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  DEEP ARMAGEDDON Virtual Trade Paperback


  DEEP ARMAGEDDON is the first serious imprint-wide crossover in the ASH Universe, involving pretty much all of the major players in 2023-4 in the first true superhero/supervillain clash of the new generation of supernaturals. This page is intended to allow readers to easily follow the threads of the crossover in an order that seems dramatically appropriate, even if it's not always chronological (Warden #8 starts before CSV #4, for instance).



  The plotline was an interactive collaboration between Tony Pi, Matt Rossi, Marc Singer and Dave Van Domelen, with a lot of writing chores mixing together between titles.


  



  CSV #3 - And A Partridge In A Pear Tree: Triton gets the Conclave of Super-Villains to help him take his revenge against several of his old classmates, resulting in the CSV's convenient lie about having them held hostage.



  Time Capsules #1 - Conclave Arise!: The ransom tape sent by the Conclave of Super-Villains after the events of CSV #3 forms the central item for this story.


  CSV #4 - Collision Course: ASH and STRAFE follow a trail of clues left by Rebus and Triton, coming to the realization that a series of bombs would go off at midnight, January 1, 2024. The targets: Anchors, their elimination being another of the CSV's goals. Meanwhile, Manhattan's major powers are collected together to witness the CSV's power as a mystical golem is sent to kill Warden.


  Warden #8 - Hunting the Hunter: As Warden patrols the early morning rooftops of Manhattan, the heroes supposedly captured by the CSV fight the mystic Weregild as well as Caryatid, one of the three co-leaders of the CSV.


  ASH #13 - A Bomb In Nation: With some help from STRAFE and the LNH 2023, ASH splits into teams and rushes around the world in an attempt to disarm the seven bombs the CSV has planted near the world's gambling capitals, places rife with Anchors.


  STRAFE #5 - Falling Stars: Both factions home in on Haven, the battle claiming one dead in its first moments and reaching a climax with the detonation of a neutron bomb inside one of the STRAFE agents!


  CSV #5 - Fallout!: The battle comes to its bloody conclusion, with victories and losses on both sides.


  Warden #9 - Critical Care Ward: The Weregild has reformed itself, and this time there's no one to save Warden from meeting it.



  Time Capsules #3 - Dust to Dust: A memorial service is held for the fallen Pollux of EUROPA, and a second story looks at some of the fallout from the incidents in New York City.


  Conclave of Super-Villains #3 - "And A Partridge In A Pear Tree"


  copyright 1998 by Tony Pi



  



  [The cover shows Triton catching Jen Kleinvogel and Peregryn in aforcefield net, while a distraught Lana Smith looks on from theclutches of Peryton in the background. Triton's lower body issubmerged in rough waters. The main title reads: 'TO KILL TWOBIRDS!' The smaller letters read: Guest-Starring PEREGRYN andKLEINVOGEL!]


  



  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


  



  12:04 PM, LAKE PLACID, DEC 27, 2023



  The Temple of Apollo exploded in a gigantic fireball as five members of the Conclave of Super-Villains watched. "DAMMIT, BURNOUT!" screamed Triton, bobbing in the water. "I said Kleinvogel was *mine*! I said to *catch* them, not *blast* them, dammit!"


  All of it was caught on videocam by Conflicto, standing on top of a rocky tower with Peryton, Labyrinthe, and Sultry. In his other hand was Triton's trident. "Ah, you're just jealous because you didn't get to do her in yourself. Though that really blows the kidnapping idea, if our hostages are dead. We recovered your trident, by the way."


  Sultry simply smiled. "Ah, a delicious bonfire. Burnout really outdid herself this time."


  Labyrinthe was attending to Peryton's broken wing. "She killed all three of our hostages. That's hardly a success. How's your wing, Pery?"


  "It'll heal," grumbled Peryton. "We're still not sure if they're all dead."


  "Survive *that* fireball?" asked Sultry. "Not in my experience, and I've caused a lot of fires."


  "We can't ransom dead hostages!" complained Triton.


  "SURE we can," said Labyrinthe with a smirk. "WE know they're dead, but THEY don't know that. We just have to convince the world they're alive."


  "Hey, brilliant!" said Conflicto. He opened his backpack and rummaged for some snacks. "You know, I like the way you think, Lab. Oreo?"


  A solitary figure came out of the flames unharmed, since she simply Ghosted through the danger.


  Triton asked, "So? Are they dead?"


  Burnout held the amulet in her hand up high. Her voice was calm as she answered. "They never knew what hit them. Peregryn, Kleinvogel and the other girl have been incinerated."


  There was a brief silence.


  Trident in one hand and a bag of marshmallows in the other, Conflicto asked, "Hell. Anyone for 'smores?"


  ONE HOUR EARLIER, ELSEWHERE IN UPSTATE NEW YORK


  Small hands held a pair of binoculars up to a fourteen year-old's eyes. She found what she was looking for after much concentration: an almost invisible figure was flying above a car driving towards the lodge. She spun her wheelchair away from the window, back to her computer. "Computer," she said, "Print Xmas-1, then full active purge." She hummed the first few bars of a Christmas carol while the printer produced the Christmas card. She smiled.


  Jen Kleinvogel flew through the air, keeping pace with the station wagon as it plowed through the heavy snow. The snow had been heavy for the past day. C.J. Brown, her colleague in STRAFE, was having a hard time driving up the mountain road to Silky Springs Lodge.


  Jen landed next to the wagon once C.J. found a parking space at the Lodge. "Thanks for coming along, C.J.," said Jen Kleinvogel. "It would have been faster if I flew myself, but I could never have managed all the presents."


  "Especially with all this snow. I'm glad to help. Besides, my cousin Rafe works in the kitchen at Silky Springs, and I have dozens of Christmas gifts to drop off on behalf of my family. 'Hey, C.J., since you're going skiing in the Adirondacks, would you mind...?'" said C.J. as she checked the skis on the roof of her car. "Hey, isn't that Henderson? What's he doing here?"


  "I wasn't aware you knew him at the Academy, C.J."


  "I didn't, not really. Used to be I'd run into him down in the Core when I was visiting Scorch," answered C.J. "I think he has a fire elemental in his amulet that lets him stand the heat in that place."


  "YOU AND SCORCH?"


  "Hey, just because we played strip-'n'-burn poker it doesn't mean our relationship couldn't be purely platonic. There are only a few other pyrokinetics who could play. Too bad Henderson played only once."


  "I can't see *you* playing strip-'n'-burn poker, much less Howie! You're pulling my leg!"


  "Hey, only Henderson, Scorch and I know for sure," said C.J. with a wink.


  "Peregryn!" shouted Jen, using Howard Henderson Jr.'s Academy of Super-Heroes codename. "What a surprise! Did Lana invite you too?" Howard walked towards their car, a concerned look on his face. "What's wrong?" Jen asked.


  "She's gone, Jennifer. So's her child. They disappeared on Christmas Eve," answered Howard.


  "She ran away again?" asked Jen. "But she wrote she was anxious to have company." Lana Smith had been all but alone in the world since her parents put her and her son into the hands of Silky Springs, tucked away discreetly like a skeleton in a closet. A fifteen year-old daughter with an illegitimate child was a scandal they didn't want to face. Jen pitied the poor girl that she and Howard saved from a pointless suicide. [In Academy #2 - Ed.]


  "She didn't run away, Jennifer," said Howard. "She and her son were abducted."


  Elsewhere, hidden in the clouds high above the Adironacks, Rebus sat in the command chair of the Concave of Super-Villain's vast zeppelin headquarters, Skyhaven. Two screens were before him: one set in the loop of an ankh, the other encircled by golden filaments. It was the latter screen that was lit. "Mr. Strings," Rebus asked, "are Peregryn and Kleinvogel in place?"


  Mr. Strings hummed to himself, a character trait that Rebus despised but latched onto. Rebus did not care what Mr. Strings looked liked today. Mr. Strings used many men to speak through; his mouthpieces were never the same twice. Only the annoying humming told Rebus he was dealing with Mr. Strings.


  "Peregryn, Kleinvogel, AND a partridge in a pear tree. I don't recognize the third. The clues are ready, and they should be headed for your trap soon," said Mr. Strings.


  "Thank you." A question lingered on Rebus's mind. How did Mr. Strings know? Rebus did not trust Mr. Strings at all; he liked to keep his enemies close but identifiable, and Mr. Strings was neither. He spoke into a microphone through the fabric of his black facemask. "The birds will soon fly into our net. Are the teams in position?"


  Triton's voice boomed out of the comm-link. "You bet! Revenge Squad Alpha ready. Remember, Kleinvogel's *mine*."


  "Yeah, yeah, you called it, stamped it, locked it. You don't have to remind us every other breath, Trite," said Conflicto through the comm-link.


  "Don't call me Trite!"


  "YES!" shouted Conflicto. "Told ya he'd say that again, Pery. That's FIVE bucks you owe me now."


  "Revenge Squad Beta, are you in position?" asked Rebus.


  "Yuppers. ConflictoCAM's got its bird's-eye view and is rolling! Hey Sultry, mind cutting back the precip? Pery and I gotta fly, and the snow's gonna make it hard to shoot."


  "Gladly. Making cold, wet weather's like wearing a brassiere that's been soaked and frozen. Or as we Brits say, bloody uncomfortable."


  "Hell, take off your bra and anything else you want!" answered Conflicto. "How about some sunshine for the camera?"


  Sultry replied, "Only for you, precious. I thought I'd keep a few clouds for the lightning later. Sultry and Labyrinthe are in place, Rebus."


  "How hard is it to say 'Revenge Squad Delta'?" muttered Triton. "Some respect for traditional trappings, that's all I ask."


  "Hey, how long have I got, Lab?" asked Conflicto. "I've got a lusty snowboard here anxious to devirginize that snow!"


  Labyrinthe replied, "Time enough for a run or two. You might want to leave the slopes in half an hour. That's when I put the finishing touches on the trap."


  "And remember, Kleinvogel's mine!"


  "Shut up, Trite!" a storm of voices responded simultaneously. Triton grumbled.


  The last thing heard through the comm-link was Conflicto screaming, "This footage gonna be wicked! Yeehaaaaaaaw!"


  C.J., Howard, and Jen walked with the head nurse, Emily Pratchett. C.J. asked, "No one here called the authorities?"


  "Silky Springs clients benefit from zero scandal. Our own staff is quite competent in handling such a crisis. Our teams are already conducting a search for her."


  Jen responded angrily, "Your staff couldn't handle her escape last year...thank God she called me. What makes you think you can handle an abduction?"


  "We would have more to go on if Tyra wasn't so...scared," said Pratchett, her permasmile never wavering. "She knows something, but the little dear is too afraid to talk. She said she could only feel comfortable talking to Lana's friends. She's convinced you can protect her from danger."


  Howard asked, "Who is Tyra?"


  "Tyra Dumont's a tragic case. She'll spend her life in a sub-zero room, what with her legs. She has a room next to Lana's...she was the only one Lana would talk to in the Lodge, and vice versa. She has a grudge against the world, that girl," said Pratchett with a sigh. "You can see her later. Maybe she'll take to friends of Lana." Pratchett led them to Lana's room. "Most times we kept the baby in the west wing, with all the other pre-K's. But since it was Christmas, we let her spend more time with the baby. Nothing in her room has been disturbed, save the way they busted in."


  C.J. studied the scorch marks on the door, where the lock had been. "Do you often lock your patients in?"


  "No. We let our patients roam free in the Lodge. Another high selling point. No point in locking Lana in anyways, since she'd just Ghost right through the walls. What with the holidays, we had less guards than usual, is all."


  C.J. nodded. "Then she locked the door herself. It looks like an energy discharge burnt through the lock."


  Jen bent down and examined the floor. "A wheelchair was in here, judging by the marks on the floor. Must be this Tyra you mentioned. No signs of a struggle, but then I wouldn't expect a Ghoster to have much problem evading physical conflict. I don't see any clues that might point us in the direction of the kidnappers. Maybe she just took her kid and ran from her kidnappers. Perhaps Tyra can tell us more."


  Tyra Dumont's room was cold. Fogless glass windows covered one wall, overlooking the road leading down the mountain. A computer desk had been set up close to the windows, complete with the latest computer and printer models. Tyra was sitting in her wheelchair by the computer, a blanket covering some sort of apparatus draped over her legs. She turned her wheelchair towards them as Nurse Pratchett, Jen, Howard and C.J. entered.


  "Hi Tyra, I'm Jen. This is Howard and C.J. We're Lana's friends, and we really want to help her and her son. Do you know anything about how she disappeared?"


  Tyra looked up at her visitors and smiled. "You're Kleinvogel and Peregryn! Lana talked about you and Howard a lot. She said you two saved her from suicide at the Academy. She often wished she could have stayed at the Academy, you know? Maybe even join STRAFE, or ASH. I don't think she's ever talked about you, though, C.J." She looked at Pratchett, and said, "Thank you, Nurse Pratchett. I'd like to talk to them alone." Nurse Pratchett nodded and exited the room. "She said you two would come."


  Howard nodded. "She wrote to me, asking me to spend a day here with her. She said she was lonely, since her parents refused to visit."


  "She was my only friend here," said Tyra wistfully. "Yes, I heard the blast two nights ago. I was so scared! I shouted for the guard, but he didn't come. I shouted for Lana but she didn't come through the wall like she always does. So I *had* to go next door and see if she was okay! I found only this." Tyra took a Christmas card from under her blanket and handed it to Jen.


  The front of the card showed Rudolph and Santa Claus on the roof of a house, skis and snowboard on their feet, respectively. Jen opened the card. The card began to play the melody to 'The Twelve Days of Christmas'. Jen's face turned white once she read what was in the card. "Oh no. Triton's back. And this time, he's brought friends."


  Howard raised an eyebrow. "I thought Derek Radner was still in prison."


  Jen shook her head. "He broke out of prison during the PROC fiasco in July. STRAFE hasn't had any luck tracking him down since. This is a personal attack, Howie. He must have found out about how I saved Lana, and wants to use her to get to me. To get to all of us who caught him."


  C.J. looked at the card. "I love this song. Nice trident symbol. Triton, at the top of the list. They should have at least signed it, not printed it out. I wonder who Rebus, Burnout, Labyrinthe, Sultry, Peryton and Conflicto are. Triton's a gadgeteer, isn't he?" There were two nods. "I can guess at some of the others' powers, but for others, no clue whatsoever. What's a peryton?"


  Automatically, Howard responded. "A mythological creature with a stag's head and legs, mounted by a pair of bird wings. Its shadow is reputed to be that of a man's."


  The song repeated again.


  "The card's the clue," said Jen. "Derek can't resist leaving a clue to taunt us. That's his M.O., though he might plant a false clue like last time. What do you think this message means?"


  "The clue is in the song," said C.J. "FIVE GOLDEN RINGS. I thought it was funny that the song started there. Same when it repeats."


  "Five golden rings. The Olympics. Isn't Lake Placid around here?" asked Howard. "The picture on the front suggests the Winter Games."


  "And Lake Placid would fit in with Triton's water motif," added Jen.


  "Olympic Mountain at Lake Placid? Wow, great slopes. Too bad Hephaestus turned it into a volcano during the Godmarket, to spite Apollo. Luckily it's still dormant," said C.J. "Let's go! It's only an hour's drive from here, I think. There is an abandoned temple on the slopes."


  "Shouldn't we call for backup?" asked Jen. "It'll be seven against three, as is. This is a blatant trap if I ever saw one."


  C.J. dropped the Christmas card on the ground and crushed it with the heel of her boot. "Geez, call me paranoid, but you're right. If I were Triton, I'd rig that chip in the Christmas card to do more than just play music. I'd plant a bug or signalling device in it. We should call for backup, but they might not get there on time," explained C.J. "Maybe the three of us should go and reconnoiter ASAP. At least we can act if Triton decides to push up his schedule."


  "I'll call STRAFE," said Jen. "C.J., go warm up the car."


  C.J. gave Jen a stare of disbelief. "Come on, Kleinvogel, you've got to be joking. I *control* fire. I can warm up a car in two seconds flat. Howie here can call up the elements and melt all the snow and ice."


  "Go, you two. I'll join you shortly," said Howard. "I'd like to talk to Tyra for a while." The other two nodded, and scrambled out of the room.


  Howard looked over Tyra carefully. "Tyra, what happened to your legs? Why is it so cold in here?"


  Tyra snorted. "You want to see?" She pulled off the blanket. Underneath, there was a machine covering her legs. Glass panels in the machine allowed Howard to see that her legs were made of ice. "This is why there will never be able to run, ever again."


  "How did it happen?" asked Howard.


  "You should go," said Tyra. Her hands tightened on her wheelchair. "You're just asking because you pity me."


  "No, tell me. I might be able to help. To reverse what happened to you," answered Howard.


  A look of astonishment appeared on Tyra's face. "Heal me? But the doctors said that not even Anchors could permanently fix my lower body. I'm stuck like this forever."


  "If I know how it happened, I might be able to find a way to reverse the enchantment without harming you."


