife. She wasn't my wife then, but I knew she would be."


    "Huh," Ross smiled.


    "Flaps twenty eight?" Gil asked.


    "Oh. Oh, yeah."


    "Add twenty. Twenty knots."


    "Okay."


    "Dee em fourteen twenty, the runway four right RVR now is one thousand six hundred," announced Approach.


    "Okay, Dee em fourteen twenty, we're established inbound," said Gil.


    "Dee em fourteen twenty roger," replied Approach at its most official sounding, though that quiver was still there. "Runway four right, cleared to land, and the wind, three four zero at three one. North wind, north uh, boundary wind is three zero zero at two six, northeast boundary wind three two zero at two five, and the four right RVR is one thousand six hundred."


    "Dee em fourteen twenty, thanks." He glanced at Ross a moment, seeing his co-pilot place his hands on the yoke too. "Forty flaps, please."


    "Forty now. Thousand feet. Twenty, forty forty land. There's the runway, got it?"


    Gil nodded. Together, they slowly brought the jet down to the strip.


    "Hundred feet," called out Ross.


    "Hundred," agreed Gil.


    "Fifty."


    "Sink rate."


    "Forty"


    "Sink rate."


    "Thirty."


    "Twenty."


    "Ten."


    There were the telltale thuds, the aircraft wheels making contact with the pavement of the runway. But it wasn't the kind of sound Gil was expecting. Pilots got used to the sounds their planes make, and a shiver ran up his spine as those resounding thuds were followed by much too much squealing.


    "We're down," said Ross, almost a question rather then a fact.


    The plane was moving faster on the ground then it was on approach. The strip and grass around it zoomed past as Gil and Ross were having trouble keeping it straight.


    "We're sliding! We're sliding!" yelled Ross, fighting the yoke.


    "Brakes!"


    "We're running out of strip!"


    "Brakes!"


    A horrendous snap was heard, and the plane pitched forward, nose smashing into the rushing pavement. The windshield splintered in front of them, and the pilots were tossed forward at the sparking and wailing instrument panel. Only their harnesses kept them from being flung out onto the racing concrete.


    Gil tried to grab hold of something. The scratching yelling sound of the skin of the jet sliding against the strip was deafening. He forced his eyes opening, watching the end coming.


    He saw the terminal coming, at a tilted angle.


    He felt the plane crunch into the building, the left wing embedding itself in the bricks and girders. The plane spun a moment, unwilling to let go, then fell apart, the wing ripping free in a tangle of metal of fuel and flames.


    The pavement ended, the nose dug into grass and dirt.


    The air was slammed from his lungs as he slammed against the harness, the plane gouging earth and sod into the air.


    Ross's chair snapped free and his head banged into the side of the cockpit.


    Gil felt a snapping pain, then merciful darkness.


    * * * *


    "Wake up, spit! Wake up!"


    Gil was jarred awake, smelling smoke and fuel and electric burns. Something was wrong with one of his eyes, in wouldn't open. A sticky feeling on it, in his hair. Blood?


    "Are you all right?"


    Someone was talking to him, he looked up at a blur that solidified itself into a woman he didn't recognize. She had undone his harness, and was quickly releasing Ross. How had she got on board? How long had they been out?


    "Can you hear me? Are you okay?"


    "Yeah! I mean, yes. I'm okay," he finally managed.


    "My name is Ridley, I'm with the DSHA." She sounded very authoritive. "The plane is on fire, we need to get the both of you out of here!" She struggled with Ross' harness for a while longer until it finally came free. "Spit!"


    "What?"


    Ross was waking up, his arm nursing his side. There was a dark red mark where his ribs were.


    Gil got up, a sharp pain in both his legs, but manageable. He helped Ridley pull Ross to his feet, despite the man's yells on pain.


    "Damnit, Gil, I think I'm really hurt here!"


    "The plane's on fire, we got to get out!"


    As they made their way into the main cabin, negotiating the tilted floor, Gil and Ridley supported Ross as best they could. The richly decorated cabin was twisted slightly in the middle, fire and smoke was coming from one wall. Ridley had already opened one of the doors, the emergency slide more of a sidewalk at the angle.


    Gil went first, and Ridley passed the moaning Ross to him before making it down herself. Emergency vehicles were already on the scene, the pitched screams of sirens mixing with the haze of nearby smoke. His eyes watered, and he needed to rub them, but his hands were full holding Ross. He swore under his breath, wishing Ridley would put down that crossbow and help him out.


    Crossbow?


    "Hey," he choked, trying to be heard over the yells of firemen and approaching nurses. "Why do you have a..."


    "MAY! MAY!" Ridley waved into the air. Gil looked up, and saw three helijets gracefully bank over the terminal toward the strip and crash zone. Company, Gil realized, Ridley's friends.


    "Ow, damn. My side really hurts, Gil," Ross slurred, slumping a bit.


    "Hang on Ross, we're in the clear," he said to Ross, looking about the confusion for a free doctor or nurse or stretcher or anything. The pinching pain in his legs were making his eyes water even more and the heat from the fire was getting bad, even on the clear side of the crash.


    An explosion echoed across the tarmac, and Gil's heart stopped, afraid the firemen and the hoses hadn't stopped the crashed jet from going up. But the roar was from above them, from the sky. Gil and Ross both looked up in time to see a ball of crumpled steel and glass flare and fall to the pavement not a hundred meters from a nearby firetruck.


    A dark, evil shape hovered in the air, beyond the fire and smoke. It was silent and omnipresent, and Gil could swear it hadn't been there a moment ago. Did the helijets crash into it?


    A bolt of jagged blue and white spit from the side of the shape, a smell of electricity flooded the air for a split second, and the last helijet flipped. One of the props went flying away from the vehicle as it swung down to the ground in a dizzying turn.


    There was a heart wrenching crumple as the helijet hit the ground, burning.


    "NOOOOOOOO!" shouted Ridley as she watched the two helijets collide, and the third plummet and crash in a ball of flame. "MAAAAAAAAAAAY!" She shoved them forward as she fell to her knees in shock. Gil felt like he was going to vomit.


    "Gil..." Ross, tugged at his sleeve.