  "If only!" snorted Tyra. "This world hasn't been fair to me. Why should I have hope now?" She sighed. "All right. It was my sister's fault. When Grandma died, Jessa took care of me. We spent all our money burying Grandma. Jessa decided that the only way she could support the both of us was to run away, and we ended up in New York. She began to run with a paragang, sniffing out Universal Donors so that she could support us. Until the gang war.


  "Three years ago. I got caught in the middle of a paragang war. The Cyanide Blues had a bitch called Cockatrice who wanted to ice my sister. Literally. Jessa dodged the blast, but I got caught in the backwash of power. Cockatrice fled when my sister's gang showed up. If it had been summer, I'd be dead."


  "How can your sister afford Silky Springs?"


  "She quit the paragang fast, against their wishes. She found a new line of work, one that protected us against the paragang and paid well enough to stash me here." Tyra looked at Howard hopefully. "Could you really heal me, Peregryn?"


  "Perhaps. It is unusual that a transmutation effect could remain so stable for so long, away from its origin. I need to find Cockatrice first and confirm a few hypotheses about her powers. I'll also have to examine your condition more closely," said Howard.


  "Couldn't you heal me now?"


  "Patience. First, I must help Jen and C.J. find Lana."


  "No, please don't go! I've been like this for so long...."


  "I promise. And I don't break promises. Goodbye, Tyra. I will be back."


  "Come back alive," whispered Tyra, as Howard left.


  11:50 AM, LAKE PLACID


  "I'm not your private ski-lift, Conflicto, just remember that," said Peryton. He kept his eyes closed. "Tell me which way to fly."


  "I think they're coming," said Conflicto. He zoomed in with his camera. "There's a guy and a girl driving along the highway towards the Forge. Get ready, everyone!" he said, through the comm-link.


  Peryton, of course, did not see the nearly-invisible Kleinvogel flying straight at him. Neither did Conflicto, who had his camera focused on the car below. Jen Kleinvogel's agrav sheath gave her partial invisibility, but in this case she didn't need it. She had to even the odds if she were to rescue Lana. She slammed into Peryton's left wing at great velocity.


  "GRRRRRWLL!" His wing crippled by the impact, Peryton began to plummet. Conflicto fell out of his grasp.


  "HEY!" shouted Conflicto, still clinging to his camera. "HELP!"


  At this height, there was a good chance that their fall could kill them, thought Jen. She was betting that Peryton would survive the crash, but the kid with the camera probably would not. She had no idea what his powers were. She doubled back, grabbing Conflicto by the collar. She extended her agrav field to envelop Conflicto. "You're hanging with the wrong crowd, kid. Tell me where Lana Smith and her child are, or I may be forced to drop you."


  Conflicto wasted no time poking his camera into her face. "You know, theoretically, I could slip right out of your grasp and take my chances. I could probably bounce off the slope without harm if I reduce friction to zero. I'd just squirt aside. Smile, please."


  "Theoretically I could drop you in the theoretically dormant volcano."


  "Enh, good point. Okay, they're at the Temple. Though I'd worry about your friends in the car first, unless they 'lava' good fight."


  Hearing this, Jen dragged Conflicto behind her as she flew down towards the car. She couldn't let her friends down.


  Conflicto let the film continue to roll.


  Sultry and Labyrinthe stood on a tower of rock that Labyrinthe had pulled out of the ground. Sultry waved a hand, and the thunderclouds above began to rumble. She could feel electric tingles crawling on her skin, and it made her giggle. She summoned a lightning bolt and sent it down towards the car. The bolt narrowly missed the car, striking at the ground behind it.


  C.J. swerved, and then stepped on the accelerator. "That was close. You see them on that tower there, Peregryn? Can you incapacitate them?"


  "I'm calling up a spell to collapse that tower and trap them in a cage of stone," said Peregryn. He extended his senses into the earth, seeking the help of elementals of stone. He did not like what he found. "Someone's been riddling the slopes with underground tunnels," he said.


  Almost on cue, Labyrinthe unleashed his trap. He had spent a couple of hours earlier digging the maze of tunnels just beneath the surface of the slopes of the volcano. He had been holding the magma back, but now he opened the floodgates, and forced the magma flow through the underground network with his magic. The heat from the magma began to melt the heavy snowcover that Sultry created last night, almost immediately.


  The ski valley was about to become a torrent of meltwater and ice, and the station wagon was about to be caught in it.


  Sultry was about to conjure another lightning bolt when she heard the shout: "HEADS UP, GUYS!" Conflicto was tossed into both Labyrinthe and Sultry by Kleinvogel, pushing all three over the edge. The three managed to grab onto the edge of the tower by their finger tips. Kleinvogel then flew towards the station wagon, which was stuck in mud. Peregryn and C.J. were out of their cars and waiting for her on the roof. The danger of a mudslide was plainly evident.


  "You called for a taxi?" quipped Kleinvogel. She grabbed both Peregryn and C.J.'s hands, and extended her agrav sheath over them. They lifted into the air just as the station wagon was washed away by mud.


  "No, a limo," snapped back C.J. "Four down, three to go?"


  Kleinvogel nodded. "Triton's still the most dangerous. Lana's in the Temple. Howie, could you dig a few trenches to divert the flood?"


  "I'm on it," said Peregryn calmly.


  Conflicto was hanging on with only one hand. He was still clinging to his videocam, and continued to film the heroes.


  "You know, Conflicto, it won't kill you to let go of that camera and hoist yourself up," complained Sultry, who was starting to lose her grip. "I might even give you a kiss."


  "No, it won't kill me, but Triton might, if I don't catch his 'moment of triumph' on film. He's bribing me with Australia, once we conquer the world."


  "Australia? You'd be lucky to get Antarctica, junior," said Sultry. "I'm partial to Africa myself."


  Labyrinthe just sighed and focused on carving some footholds with his mind.


  The mud had given way to torrents of water. Kleinvogel was feeling tired from all her exertions. The Temple was not too far away, and Peregryn had carved several channels to divert the mud and water. But as they passed over the rushing water, a forcefield net was fired out of the murky water, and it tangled all three heroes. Kleinvogel tried to struggle against it, to no avail: the other end was anchored to a force projector in the armoured glove of Triton, who was rising out of the water.


  Triton flipped up his faceplate so his captives could see him gloat eye to eye. "Look what I caught today: two squabs and an extra hen. Ah, another benefit of being able to power your own inventions. And look! No big red buttons for Teller to push on the outside. How does it feel to be trapped, Jen? To lose your freedom?" He twirled the golden trident in his hand. "To be helpless in the face of your enemy?"


  "Stall him," whispered Peregryn. He began to mutter an incantation.


  "Come on, Derek. You are an idiot. You know our backup's coming any minute now," said Kleinvogel. "That's what you get, for leaving stupid clues everywhere. You get caught." Jen could see Labyrinthe, Conflicto, and Sultry now on the rock tower, helping Peryton climb up to join them. Conflicto waved at her from behind his videocam. Labyrinthe was moving the entire tower towards the Temple. "Who are your friends? Fellow jailbirds?"


  Triton laughed. "They are your doom. We'll be long gone before Grind gets anywhere near here...." He started gasping for air as Peregryn's vacuum spell kicked in, leaving him without any oxygen. He dropped his trident and grasped at his throat, trying to lock his faceplate down. Unfortunately, he blacked out just as the faceplate locked. Once he lost consciousness, the power he was supplying to the force field generator was cut, freeing the three in his net. Triton fell back into the water.


  Kleinvogel landed inside the abandoned Temple with C.J. and Peregryn. Five of the ten columns were shattered, and but the other five pillars were placed strategically enough to hold up the marble roof. Lana Smith sat on the stone altar in the very center, whistling a Christmas tune to herself. There were a lot of empty bags of junk food where she sat. She smiled as she caught sight of Kleinvogel and Peregryn. "Jen! Howie! You've come to save me. They've got my baby!" She raced up to Peregryn, phasing through some of the fallen debris. Lana hugged Peregryn tight, and whispered something into his ear. With one hand, she secretly grasped the fire-protection amulet around Peregryn's neck, and Ghosted it off Peregryn's neck by extending her aura.


  One minute later, Lana Smith, aka Burnout, detonated the firebombs that she had planted throughout the debris in the Temple with the trigger in her pocket. She ignored the falling roof and the flames; she Ghosted through them without harm. She held Peregryn's amulet in one hand, and walked out of the inferno to confront the others.


  "So? Are they dead?"


  Tyra had thought over the inevitable question carefully the last hour. She knew she had to let Peregryn escape, so that he could fulfill his promise to her, restore her legs to her. Then Tyra would not have to live by proxy through others as Mr. Strings anymore. Besides, she had picked up an extra puppet now...one that was a lot closer to Peregryn.


  Tyra forced Lana to hold the amulet up high, and bade Lana to speak the words she chose. "They never knew what hit them. Peregryn, Kleinvogel and the other girl have been incinerated," Tyra lied.


  



  NEXT ISSUE: 'Smores and more in Conclave of Super-Villains #4...the Conclave of Super-Villains put together a ransom video for their hostages. Not an easy task, when the hostages are presumed dead by the villains, and they want to convince the world that Peregryn and Kleinvogel are alive!


  Time Capsules #1 - "Conclave, Arise!"


  Copyright 1998 by Dave Van Domelen(From a rough outline by Tony Pi)


  



  [Cover shows Triton of the Conclave of Super-Villains standingtriumphantly over the bodies of the STRAFE team, while a volcanoerupts behind him. Caption reads "Time Runs Out For STRAFE!"]


  



  "Hey, Doctor M'Cormack," Kaoru called out across the room. "I think I found a non-commercial disc here."


  The archaeology professor looked up from her work and scrutinized the open CDROM case Kaoru was holding up. "I believe you're right, Mr. Spinoza. And can you tell me why it's non-commercial?"


  "Uh, well, it's gold instead of silver. And the printing on the non-readable side looks like amateur typesetting, probably printed out in the CDROM writer," the graduate student replied.


  M'Cormack nodded. "However, it might simply be from a small company, lower print runs were often done that way. Not that this would be bad... small company or individual, it would still represent a non-majority view of the time, and might cover aspects of life not found in the official record. Load it in and see what it has."


  Kaoru complied, and a listing of the CDROM's contents came up on the screen. "Looks like movie files, mainly...named and dated, probably important news stories."


  "Or home movies," M'Cormack added.


  "Well, maybe..." Kaoru admitted, "but look at this one here. Conclave 12/29/23. Doesn't sound like a home movie to me."


  Professor M'Cormack shook her head. "No, that definitely refers to the date the first 'supervillain' team of the 21st Century broke into public consciousness. Before that, there had been gangs of criminal superhumans here and there, as well as groups funded by terrorist nations like Khadam, but the Conclave of Super-Villains was the first group to really take up the mantle of the old 20th Century villain teams. Certainly an important psychological turning point, even if it had little impact on superhuman politics or balance of power."


  "So, we don't need to look at this one?"


  "No...start it up. It might have some angle on the story worth seeing. If nothing else, the ransom tape itself is something you really should see. Historically, it's not quite up there with the Zapruder Tape or the vids of the destruction of Khadam, but it's an important bit of history."


  Kaoru nodded and started up the program.


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


  [VIDEO]


  All was black, and silent.


  A low hissing sound rose out of the silence, slowly tracking from right to left across the stereo "picture."


  THOOM!


  Flames burst across the screen as the sound of an explosion reverberated through the speakers, rattling loose objects nearby.


  With a metallic clank, the letter "C" is imprinted onto the roiling flames, followed by "S" and "V."


  Fade to flaming letters on a blank screen, reading "The Conclave of Super-Villains (TM)."


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  Scorch's jaw dropped slightly. "They...trademarked...their...name?" he asked, disbelief dripping from his voice. "How do they expect to defend that in court?"


  Dan "Grind" Tracey paused the tape and turned to the assembled members of ASH and STRAFE. "Indeed. I noticed that when it was being broadcast. It shows a certain cockiness, which is consistent with Triton's personality. Remember, Triton is after fame, it's his fatal flaw."


  "And he thinks that the new Conclave will become a hot enough commodity that there might actually be people trying to make money off it," George Sylvester, aka "Channel," added. "Even if he ends up back in jail, he can still try to sue companies that poach the trademark."


  "I think it's just a lame attempt at humor," the time-displaced Lightfoot noted. "People were a lot more trademark-happy back in the 90s, and it looks like this Triton guy is trying to recreate the look-and-feel of the kinds of groups we used to fight back then."


  JakZak "Solar Max" Taylor motioned to Grind. "Let's watch the next bit, I think we're getting ahead of ourselves in the analysis."


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  The logo faded to a scene of several silhouetted figures in front of bright lights.


  "Greetings, world!" crowed a confident-sounding voice. The speaker wasn't clear, but seemed to be a man in the center of the group. "We are the new Conclave of Super-Villains! Get used to the name, you'll be hearing it quite a bit in the coming months...and eventually you'll tremble at the mere mention of it. But rather than introduce ourselves to the world with a grandiose world-conquest plot, we've decided to take the personal approach. Specifically, settling some very personal grudges with the 'Heroes' of the world and personally kicking their behinds around the mountain. And we've already started, with a few old schoolmates of mine who I never really liked...."


  Three pictures, obviously taken from a distance with a digital camera, flashed up on the screen, one after the other.


  "Howie Henderson, JUUUUNIOR," the voice mocked, "also known as Peregryn of the Academy of Super-Heroes. Jen Kleinvogel of STRAFE...don't even ask me to say what that stands for...a little bird caught in my net. And C.J. Brown, also of STRAFE, who I didn't really know before this, but that just gives us an extra expendable in case we need to make a dramatic and messy demonstration. We're holding all three under security so tight that good wishes can't even get to them, so don't expect us to put them on camera... we're not stupid.


  "However, we're betting that ASH and STRAFE are that stupid, because we're inviting them to come get their teammates. Of course, it'll be a trap. And just to turn the screws some more, we're even going to tell you who we are and what we can do...and it'll STILL be a trap!"


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "Analysis of the figures here shows them to be purely computer generated. There's no enhancement to do on the image to tell who the figures are," Grind noted as he paused the tape again. "I'm sure you all recognize the voice, and it is indeed him, there's no electronic alteration involved. Nor are there signs of any alterations on the later video clips, so I'm not sure quite why the deception here."


  Drake, the invulnerable member of STRAFE, furrowed his brow. "It might just be another cliche he's trying to drag in...he loves his cliches."


  "Might also be trying to hide any losses taken," Sal Napier added. The strongman of ASH was generally more perceptive than his usual demeanor would indicate. "If Peregryn or C.J. managed to seriously injure one of their members in the fight, they might want to hide that fact in order to make themselves seem more invincible. Hence the silhouettes."


  "Yeah, it was a pretty messy fight," Essay noted, tapping a photograph on the table with one of her many tools. "Once Grind figured out the clues, SatIntel showed some serious landscape changes in the area. Wouldn't be surprised if one of 'em got frijado."


  Grind nodded silently and restarted the tape.


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  "As your humble narrator, I suppose I should introduce myself first and get that business out of the way, especially since I'm sure all my old pals have already figured out who I am and know what I can do."


  A rather well-done animation of an ocean wave swept across the screen, breaking against the right side and freezing in place as a trident sliced upwards through it.


  "I'm Triton, the first true super-villain of the millennium, accept no substitutes! True, my career was cut a little short while I was still in school [see STRAFE #0 - Ed.], but I've had plenty of time to plan bigger and better things."


  The scene shifted to a montage of action shots, with Triton in a full suit of high-tech armor, sheathed in a shimmering forcefield. Some set pieces were obviously staged, while others seemed to have been picked up by the same camera that showed pictures of the hostages earlier.


  "A self-admitted inventor and genius, my talents run towards practical, combat-oriented applications," Triton said in voice-over as his image blasted a stand of snow-covered trees with lightning from a trident. "Much of the Conclave's advanced technology is of my design, designs I worked out in my head while in durance vile, or improvements on my original gear. You'll note no external controls this time, Teller," the image shifted to Triton emerging from a body of water and firing an electrified net into the air. "Plus, I designed the composite body armor suits we all wear...so even if my force field is breached, I'm still bulletproof." Cut to a shot of Triton standing firm as a gun is fired at him from off-screen. He staggers a little as the slugs impact, but no more.


  "But enough about me...."


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "MORE than enough," Jason Teller snapped.


  "No," Grind admonished. "He wants us going into this angry, too focused on anything *but* figuring out his trap."


  Sarah tapped at the screen, indicating the bulky wristguards on Triton's armor. "Maybe it wasn't just meant to get Teller angry...maybe he still *does* have external controls, but wants us misdirected? I mean, it didn't really look like it, but still...."


  Grind shook his head. "I checked the tape frame by frame, as I'm sure you did while you were watching it just now," he said, referring to Sarah's superhuman speed. "He made no motions consistent with physical controls for his apparati. Either he's perfected a cybernetic linkage, or his controls are inside the helmet, either voice-based or chin-toggles."


  Tony Drake shook his head. "Triton's smart, but he's an asshole. There's no way he's the leader of this group, unless he went and built robots to follow him."