    He looked at Ross, then at the figure approaching them. It was a young girl, much too young to be a paramedic, though she was dressed that way. She carried a paramedics kit, and seemed unfazed by the death and the fire and the screams around her.


    "Ridley," he turned to her, as she was getting to her feet, rubbing her eyes against her arm to wipe away tears. May must have been a friend, Gil realized. He turned back to the nurse.


    CRACK!


    Ross spasmed in his arms, slumping forward with a moan.


    CRACK!


    It was like someone had punched him in the gut. The girl had a gun pointing it at him. He dropped Ross when his arms felt cold and heavy, and he had only a moment of shock in seeing his blood spill from the wound in his stomach before he collapsed on the ground.


    The world seemed to dull, like the television volume being turned down. The heat didn't seem so hot anymore, and the water in his eyes did irritate his eyes. He laid on his side, his torso slowly getting hollow and heavy at the same time.


    The last little bits were scattered, and nonsense.


    "YOU! Y...res...ble" he heard Ridley in anger.


    "...knew to...gent...burnout..." the girl said.


    A thump, and Ridley fell to the ground nearby.


    "Say goodnight..."


    Leonore.


    Nothing.


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


    Professor M'Cormack looked up as Kaoru entered the room, returning the dented black box. "Anything interesting?" she asked.


    "A different perspective, but nothing historically relevant," Kaoru confessed. "Not everyone has a world of revelations hidden away." He put the box with a stack of CDROMS that would be sorted and indexed and filed away. He lingered at the box a moment longer.


    "Problem?" M'Cormack asked, curious.


    Kaoru looked up, embarrassed to have been caught half aware. "No, nothing. Just a passing fancy." He paused a moment, but decided to continue nonetheless. "I was just wondering what people thought about living in such a turbulent time. Where the figureheads of power and history strode like giants above and ontop of them."


    Professor M'Cormack laughed. "Very poetic, good to see that you're able to appreciate the philosophical underpinnings of all these dry facts," she gestured at the stack of CDROMs. "It's what makes a historian more than a keeper of catalogues. Now, let's see what you can make of this next pile of dry facts," she transferred a new assignment to Kaoru's handcomp.


    "Yes, Professora...."


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


    Editor's Notes:


    Yes, the first issue of Time Capsules in something like four years, and from a new author, to boot! Wil Alambre has done some fan art for ASH, and also maintains http://wilsego.com/racc (WE|RACC), a web-based supplement to rec.arts.comics.creative. This is his first story in the ASH Universe.


    The events of this issue run parallel to CSV #1/2 through CSV #2.

  


  


  Conclave of Super-Villains #2 - "Seven to A Conclave"


  [The cover shows seven objects on a table with a black tablecloth embroidered with a golden ankh symbol. The objects are: a trident; a wooden maze game; a sheet of paper with a drop of blood, a minus sign followed by the letter D, a plus sign and a drawing of a bus; an extinguished candle; a thermometer showing a high temperature; a piece of sandpaper; a trophy of a stag's head. Blood drenches all the items. The title reads: DEADLY SEVEN!]



  



  14h00, December 26, 2023: MONTREAL, NORTH AMERICAN COMBINE



  Far below the aerial headquarters, a jet landed on the runway of Dorval Airport. What it did not count on was that the entire airport had become a deadly trap: the terminal was stretched like an elastic and released, causing the wing of the airplane to be sheared off by the walls of the terminal. The terminal snapped back to its original location, leaving the plane crippled.


  Four figures, three males and one female, watched the scene below play out from the bridge of the airship. From a spherical screen framed by a golden ankh, the image of a shadowy figure watched them gathered around the round viewing glass set into the floor of the bridge. One of them, a young Asian male, laughed in glee. "Did you see that? He made the whole terminal MOVE! Wild!"


  The monstrous one among them, the giant man-stag with powerful wings, took a step back from the hole in the floor and looked instead at the ankh screen. "Hmph. When's Rebus going to be back?"


  "Patience, Peryton," replied the figure on the ankh screen, its voice distorted by electronics. "Rebus and Burnout are already in place. The plan to capture Scry and the Eye of Horus will take place as planned."


  Derek Radner snorted. With a casual touch on the arm of his floating command chair, he swiveled the seat around to glance at the screen. "Burnout? That's like naming yourself Suicide."


  The Ankh ignored him and continued the briefing. "Peryton and Conflicto." The Chinese teen stood to attention. "You two will bring Telamon to our little conclave."


  "Telamon?" said Derek in a louder voice. "That name's going to strike fear in the hearts and vocabularies of the masses. Why not go with a name with much darker connotations that doesn't require a dictionary? I can come up with better names in my sleep!"


  Conflicto giggled. "And Triton's the best you came up with?"


  "What about Conflicto?" retorted Derek. "Only a kid would come up with such a stupid villain name." The kid could be sixteen years old at most, thought Derek. What was he doing in a cutthroat environment like this?


  "Hey, I happen to like names that end in O. It's campy, it rolls off the tongue, and it's definitely retro rogue vogue."


  "Rogue vogue?" asked Derek.


  "It's all the rage these days," said the dark-skinned beauty among them. Derek thought there was a sultry quality to her voice, despite her British accent. The only thing unattractive about her was the cigarette in her hand.


  Conflicto nodded. "Music, clothing, and pop culture patterning themselves after the villain culture of the nineties, before the gods snuffed the masses. Where have you been hiding, under a rock?"


  "Try prison," answered Derek.


  "Cut the conversation," said Ankh. "Triton and Dryspell, you will remain and defend the airship. You have your missions. Execute."


  "'Dryspell' makes me sound sexually frustrated," said the woman, pouting.


  "With your looks, heaven forbid that should be true. What's your real name?" asked Conflicto with a naughty grin.


  "Angeline Croft. Got a better codename for me, Triton? One that befits a weathermonger?"


  "Call me Derek. A name, you say." Derek took barely a second's pause before answering. "I'd have to say 'Sultry', angel."


  "Doesn't sultry mean hot and humid? I don't like the humidity. I like it hot and dry." She took a match out and ignited it to light her cigarette.


  "Trust me, hot stuff. No other name describes you better," replied Derek.


  "I second Trite's nomination! All in favour?" said Conflicto.


  "Don't call me Trite!" said Derek angrily.


  Angeline laughed. "Sultry will do just fine, I guess."


  "Names are irrelevant. Execute the plan. NOW." Ankh's screen shut itself off.


  "Somebody's a little upset," muttered Conflicto. "Let's go, Peryton." Peryton grunted and followed him to the airlock.


  In the airport terminal, Jessa Dumont oriented herself. One minute she was on the plane with Marx and 'Jelly', the next she was here, with an unconscious man beside her. She recognized him from the file Marx showed her on the jet. "Yvan Viau, I presume," she said to the man, though it was clear he could not hear her. It was strange: the whole terminal was deserted. There was a gun on the floor, and she picked that up, just in case. She switched to her aura sight, and was surprised from what she saw.


  Jessa found Yvan's aura brighter than she expected for a terrorist. She was surprised to find more than a shred of good in the man, and a whole mess of potential. "What do I do with you now that I've got you?" She glanced at the remnants of the plane on the runway. Emergency personnel were already there. "I guess we wait for the others."


  "Hang tight," said Peryton. Conflicto did not complain. Just to be certain, he increased the friction coefficient on his body, so that it would be harder for him to slip out of Peryton's arms. They leapt from the airship, gliding down towards the air terminal.


  "Wicked!" said Conflicto as he felt the uprush of air. "Wow! Trite's invisibility gizmo works! I can't see the ship, can you? Hey, you've got your eyes closed!"


  "I *hate* heights. Just point me in the right direction and tell me when we get there," said Peryton.


  "Wild! I *love* skydiving! Faster! Faster!" said Conflicto. He played with the air resistance around them, making Peryton's flight a lot more perilous.


  "How close are we to the ground?" asked Peryton.


  "You know, it doesn't make a lot of sense to have wings and not look at the ground rushing up to meet us," observed Conflicto.


  "How close?"


  "C'mon! Take a look. It won't kill you."


  "HOW CLOSE, PIZZA BOY?"


  "My name's NOT Pizza Boy."


  "DEPENDS ON WHAT HEIGHT I DROP YOU FROM."


  "Oh! In that case, about twenty feet over the terminal roof. Swerve to the left! No, your OTHER left! WATCH OUT FOR THE GLAS---"


  "SPIT!" cursed Ridley. "I didn't he could do *that*. Where's my gun?" She had lost her gun in the terminal, and somehow she ended up in the airplane. She quickly assessed the situation. It was a richly decorated cabin, and two men were sprawled on the ground. One was Italian, the other an old man. Near where the wing was sheared off, flames began to dance.


  "Sirs? Are you okay? I'm agent Jo Ridley, Department of Super-Human Activities. Get off before the flames reach the fuel!"


  The Italian man stood up and dusted himself off. He helped the older man up. "Where's Jessa?" asked the older man. "Argh. I think I broke my right arm, Lorenzo."


  "Let's get you off this plane and to the hospital," said Lorenzo Archangeli. "Thank you, Agent Ridley. I better check on the pilot and co-pilot. Could you assist him?"


  "No, you go," said Ridley. "Your friend needs medical attention. I'll rescue the pilots. Don't go near the air terminal, though. There is a dangerous terrorist there."


  "This is man's work. I'll go." said Archangeli.


  Ridley shot him an evil glance but grit her teeth. "Sir, leave the work to a professional."


  "Find Jessa," said Devlin Marx. "Protect her."


  Agent Ridley helped them activate the slide, and sent the two down to the ambulance. At the door, she looked up into the sky. She could see only clear sky.


  "Spit, May, where are the reinforcements?" The flames were spreading, so Ridley pulled herself away from the door. On her way to the front of the plane, she caught a glimpse of a crossbow with a curious insignia: one of those Egyptian-looking eyes. She grabbed it. It was loaded with one quarrel. "Just in case...." Ridley resumed her scramble for the cockpit.


  Jessa jumped as Peryton and Conflicto crashed through a skylight of the air terminal. Almost immediately, she saw how dark their auras were. Their dangerous nature oozed from their psyches. "Damn." She had to get out of there, and take Viau with her. "Wake up! I need you conscious!"


  There was no response. Jessa looked again at the two intruders, and shuddered when she saw the man-stag's face, and the angry soul behind it. He was a merciless killer. She had no choice but to use her secret ace now, before those two caught them both.


  She touched Yvan Viau's forehead, and sent a fraction of her mind into him. The psychic landscape was cold and desolate: five statues of saints in a pentacle. She shouted as loud as she could from the center, hoping to arouse Yvan. ++Wake up! I need your help, Yvan Viau!++


  Yvan's eyes flashed open. --Qui? Who...what's happening? What are you doing in my head?--


  ++Sorry. I'd normally ask your permission before entering your mind, but we've got nasty company and you've got the only aura I can trust. Call me Jessa.++


  --You're Scry.--


  ++I suppose that describes what I do. You've got to get us out of here, mage. Those two down there? I don't think they're flight attendants. Know them?++


  --No. And I thought I was supposed to take YOU hostage. I'm too weak to stand, much less move.--


  ++Then we've got a problem. I can only drag you so far!++


  --Give me a moment to gather my thoughts. Ow! That was a bad backlash. I'm not too used to the use of magic, yet.--


  ++Then I'll have to drag you while I wait.++ Jessa began to drag Yvan down the hall, looking for a place to hide.


  Conflicto caught a glimpse of the woman dragging the man down the hallway. "Hey you! Stop! We want to talk to you!" He then recognized her. "What's SHE doing here? She's supposed to be on the plane!" He reached out with his power, intent on stopping them. He felt the floor beneath them with his extrasensory touch: too smooth. Conflicto increased the friction on the floor, making it virtually impossible to drag someone along. Jessa tried, though, and nearly ripped the seat out of Yvan's pants. "What a drag!" Conflicto laughed.


  Yvan tried to shake the confusion from his mind, and tried his magic. He wanted the section of the floor beneath him to move himself and the woman, and the marble responded to his command. It became a raft on a sea of stone, carrying them down the corridor.


  ++Nice save. Can we leave, fast?++ asked Jessa.


  --I can't think straight enough, yet. But I think I can use my confusion to our advantage.-- Yvan silently commanded their 'steed' to head for the men's washroom.