  Richard Hendrick, the "merely human" leader of STRAFE's regular agents, broke the uncharacteristic silence he had held since the tape started. "No, he's not the leader. He's the front man. Old trick, put someone loud and flashy out front and let him give orders, but make sure he knows he's just a figurehead and can be replaced. Someone else is actually making the plans for this team, no doubt about it...someone who doesn't want to be shot at. Maybe one of the other members shown on the tape, maybe not."


  "Well, if I remember the order correctly, we can probably rule out the next two guys," JakZak smirked.


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  The image went black again, and then there was a flurry of feathers and the sound of massive wings beating. When the feathers cleared away, there was an icon of a stag's head over a pair of wings.


  "Peryton, named for one of the many demons which haunt our legends and myths, but he's no fairy tale," Triton said mock-seriously as a man appeared on the screen. The man was well-proportioned and tall, wearing the same style of body armor as Triton's, but with the stag's head symbol on it. "You'll note he's wearing armor...but this is really just for the fashion statement, since when he unleashes his power, well...see for yourselves."


  Suddenly, the man doubled over in pain. The armor strained to contain him, then burst explosively in several places. Mighty wings unfurled from behind the figure's back, and the helmet shattered into a thousand pieces as great antlers lanced outward and upward.


  "He goes through more costumes that way. Peryton is our strongman, horned like the Green Knight of legend...will Gawain be able to win this time?"


  The screen cleared once more, and twin arrows streaked in from both sides, crossing and binding together. Cheesy club dance music with a strong beat and few other redeeming characteristics started to play in the background.


  "Conflicto is a rising star formerly of the so-called 'culture' that spawned the paragangs. He's hip, he's happening, he's a royal pain in the ass to be around. Especially if he decides to give your ass a coefficient of friction approaching a million."


  A slender armored figure could be seen in the distance as the view shifted to a stretch of mountain road. Despite the lack of ice on the roadway, the figure was sliding down it as if he were skiing on snow. He then stopped on a dime and gave the camera a thumb's up as the music swelled to a deafening roar.


  "You'll really wish you could ignore Conflicto...but he won't let you," Triton shouted over the din.


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "I managed to get EUROPA to send over Peryton's dossier. Viktor Von Wright, former model and prettyboy, but you can see he's not gonna be on any catwalks any time soon," Hendricks noted.


  "Paul speaking," Aaron "Contact" Zander said, to indicate that the other mind inhabiting his body was taking control. "Conflicto's got the same powers as a kid named Eugene Kwan from San Francisco, notable supervillain poseur from the club scene there...just a random piece of information I picked up while working the Warden case. Kwan'd been visiting NYC last winter and checking out paragangs, but his power was too weak and they wouldn't take him...saved him an experience at the wrong end of a bundi, anyway."


  "Doesn't look like his power's too weak now," Sal pointed out.


  "Conflicto's definitely going to be in a support role, his power's not very good at direct attack. He'll probably not even be visible if he can help it," Grind pointed out. "Until he can be located and neutralized, be very careful about where you step. But what concerns me is Peryton."


  "That strong?" Channel asked.


  Grind shook his head. "According to the dossier EUROPA supplied, he doesn't have control over his form...once he first manifested, rather recently I might add, he was stuck that way. So either he's gained a lot of control in a short time, or the Conclave has someone who can help him damp down hiw powers. An anchor, or maybe a psi. Yet another member who's likely to remain in hiding and interfere with us during a fight."


  "Their tactics may depend on specific pairings," Sal interrupted. "Look at how Triton tried to pick a fight with Teller, and how he's aiming Peryton at me, since my codename is Gawain. And doesn't he set you up with a dance partner, Grind?"


  "Yes, that's the next member."


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  Conflicto vanished and was replaced by a pair of mathematical symbols, a plus and a minus. They shrank down as the camera pulled back, eventually becoming the chest emblem of a somewhat stocky man in the group's distinctive body armor.


  "Rebus, a riddle wrapped in an enigma, as they say. A puzzle to all who know him, and no one really knows him. A master of the martial arts, skilled detective and criminal mastermind. Is he a mere mortal, or an earth-bound demon? Urban legend or real nightmare? He'll take away everything you hold dear, and then kill you...."


  Under this monologue, Rebus had moved into a series of practice maneuvers from a dozen or more styles of unarmed combat, then pulled out a pistol-style crossbow and pointed it at the camera. He fired the bolt, and the image went blank.


  "Seems he's camera-shy...what a grind, eh?"


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "THAT is the man to watch," JakZak stabbed his finger at the screen. "There's no way he's just an ubermensch type like Grind is...no offense, Dan."


  "None taken," Grind nodded. "If there's an anchor or telepath in the group, Rebus is probably him. Likewise, if the true leader is active on the front lines, Rebus is a likely candidate, if only because we know nothing about him,"


  "Still, it's possible he's actually Triton's sidekick," Lightfoot interjected. Everyone looked at him like he'd grown an extra head. "No, seriously. You guys said Triton loved leaving clever clues at the scene of his crimes, right?" he looked to the STRAFE contingent. "Well, a rebus is a kind of puzzle, Triton may have decided to shift that part of his M.O. over onto a sidekick and concentrate more on the gadgeteering side. Then build this guy WAY up, so we think he's incredibly dangerous and important. So when we pulp Rebus with excessive force, we've wasted our time and given Triton a free shot at us."


  Hendricks nodded. "We didn't see Rebus do anything that a halfway- competent soldier couldn't do, he might be a decoy. Still, prepare for the worst, he could have any sort of power that they don't want to show us, or which wouldn't look impressive on film."


  "Triton definitely saved the flashy powers for last, I'll give him that," Scorch quipped.


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  Flames once again rippled across the screen, then resolved into a flame-motif chest-emblem which moved and flickered as if it were an animated hologram. The wearer was slender and definitely female, but hardly what one might call voluptuous. She looked more like a girl than a woman, in fact.


  "Burnout is a hot little number, if a little young for my tastes. A real heartbreaker, but she's not going to be hurt in return. Yeah, she'll tear your heart out and toss it on the ground...literally!"


  Burnout took a grenade from her belt and pushed it into a tree as if the tree trunk were made from foam. She withdrew her hand. The tree exploded in a shower of splinters and flames, with Burnout unfazed by the carnage around her.


  "When Burnout decides she wants you dead, you don't stand a ghost of a chance," Triton cackled.


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "Wait...isn't that...?" Essay started.


  Grind somberly nodded his head. "A young ghoster made it likely, and the fact that evidence from the backgrounds here narrowed the location down to northern New York Sector made it a near lock. Burnout is most likely Lana Smith, formerly of the Academy. Jen was out to visit her at the Silky Springs psychiatric facility when she and the others were captured by the Conclave shortly after sending a call in to us at STRAFE."


  "Just a second, Lana wouldn't have turned evil so quickly," Sal protested. "She was incredibly traumatized by Carlos's death, but she didn't show any signs of a reaction outside suicidal tendencies. Nothing on her chart indicated redirection of her anger into external modes...and she has a child to care for, too."


  "That's corroborated by the records at Silky Springs, the last place our missing friends were sighted. There's some evidence Miss Smith was kidnapped as well, and if she joined the Conclave this would be further evidence of a psi in their ranks, to subvert her," Grind hypothesized. "However, her son was also taken, so they could be holding that over her head. It's impossible to tell from this short clip if Lana is just playing along because of a threat, or if she's switched sides."


  "Our next contestant is also in the files EUROPA sent over, but there's no evidence she ever had more than paranormal-level powers...certainly not the high supernatural ranking she's evidencing here," Hendricks said, restarting the tape.


  * * * *


  [VIDEO]


  The camera zoomed in on a bit of flame from the burning tree, then pulled back out, the bright spot having become a sun disc on the chest of another woman, this one definitely more...womanly. Her every movement screamed "sex."


  "Sultry is as Sultry does, and what Sultry does is control the weather. She prefers to turn up the heat," Triton leered as the snow around Sultry melted in seconds, "but she can also give you the cold shoulder if she doesn't like you," he added as the snow built back up at remarkable speeds.


  "Mind you, she doesn't exactly need her powers to heat me up, if you know what I'm saying," Triton chuckled to himself. "Here's looking at you, kid."


  The screen went blank again, and was bisected by a grey line. Then another line intersected the first, forming a T. Then the camera pulled back to reveal a small section of a maze. Further back, an immense labyrinth. The screen tilted so that the maze could be seen stretching off into the horizon, and then zoomed back further to show that the maze was part of an insignia.


  "Labyrinthe is French-Canadian, if you couldn't tell by the way he insists we say his name, and he's a real wild guy. A wild mage, in fact. He does things to space and time that would make Tymythy Twystyd run screaming for Decartes."


  The armored man gestured, and a single tree became dozens, all reflected back off the spacewarps around the original.


  "And there's more! By making passageways where there were none, he can not only increase the distance between two points to nearly infinity, he can reduce it to zero. Take a dormant volcano, for instance, and open a door between the old magma reservoir and the surface!"


  Suddenly, lava was flowing from the top of the mountain off in the distance behind Labyrinthe. The flow increased into a geyser, as the mage reached further down into the earth, to where the pressure was greater.


  "So come to the party, heroes! We even haven our own lava lamp!"


  With that, the flaming CSV logo reappeared and the tape ended.


  * * * *


  [REALITY]


  "As you can see from SatIntel, Mount Placid is now spewing lava. Since this wasn't a natural process, it didn't show up on seismographs, so we had to deduce the location from other clues, but the pictures confirm it," Grind pointed to the photographs Essay was poring over.


  JakZak stood. "Okay, people. It's a trap. They have wild and unpredictable powers and I have no doubt they haven't told us the entire story, so expect them to use abilities not shown in this tape. And while we outnumber their stated membership, they have the advantage of home court and our friends as hostages...allies if they have a telepath who can affect loyalties. Anyone want to back out? No? Then let's get cracking...."


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


  Kaoru watched the last of the movie file play, then snorted in annoyance. "Just the same tape that's in the public records. No new insights, nothing. Waste of time."


  Professor M'Cormack shook her head. "Not a total waste of time...we know that there's nothing more to do with this file. Remember, you have to move a lot of dirt aside to get at the potsherds, and you have to wade through a lot of this sort of records to get at the juicy stuff." She pulled the CDROM out of the computer and pocketed it. "Your assignment for tomorrow is to use the official sources to try and figure out what the heroes of ASH and STRAFE were thinking as they watched this tape. We only really know by their actions, but there's a number of things you can deduce from that. Once you're done, we can check the rest of this disk and see if there's any information to corroborate your guesses...."


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


  Next Issue: Well, that could very well be up to you! Meanwhile, check outConclave of Super-Villains #4 for the next part of the story seen here!


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


  Author's Notes:


  There's one apparent typo in this story which is not a typo, but I'm not going to say what it is. }->


  In case the introductions given in the story itself weren't clear enough for new readers, here's the rosters of ASH (Academy of Super-Heroes) and STRAFE (Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated Field Experts). The Conclave's roster should be reasonably clear for obvious reasons.


  ASH: Solar Max (JakZak Taylor, leader), Meteor (Sarah Grant-Taylor), Gawain (Sal Napier), Scorch (he changed his name to that), Channel (George Sylvester), Contact (Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler), Essay (Sara Ana "Essay" Rodriguez), Peregryn (Howard Henderson Jr.), Lightfoot (Tom Dodson, member of the 1990s incarnation of the team).


  STRAFE: Dan "Grind" Tracey (co-leader), Richard Hendricks (co-leader), Tony Drake, Jason William Teller, Jen Kleinvogel, C.J. Brown, assorted other agents and normals not featured in this issue.


  As stated in #0, the intent of Time Capsules is to run a sort of anthology series for the ASH Universe, give a place for short story ideas which might not fit into a regular title for whatever reason. The story here is something of an exception, the plot originally being planned for CSV #4, but shifted here because Tony's schedule hasn't been letting him write much.


  What's going to be in #2? Well, I don't know yet. I'd rather not write it myself, since that would defeat the purpose of an anthology. But there's a lot of people out there who have at one time or another expressed some interest in playing with the ASH Universe, but who either didn't have the time to write a regular series, or who said they felt intimidated by the existing writers and backstory. Well, Time Capsules stories don't need to tie into continuity (so long as they don't contradict it), they can be rather short one-shots. I might even run two or three shorts in one issue if I get a lot of interest in doing shorter pieces (100-150 lines).


  Mind you, this is not a promise to print all submissions. I still reserve the right to say no to a story or to a writer. But there's a lot more writers out there in RACC-land who I'd say yes to than I'd say no to.


  Conclave of Super-Villains #4 - "DEEP ARMAGEDDON PART I: Collision Course"


  copyright 1998 by Tony Pi and Dave Van Domelen


  



  [Cover reads, 'DEEP ARMAGEDDON: COLLISION COURSE!' The pictureshows Meteor from the ASH rushing towards the center from thetop; Warden reaching towards the center from the right; Tellerfiring an arrow towards the center from the left; and Tritontossing a trident towards the center from the bottom of the page.At the dead center of the cover is a grinning skull fashioned outof what obviously used to be a globe of the world.]


  



  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


  



  DECEMBER 30th, 2023



  MOUNT PLACID, NEW YORK SECTOR


  The small helijet landed on a stretch of relatively flat road near the top of the "active" volcanic mountain. It wasn't really active in a geological sense, slowly-cooling lava notwithstanding, since it wasn't over a "hot spot" or upwelling of magma. But obviously someone had managed to import some lava for the occasion, and it was still too hot to get any closer than they were.


  Tony Drake, invulnerable STRAFE agent, opened the door of the helijet and checked the harness he wore. "Explain again why I'm going in there with a huge bomb strapped to my back, Tripwire?"


  Greg "Tripwire" Sellack slapped Drake on the back with a three-fingered hand. Despite his frequent denials, no one believed Tripwire had lost his right index finger to anything other than an explosive device, which made people nervous around STRAFE's resident bomb expert. "In case the mountain falls on ya, man. There might be boobytraps all over this place, and our files on this Viau guy say he could drop you into solid rock ten miles away if he wanted. If the pressure sensors detect a sudden rise in readings, the bomb goes off and you're free. Or at least we can figure out where to start digging. And don't worry about anchors...the trigger is mondo supertech, anything that'd let you be hurt by the bomb will keep the bomb from going off. Now get out there, kid."


  Still completely unsoothed by these assurances, Drake took off his boots (they'd have just burned off after three steps anyway) and started hopping across the cooling lava.


  "Yeow! Ow! Hothothot!" he cried out, doing the "hot beach watusi" across the ropy black rock. While he couldn't be *harmed*, Tony could still feel all the normal pain. And he had several hundred more meters to go. Terrrrrific, he thought, in between yelps.


  * * * *


  STRAFE REGIONAL HQ, ONTARIO SECTOR


  "Drake found something at Lake Placid. Receiving image now," said Grind. A picture appeared on the monitor screen, a series of eighty-nine symbols punctuated by plus and minus signs.


  Scorch whistled. "That's more complicated than the Academy's IQ tests! What is it, a hieroglyphic recipe for five-alarm chili?"


  Essay shook her head. "A rebus. But I can't make heads or tails of it. Una rompecabeza verdadera...real headbreaker. Any thoughts, Grind?"


  Grind shook his head. "You're right - it doesn't seem like one of Triton's normally transparent puzzles."


  Essay tapped out a series of commands on her keyboard. "Okay, let's try a simple variant: backwards." A momentary pause. "No...basura in, basura out. Perhaps if we tried switching the signs to their opposites...."


  * * * *


  An hour passed. "Triton definitely hasn't the brains for this," grumbled Grind. "We've tried every synonym and antonym in English."


  "Maybe it's just jibberish meant to throw you off the scent?" suggested Scorch. "Shouldn't we try that Malta angle you mentioned? You know, from the 'here's looking at you' clue in the video?"


  "They may be going after Haven, yes. We've contacted EUROPA and will join them ASAP," said Grind. "But we can't ignore this clue, either. If it really was random gibberish, certain telltales would have shown up already." It was more than likely that the CSV wanted to fight them in the depths of the Mediterranean for Haven, once a technological sanctuary for twentieth century villains. After all, the artificial island south of Malta was the center of operation for the original Conclave of Super-Villains. However, Haven was sunk at the collapse of the Godmarket back in '98, taking a treasure trove of secret weapons and technology with it to the bottom of the sea. For decades, the location of Haven had been the Holy Grail for salvagers, and STRAFE and EUROPA were still working out the details of a joint operation to recover the technology. The special equipment being designed specifically for the mission was still on the drawing board, but given the possibility that the CSV had rediscovered Haven, the Tesla Branch was now pushing for those plans to become reality sooner rather than later.


  "Let's try Spanish," said Essay. "Maybe the rebus is in another language...."


  * * * *


  "Guys, you've been at it for a long time. You need a break. How about some food?" asked Meteor.


  "Not just yet. A breakthrough," announced Grind. "The key is this cluster here. These five symbols almost definitely stand for words in five different languages. Danish, Dutch, English, Flemish, and French. We think it's alphabetical, the rest of the languages. If we can figure out the rest of the languages, we can solve it."