  "Damnation!" Peryton spread his wings and gave chase.


  "Let's bodysurf!" Conflicto slid himself down the corridor haphazardly, instinctively varying the friction of the floor to achieve the effect he wanted.


  Yvan concentrated as best as he could before he and Jessa pushed open the men's washroom door. Once inside, Jessa gasped. ++Whoa. No wonder guys never line up.++


  --A maze is the best I can do for now in this state of mind. I need to collect my thoughts and energy. Tabernac, I'm hungry!--


  ++The mindlink's draining you. You need to eat to maintain this kind of link,++ thought Jessa. They raced down the twisting corridors of the washroom and found a random stall to hide in.


  Conflicto and Peryton burst through the washroom door. The twisting corridors were filled with urinals, mirrors and stalls. "Whoa! Mothball city!" exclaimed Conflicto. He activated a communication link and spoke into a microphone on his collar. "Can you hear me up there, guys? He's turned the whole bathroom into a friggin' maze the size of Kansas. The Army could relieve themselves here and leave room for the Navy. And bad news...Dumont's with him."


  Triton snapped his fingers. "That's it! Ditch the clunky Telamon handle and call him Labyrinth - that's Labyrinthe in French."


  "How erudite of you," snickered Conflicto. "How trite. But a name change won't help me none."


  "Where did you get your words, kid, out of a crackerjack box? Hang on, I'll patch you through to the boss." Triton hit a red button on his chair, activating the Ankh viewscreen and explained the situation.


  Sultry whispered, "I'll show you my erudite if you show me yours." She took a long drag on her cigarette.


  Triton coughed. "Don't tempt me." He turned back to Ankh. "So...any suggestions?"


  Ankh replied through the comlink, "It's time I had another chat with Yvan. Collect them both, but neither is to be harmed. Understand? You have little time before he's back to full strength and able to transport both of them away."


  Conflicto sighed. "Not even a bump on the head? You deprive us of life's little pleasures. But your message is loud and clear, man. Over'n'out."


  Peryton's voice echoed through the labyrinthine toilets. "Viau! You have no choice but to join us!" He began bashing down stall walls with his fists.


  "Come out, Labyrinthe and Scry! Or we'll we forced to flush you out!" Conflicto joined in, trying to keep a straight face.


  ++What do Moose and Beaver want with you?++ asked Jessa through the mindlink as they both stayed as quiet as possible, huddling on top of a toilet so that they wouldn't be given away by their feet.


  --My sister's been kidnapped by the Ankh Killer. They may work for him. You know them?--


  ++Conflicto's from San Francisco; I fingered him two years ago on my first assignment. His Magene manifested, giving him power to control friction. I thought we'd neutralized him. He's in for the thrill, and doesn't care who gets in his way. I don't know Antler Boy, but his aura says he's got a mean temper. Don't provoke him.++


  --Just stay quiet and we may live through this.--


  "So...how did you end up in prison?" asked Sultry.


  Derek grit his teeth. He hated this question; it made him look incompetent. Still, he answered her. "Ever heard of the Academy? I used to be a student there, at least until they caught me moonlighting as a villain. I had a great con going, calling myself Triton. Now there's a name worthy of evil. They couldn't catch me, the idiots, even though I left them clues left and right. That is, until THEM."


  "Who are THEM?" Sultry blew a smoke ring.


  Derek pulled out a folder with pictures in them and tossed them to Sultry. "Kleinvogel, Teller, Drake and Tracey. They're now members of STRAFE. Someone beat me to Popper, hard luck. They didn't fall for a red herring I planted, and I landed in prison. Prison gave me time to cook up gadgets and escape plans. And time to contemplate revenge upon those four."


  Sultry nodded. "Revenge is a beautiful thing. How are you going about it?"


  Derek laughed. "Rebus and I have already set our plan into motion. STRAFE will taste my terrible wrath, see me for the genius I am, tremble at the..."


  A sensor alarm went off. Sultry glanced out the window. "Hate to interrupt, mate, but company's coming."


  "I see them. Three DSHA helijets. They shouldn't be able to detect us; my cloaking device is infallible."


  "No, let's play. They're mine." A sinister look formed on Sultry's face. "Let's see how well they burn."


  Derek nodded. "Leave one for me. We'll make our grand entrance. I'm disengaging the cloak."


  "Biggest catch of the year," said Agent May to the others in the helijet. "If we don't blow it." Agent May loved to fly. He could feel the helijet respond to his slightest touch. Ridley had called them in, claiming that the Viau twins were finally going to be caught. That should teach the Quebecois not to mess with the North American Combine, he thought. Finally time for a promotion, he figured.


  He was startled by the sudden appearance of a huge, sleek black zeppelin over the airport. A symbol of a golden ankh adorned its side. "Ho-lee! Where did that come from?!" The winds were picking up. "What have you gotten yourself into *this* time, Ridley?" he muttered. "WHATEVER THAT IS, BLOW IT OUT OF THE SKY!"


  "Sir! There's too much turbulence! You're too close!" shouted the pilot of the other helijet through the radio.


  "Stay clear!" shouted May. Indeed, the winds were dangerously strong.


  "I'm losing control! Mayday! Mayd---" Agent May's last thoughts, right before his helijet collided with the other, was how mad his wife was going to be that he wouldn't be getting that promotion.


  "See how pretty they burn!" said Sultry, her eyes aglow.


  "You're warped, Sultry, warped! But I like it!" said Triton. "Watch me." He called up the weapons array, and targeted the last helijet. He pressed the firing button, sending a trident of energy out from the airship directly into the propellers of the helijet. The last helijet plummeted to the ground.


  "NOOOOOOOO!" shouted Ridley as she watched the two helijets collide, and the third plummet and crash in a ball of flame. The pilot and co-pilot, who were both alive, also gasped in horror. "MAY!" Her partner was dead. Someone would pay.


  Jessa and Yvan tried not to make any sounds, even though Peryton's smashing was creating bursts of echoing noise. ++You look drained. We need to get you some food.++


  --Food court's on an upper level. I could eat un cheval! If I could make a little portal in the ceiling, we might escape through that.-- Yvan began to concentrate as hard as he could.


  Then his black-cel phone rang. The ringing echoed through the washroom maze. ++Expecting a call?++ thought Jessa sarcastically.


  --Just the hired help,-- replied Yvan. --I should have left it on vibrate. Ready to go?--


  Peryton shouted into the noisy chaos. "I hear you! Surrender peacefully and no one will get hurt!"


  ++More than ever.++


  --Hang on!-- Yvan reached over to the lever and flushed the toilet they were on. A hatch appeared in the ceiling over them, and the water, instead of draining into the pipes below, exploded upwards like a geyser, sending both of them through the hatch. The hatch disappeared as soon as they passed through.


  In the ambulance, Devlin Marx caught a glimpse of a young girl, much too young to be a paramedic, though she was dressed that way. Archangeli had left in with the paramedics, who were setting his arm. He closed his eyes, then realized his mistake as a needle was stuck into his good arm. He opened his eyes and tried to struggle, but his arm was held down tight. He saw the person injecting the drug, and gasped. "No! You! It can't be you!"


  Then Devlin Marx's vision blurred, and he passed out, the man's laughter ringing in his ears.


  Yvan answered the call as he began stuffing his face with bagels. "I've got what you've want, you've got what I want. Let's negotiate." Jessa found some cloths to wipe themselves dry.


  The electronically masked voice replied, "Unacceptable. Scry is irrelevant to us. You will work for the Golden Ankh. Surrender to your teammates."


  "I know a bluff when I hear one. You need Scry. She knows too much. When you want to negotiate, we'll talk."


  "I believe you will want to negotiate." The electronic voice was replaced by that of Claudette, his twin sister.


  "Yvan!" shouted Claudette. "Don't listen to them. Nothing they do can hurt m---AAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEE!"


  "Claudette!" The scream tortured Yvan. "DON'T YOU DARE HURT HER, YOU BASTARD!"


  The electronic voice returned. "Mr. Strings has many plans for your sister, and I might be able to dissuade him from the tortures. Will you cooperate?"


  "You promise not to hurt her?" Silence. "Give me ten minutes to think about it."


  "You have five."


  Peryton stood outside the washroom, waiting impatiently. His fur was wet, and he hated that. At least the water rolled off his feathers. "Conflicto! Get out here!"


  "I'll be out in two shakes! Hold your horses!" shouted Conflicto from inside.


  Peryton growled and waited.


  "You stopped to use the urinal?" he asked, as soon as Conflicto came out.


  "When you gotta, you gotta." Conflicto looked around, ready to resume the chase. "Where did they go?"


  "Did you wash your hands?" asked Peryton.


  "No."


  "Go back and wash your hands."


  "And if I don't, Pery?"


  "You won't have hands to wash."


  "I'm going to wash my hands." Conflicto headed back inside the washroom.


  Peryton growled and waited.


  "It didn't go well, did it?" asked Jessa. "I heard the scream."


  "Hand me those fries. If I fill this hunger I think I can manage a teleportation spell. Once I have the energy, I'm sending you to a hideaway. You're my only bargaining chip," said Yvan with his mouth full.


  "Aren't you coming with me?"


  "I need to know why they took my sister. How far can your mindlink be maintained?"


  "I don't know. I think the food requirement's proportional to the distance. As long as you eat plenty, the link should stay up." She handed him some apple turnovers. He ate as fast as he could without choking.


  "Can your abilities be used through the mindlink? It would be a great help in my investigations if you can."


  She passed Yvan a large rootbeer. "Yes. I'll help you if you help me. They want my boss too, and I've got hospital bills to pay for a sister who needs me."


  Ridley had tears in her eyes as she shoved the pilots in front of her, wanting to forget the image of the flaming debris on the airstrip. She was too upset to react to the sound of a gun firing two bullets, one into each pilot. They collapsed, revealing a young girl dressed in a paramedic's uniform but holding a gun.


  Ridley reacted with anger. "YOU! YOU'RE RESPONSIBLE!" She fired the crossbow bolt at the girl's heart. The bolt passed harmlessly through. The girl walked up to her, and Ridley tried to fight her, but her fists only punched the air.


  "They knew too much, Agent Ridley. I'm Burnout," said the girl, who was perhaps fifteen or sixteen. "Say goodnight." Burnout brought the pistol up and knocked Ridley out. She then extracted several bombs from her paramedic's kit and set to work.


  "I've never eaten so much at one sitting. Okay, I think I've gotten enough strength back. Ready?" said Yvan.


  Jessa nodded. ++Take care of yourself, Yvan. Remember, eat to keep up our mindlink!++


  --I will, Jessa. A la prochaine!-- Yvan amassed his power and began his teleportation spell.


  "YOU JEOPARDIZE OUR SAFETY," shouted a new person at the entrance to the food court. The short man wore a black mask with a golden addition sign and a minus sign over where the eyes would be. Peryton and Conflicto were at his side. "THIS ENDS NOW!"


  Yvan felt his amassed power starting to slip, and forced the teleportation spell to fire off before he lost total control. Jessa vanished in a silver glimmer just before his powers waned to nothing. He could not detect Jessa in his mind either, and the hunger was starting to build again. "You...you're an Anchor," accused Yvan. The man had taken his magic away.


  "And you are to join us," answered the man. "Call me Rebus."


  "She's escaped, though," complained Peryton.


  "And you will never find her," said Yvan. The mindlink must have been suppressed by the Anchor. Yvan hoped to hell that the link was still there, no matter how weak it was. He rejected the option of running. Without his powers, there was no way he could beat all three. If he played along, he might be able to figure out where they were holding his sister. It made surrender more acceptable in his mind.


  Rebus laughed. "We may not have to."


  Back aboard the airship, seven people now gathered on the bridge, watching the jet below. Burnout pressed a remote detonator, and the remains of the plane exploded on the runway. Sultry laughed and hugged Burnout. "Spectacular fireworks!" Burnout managed a thin smile, though it was clear she did not want to.


  Conflicto poured champagne for everyone. Yvan and Burnout stood around the buffet table, quietly eating. Yvan sat down in a chair and glanced around carefully, trying to figure out how the ship ran. It appeared that Triton was in control of the airship for now. Captivity, he mused, would be short-lived. He would neutralize Rebus and get out, once he found out where Claudette was.