  "The problem is, it looks like that cluster was meant to be easy. The rest of it won't be as simple if there are non-alphabetic languages in here, and there most certainly are. We're going to have to try different transcription systems as well. There are just too many possibilities, too many languages to go through. We're going to need to construct a computer algorithm to handle the load."


  "Everyone's eager to help. How could we not? It's our friends' lives at stake." said Meteor. "You might try calling Nate Walker at the Academy. He may be able to help, like he did on the Burnout case." [Academy #7 - Ed.]


  Essay nodded. "Bring us the best hacks we've got. And pray nothing happens until we solve this."


  * * * *


  MANHATTAN, NEW YORK SECTOR


  It was difficult to resist the temptation to contact STRAFE or ASH, but the three agreed that it would better to presumed dead by the CSV, so that they could follow up on the lead that Lana Smith gave them. At first Peregryn suggested that it may be yet another trap, but neither C.J. nor Jen were willing to believe that of Lana.


  The plan was simple. Lana would fake their deaths, a simple enough deception given C.J. and Peregryn's control over fire. Lana would take Peregryn's amulet as proof of their death. While the CSV believed them dead, they would be free to capture the Ankh Killer, the true force behind the CSV. All they had to do was to be in New York City at midnight on the 30th to surprise the Ankh Killer at a secret meeting.


  "I won't be long," said Jennifer Kleinvogel to Peregryn and C.J. Brown. "If I signal you, it means get up to the penthouse as soon as you can, because I'll need backup."


  "Be careful," breathed C.J. as Kleinvogel flew out of the Ritz hotel room they had appropriated.


  Peregryn only looked into the night. "There are restless spirits that stir tonight, and powerful evil about. Be alert, little bird. Evil is afoot."


  * * * *


  Unbeknownst to two of the three, the will of the third had been co-opted. Mr. Strings, aka Tyra Dumont, had yet another puppet to play with from those three, a puppet taken at Lake Placid.


  --Why do you do this to us?-- asked the voice of Lana, aka Burnout.


  ++To walk again. To make Cockatrice pay for what she has done for me. And to eliminate one of the Ankh Killers.++


  --I thought you were the Ankh Killer.--


  ++No, the Ankh Killer is an identity adopted by three, two users too many for my taste. Our individual agendas conflict, making it difficult to pursue our individual goals.++


  --I see. You're powerless against them.--


  ++Rebus is beyond my power, that is true. But we will find a way to deal with him as well. As for the other...she is dangerous, and she is the one that must be eliminated. If it means one of my other puppets must die so that I gain total control, then so be it.++


  --So you all conspire against each other? What is it that you all want?--


  ++Watch and see.++


  * * * *


  DECEMBER 31, 2023, early morning


  STRAFE REGIONAL HQ, ONTARIO SECTOR


  "Hey, got it. The missing language was Pranir trade argot. 'Triple trident jackpot, seven unique booms, Happy New Year'!" announced Nate Walker, aka Netwalker. "Not much time left, guys, depending on the time zone."


  "Thanks, Nate." Grind turned to the rest of ASH and STRAFE. "We've got a lead. It likely means there are bombs in the casinos, hidden in the slot machines. Most likely, seven bombs of unknown power. Let's just hope no one wins the jackpot before we find the devices. It's the worst night of the year for this, and we don't know which casinos."


  "They want to scatter us, keep us preoccupied while they ransack Haven," said Teller. "I don't think we can ignore that possibility."


  JakZak said, "Neither can we ignore the fact that innocents may die. Labyrinthe's power makes it quite possible that they've planted bombs in casinos across the world. We can't endanger innocent lives, but there's no way we can cover every single casino in the world, or evacuate them. What if the bombs are city-killers?"


  Grind nodded. "The different languages could mean that the bombs are indeed scattered around the world. If we restricted our searches to those countries that speak the languages we deduced, we can cut down the possibilities."


  "You can rule out any minor cities," said Lightfoot. "If they're trying to make a name for themselves, they'd be going after the major gambling centers. Otherwise we'd be chasing down every town in France."


  "I've been cross-referencing the data on the suspected identities of the CSV, and came up with a hypothesis," said Grind. "Yvan Viau, the one called Labyrinthe, was from Montreal, where he caused a lot of damage at the airport. A DSHA agent, named Jo Ridley, filed a report on Viau before she disappeared. He is believed to have killed two people in Montreal, leaving ankh symbols with the victims. These victims have been identified as Anchors. Further research indicates the presence of someone dubbed 'The Ankh Killer' who leaves golden ankhs as a symbol. Golden Ankh, or Ankh Or in heraldic terminology. That, of course, is a pun on 'anchor'. Furthermore, they let us know Rebus is a possible Anchor. I suggest that we also limit our searches to those casinos that employ Anchors."


  "Makes sense," said Drake. "Remember Singapore and China? They'd want us to be dampened in power when we go to find the bombs. Nate? Any results?"


  "Way ahead of ya," said Nate. "Okay, printing up the list now. There are seven major gambling centers in the world today that use Anchors to a significant degree, have casinos that are open on New Year's Eve, and fit with the language criteria: Las Vegas, Rio de Janeiro, Perth, Monaco, Havana, New Jerusalem and Montreal. I'd say Montreal is a lock based on Viau's files."


  "What I'm worried about is how to get to all of them. Do we have the resources?" asked Gawain, ASH's strongman.


  "I suggest that STRAFE and EUROPA work together on the salvage of Haven," Grind argued. "We've already done some preliminary planning on that angle. As for the bombs, the ASH may be more suited for handling those threats, with a little help from some of our field agents."


  "That's only eight active members, even if we drag Contact back from his leave. Do we have enough time and manpower? Couldn't we shut down the casinos? I mean, we've got to try every angle," Lightfoot asked.


  "No, he's right," said JakZak. "We'll try everything possible to minimize the risks to the people, but the situation could escalate into global chaos. Think of the panic we'd cause in every city with a casino, the refusal of the casinos to lose money if we try to force them to close. Better we suffer the wrath of the casinos than risk the deaths of millions. We have slightly over 36 hours to defuse the situation, if we factor in time zones." He looked at Nate. "I don't know if it's fair, safe, or wise to ask this of the Academy, but we may need to mobilize all the resources we have. What we could do is ask for volunteers from the Academy to help us stop these bombs, but they should know full well that this may be a suicide run. But with the Anchors dampening our powers, we may not be in time to save the cities on our own.


  "So, Nate...will you and your classmates join us?"


  "We'll have to talk to the Professor, but one way or another, you've got the help of the Legion of Net.Heroes, Solar Max," the young supernormal said with a confidence belying experience beyond what his years would suggest.


  * * * *


  MANHATTAN, NEW YORK SECTOR


  Kleinvogel discerned five figures within. She hovered in the cold outside the window, drifting semi-invisibly and listening closely to the voices inside.


  "...so, we all have common goals and common enemies, and that is the reason I created the Conclave of Super-Villains with the assistance of my colleagues, Mr. Strings and Rebus," declared a female voice with a Quebecois French accent. "The CSV is the tool of our enterprise, and now we seek investors in our little endeavour."


  "What do we gain?" asked a man with an unusual accent.


  "General Kasca, an investment in the CSV is an investment in world power, the power we will take from the United World. When the ASH and its pale imitations have been destroyed, there will be no one to oppose us. Already plans have been set into motion to destroy a global shadow cartel run by Anchors. We are in the process of extracting information from their leader, who we have in captivity. Soon their resources will be ours, and their members exterminated," said the first voice.


  "And for us?" asked another voice, this time a woman's voice.


  "We offer to destroy Warden for you, Lady Bathory. I believe you and your associate have no small quarrel with him."


  "He will come, you know," said another female's voice.


  Bathory's voice answered her. "No doubt he will, Cockatrice, he always does. In fact, he will scent us out very soon indeed."


  "That is where I come in," said the first voice. "As a gesture to illustrate our good faith, I have a demonstration you will be *very* anxious to see." The sound of a curtain being pulled away was heard, followed by some whistling noise.


  "What is that?! It must be ten feet tall!"


  "I call it a Wergild, the price paid for the deaths of men. It is a golem of my design, and I have imbued it with much power. It is designed for one purpose: revenge. It draws to itself the spirits of those who died in violence and allows them a chance to take vengeance upon those that killed them. This Wergild is attuned to the Warden, and it has already begun to draw the victims of Warden to it. Look!"


  There was a pause, and Jen wished she could risk being seen long enough to see what it was that had these high-stakes players' rapt attention. She felt a chill across her whole body, one greater than caused by the winter winds.


  "Very well, Caryatid. If the Wergild destroys the Warden, then we will invest in the CSV. If not..." Bathory let the words trail off.


  "The Wergild does not know the meaning of failure!" the Quebecois woman, apparently named Caryatid, proclaimed. Jen could hear Scorch's voice in her mind chuckling, "There's a lot of things it doesn't know." He always was one for that sort of mood-countering humor.


  Before she could finish framing that thought, the window Jen had been eavesdropping at burst open as a giant statue of gold leapt into the wintry air, falling as it went. She couldn't contain a yelp of surprise, alerting those inside to her presence.


  "A spy!" shouted Bathory. "Eliminate her!"


  [TO BE CONTINUED!]


  



  Can the ASH prevent world panic before time and luck run out? Read ASH #13, "DEEP ARMAGEDDON: A Bomb In Nation," coming soon!


  Will STRAFE and EUROPA survive their battle with the CSV? Read STRAFE #5: DEEP ARMAGEDDON, coming soon!


  What will be the fate of New York City when heroes and villains collide? Read WARDEN: DEEP ARMAGEDDON, coming soon!


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Tony Pi:


  Originally I had conceived of this idea as a crossover between STRAFE and CSV, but the idea expanded to include all four of the main titles in the ASH Universe, because of time constraints on my part. This is to allow each author to develop their own characters within the context of the overall arc. Hope you enjoy it. Thanks to Dave for writing Time Capsules #1, originally intended to appear this issue of CSV.


  Dave Van Domelen:


  For those curious, I wrote the Tony Drake scene at the beginning and edited the rest. This may be a fairly slow crossover to come out (oh, like there's any other kind?), since everyone involved is on the busy side, either with real life or other writing projects. There may be more multi-author pieces like this one to help fill in the gaps, or even guest writers.


  Hopefully this will all be wrapped up before 2024, realtime. }->


  



  Warden #8 - "DEEP ARMAGEDDON: Hunting the Hunter"


  NARCOLEPTIC DOGS PRESS, IN ASSOCIATION WITH COHERENT COMICS UNINCORPORATED, PRESENTS...


  WARDEN: AN ASH UNIVERSE COMIC


  (ASH property of Dave Van Domelen. Warden property of Matt Rossi and Dave Van Domelen. All Rights Reserved. Issue 8 copyright Dave Van Domelen, Tony Pi and Matt Rossi.)


  (Adult content, language and situations - Please be advised.)


  



  [Cover shows the Wergild, a hulking golden figure, reaching outtowards the reader. The snapped-off tip of a sword is imbeddeddeeply in the soft gold.]


  



  RECAP


  What's Happened Since Last Issue


  in the DEEP ARMAGEDDON crossover


  In Conclave of Super-Villains #3, the Conclave set a trap for ASH member Peregryn and STRAFE agents Jen Kleinvogel and C.J. Brown, who were all apparently killed in an explosion atop Mount Placid, but in reality were set loose by one of the Conclave members to help advance her own agenda. The rest of the Conclave decided to pretend they had the heroes captive anyway.


  In Time Capsules #1, the future archeologists watched a copy of the "ransom tape" sent by the CSV (the same one which was on TV at the end of ASH #12), which outlined their powers and dropped clues as to their intentions.


  Finally, in CSV #4, ASH and STRAFE worked together to decipher a clue left on Mount Placid, while also anticipating the possible true goal of the Conclave...Haven, former domain of the original Conclave of Supervillains in the 1990s, an artificial island in the Mediterranean which sunk beneath the waves in the wake of the events of July 6, 1998. Meanwhile, Peregryn and the STRAFE agents traveled to Manhattan to find the Ankh Killer and walked in on a plot against Warden's life.


  On December 30 and 31, during the main action of Warden #8, the events of ASH #13 take place, with the members of the Academy of Super-Heroes chasing around the world to defuse bombs hidden in major casinos. At the same time, STRAFE and EUROPA worked together in an as-yet-unpublished STRAFE #5 to stop the CSV from looting Haven, a former city of supervillains described in Time Capsules #2.


  And now, on with our story....


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


  24 December 2023 2:27 PM EST


  [Editor's Note: Watch the times carefully, this story does not flow smoothly from the past to the future, but hops around a bit.]


  "So...why did we need a tree in the dojo again?"


  "For the love of Tym...it's Christmas, Tommy!" Jimmy Willot hung the last strand of tinsel on the fake tree. "Wish we had some ornaments."


  "Christmas...that. I'd forgotten." Thomas suddenly stood up and threw off his T-Shirt. "I have to go, Jimmy."


  "Huh? Where?"


  "Out." As Jimmy watched, Thomas flung his shoes off and pulled on his tabi, then threw on his long leather duster and strapped the sheaths for his weapons under it.


  "What...now? It's Christmas Eve Day! And it's the middle of the day!"


  "I know. I have people to see. This is the time to see them. I will be back for dinner tonight. Say hello to Madalyne and Beth for me." He leapt up to the skylight and flipped out in a smooth motion.


  "Well, that was different...even for him."


  Warden, meanwhile, was jumping from rooftop to rooftop, heading downtown...to the hospital in which he'd spent seventeen years comatose. He wasn't proud of himself, but he'd somehow forgotten, between the Mentor and other concerns, to find his parents.


  He remembered now.


  A powerful leap carried him across a sixty foot jump, and he cut south, swinging from a flagpole and arching his back over some power lines. He could taste the ozone and feel the hum of power inside them, sheathed by black insulation but not quiescent. Dropping down onto an electric trolley bus, he held on and waited.


  Soon they were past Soho. He leapt off the bus and onto a nearby cornice, bouncing from there to the roof of the Nelson Rockefeller Memorial Hospital.


  Inside it swarmed with people. Warden could sense them, smell them, feel them, hear them, see through their eyes. He hung from the roof and waited until the Christmas party inside lured out the people from the Records Room.


  Then he dropped thirty feet and landed, catlike, on the ledge. A moment of work and he slid through the bars and into the room.


  He scanned his surroundings. Many file cabinets, five active computer terminals...for a moment, his eyelessness actually re-asserted itself as a handicap. How would he find them? He could read, because of the minds of others, but he couldn't _see_. Brushing his fingers across the surface of one of the cabinets, he learned happily that the labeling system was raised lettering on strips of plastic.


  "N-Q" took him a few seconds, but he found it.


  Each file continued the use of plastic labelling tabs, and he found "MALFEAS, THOMAS" after thirty seconds of searching. However, reading it was still impossible.


  He tucked the file into his jacket and closed the cabinet. Hopefully they would take a few days to notice...and by then he would know where his parents lived.


  Smiling, he jumped out the window.


  A moment later, a woman simply appeared in the records office, stepping out from behind a filing cabinet that could not possibly have hidden her from Warden's senses. She smiled and ran her hands over the files Warden had searched, as if trying to absorb the aura of his passage. She was elegant and pale, with the bearing of one who felt herself to be a rightful ruler.


  Then, having accomplished her goal, she vanished into thin air, stepping back into the spacefold she had so carefully and laboriously constructed.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023 8:34 AM EST


  Jen Kleinvogel, member of STRAFE and presumed hostage of the Conclave of Super-Villains, hovered near-invisibly outside a window in one of Manhattan's many semi-abandoned buildings. "Semi-" because the building had been co-opted by one of more people with authority in the city...authority not derived from any governmental agency.


  Several such people were meeting in this place, and according to one of the Conclave of Super-Villains members who was playing both ends against the middle, one of the people in the building was the Ankh Killer. Or *an* Ankh Killer. The circumstances were somewhat complicated. Four major players were in the room. An as-yet-unnamed woman with a Quebecois accent, who Jen presumed to be the Ankh Killer from context. General Kasca, who Jen had never heard of, and who had an accent she couldn't place [Editor's note - Jen was already imcommunicado when Kasca attacked ASH in ASH #12]. And finally, Lady Bathory and Cockatrice, major players in the paragang scene in Manhattan. Cockatrice was a secondary target of Jen's, since she and her companions-in-faked-captivity had agreed to find the paraganger and help one of Cockatrice's victims regain the use of her legs. There were others in the room, but none talked.


  The Ankh Killer seemed to be building to a crescendo. "I call it a Wergild, the price paid for the deaths of men. It is a golem of my design, and I have imbued it with much power. It is designed for one purpose: revenge. It draws to itself the spirits of those who died in violence and allows them a chance to take vengeance upon those that killed them. This Wergild is attuned to the Warden, and it has already begun to draw the victims of Warden to it. Look!"


  There was a pause, and Jen wished she could risk being seen long enough to see what it was that had these high-stakes players' rapt attention. She felt a chill across her whole body, one greater than caused by the winter winds.


  "Very well, Caryatid. If the Wergild destroys the Warden, then we will invest in the CSV. If not..." Bathory let the words trail off.