  Rebus, the only one wearing a mask, addressed the Ankh image. "Rebus reporting in. Scry escaped, but the Eye of Horus has been captured. Telamon..."


  "LABYRINTHE," stressed Triton.


  "Labyrinthe has surrendered. The jet and the pilots were exterminated. We have a bonus as well. Agent Ridley of the DSHA."


  "Excellent," said Ankh. "Mr. Strings shall be pleased. Finally, the Conclave of Super-Villains convenes! The United World will be ours!"


  Triton crushed the four photos of the STRAFE agents in his hand. "And REVENGE shall be MINE."


  



  UNITED WORLD'S MOST WANTED



  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Energy Generation


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction Control & Extrasensory Touch


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Untrained Mage of Spatial Distortions


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Control & Temperature Tolerance


  PERYTON / Viktor Von Wright / Strength, Endurance, Speed & Flight


  BURNOUT / identity unknown / Intangibility & Regeneration


  REBUS / identity unknown / Anchor & Advanced Physical Training


  



  NEXT: The Conclave of Super-Villains begin their reign of terror!



  Time Capsules #2 -"[UUR 500] [VAI 980]"


  Copyright 1998 by Tony Pi & Dave Van Domelen


  



  [Cover has the series title stamped onto a license plate, andshows Derek "Triton" Radner in chains and prison clothing.A banner proclaims, "DEEP ARMAGEDDON TIE-IN!"]


  



  "This can't be a relic of the 2020s, can it, Doctor M'Cormack? It looks more like a late twentieth century artifact," said Kaoru Spinoza, holding up a battered license plate with the word 'TRITON' stamped onto it. "I thought license plates were obsolete by then."


  Dr. M'Cormack leaned closer to get a better look. "You're half right. Standard license plates were replaced by the current system of computer chips embedded in the vehicle's frame by the 2010s. Took a while to get all the bugs out, such as the issue of eyewitness identification, but the system was in use at the time this capsule was buried."


  "Then why this antiquated license plate, Doc?"


  "For style. Old-style license plates became decorative, and vanity plates like this moreso, because a vanity plate labelled a car as uniquely its owner's. Since many of the laws regarding license plates were still on the books, albeit suspended like several articles of the Constitution were, the government decided to raise a little funding by issuing plates for a fee. Even now, we often satisfy our need to be vain."


  "But why 'TRITON'? Could this have belonged to Derek Radner?"


  "Well, quite possibly it belonged to the original Triton. Yet we cannot discount the possibility that it was ordered by a rogue voguer. Remember that during that decade entertainment was split between fanaticism for all things superheroic, and a craze for the trappings of supervillainy. Everything from toys to music to soap operas were pervaded by the renewed interest in super-heroes. The renaissance of the superhuman made quite a mark in the popular culture. Still, it could very well belong to Radner. Why don't you check his memoirs? They're a matter of public record, after all...."


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


  Selected Entries from "Triton: Memoirs Of A Super-Villain":


  * * * *


  NOVEMBER, 2019


  My name was notorious at Leavenworth even before I arrived. I, the great Derek T. Radner, a.k.a. Triton. It was a great travesty that I, the premiere super-villain of the twenty-first century, had been sentenced to twenty years in prison for my crimes against the state. And I had Nose-To-The-Grindstone Tracey to blame for this embarrassment...his cronies too. One day I would see them destroyed, at whatever cost to my soul. But for now, I had only my admirers and the fan mail they sent to console me while I plotted revenge.


  I was forced to wear at all times a harness that would drain away any electrical power I could generate. Likewise, they kept me away from all sorts of electrical luxuries, like television, radio, and even lightbulbs. They may have effectively neutralized one aspect of my power, but they could not take away my greatest weapons: natural genius and fame.


  I read my fan mail by candlelight. They were from the Triton fans I had amassed during my all-too-short crime spree, ranging from marriage proposals to religious freaks who wanted me to found a Church of Trytyn. I was touched.


  One postcard in particular caught my attention. It was peculiar in that the name given was Elzzup Suber, or Rebus Puzzle in reverse. The message was standard fan adoration, but the Hieronymous Bosch-like painting on the back had an eye growing out of a can of soda pop, resting on a medieval helmet on top of a frying pan standing on its handle. A man-shaped hole was cut out of the pan, and in the background was a U-turn sign. How easily the fools who censor my mail overlooked such an obvious puzzle. EYE + CAN + HELM + PAN - MAN + U. "I can help you." Sure you could, you maniac. I crumpled the postcard in annoyance and stared at the cracks in the ceiling, plotting my escape from this limbo.


  * * * *


  NOVEMBER, 2020


  Over the course of my first year in Leavenworth, a group of my admirers had flocked to me in prison. I called them my Tridents. Not everyone in prison cared for my fame, though, especially 'Riot' Singer, a former paragang member with minor beguiling powers who thought he ran the jailhouse. A few of his lackeys left his Lynch Mob to follow my natural charisma, to his froth-at-the-mouth dismay. I had no doubt my little entourage will grow in time to rival Riot's gang. I narrowly escaped a knifing last month.


  Of course, I would lose all their respect if they knew I was obsessed with a new soap opera. Not that I liked it, of course. It was the fact that they based "Citadel" on the Academy, and I *had* to know if they were going to ruin my reputation by parodying me. I still had no television privileges, so I had to resort to a dirty tactic: actually befriending B.P.


  B.P. was short for Blueprint. He was called that because he doodled technical blueprints all the time, even though he was only an aging muscle goon with a bad heart who wouldn't know a transistor from a microchip. Everyone thought he was half-crazy. I ignored the lifer for the most part, but he was the only one among the prisoners who would admit to watching the soaps.


  So I cashed a few favors and got him assigned to license-plate stamping with me. Working the antiquated 1940s-vintage plate stampers was on the short list of things they would let me do. I was deemed too dangerous to do manual labor outside the prison walls, and they wouldn't let me work phones or computers for census-taking or telemarketing. So I chose the old gas-powered, steam-driven plate stamper. It appealed to me: I had a fondness for nostalgia, like my love of twentieth century villain culture. So, it came as a doubly pleasant surprise to me to discover that B.P. once worked as muscle on the old twentieth century villain enclave called Haven, and that he had eidetic memory. I drooled with envy when I found out that every blueprint B.P. doodled came out of the past, out of the long list of all the plans and schematics he had ever glanced at. If only I could escape from my captivity and work on those blueprints!