  "The Wergild does not know the meaning of failure!" the Quebecois woman, apparently named Caryatid, proclaimed. Jen could hear Scorch's voice in her mind chuckling, "There's a lot of things it doesn't know." He always was one for that sort of mood-countering humor.


  Before she could finish framing that thought, the window Jen had been eavesdropping at burst open as a giant statue of gold leapt into the wintry air, falling as it went. She couldn't contain a yelp of surprise, alerting those inside to her presence.


  "A spy!" shouted Bathory. "Eliminate her!" [Editor's note: the previous several paragraphs are reproduced from CSV #4.]


  Cockatrice was the first to spring into action, unleashing a blast of cold white light in Jen's direction, trusting a wide angle shot to hit the blurry flier.


  Part of the beam clipped Jen's ankle and she could feel ice water in her veins, but the amulet Peregryn had given her to wear worked. Warmth quickly flooded her, countering Cockatrice's ice-based powers. Without the amulet, she would have joined poor Tyra Dumont, whose legs were not merely frozen, but actually turned to ice.


  For its part, the golden behemoth that was the Wergild ignored Jen and landed at street level with a dull metallic thud. It started walking north.


  "There's more down there," Bathory said amusedly, leaning out the window to see Peregryn and C.J. Brown tossing aside heavy winter coats and rushing to help their teammate.


  There was a general scramble inside the room, and General Kasca shouted something about poor security.


  Caryatid stepped out the window and hovered there, smugly. "Calm yourself, General. This won't be but a minute, and you can see more of what you're investing in," she smiled coldly, pointing at Jen and hurling her back against a building with a wave of mystical force. Cockatrice snarled and leapt out the window, firing a barrage of ice blasts at Peregryn and C.J., but finding them equally protected. Bathory merely leaned against the windowsill as if enjoying a performance.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 5:53 AM EST


  Dawn was still hours away, and Warden prowled the icy rooftops. He had yet to find his parents, and this was gnawing at him. But he had made no progress reading the documents himself by touch, and it hadn't felt...right asking Jimmy. After all, Jimmy Willot didn't have a very good relationship with his parents, and asking him to help Thomas find his own might force his friend to face some unpleasant memories.


  At least, that's what Warden told himself was the case. It had nothing to do with Jimmy's flowering relationship with Madalyne. Absolutely nothing at all.


  Warden didn't want to think about it.


  Warden wanted to find some heads to break, so he could do something besides think about it.


  Where was all the crime? Not even the supposed good cheer of Christmas had completely emptied Manhattan's streets of scum...in fact, those who would still victimize their fellow man on that day were even more reprehensible than most, and Warden had felt no pity when he left them screaming in their own piss and vomit.


  But tonight there had been almost nothing. A few minor property crimes, one attempted mugging by normal human criminals, but nothing else. It was as if the major players had called a halt to operations just to leave Warden alone with his own thoughts.


  It was so cruel, it might almost have been true.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 8:42 AM EST


  "Jen, follow the Wergild," Peregryn whispered over the communication charm he had ensorcelled from a set of ear-bud headphones. "We may need to hunt it down before it can kill anyone, and you're just an extra target here. C.J., keep Caryatid busy for a moment, I need to do something about Cockatrice."


  "Roger," Jen said somewhat weakly before rocketing into the air and heading north. Caryatid sent a desultory mystic bolt after her, but it missed its mark.


  "Hey, Frenchie! Is Paris burning?" C.J. mocked as she ignited the flamethrower she had cobbled together from parts she got at a hardware store the night before. The flame grew and formed rings around Caryatid.


  Caryatid sneered. "I am not French, I am Quebecois. As if a crude anglo such as yourself would know the difference," she replied, dissipating the flames with a burst of willpower.


  Cockatrice, meanwhile, changed tactics and turned the ground under Peregryn's feet to ice. He merely stood there, unperturbed.


  "If I didn't know any better, Trish, I'd say these people were ready for you," Bathory purred from her windowsill perch.


  Peregryn touched the index and middle fingers of his right hand to his forehead and whispered an incantation. A spark formed where the fingers touched his brow, and when he then pointed at Cockatrice, the spark leapt to her, shocking her and making what hair wasn't in a tight braid stand on end.


  "Switch targets," Peregryn whispered.


  "Fine, be that way," C.J. sniffed at Caryatid, turning her flamethrower on Cockatrice. "I think I'll melt this ice maiden instead."


  Flames shot out and started to wrap around Cockatrice. With a wave of her hand, the paraganger turned the flames into solid ice, which then fell around her and shattered. Peregryn raised an eyebrow.


  "That's it, there's no profit in staying here. You can call me if you survive, bitch," Cockatrice spat at Caryatid. "Come on, Bathory, let's go."


  "Oh, I'll be along. I want to see how this turns out," Bathory smiled, showing a bit of fang.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 6:10 AM EST


  Times Square. Memories taken from others told Warden that this had once been the heart of Manhattan, first a bustling center of vice and then a more family-friendly place just before Odin called in his troops in 1998. A generation ago, it would have been filled with people even at this time of day, and more so on this particular day.


  It was one of many things Thomas knew about society but didn't really understand. Why celebrate the simple act of changing an arbitrary number on the calendar? There was no religious significance he had been able to determine, no great event to commemorate...it was simply the first day of the year, as picked for reasons that seemed almost capricious to Thomas. Why not pick a date with astronomical significance, such as the equinoxes or solstices? Or one with more religious portent, like Christmas or Easter or one of the many religious calendar firstdays, such as the Jewish New Year?


  Still, Times Square was quiet now, a good place to be alone with one's thoughts. And thus a place Thomas did not want to be.


  Wait, someone skulking in the shadows...with thoughts of larceny on his mind, to judge from the psychic "taste." Definitely not someone come to set up a revival of the New Year's celebration custom here.


  Ah, a familiar mind. So, not *all* the paragangers were lying low.


  Warden landed behind the man and drew his bundi with as audible a hiss as he could manage, enhancing his subject's hearing so that it practically roared like a jet engine.


  "YAH!" the man cried out, leaping around and clutching his ears in pain as his own shout felt like a rifle shot. Warden released his hold on the man. He wanted information at the moment, not just the cheap gratification of fist slamming into stomach.


  "So, Hooks, what's a paragang inforunner like you doing out on a cold morning like this?"


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 8:46 AM EST


  Peregryn looked carefully at Caryatid, focusing beyond simple vision and looking with faerie eyes...looking at the magical world that underlay the physical one wherever mages went.


  The woman was a bright and blazing bonfire of power, raw and untrained, unfocused and brute. The tang of alchemy floated about her, but only a slight flavoring. She was not an adept, but rather the rankest of amateurs. But with the power she had at her command, she didn't need a great deal of skill to accomplish something like the creation of a revenant golem.


  He stole a glance at the golem as Caryatid gathered her energies and prepared to fight unaided. It was moving slowly, sluggishly, as if it weren't truly motivated to find its target. The spells were in place, but... aha. Caryatid had equated a fearful reputation with being a murderer. Peregryn knew about Warden from reading the files Contact had been provided, and very few actual deaths could be laid at Warden's door. So the Wergild had to subsist on few spirits, and try to draw in those of people who had died at other hands, but died hating Warden. Weaker gruel for such as the golem to sup on.


  Then Caryatid's moment of hesitation was over.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 6:12 AM EST


  "Come on, Hooks...you know what's going on. Your whole ego is tied up in knowing the scoop," Warden rasped. "By hook or by crook you get your information, and I want some of it."


  "You won't get it," the paraganger stammered. His talent was an unerring instinct at digging up information, both from machines and people. He could get people to tell him things they wouldn't tell God. Needless to say, this made him very unpopular in certain circles and very popular in others. Spilling the beans to Warden could make him very unpopular in ALL circles.


  "Awww," Warden mocked. "I haven't even told you what I want to know yet. Who knows, it may be something I'm supposed to find out, so I'll be lured into a trap?"


  "No, man. You can only kill me once," he tried to put up a macho front.


  "True, but I can do other things beyond imagination to you," Warden said, his voice calm and even. He tuned in on Hooks's senses, noticing a slight burning feeling in the man's urinary tract. He must have been careless while "pumping" a source for information. Warden reached out with his power and removed the paraganger's ability to control his bladder.


  "Oh, shit," Hooks hissed as a warm stain spread over his pants. At first he thought his nerves had betrayed him, then his eyes grew wide as he realized what was happening.


  Just then, the burning pain turned into a napalm charge dropped in his lap. He howled like one of the damned, dropping to the ground and trying to shovel Manhattan's dirty snow into his pants.


  And as quickly as it had come, the pain receded.


  "So, Hooks, why is it so quiet tonight? Where did everyone go?"


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 8:48 AM EST


  C.J. slammed against the wall, dropping her flamethrower as the mystic bolt made her senses swim. The flames guttered out as the weapon fell into a patch of slush.


  Caryatid turned to face Peregryn, who was still standing stock still in the middle of an ice patch. "So, now it is just you and just me, mage against mage," she said confidently, her accent thick and arrogant.


  "Not correct," Peregryn said calmly. "It is true that I am a mage, but you are not. You are merely a sorceror's apprentice, with great power but no idea what to do with it." It was risky to goad her like this, he knew, but better than letting her calmly apply her meager skills. Rattled, she might fall for a trap a novice would sidestep.


  Caryatid's eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. "For years my true power, my birthright, was stolen from me. I may not have your experience, 'hero,' but I command forces greater than any you will ever know!"


  "Power is nothing without skill, neophyte," Peregryn calmly taunted.


  "I've skill enough, and power to make up the difference!" Caryatid shouted, angrily hurling her most potent war magicks against Peregryn.


  He merely held up a hand like a knife edge and the blast split in two, coursing to either side of him and devastating the surroundings. "The sword can cleave even a mighty river," was his calm response. Caryatid failed to notice the subtle gestures he made with his other hand.


  "And if the pillars of heaven fall on the sword, it's still crushed," she countered, continuing to blast at the building behind him.


  "The earth accepts its own," was his gentle reply, and the building slowly rocked back and sank into the ground as Peregryn asked the earth spirits to help him. They hungrily agreed to blot out the artificial spike which had been driven into their island. Fortunately, the few squatters normally in residence on that block had been cleared out by Cockatrice's paragangers, the Snow Leopards, to help make the meeting more secure. And he continued his hidden gestures.


  "Fine. Can your elegance protect your friend?" she sneered, launching another attack at C.J.'s prone form.


  The blast passed through C.J.'s image, which then vanished, revealing the real hero to have staggered away under a cloak of illusion. Then it rebounded from the spell Peregryn had been constructing, arcing back towards its caster.


  Caryatid had just enough time to look surprised before her own unfocused blast was focused onto her by the mystic parabola Peregryn had constructed during the duel.


  She slammed against the space between windows and slid to the ground, unmoving and unconscious.


  For her part, Bathory had vanished from the windowsill moments before her erstwhile investment struck the wall next to it.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 8:25 AM EST


  Hooks knew surprisingly little, although it made sense that he wouldn't be able to get much directly from Bathory or Cockatrice. He didn't want to get on their bad side.


  He did know one thing of import. The paragangers *had* revived the Times Square custom, and planned to get roaring drunk in celebration. This was why things were so quiet...they were out in Jersey buying booze or back in their lairs planning the party. It was a party Warden decided he'd crash that night.


  The other information was hazy at best. Some new player had come to town and asked for a meeting with Bathory and Cockatrice on the south side. Hooks didn't know who or why or exactly where and when, but there was sure to be enough stink of Snow Leopards around that if he kept looking he'd find something interesting.


  After several minutes of searching, he sensed something...unnatural... off in the distance. About two miles. Shouldn't take too long to find. Especially since he couldn't help but feel it was looking for him....


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 8:53 AM EST


  "Are you okay?" Peregryn asked C.J., who was shaking off the effects of Caryatid's earlier mystic blast.


  "Okay enough to keep an eye on Carrie here," she said, cleaning the slush out of her flamethrower. "I can hear the cops coming, I'll run interference and hand her over to them for safekeeping. You take care of that rollin' golem."


  Peregryn nodded and called up an air elemental to whisk him along the streets. "Kleinvogel, do you still have the golem in sight?"


  "Affirmative, and he seems to have found something, he's changed directions. Wait...someone's moving across the rooftops!"


  "That would be Warden. I'll be there in a moment," Peregryn promised, and he was good on it, arriving seconds later. The Wergild was picking up speed and awareness, lurching towards its target.


  The Wergild had too much power invested in it for Peregryn to simply shut it off, but it had to have a "loose thread" he could tug at, some bit of sloppy construction that had been papered over with the application of power.


  Ah, there it was. Caryatid had not used true gold in its construction, which made sense, as it would represent millions of dollars' worth. Instead, she had used alchemical gold, and a fairly crude form at that. Mercury for ductility and conductivity, sulphur for color. The old formula, which had killed many a genius who spent too much time playing with mercury vapors.


  Peregryn drifted up to the Wergild. Its rudimentary senses perceived him as a threat, and it started to turn towards him, but then he touched it and it split into two figures, one of sulphur and one of mercury.


  For a moment, both raised their fists as if to smash him.


  Peregryn stood his ground.


  The figures burst apart into powder and fluid, the base elements unable to hold the power Caryatid had infused the Wergild with. A few hungry souls streamed into the night, leaving emptiness in their wake.


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 9:00 AM EST


  Warden listened carefully. Police sirens. There must have been a fight, perhaps between Bathory and the people who wished a meeting with her. It was not unlike her to attack anyone who would not serve her, after all.


  Suddenly, a stench of brimstone assailed his senses, and he had to dampen his own ability to smell, or risk being overcome by nausea. The sense of wrongness faded, however. The sense that something was hunting him.


  He would have to ask Bathory what had happened this morning when he next met her. Perhaps at the New Year's Eve party....


  * * * *


  31 December 2023, 12:00 noon EST


  Vengeance rarely rests easily, and power is not so quickly dispersed as one might think. While its body was destroyed, the Weregild lived on, stronger than its creator or its would-be destroyer would give it credit for. But it would not be able to hold together forever as a wandering emotion, it needed form, substance.


  And it had now found a new form. The body was bronze instead of gold, but that was sufficient. And it was far larger and stronger than the body of alchemical gold. Perhaps the Weregild's power would shatter this statue before too long, but it would last long enough for Warden to be shattered first.


  Then...Atlas shrugged.


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


  Author's Notes (Dave Van Domelen):


  Originally, the Big Crossover was going to center on Warden, as promised in the "next issue box" of Warden #7. ASH and CSV would converge on Manhattan, with Warden caught in the middle. Badger even wrote about 150 lines of Warden Annual #1 before losing his net access (and phone access, apparently).


  Time passed. Tony and I bounced around ideas for the crossover. It changed direction, incorporated the Haven storyline Marc had proposed a couple years ago for STRAFE. I finally looked at the draft of Warden Annual #1 and realized it was almost completely out of continuity by that point. ASH would be too busy with the bombs around the world to chase Warden down. The CSV was going after Haven, not Cockatrice. And Mr. Strings had sent her own team into Manhattan for other purposes. The final scene of the draft could still be used, and with a little modification at the end formed the first scene of the issue you just read. But I didn't want to get too much into Warden himself this issue, because I didn't want to mess with development ideas Badger has for the character. Hence the idea of Warden never actually getting involved with the fight.


  Late addendum: I kept forgetting to post this, and just as I was about to get around to it, Badger returned to the land of the net.connected, yay! There's a couple additions and subtractions he asked to be made, mostly to set up the next issue.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / KIDNAPPED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  RECAP



  What's Happened Since Last Issue


  In Conclave of Super-Villains #3, the Conclave set a trap for ASH member Peregryn and STRAFE agents Jen Kleinvogel and C.J. Brown, who were all apparently killed in an explosion atop Mount Placid, but in reality were set loose by one of the Conclave members to help advance her own agenda. The rest of the Conclave decided to pretend they had the heroes captive anyway.


  In Time Capsules #1, the future archeologists watched a copy of the "ransom tape" sent by the CSV (the same one which was on TV at the end of ASH #12), which outlined their powers and dropped clues as to their intentions.


  Finally, in CSV #4, ASH and STRAFE worked together to decipher a clue left on Mount Placid, while also anticipating the possible true goal of the Conclave...Haven, former domain of the original Conclave of Supervillains in the 1990s, an artificial island in the Mediterranean which sunk beneath the waves in the wake of the events of July 6, 1998. Meanwhile, Peregryn and the STRAFE agents traveled to Manhattan to find the Ankh Killer and walked in on a plot against Warden's life.


  And now, on with our story....


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


  The omnipresent thrum of the helijet's engines faded into the background as Solar Max sealed his helmet and activated the internal communications system.


  "Okay, is everyone connected?" he asked over the channel. After he'd gotten sufficient affirmative responses, he continued, "Grind's already over the Atlantic, heading over to Malta to coordinate with EUROPA, but he left us one of his demolitions experts to help out," JakZak referred to the nine-fingered Greg "Tripwire" Selleck who was riding with Lightfoot, crossing the ocean ahead of the STRAFE leader thanks to Lightfoot's ability to increase the speed of anything he touched. "Netwalker's already in the internet, hacking into as many casino security systems as he can manage so he can help us find the bombs when we get to our destinations. He'll get in touch with us via our headsets, so don't take them off.