  For the benefit of those who read these memoirs without the benefit of further schooling in history, I should give some background on Haven at this point.


  Haven was, on the face of it, the single largest enclave of supervillains in all of history, unless you count our current government, but that would sully the name "supervillain." But it was more than that, it was an extension of Khadam's internal and external politics.


  Back in the 1970s or thereabout, the African nation of Khadam got in trouble with the international community for harboring many of the world's worst villains and mad scientists...in fact, those supervillains were part of the government of Khadam. So the government made a great show of expelling most of the supernormal population.


  A few years later, an artificial island sprang up in the middle of the Mediterranean, built with robot labor and the help of a number of supernormals. All of the villains who had once lived in Khadam now took up residence on this new island, christened Haven. It was nicknamed Upper Zugnovia, after the ruling family of Khadam, the expatriate Nazi Zugmanns. Everyone knew it was part of Khadam in fact, but legally there wasn't much that could be done. And militarily it wasn't wise to attack Haven, since it had a high concentration of supervillains.


  During the late 1980s, a dimensional doorway opened from another world where everyone was really evil, and that world's version of the Academy of Super-Heroes, the Conclave of Super-Villains, emerged, having been ousted by forces even more evil than they. They immediately took up residence in Haven and were quickly acknowledged as the ruling council, a worthy goal I sought to emulate once I had my freedom back. Over time, original CSVers left or "left" and were replaced by villains from this dimension, and the CSV ruled the world's supervillains for around a decade, until everything hit the fan in 1998. Haven sank beneath the waves as every paranoid mad scientist's deadman switch triggered and set off various instruments of destruction.


  Still, Haven was well-built, and I couldn't imagine everything had been destroyed. Especially the Strafe armor. In this world, its cybernetic systems turned a criminal who donned it into one of the most self-sacrificing heroes of the Third Heroic Age. In the evil world, something went wrong and it turned a petty criminal into a genocidal maniac. I wanted it. Oh, I'd fix the cyberinterface problem...no point in messing with my highly trained grey matter...but it was a powerful symbol.


  But, back to the narrative.


  I seethed with rage when I found from B.P. that 'Citadel' has a character named Neptuno who was a clear rip-off of Triton! What further enraged me was that he was played as comic relief instead of the noble super-villain I should have been portrayed as. Worst of all, my fans were deserting me in favor of that *clown* Neptuno, and that I could not tolerate. I vowed revenge on Neptuno then and there, but it would be some time before I could find everyone responsible for his creation and deal with them.


  In the meantime, that mysterious puzzle-enthusiast was one of my most devoted correspondents, whose numbers had dwindled down to seven. I tried to resist his puzzles, which had become increasingly more challenging and even more cleverly hidden from the prison censors, but perhaps I became addicted to them. Rebus, as I came to call him, was not the unsophisticated sod I thought him to be...I could detect a genius that rivaled my own behind his puzzles. Always he offered to help me, concealing his message behind acrostics, anagrams and other ingenious methods. Some were simple, like lemon-juice messages that I could read by holding the letter close enough to a flame. Some had to be deciphered from multiple pieces of mail, putting them side-by-side and reading the last word of each line of one letter with the first word of each line of the second letter. At last, I broke down and sent a message of my own back in a series of license plate puzzles hidden in a self-portrait of me working the plate stamper. If you read the license plates in the picture from left to right, you would have the following puzzle [Editor's Note: puzzles are solved in the Author's Note below.]:


  [OKY DUU] [CK2 AYD] [MEI W84] [U2N SIR]


  Rebus responded shortly after with a plate puzzle of his own. The puzzle was hidden in a letter pleading me to repent from a Mrs. Minorca, a simple reversal of "acronim," which alerted me to look out for acronyms:


  [URUU FL] [UR FOOR] [RZ2 W84] [NEZ XIT] [L8R TON] [TON TON]


  * * * *


  NOVEMBER, 2021


  It finally happened. Someone requested a vanity plate with the word TRITON. How dare they! First they mocked me with Neptuno. Now someone claimed my cherished name to decorate their car. It was intolerable. I refused to stamp it at first. But then I figured out a way to smuggle out the blueprints from B.P. that I stashed away to Rebus. I could secretly scratch notes I couldn't commit to memory onto the back of the vanity plate for Rebus to recover, and at the same time have Rebus eliminate the fool who claimed TRITON as their own.


  * * * *


  NOVEMBER, 2022


  [Editor's note: this scene takes place during the Academy mini-series, when the Burnout Killer's identity had not been discovered yet.]


  I received a surprise visit from Dan 'Grind' Tracey around this time.


  "What brings you to my humble prison, Nose?" I taunted him. "You want my autograph?"


  Tracey would have none of it. "I came across an interesting chain of coincidences. Over the past year, twelve people who have applied for the vanity plate with the word TRITON in several sectors have died in vehicular accidents soon after receiving the plate. Each plate was missing after the accident. Each TRITON plate was stamped by you. A striking coincidence, don't you think?"


  "Are you claiming that *I* have something to do with these strange happenings? I'm securely locked up, if you haven't noticed. Or do you believe I'm capable of escaping my prison to do as I please? Wouldn't that be a laugh?"


  "You know something, Radner."


  "And you're after something else." It was a stab in the dark. "You came here because you've been doing some random digging, and you're checking up on anything remotely strange, because you don't know who to trust. Good to know I had some lasting effect, damaging your trust." I gloated. "What, another of your schoolmates is imitating my lead? Who's a suspect this time, Teller? Essay? Watch your back, Nose. Whoever you're after, it's not me. If I could break out of here, I'd never come back." I could tell I guessed right by his silence as he left.


  One more TRITON plate later, Rebus told me that Tracey had set a trap for him by applying for the vanity plate himself. He left the details sketchy, but said that Grind did not discover his identity, and that both left the other with stinging memories of each other's skill at unarmed combat. Tracey's old internal-combustion car with the TRITON plate was destroyed in an explosion, but the bastard escaped unscathed. I was slightly impressed, but *only* slightly. I reminded him that Nose was *mine* to destroy.