  "Perth is first on the list to hit midnight, and we're going to be cutting it awfully fine on that one," JakZak noted. "Frankly, I don't expect to be able to find it in time to disarm it, which is why Scorch and Channel are on a semiorbital shell headed for Australia right now...if the bomb goes off, they can hopefully minimize the damage. Fortunately, most of the targets are in this hemisphere, so we've got a little more time to be delicate. That's all for now."


  * * * *


  "This is a hell of a way to travel," Scorch muttered as he tried to keep his breakfast down during the freefall portion of the trip.


  "Hey, don't knock it. It's proven technology...they used these suborbitals to drop reaction teams and the Capital Patrol down in Kuwait to stop the invasion in the 1990s. Single fastest normaltech means of transportation available without going to alien stuff," Channel countered.


  Scorch shot a somewhat green-tinged expression at his friend. "Says the guy who can practice freefall maneuvers whenever he wants."


  "Come on, if you were serious about practicing free fall, you could just ask JakZak to zap you some null gees. Whoah," George caught himself as the weightlessness came to an abrupt end. "Atmosphere."


  "And about time, too. Computer says we're on target for the parking lot of the biggest casino in Perth, the Upside-Down Jack. Are you sure this is a good place to land a suborbital craft?" Scorch asked a bit dubiously.


  Channel shrugged. "We'll crack the pavement, but that's not a huge concern. STRAFE's United World liaison had enough pull to get them to evacuate the area in case we couldn't find the bomb in time, so if we landed anywhere else we'd have trouble getting into the city against all the traffic. Just be glad that it's summer here, so we don't have to worry about snow blocking traffic out."


  Moments later, the shell landed with a flare of thrusters and a crunch of metal on pavement, forcing the two heroes into their padded seats.


  "We're down," Scorch said into his headset's microphone. "What's the story, morning glory?"


  "I'll have you know I'm a night person," Netwalker sniffed from his end of the channel, which happened to be inside cyberspace. "Looks like the Jack's it. They had their house Anchors slam down as hard as they could before evacuating, and that collapsed some kind of cloaking field. Guys... it's a nuke. Small one, more of a battlefield nuke, a few kay-tee at most, but even a small nuke's going to ruin your whole afterlife."


  "I was afraid of that," Channel said, pulling a radiation detector out of the kit stowed under his seat. "Let's go."


  The hatch hissed open and the two stepped out onto a brightly lit, festively decorated ghost town. It was surprisingly undamaged for a recently-evacuated region, although Channel figured that was probably because they got everyone out of the immediate area before news of the bomb's nature got out.


  "I bet the suburbs are a mess right now," Scorch commented, echoing Channel's thoughts as they stepped into the opulent and empty lobby of the Upside-Down Jack.


  "There...a sign reading 'Bomb this way.' I don't get it. If they found the bomb, why not just disarm it?" Channel asked as they followed the hallway around a corner.


  "That's why," Scorch pointed to a crackling energy field around a steel casing partially concealed in a corner. "Must be an offensive force screen bought from the Pranir to keep anyone from getting at the bomb. And since they knew we were already on the way, they didn't bother to bring in any local hotshots."


  "Or maybe the local 'hotshots' are still on the way," Channel noted.


  "Whatever. Drain that field so we can get at the bomb already."


  "Hmmm. No, I don't think so. If that field's really meant to keep people away from the bomb, the bomb's probably rigged to go off if the field strength drops. Besides, I've been working on my range, I think I can pull this off from outside the field."


  Slowly, Channel reached out his hands and concentrated. His hands weren't really the source of his power, but as with most applications of magene powers, it helped to have a ritual or other focus point to concentrate on. The radiation detector started to roar angrily as the radiation levels shot up.


  "Whoa, hey!" Scorch stepped back a few paces. "What're you doing?"


  "If there's not enough fissile material in the bomb casing, it can't reach critical mass. I'm playing with the energy levels of the nuclei, trying to get them to go off faster than normal. Now shut up, this is hard."


  The counter stopped roaring after a few moments and faded back to an almost background clicking, while the computer readouts on it stopped flashing insistently.


  "It safe now?"


  "Well, sort of. It's a hunk of lead and some conventional explosives, it'll still probably take out the room if it goes off...."


  There was a gout of ultra-intense flame, and then silence. "Problem solved," Scorch smirked at the resolidifying metal goo.


  Then the sprinkler system went off.


  "Gah!"


  * * * *


  25 years ago, it had been known as Nicosia, the capital of Cyprus. Now it was known as New Jerusalem, capital of the Israeli state-in-exile. Not that very many native Cypriots had survived the Causality Wars to complain about the change. Old Jerusalem, prize in wars since the dawn of recorded history, was now a radioactive ruin, and would be uninhabitable for generations. As one wag put it, this would guarantee no heathens would set foot on the Holy of Holies for a while.


  The decision to employ a scorched earth retreat had created bitter division among the Israelis, triggering a new Diaspora as the more religious of the Jews decided they could have no more to do with the seculars who had destroyed the Promised Land. Pockets of the faithful were now scattered across the world again, leaving a few diehard millions to carry on with the new government on Cyprus.


  One of the results of this Diaspora was that the government in exile no longer had to deal with religiously conservative elements, and set about rebuilding Israel in a decidedly pragmatic way. Including doing their best to improve tourism once the world governments stabilized in the years following the turn of the millennium.


  This program of rebuilding could be summed up as follows:


  "Man, these Jews really know how to par-tay!" Peter shouted as his hooves clip-clopped down the street, past open bars and drunken revelers. "They're practically Romans!"


  "Time enough to party later, if there *is* a later," Aaron chided his satyr companion. "Netwalker says he couldn't find any trace of it in the casinoes themselves, so either it's really well-hidden or it's a nuke like in Perth, close enough to the casinos to take them out."


  "Hey, if yer gonna go, go partying I always say...and I do always say, don't I?" Peter smirked, leering at one of the more energetic female revelers.


  "I'd rather not go at all. Now, please concentrate...you should be able to get an idea if there's any major spatial warps nearby, since they'll tug at the magic you live off."


  "Okay, okay...hmmm. This way, I think. Definitely something not right in this direction," Peter trotted off down the street.


  -+Probably a bar,+- Paul's mental voice smirked.


  +-No, we seem to be leaving the casino district if we go this way, heading into the...what's that sign say? Historical district,-+ Aaron replied, boosting his vision to read the distant sign.


  -+Oh no. I think I know where the bomb is...and it's just plain WRONG.+-


  +-Hmm?-+


  -+Back when I was a kid, one of the neighbors was an old Hassidim who'd fled Israel after the war. He was always complaining loud and long to anyone who's stand still for five second about how the 'soulless Likud pigs' were desecrating the few remains of Israel's past by turning them into a tourist attraction.+-


  They caught up to Peter, who was proudly pointing at a section of stone wall behind a plexiglass shield.


  -+Damn, I was afraid of that,+- Paul hissed. -+Western Wall.+- The only remaining piece of Solomon's Temple, it had survived the millennia of conquest and reconquest. The Likud, parliament of Israel, had made the last minute decision that it was better to desecrate it by moving it elsewhere than to desecrate it by nuking it.


  "There's something inside that chunk of stone besides stone. It feels like a gall stone in the natural flow," Peter winced, apparently having had a gall stone once.


  "Well, we definitely can't break it. We'd start a new holy war," Aaron commented.


  "Anchor," Aaron's mouth said with Paul's voice, expressing what neither really wanted to think about.


  "Yeah, I guess we have to," Aaron agreed. "Peter, you keep watch, we have to go fetch an Anchor."


  Because of the circumstances of Paul's mind taking up residence in Aaron's body, neither was too eager to get close to an Anchor, one of those special humans who could reinforce the natural laws. Two souls in one body broke one of those laws, so an Anchor could potentially kick Paul out, killing him.


  Several nervous minutes later, Contact returned with an Anchor who he'd convinced to abandon his post in a casino.


  "Near as I can figure, if you can negate the warp inside the Western Wall, the bomb will snap back to where it came from, or at worst appear in the nearest open space where we can snag it," Aaron explained. "Let me get back a ways, so you don't Anchor me too."


  The Anchor concentrated, and there was a soft sigh in the fabric of reality as it was restored to the proper order.


  "I wonder if those Conclave dorks can defuse their own bombs?" Peter mused.


  * * * *


  If Monaco had been touched at all by the chaos of the end of the millennium...and it *had*...it didn't show in the opulence of the casinos, or the carefully-restored pre-Godmarket architecture. Monaco was where the movers and shakers of the Eurasian Union came to relax, and they did not appreciate being told where to go or what to do, especially by Americans.


  However, once Tripwire pulled out his pet landmine and waved it around (it didn't have any charge in it, but that didn't diminish its value as a debating tool) the casino had cleared quickly enough.


  "So, find anything?" Lightfoot asked for the 54th time, having returned from another sweep of the casino.


  Tripwire nodded and pointed at the bank of slot machines with the stub of his missing finger. "Someone's messed with these babies, and hidden a bomb in one of them. On the plus side, it looks like just a regular plastic explosive bomb...they were going for quality of victims here, not quantity. But while the sniffer tells me it's in the row, it can't pinpoint which machine. There's no sign of physical tampering, and there's too many anchors stationed in this building for Yvan Viau to have warped it in. Way I figure it, that leaves one option, a really clever one."


  "Which is?"


  "Explosive coins. There's no anchors in the vault, so Viau could have warped a stash of bomblets into the coin supplies, where they'd be put into the machines. Then they'd all explode at midnight. Which is, I might add, coming up pretty soon."


  "So let's open these babies up and fish out the bombs," Lightfoot said, moving towards the machines.


  "Nope. Tamper-resistant, and I'm not a lockpicker. And somehow, I doubt the owners will be in the mood to give us the keys after the way I cleared this place out."


  "Fine. We get them out the hard way." Lightfoot picked up a bucket of coins left behind by one of the more easily-panicked patrons. Moving faster than the eye could see, he started feeding coins into the machines, speeding them up so that the results clicked into place in the blink of an eye. Again and again. Small payouts started coming up, and he fed those coins back in.


  Jackpot!


  Then another, and another, until all the machines in the row had been induced to spill their loads of coins onto the floor.


  "Stand back," Lightfoot warned, and Tripwire backed away from the window as the speedster started throwing handfuls of coins out over the rough winter-night Mediterranean. His arm was moving at nearly the speed of sound as he hurled the coins, and they rapidly tumbled out of sight.


  As the last of the coins went out the window, Tripwire's watch chimed midnight. A ripple of explosions lit up the sky, as well as one single CRUMP from inside the building as the coins still in the vault detonated.


  "I really hope they don't put a guard inside the safe," Lightfoot gasped as he sank exhausted into a nearby chair.


  * * * *


  "You know, this isn't how I pictured my first trip to Rio de Janeiro," Mike "Boomer" Hodgson smirked.


  "What, you think the possibility of nuclear devastation isn't an everyday occurence in Rio?" Gawain replied with a straight face. "It's a rough town these days. A real Hong Kong of the West."


  Boomer cocked his head. "Like in the old action movies?"


  Sal chuckled. He didn't know why, but his mood was quite light considering the stakes. "More like the Hong Kong of the late 1800s. Foreign powers run everything, the local government is a sham, and the main reason the city has for existing now is as a gateway to exploitation of the disorganized interior. I guess if you wanted to extend the metaphor, Belem at the mouth of the Amazon is like a modern Shanghai."


  The jet dropped below the hazy summer evening clouds and the lights of Rio came into view. A true city of light at any time, Rio was even brighter and gaudier when there was partying to be done.


  "Nate, any luck?" Boomer asked into his headset, wishing the interface devices he'd built had enough range to let him jump into cyberspace himself from the jet.


  "Uphill battle on a mountain of jello," Nat snorted, his voice having that slight synthesized edge which told Boomer his friend was still inside the net. "All the casinos are corp-owned, and they're all convinced their internal security can find the bomb and deal with it quietly, if there's a bomb in the first place, which some of them don't believe. There's one exception, the Sugarloaf. They're willing to let you come in and help out...and here's an interesting note: their security head is an Anchor. In fact, looks like they have more Anchors than the rest of the casinos in Rio combined. Guess they're taking the possible Ankh Killer connection seriously."


  "Well, they do seem the most likely target if the Conclave's really gunning for Anchors. We'll catch a cab to the Sugarloaf once we disembark, should get there inside the hour."


  Thanks to finding the single craziest cab driver in Rio, they were inside the Sugarloaf half an hour later.


  "Hello, Mr. Napier," the security chief greeted Gawain, then nodded to Boomer. "We've found a suspicious object in the basement which could very well be a bomb, and have started the evacuation of the building. The owners might have my head if this turns out to be a hoax, but I'd rather that than fail to protect the casino."


  The chief led the two heroes into the basement, where a large metal cube had been unearthed from behind crates of hotel supplies.


  "The cube is seamless, and apparently solid. We tried exerting the Anchor Effect over it, but there was no result, so whatever spacewarping tricks may have been used to assemble it left it a normal object," the chief said, gesturing at the massive bulk.


  "Nuke," Boomer sighed. "It hadda be a nuke."


  "He's right," Gawain said. "No seams means they don't expect the bomb to have any trouble blasting out through the...oh, meter-thick walls of the cube," he estimated. "Nuke, maybe a quantum mine bought from the Pranir. Reports from the others so far indicate an odd mishmash of devices."


  The chief nodded. "I'll complete the evacuation of the building, in case you can only reduce it to a conventional explosion. Obviously, if it goes off fully, it won't matter if we evacuate the area or not. Better to avoid a panic on the few reliable land routes out. I'll leave now, so your powers won't be dulled."


  Gawain nodded and watched silently as the man left. His good mood had evaporated. "So, can you cut it?"


  Boomer rapped on the cube. "Maybe. It'd take a couple hours, and we don't know what's inside...I might cut too deep and set it off. Especially if it's something really nasty like an antimatter bomb."


  "Fine, we do it the hard way. Cut a channel thirty or forty centimeters deep all the way around, and wide enough for me to get my fingers into the cut."


  Boomer nodded and assembled some of the components in his backpack into a thermal cutter. An hour later, he leaned back and wiped the heavy sweat from his forehead. "Okay, done."


  "Stand back," Gawain warned as he stepped up to the cube. The cut was horizontal, running around the "equator" of the cube at chest height. Gawain got a firm grasp and his mighty muscles strained, the sinews standing out even through his lightly armored costume.


  For several long moments, there was no change.


  Then, with a terrible screaming of torn metal, the box started to come apart like it was wax. Gawain lessened his effort and carefully finished the job, peeling the top half of the box back and away from the bomb.


  Boomer peered into the box and consulted a hand-held device which was made from a portable video game, some bits of wire and an electric eye of some sort. "Oooooh, nasty. Plasma accelerator device of some kind. It would have used oscillating magnetic fields to flash-zap the steel into superheated plasma, which would have expanded to fill the casino and set it on fire before cooling back to 'merely' vaporized metal. Every surface would have been coated with vapor-deposited iron. Hideous way to die. It's off now," he added, flipping a switch.


  * * * *


  Oddly, it had seemed at first that Cuba would weather the turn of the millennium relatively unscathed. Castro had remained true to his principles and not succumbed to the temptation of the Godmarket, instead countering it by further liberalizing his position on the Catholic Church. A significant fraction of the population did pledge themselves to various pagan gods, but not enough that their loss seriously destabilized the nation...in fact, the reduction in population temporarily eased food production difficulties.


  However, eventually the collapse of the rest of the hemisphere touched Cuba, and the deep poverty of the island nation became almost unbearable. Finally, Castro's iron will was no longer enough to hold back the hands of time, and he died in his sleep.


  The next few years saw numerous uprisings and rebellions, not for any particular ideal, but because starving people with no strong leadership are prone to rebel. The North American Combine moved in to help out in 2007, but it was only a token effort, and the more rapidly strengthening multinationals became the true powers in Cuba.


  Tabitha "Tawny" Adams looked up from her electronic notebook as she felt the helijet shift from level flight to rotors. Looking out over the lights of Havana, she could see that the influence of the corps had only faded slightly in the decade since Cuba had officially joined the Combine. Fortunately, it wasn't as bad as Rio, and there was a central authority to appeal to in this case. Unfortunately, the corps still jealously guarded their perogatives, and Nate was still pushing his way through red tape.


  "They agree to evac yet?" Essay asked into her headset.


  "Nope. Won't even let you guys in the front door. Someone's being deliberately stupid here," Nate replied. "Even with the reports of the other bombs coming in."


  "Can you 'lurk' us both?" Essay asked Tawny. "I can take care of the security cameras," she held up a small metal tube filled with odds and ends, "but we still need to get past los fornidos...the bouncers."


  Tawny nodded hesitantly. "I think so. I've been practicing extending my psychic invisibility over several people, but I'm not used to such big crowds."


  "It'll have to do."


  The helijet landed atop City Hall, a modern construction designed more for speed of building than aesthetics.