  * * * *


  NOVEMBER, 2023


  For the past few months, I'd felt my powers escalate. Not by leaps and bounds, but the harness no longer sapped away all the electricity I was able to generate. I was confident that I could short-out the battery contraption with a single, focused burst, thereby giving me back my power. I was careful not to reveal this secret, of course. There was increasing talk about the completion of something nicknamed The Cavity, a new super-prison to hold the most dangerous of super-powered villains and paragangers. Naturally, I was at the top of the list. If Rebus sat on his ass instead of breaking me out now, I would lose my last chance of escaping. Yet Rebus assured me that all would go well, if I only had patience.


  Well, the day of the transfer came fast. I knew they were going to hire Anchors to lock us down, so I might never escape on my own. I had to act, and fast.


  Unfortunately, before I could escape I had to kill B.P. He had exhausted his usefulness, and now all he represented was someone who held too many secrets. I already gleaned tons of technical data from him, including how to locate Haven and penetrate any defenses it still had. I was looking forward to stealing the Strafe armor in particular, the jewel in my crown. With a slight shock, I sent B.P.'s heart into fibrillation. Rest in peace, old fool. They never suspected that it was anything other than natural causes.


  Rebus was still silent on the day of the transfer. I planned to overload my battery, then make a desperate attempt to escape, but the odds were so bad that I couldn't do it while in prison. I would have to risk it on the road. There were two vans, with Riot among those in the front. I was stuck with some losers in the latter.


  On the road, after driving two hours in the heavy rain, I made my play and zapped the battery. I electrocuted the other prisoners through the leg chains that we wore, then the startled guards in the back. I then broke the tiny overhead dome light and stuck my finger in the socket, frying the electrical system in the van. I was ready to fight tooth and nail with the driver and the Anchor when I heard a cracking sound, the sinful sound of a neck breaking. Then a voice:


  "I've a vanity plate for you, Triton." The van door opened. I recognized the man holding a TRITON vanity plate.


  "You're one of the goddamn Anchors!" I shouted in surprise. "You took your sweet time, Rebus."


  "Come. Mr. Strings will arrive shortly with a car." He peeled off his disguise. "He will lose two puppets, but your fiery death and that of my late associate will convince them long enough for us to vanish." And so we did.


  DECEMBER 2023


  The construction of the airship Skyhaven was completed within a month's time. Yet there was something missing, a finishing touch. I snapped my fingers. "The piece de resistance!" I mounted the TRITON plate onto the back of Skyhaven. "We are ready to rock the United World!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  Tony Pi:


  I wanted to fill in a few blanks about Triton's time in prison, and how he acquired technology far more advanced than he used in STRAFE #0. I also wanted to establish that his acquaintance with Rebus was a long one, and give Dave the chance to flesh out Haven and the Strafe armor's history. This can be seen as a prelude piece to the "Deep Armageddon" arc, but should stand on its own. As promised, here are the solutions to the vanity plate puzzles, including the title:


  [UUR 500] [VAI 980]


  "You're so vain(ity)."


  [OKY DUU] [CK2 AYD] [MEI W84] [U2N SIR]


  "Okay, why do you seek to aid me? I wait for you to answer."


  [URUU FL] [UR FOOR] [RZ2 W84] [NEZ XIT] [L8R TON] [TON TON]


  "You are useful. Your foes are ours too. Wait for an easy exit later, Triton."


  Dave Van Domelen:


  As mentioned above, I wrote the section with background on Haven. In addition, I wrote the addendum below, tweaked the title so it'd work with standard [ABC 123]-format license plates and as usual tweaked dialogue and explanations here and there, especially in the M'Cormack/Kaoru scene.


  If you're wondering if mail censorship is something I introduced for the somewhat less-free North American Combine, I didn't. Prisoners in high security prisons in the real world regularly have their mail opened, read, censored and even subjected to chemical analysis (in case someone soaked a letter in LSD, which does happen). Letters often reach their intended destination full of holes where objectionable bits have been snipped out with scissors. Many don't reach the addressee at all...Triton was probably sent ten times more mail than he actually got. And Rebus probably had to use a new pseudonym and a new mailing location every time to avoid raising suspicion as a possible outside confederate.


  And now, a special bonus excerpt from Triton's autobiography:


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


  INTRODUCTION


  My name is Derek Radner, but the world will remember me as Triton, the first true supervillain of my age. Long after the mundanes who sought to hold me down are forgotten, history will remember me, and this book will help ensure history gets the details right.


  Some have called me evil, but I don't recognize the validity of the term. Others will think me insane for embracing the epithet of supervillain. But they don't understand, and probably cannot understand.


  It may sound...trite...but most of humanity is comprised of sheep. They may bleat occasionally, but for the most part they're willing to be herded, sheared and even slaughtered. Even criminals, like the paragangers, are simply badly-behaved sheep most of the time, accepting the social order that they violate. The governments of the world are like the shepherds, looking down on their charges and only protecting them as property. Both superheroes and supervillains are wolves, but the heroes are wolves who still think they're sheep. They're domesticated, sheepdogs if you will. They're capable of running with the wolves, but choose not to.


  Wolves are not evil, they simply don't feel bound by the sheep-rules. When a wolf eats a sheep, it really doesn't matter in terms of the sheep's life, since it'll be slaughtered for mutton soon enough. It disturbs the sheepdog, who feels he's failed in his duty. And it hurts the profit margin of the shepherd, who proclaims the wolf to be evil and sets the dogs on it.


  So, I am a wolf. If all I did was remain in the wilderness, feeding off the sheep and remaining free, I would be satisfied with my life. But wolves like to run in packs as do supervillains, so anyone I can inspire to join me is welcome.


  To a point.


  After all, if all the sheep become wolves, what would I have for lunch Tuesday?


  If you're a wolf waiting to break out of your domestication, this book is for you.


  If you're a sheep, you may find it amusing, but remember that you're still lunch. I'm not writing this to inspire the masses of humanity to rise up and seize their destiny in their own hands, because I know the masses don't WANT to seize their own destinies. They want to stay sheep. And that's fine with me, because I'm feeling hungry....

OEBPS/Images/CSV-01.jpg
Conclave
Arise!