  "Any recommendations where we start?" Essay asked.


  "Try La Corazon Negra," Nate replied from inside cyberspace. "I haven't been able to get into any of its systems, but there's signs that someone else recently broke in, probably to blind security to the bomb."


  Requisitioning a government car, the pair was soon outside a glittering casino fronted by a giant Queen of Hearts. The hearts were colored black, however, not the usual red.


  "Start lurking," Essay whispered.


  What happened next was quite strange from Essay's point of view. She was used to the press of crowds, how people tended to only give you a moment's thought while stepping past you...but there was still that moment. A flash of eye contact, a muttered apology for stepping on your toes, that sort of thing.


  But now it was like people were avoiding them on autopilot. They remained aware enough of Essay and Tawny to not bump into them, but otherwise didn't even marginally react to their presence.


  Tawny looked like she was straining to carry a heavy weight as they walked. "It's...just a little push for each person...but so many people," she explained.


  Essay nodded and checked the sensors she'd built during the flight. No radiation, which was good. But also no clear signals of anything else. Any electronics a bomb would use were masked by all the signals in the casino. They'd found the Perth bomb only by turning everything off and looking for the remaining electronic noise...she didn't have that option here. Not unless someone pulled off a diplomatic miracle in the next half hour.


  After a few minutes of searching, Essay helped Tawny to a bench next to an elaborate fountain. "Sit down a minute, I need to think about this."


  Something had to be out of place, Essay thought. You can't fully integrate a bomb into a complex system like a casino without kicking a few things out of joint, even using spacewarps and stuff.


  She defocused her vision, taking in as much as she could at once, and let her intuition take over. Part of her power to create fantastic devices out of whatever was available was a sense of "rightness" in electronic or mechanical systems. Usually this just kept her from building something that would explode when she pulled the trigger, but now she hoped it would help in a different way....


  She turned around. The fountain was spraying fine mist out of some its nozzles, to help give the room they were in a more tropical feel. But there was something about the mist that wasn't quite right. Her intuition tingled at the back of her neck, telling her that she was on the right track.


  Essay jumped into the fountain and moved towards one of the misting nozzles. People started to look at her...she was calling too much attention to herself for Tawny's power to protect her from everyone. She had only a few minutes to play this hunch before someone alerted security and she was bounced.


  She held up a hand to one of the nozzles, then tasted the water.


  She spat, wiping her mouth in disgust. Some kind of hydrocarbon fuel. Then it sunk in...someone had turned this fountain into the first stage of a fuel-air bomb, and she had no idea how long it had been spewing volatile chemicals into the air. This one might go up before midnight, if someone struck a match!


  "Tawny, drop the screen!" Essay shouted, drawing more looks even while the invisibility was still up. "I need you to get everyone out of here without panicking!"


  Tawny nodded, looking like she's finally stopped clenching a muscle, then gathered in her breath for another effort.


  "Hey, what are you doing in there?" asked a security guard.


  "This fountain's been turned into a bomb bigger than anything that isn't radioactive!" Essay shouted to him. People heard the word "bomb" and started to mill around nervously.


  ++CALM. LEAVE,++ Tawny broadcasted. The more suggestible patrons started to head for the exits nonchalantly.


  "If you don't want your casino to go up in a burst of flames, tell your bosses to turn the ventilation on high and extinguish any fires in the building, someone's got this fountain spewing fuel oil mist," Essay said, climbing out of the fountain and setting to work on another device. Apparently someone had been listening in on the other end of the guard's earpiece, because the fountain abruptly shut off and the whir of fans could be heard. People continued to walk out, some more nervous than others, but so far no full blown panic.


  Essay started stringing wire studded with transistors around the rim of the fountain. When she completed the circle, she attached the wire to a power supply in her backpack.


  "Everyone else get out. If this doesn't work, it'll get awfully hot in here!" Essay shouted. The security guard looked at her indignantly, but apparently got the same instructions over his earpiece, because he stalked out. "You too, Tawny. You've got no physical defenses, no point getting fregado if I botch."


  The young telepath started to object, then nodded and ran out as quickly as she could.


  Essay pulled a small round object from her beltpouch and snapped it in two, forming two hemispheres connected by a short wire. She pressed a button and tossed this at the fountain, where it stuck magnetically. Then she turned on the power supply she carried, and a humming noise could be heard as a mirrored forcefield formed over the fountain.


  There was a faint CRUMP as the charge detonated, followed by an even larger explosion as the main bomb went off. The base of the fountain shattered, sending concrete and water skidding in all directions and knocking Essay off her feet. But the flames of the explosion were contained long enough, and when the forcefield flickered out there was nothing but a charred mass of twisted and wet metal.


  "Mierde," Essay mumbled as she got back to her feet.


  * * * *


  "This is not good," Meteor said.


  "Indeed," agreed the dark-skinned, muscle-bound young man next to her, Alaric Muhammad "AJ" Jackson. The student eyed their robotic opponent warily. Getting into the right casino had been a simple matter, given the strength of the Combine in Montreal. Finding the bomb was also simple. However, the bomb turned out to be housed in a rather strong robot warrior which had so far proved impervious to Meteor's attempts to harm it. And while it had not been fast enough to touch her, it was obvious to AJ that for all his supernatural speed, he was not fast enough to be sure of evading the robot's grasp if he closed with it. Fortunately, it had not yet demonstrated any ranged weaponry, being apparently designed to merely keep anyone from defusing it.


  "I will have to destroy it," AJ finally announced. The robot swiveled slightly to face him. "Or at least disable it to the point where you can carry it to a safe distance or open it up."


  "Are you sure...?" Meteor asked.


  "That I can do it? Nothing is sure, but everything that will happen is inevitable. If I will defeat it, I *can* defeat it."


  Meteor shook her head slightly. "Maybe you should take the codename Zen if we get out of this alive."


  AJ grinned slightly. "I had...considered it."


  He leapt towards the robot, but deliberately landed just outside its reach, then ducked quickly as it lunged for him. He noticed it protected its torso more carefully than anything else, so he decided not to attack that. A swift and powerful kick shattered the robot's right knee joint. That it also cracked one of his own metatarsals did not concern AJ at the moment. He leapt up on his unhurt leg and slammed the heel of his injured foot into the robot's left hip, shattering it as well but suffering a swipe of the robot's massive fist as a result.


  AJ bounced against the far wall, his vision turning red for a moment.


  The robot teetered for a moment and then fell to the marble floor with a resounding crash.


  AJ vaulted up on his hands and flipped onto the robot's back, firmly grabbing both shoulders and heaving with all his might. He did not pull the arms off entirely, but he could hear the gears and connectors grind impotently when he let go. The robot could no longer reach in front of itself to lift its bulk off the floor.


  Meteor ran in and lifted him off the robot, placing him on one of the couches with his twice-broken foot off the floor. Then, faster than the eye could follow, she pried open a plate on his back and removed several small wires. "Defused."


  Knowing the task was completed, AJ gratefully sank into the dark warmth of unconsciousness.


  * * * *


  When the threat to Anchors working in the casino industry became apparent, the security heads of all of Las Vegas's houses met at the Desert Poseidon to evaluate the danger to their lives and livelihoods. Eventually they had agreed to shut down the casinos and evacuate the immediate area until any bombs could be found and removed.


  This made Solar Max's job easier.


  However, when a late arrival tried to enter the Desert Poseidon, his passive Anchor Effect had crossed some kind of spacewarp trap, and he'd been terribly surprised to find a small demolitions charge materializing in front of him. Surprised for the fraction of a second it took the charge to detonate, that is. He died instantly, and the elegant facade of the casino had been moderately damaged.


  This made Solar Max's job harder.


  When his helijet landed in Las Vegas, he was able to vaguely sense a tracery of small spacewarps all throughout the city. Harmless to normal people or even supernormals, but they would collapse the instant an Anchor crossed them, dropping a nasty surprise in the Anchor's lap. Apparently Labyrinthe had waited for most of the major Anchors in town to retire to the Desert Poseidon before setting this particular trap. He couldn't weave his warps too close to the Anchors, but he could trap them in a seige of twisted spacetime. JakZak paused for a moment to consider the amount of control Viau must have to pull this off.


  The next seven hours had been a dangerous tedium for Solar Max, gingerly locating the threads and plucking them, dropping the payloads into the upper atmosphere where they wouldn't hurt anyone. There were over a hundred small explosive devices, but if an Anchor had casually strolled down the street he would have died before going five steps, and a dozen buildings would have been damaged in the bargain. No new threads popped up, which suggested Viau was tapped out for the time being, something Solar Max was grateful for.


  Fortunately, while they were trapped in the Poseidon, the Anchors did have a secure bunker they could retreat to, so they'd be shielded from a few mistakes on JakZak's part. Still, it must have been tense down there...more adrenalin in the blood than water.


  Nate kept Solar Max up to date on the progress of the other teams. Now he was the only one with bombs left to deal with, the rest had all succeeded, although with varying degrees of collateral damage.


  There. The last thread pulled, the last nasty little "bell" rung.


  "All clear, sirs. You can come out of the bunker," JakZak announced over his helmet radio.


  No response.


  "Sirs? Hello?"


  Still nothing.


  "Damn!" he hissed, then toggled over to the emergency frequency. "This is Solar Max, I need a trauma team at the Desert Poseidon yesterday! I'll meet you there!"


  Going full bore, he flew into the hotel and down the twisting corridors leading to the bunker. As he got closer, he switched over to the flight systems in his armor, its alien technology not affected by the Anchor Effect.


  The vault door was ajar, and an arm sticking out through it, as if someone had been trying to get out but failed at the last instant.


  "Atmosphere compromised, switching to internal reserves," intoned the computer voice of his armor's AI.


  "Analysis?"


  "Nerve toxin, unknown type, sensors incapable of further analysis," the AI replied.


  "Cancel that trauma team," JakZak sighed into the general comm frequency. "Make it hazmat. Someone nervegassed the bunker underneath the Desert Poseidon. And cordon off the area in case some is leaking out."


  JakZak didn't touch the door...it'd be best to leave everything the way he found it, for the investigators. Besides...he didn't really want to look into that room. He'd find out soon enough how many people he'd let die while he was distracted by a false clue.


  Happy goddamn New Year.


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


  TO BE CONTINUED in DEEP ARMAGEDDON part 3, to be announced (most likely STRAFE or Warden)!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The idea of the bomb threat was to keep the most powerful forces available to the "good guys," ASH, tied up while the Conclave looted Haven, since the combined forces of ASH, STRAFE and EUROPA would probably turn the CSV into a fine paste. As a side benefit, it would hopefully kill off a great many members of the old Conclave, who readers of CSV #1/2 would know had their main HQ in the Desert Poseidon.


  In addition, I figured this would be a good chance to describe some more of the world I'd built, or to build pieces I'd been meaning to get around to (like New Jerusalem). Just a taste, sure, but it's something to go on.
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  RECAP



  What's Happened Since Last Issue


  in the DEEP ARMAGEDDON crossover


  Several months have passed since the events of STRAFE #4, during which STRAFE assisted in the damage-control efforts following the breach in the Barrier in July [ASH #7]. Any significant events in the life of the STRAFE team members will be revealed in later issues of STRAFE or other titles, for now we jump into the DEEP ARMAGEDDON plotline.


  In Conclave of Super-Villains #3, the Conclave set a trap for ASH member Peregryn and STRAFE agents Jen Kleinvogel and C.J. Brown, who were all apparently killed in an explosion atop Mount Placid, but in reality were set loose by one of the Conclave members to help advance her own agenda. The rest of the Conclave decided to pretend they had the heroes captive anyway. Thus, most of the world thinks they're captives, most of the CSV thinks they're dead.


  In Time Capsules #1, the future archeologists watched a copy of the "ransom tape" sent by the CSV (the same one which was on TV at the end of ASH #12), which outlined their powers and dropped clues as to their intentions.


  Finally, in CSV #4, ASH and STRAFE worked together to decipher a clue left on Mount Placid, while also anticipating the possible true goal of the Conclave...Haven, former domain of the original Conclave of Supervillains in the 1990s, an artificial island in the Mediterranean which sunk beneath the waves in the wake of the events of July 6, 1998. Meanwhile, Peregryn and the STRAFE agents traveled to Manhattan to find the Ankh Killer and walked in on a plot against Warden's life.


  On December 30 and 31, during the main action of Warden #8, the events of ASH #13 take place, with the members of the Academy of Super-Heroes chasing around the world to defuse bombs hidden in major casinos. During Warden #8, the "captured" STRAFE agents and Peregryn stopped a plot on Warden's life and helped upset the balance of power among the leaders of the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  And now, on with our story....


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


  [December 31, 2023. EUN ship _Francois Mitterand_, somewhere in the Mediterranean. LOCATION CLASSIFIED PER DIRECTIVE OF THE EURASIAN UNION.]


  Despite the best naval technology that 2023...soon 2024...had to offer, the _Francois Mitterand_ rocked wildly in the barrage of waves and winds generated by "Hurricane Newt." The hurricane had sprung out of clear skies as the _Mitterand_ raced to the location of Haven, the undersea city that had been home to many of the late 20th century's paranormal villains; it was surely no coincidence that satellite photos showed Skyhaven, the floating headquarters of the 21st century's Conclave of Super-Villains, hovering in the hurricane's eye.


  In a conference room deep in the hull of the ship, Dan "Grind" Tracey stood firmly behind a podium as if the ship weren't rocking at all. He faced two of his fellow agents, Tony Drake and Jason Teller, plus Dr. Ellen Cortes, who had come along with a few of her Tesla Branch technicians and some diving equipment. But they were the only members of STRAFE, the North American Combine's super-espionage agency, present on the Eurasian ship. Everyone else was attached to EUROPA, the Eurasian Union Ruling Order Paranormal Authority. Their field leader, the Russian illusionist Rasputin, stood at the podium beside Dan, though every few seconds he had to grasp it to keep from stumbling.


  Both teams had just finished watching the CSV's ransom video and the rebus puzzle the villains had sent to STRAFE. The video screen slid up into the wall and Rasputin addressed the assembly. "The mastermind behind these games seeks to match wits with you." His voice had none of the malice or paranoia present during the teams' last meeting in Singapore. The thought of the CSV looting Haven had scared everyone into cooperation. "While he respects your intelligence by providing you with authentic clues, I suspect Rebus is also anxious to prove he can out-think you in this chess game."


  "Actually," Dan interjected, "I'm not certain it's a chess game. The way Triton's video foregrounded everyone's appearances, and their powers...I suspect they're playing an old children's game called Stratego."


  "I know the game," Rasputin said, a little too quick to demonstrate his competence. "A layer of illusion is placed on the gamepieces, with their true strengths hidden. Rebus perhaps hopes to catch us off-guard by switching their armors? Having them impersonate each other? The question is...do we play his game?"


  "And has he expected us to catch on to his first layer of deception," Dan added, "and accordingly prepared for us with a deeper con game? Do we anticipate that he knows that we know? A classic dilemma of second-guessing that we'd do well to avoid." But despite the gravity of the situation, a part of Dan was thrilled to be matching wits with such a worthy adversary. It was a part he immediately supressed.


  "So...we aren't playing his game?" said Teller, cleaning his guns in the front row.


  Dan smiled. "We play it one better. But we let them think we're playing the shallowest game, the zero-game, where we react to them as they represent themselves."


  Rasputin looked skeptical. "The man who wrote this puzzle, this Rebus...he is not that naive. He won't think we're that stupid."


  "No," Dan said, "but his underlings might. Radner will be secretly *hoping* we're that stupid." Triton had been playing these games with Dan since they were both students at the Academy. "So we pretend to react to whatever armor we see. But, in reality, we're playing the same game... impersonating each other...and ferreting out their true identities." Dan coughed slightly. "Unfortunately, STRAFE is awfully shorthanded with the... apparent loss of Jennifer and C.J. We'll be counting on EUROPA to run the deception."


  Rasputin nodded curtly and surveyed his team: the Frenchwoman Arc, the Swedish Ymir, and the Dioscuri, the psychic twins Castor and Pollux. "I can generate illusions around us, much more versatile than merely swapping armor. The Dioscuri will telepathically scan and identify the enemy, divulging their true gamepieces."


  "Let's not focus too much on the game," a voice with a thick Australian accent cut in. The speaker stepped forward from the back of the room, where he'd been smoking one of his Silk Cut cigarrettes. Bill Cook, the United World government spook, didn't care about any of the CSV. "Just make sure that you take whatever weapons they salvage, and bring 'em back to us for safe keeping."


  "And for the UW to study?" Teller grumbled.


  "Haven's a valuable resource to the entire world. Who better to safeguard it?"


  "You want the short list, or the one that goes all the way down to single-celled organisms?"


  A laptop beemed in alarm; Ellen Cortes flipped it open. "Bad news," the scientist said. "Our weather satellite just passed over the eye and got a visual. There's been a sudden heat spike underwater. The CSV has already breached Haven."


  * * * *


  [CSV headquarters, airship Skyhaven. LOCATION CLASSIFIED.]


  "Um...help?" said Conflicto in a small voice as he realized what had just popped into the storage bay. "LABBY! You know, I don't mean to nag, but...well, in the first place, I thought you stashed *that* in the Wailing Wall. In the second place...well, if *that* is *here* I would like to *be* in a second place, please. Thank you."


  Labyrinthe delivered the last of the mines to Las Vegas, and slowly awakened from his trance. He glanced at the thing Conflicto was pointing to. "The Cyprus bomb. And it will go off an hour earlier, too, thanks to the time zone difference." He stood up with some difficulty. "Tabernac! I am needing more rest, and food. It will have to wait."


  "Wait? Wait? HEL-LO! If that thing goes off...."


  "I can do a little about it." Labyrinthe looked at it. "A tesseract should contain its effects until I purge it safely. Like what I did with the mines in Las Vegas."


  "What does that mean?"


  "It means don't let Rebus get too close to the refrigerator until I deal with it," said Labyrinthe. A sandwich appeared in his hands; the bomb vanished.


  It took Conflicto a few moments to process what Labyrinthe did with the bomb. He slowly backed out of the kitchen. "Oh. OH. The ultimate diet tool. Wish my powers were that powerful!"


  "Your powers are not weak," said Labyrinthe, leading Conflicto to the bridge. "It's all about imagination. For example, your powers probably could be extended to viscosity control."


  "You mean like liquids? Hey, I never thought of that. Subzero!"


  On the bridge, they found Sultry, holding the infant child of their teammate Lana Smith, a.k.a. Burnout. Sultry monitored the global news networks' broadcasts on her greatest creation yet and beamed with pride: *her* child, her personal hurricane in the midst of the Mediterranean. She gestured to the weather maps on-screen. "Like what you see?"


  "Boy, DO I," answered Conflicto. "Hey, are you gonna do any nursing?"


  "Don't think with your hormones, Flic," she said to Conflicto. "You see, a weather pattern is exactly that: a pattern to be admired and remembered. I do not simply make weather. I create art, much like a seasoned arsonist seeks the perfect conflagration. They will not soon forget my masterpiece."


  "The French press call it 'L'Ouragan Triton', just as *he* expected," said Labyrinthe, listening to the Eurasian news broadcasts available simultaneously in French and English. "Of course, he did not know it translates as 'Hurricane Newt'. English...it is such a language without romance."


  "NEWT? Like a lizard thing?" asked Conflicto with a grin.


  "Go on," said Sultry in disbelief. She checked on BBC to confirm what Labyrinthe said. "My word. What a foul name for my rose."


  Triton's voice crackled over the radio. "Labyrinthe, Conflicto, report below. Time to loot the find of the century!"


  "Oooh!" said Conflicto, bouncing up and down. "Let me be the first to tell him, PLEEZE PLEEZE PLEEZE?"


  * * * *


  Rain poured against the small round porthole; they were up on deck now, and the boat was pitching even more wildly. Ellen Cortes and the Tesla technicians were adjusting everyone's form-fitting blue diving suits, preparing them for the descent, lecturing them on how the multiple layers of microfabric could instantly alter buoyancy, adjust for pressure, and counter the bends.


  Jason Teller barely paid attention; he was busily disassembling and reassembling his CO2 guns, learning the intricacies of weapons designed for underwater combat. There were only two other people he paid notice to. "So, Arc," he said, "looks like you got assigned to the right squad."


  "Why, is your friend a scintillating conversationalist?" She jerked a thumb at Tony Drake, who stared morosely out the porthole.


  "Hey, give him a break. Our teammates are still missing. Maybe prisoners, maybe dead...."


  Arc smiled softly behind her helmet's faceplate. "I might have known the STRAFErs would be useless without their women."


  "Good thing we got you to fill in, then." He raised an eyebrow.


  "You couldn't handle me, Teller. I'm much funnier, for one thing."


  "Yeah, well...looks aren't everything." He realized what he'd said, and chuckled weakly. Arc shrugged and walked away. Teller returned to his weapons, mumbling, "'Looks aren't everything'? What the hell kind of second- grade girls-are-icky crap was I thinking...?"


  At the other end of the bulkhead, Dr. Cortes snapped Dan's helmet into place. Dan noted, "You're making a habit of this, doctor. Outfitting me personally."


  She focused intently on his suit's clasps and seals, not meeting his eyes. "Everyone needs help sometimes, Mr. Tracey."


  "Jennifer and C.J. need help right now. We're doing just fine." He looked over to Rasputin. "Are we clear on everything?"


  "Mostly," said the Russian, "but who am I disguising you as?"


  "Just in case Rebus figures out *our* game, I want to save one little surprise for him." He and Rasputin both smiled. Then the technicians cleared out and the hatch opened, spraying the eight paranormal agents in rain and seawater. They each grabbed a conical, handheld underwater sled and ran out onto the slick deck. A sudden heave of the ship helped them along; they all jumped over the railing and into the dark green waters.


  * * * *


  Even under the surface, the waters were not calm. The STRAFE and EUROPA agents used their sleds to buck the currents and press downwards, closing in on the CSV divers and the alleged location of Haven. At first they used the lamps at the front of the sleds and the rings of lights around their faceplates to provide illumination; when they spotted lights below, they cut off their own lights and fanned out in a wide circle, waiting for the CSV to ascend to them.


  They heard the motor first...noise carried very clearly through the water, even against the dull background moans of the storm above. Then they felt the bubbles rising past them. Then they saw the large shadow rising beneath them, and the outlines of some huge marine creature: a giant crab, as large as a small truck.


  A few of the agents wondered if they were about to battle some undersea leviathan, until the shape was finally illuminated by its own lights: the crab was mechanical, a motorized rig rising from the sea beneath them, loaded down with weapons and equipment scavenged from Haven's vaults. The most dangerous inventions of the greatest crackpots and conquerors of the last century. Dan thought he could make out a suit of armor sitting on top of the pyramid of treasure: the armor belonging to the original Strafe. That, he thought, just *has* to be Radner's touch.


  Rasputin whispered "Go" into his communicator, the signal for the Dioscuri to begin scanning the enemy. But suddenly more lights activated around the edge of the crab, aimed straight upwards. The agents were caught and blinded by the beams, in the split-second before their faceplates polarized and screened out the excess light. As their vision cleared, six men and women in the black and gold armor of the CSV swam out from under the crab. For an instant, Rasputin's illusions flickered and the agents resumed their true appearances. "I lost it for a second there!" Rasputin shouted.


  "An anchor." For one instant, Dan's finely-honed mind had come grinding to a halt. "They have an anchor."


  Three of the CSVers broke off from the fight and dove back down, presumably to loot more from Haven. Their armors marked them as Sultry, Rebus, and Conflicto, but that was highly doubtful; Sultry's weather powers made her much more useful above the surface, and Rebus probably wouldn't abandon his team so easily. Dan nodded, and Teller's squad broke off to pursue them. Then the rest of the Conclave attacked.


  Rebus, ensconced in Labyrinthe's armor, stroked through the water towards the duo pretending to be Ymir and Jason Teller...the latter even had Teller's trademark arrow-and-bullseye icon stencilled on his diving suit. Rebus supposed Rasputin was nothing if not thorough.


  "Teller" fired a harpoon; Rebus barely had to swerve to avoid the unsteady shot. He clamped a hand around the spy's neck and unleashed his anchor effect, neutralizing the agent's paranormal ability. He and "Ymir" both flailed in panic, shooting sprays of bubbles to the surface. That was because they were really Castor and Pollux, according to Triton's sensors, and had just lost the psychic link that had probably bonded them since birth. Castor swam over to aid his brother, which was a fatal mistake; he got caught in Rebus's anchor effect too. Rebus jerked the faceplates off both of them and left them to drown, relishing the sound of their final breaths gurgling through the water.


  Then another harpoon lanced into him, skewering his thigh. He spun around and saw an agent wearing Dan Tracey's gearwheel symbol on his chest. Rebus smiled. This one, he didn't even need Triton's sensor report for. Tracey was playing the game of substitution, but Rebus knew he was playing, so the only way to outplay him would be not to play at all.... Rebus drew his knife and swam towards Dan Tracey.


  Triton's voice cut in over the CSV radio channel. "Grind is *mine*," he hissed. "I have to beat him!"


  Rebus giggled. "Oculus MK sick sing minus ess, the shrimp bisque are grown boy...."


  Triton actually paused to figure it out, giving Rebus the time he needed to tackle Tracey first. While Tracey fought to keep Rebus's knife away from his air-hose, Triton smacked himself in the forehead and said it out loud:


  "Eye-m k-ill-ing the soup-r-man."


  * * * *


  Even with their sleds, Teller, Tony, and Arc couldn't keep pace with the three diving Conclave villains. The water became incredibly thick, almost viscous, slowing their descent; by contrast the CSVers squirted through the waters like seeds shot out of a grape. Well, Teller thought, like seeds out of *three* grapes...he was no good at this metaphor stuff. Really, he'd been off his game ever since Arc started sparring with him....


  "Conflicto must be doing this," Tony radioed. "He's probably one of the people we're chasing...and not the one in Conflicto armor, I guess."


  "'Conflicto.'" Arc chuckled. "What is it with Americans and garish names?"


  "Well, we can't all have those erudite EUROPA names," Teller drawled. "I mean, *we'd* name *our* paranormals after the towns our national heroes came from, Arc, only 'Yorba Linda' just doesn't roll off the tongue."


  They descended in silence for a moment.


  "You do realize," Arc said, "there is no possible way I could get that joke."


  "It *was* pretty clever," Tony offered.


  Teller was about to fire back a response when...thankfully...the sonar screens on everyone's sleds started pinging like crazy. They were about to come across something big.


  It rose slowly, revealing bits and pieces of itself in their spotlights. A cylindrical tower, ringed with circular flanges. The huge curve of a dome beneath it. The boxlike body of a robot sentry, long dead, tethered to its post. A turret supporting the famed fusion cannon with which Doctor Apostate had tried to blackmail humanity in the final days of the Godmarket. All now covered in barnacles and zebra mussels.


  Haven.


  There was a neat rectangular border in some of the sea life...obviously cut by Triton's power trident...surrounding an airlock door. Someone, most likely Triton or Rebus, had already disabled the security programs for them. Tony tried to pull the circular handle, but it wouldn't budge. "Conflicto again," he said. "The friction is impossible."


  "Let me try." Arc swam in a tight circle, building up kinetic energy. She then grabbed the handle and released that energy as a burst of super- strength. The handle spun madly and the door flew open. The agents clamped their sleds to the outer wall with magnets and swam inside.


  They stood inside an airlock painted with the official Haven logo: a futuristic skyline, bristling with advanced armaments, perched upon or possibly ruling the globe. It was a little baroque. As the water drained out of the resealed compartment, Teller said, "We're facing Conflicto and maybe Triton, Burnout, Labyrinthe, or Peryton, just by process of elimination. They'll know who we are." They had long since dived out of range of Rasputin's illusions. Teller slung his CO2 guns over his shoulder and drew his standard pistols. "Be ready for anything."


  The door in front of them hissed open and they sidled through it, scanning the area for enemies. None of them finished their checks; they were all astonished by what they saw.


  The CSV had activated auxiliary lighting...or it had never been shut off...giving the base the impression of a small city at night. The airlock led onto a catwalk about halfway up the inside curve of the dome, affording an amazing view. The flanged central tower continued down inside the dome, but it was no longer coated in barnacles. Instead, red and yellow lights winked on and off along its rings, while small panes of light showed rooms or apartments within. Radiating out from the tower, aligned in a rational circular plan, other buildings arose, culminating in sliding walkways, Art Deco ziggurats, or metal spheres clearly meant to crackle with energy. A few maintenance robots, dumbly executing twenty-five-year-old orders, hovered from tower to tower. Despite the relatively small size of Haven, it did a good job of conveying the impression of size and power.


  "Wow," Tony said, "so even villains can dream."


  "Especially THESE villains!" Space unfolded, disgorging three CSVers, who immediately attacked.


  * * * *


  At the sight of the Dioscuri drowning, Ymir immediately swam towards them. There might be enough time to save them before they drowned. But before he reached their side, strong arms grabbed him from behind, pinning his own arms. He could see the twins dying right in front of him, but he could not help at all. Unless.... Ymir projected his waves of cold directly beneath him, trying to reach as wide an area as possible. The sea water froze under him and his assailant, as well as beneath Castor, but he couldn't grab Pollux with the range of his powers. The iceberg dragged the three of them towards the surface; Ymir increased its volume, increasing its displacement and buoyancy, pushing them up faster.


  Then the iceberg broke the surface. It was no drier there, as rain blasted into them and waves crashed over the ice, but at least Castor could breathe again. He was still flailing and screaming, though, from the bends perhaps, or from feeling his brother drowning. A wave knocked Ymir onto his stomach and he tried sliding down the ice, back into the water to save Pollux.


  A heavy fist to his face stopped him cold. Ymir looked up through the cracked faceplate and saw his opponent flex his chest, shattering out of the upper part of his Triton suit, growing into his monstrous form as Peryton.


  Peryton beat his wings and launched into the stormy sky. Fierce winds kept him hovering low over the sea. He looked up towards the night sky, and activated his radio. "Croft! Skyhaven's too high. Come down closer!"


  "Get over it, you acrophobe," muttered Sultry over the bandwidth. "What am I, a babysitter?" She looked over at the crib next to her and sighed. "Forgot that. Just this one last time, Viktor. Skyhaven descending."


  Peryton dove back toward the iceberg. Ymir had regained his feet and was aiming his arms skywards. A burst of cold rolled through the air, turning raindrops to snowflakes as it passed. It slammed into Peryton and coated him in ice.


  He simply flexed again, cracking the ice into tiny shards. The cold hadn't even bothered him through his fur. Lowering his antlers, Peryton swooped down for the kill.


  * * * *


  Derek Radner slipped on his weapons gauntlets and funneled his bio-energy through them, activating his trademark power trident. He didn't care if it spoiled his Peryton disguise; he wanted Grind to know that Triton had killed him. He scythed his trident through the water a few times, then closed in on the weapons rig before Rebus could deprive him of his prize.


  He was intercepted by Jason Teller and Tony Drake, pointing harpoon-guns at him. Triton blinked, but his armor's sensors informed him that the two agents didn't show up on sonar. Irritated, he scanned for other sonar profiles and found one hiding in seemingly empty seawater; the diving suit and description matched that of Arc.


  Triton's armor cut through both deceptions. "Rasputin, Rasputin, Rasputin." Triton energized two tiny impellors on his back and slid towards the Russian. "You know, names are important in this game. Me? I'm a demigod. You...." He slashed out with his power trident; the lanky illusionist didn't quite dodge in time and took a heavy burn along his forearm. "You named yourself after a guy who was shot, stabbed, poisoned, and drowned. Which is it going to be today?" He spun around Rasputin in tight circles, lashing out wherever the Russian's guard was down, leaving wide gashes and burns. "Me, I'm betting I can cover two out of four." He shoved his trident through Rasputin's abdomen; the scream was music to Triton's ears.


  Rasputin went limp and began slowly floating to the surface. Triton ignored the little fish, and closed in on his catch of the day.


  Dan Tracey and Rebus had been struggling directly over the absurd crab-shaped weapons rig, until it rose up under them. Now they wrestled atop the unsteady cache of stolen weapons. A red laser cannon once used by the Light Brigade fell from under Dan's foot and he stumbled, but capitalized on it; he dropped to that knee and pulled Rebus over him, batting the knife out of Rebus's hand. It slowly spun down into the pile of much more advanced but less immediately useful killing tools.


  Dan and Rebus arose and the battle began anew. Fighting underwater was rather strange, as they both seemed to be moving in slow motion. Dan had trained for underwater combat, of course -- he'd trained for everything -- but he was having a hard time remembering how to do it now. Rebus's anchor effect was on, and it was countering Dan's paranormally-focused mind.


  He tried to ignore that. He told himself he was no slower without his powers, no stupider; he was nothing a normal human could not become. There was something very democratic and American about believing that the magene did not make him any more special.


  Down here, under the Mediterranean, that belief wasn't holding up. Dan made a fine grab for Rebus's throat but left his guard open -- Rebus let himself be grabbed, spun backwards into Dan, and elbowed him in his solar plexus. Then Rebus reached down, ripped the harpoon out of his own leg, and tried to skewer Dan with it.


  Dan forced himself to ignore the haze in his mind, the film that made everything run in slow-motion, and he kicked Rebus away. But he fell back down the cache; the anchoring was getting worse. Dan rolled into one of the Copy Editor's cloning pods, stopped, and rubbed his head.


  Rebus pounced on him. Through two tiny speakers mounted on the outside of his armor, Rebus hissed, "Priest minus ST pear 2 diet minus tea, G plus rind...."


  Dan knew he should have gotten that. He focused on fighting off those grasping arms, prying off the one hand that had clamped around his throat, holding off the other one poised above his face with the bloody harpoon. But he should have gotten that. "G plus rind"... was that him? What was he saying?


  Rebus giggled and shoved the harpoon down closer.


  He should have gotten that....


  * * * *


  Arc was the first to react, charging the three Conclavers. She drew back her fist and prepared to hit the man (woman?) in Rebus's armor, but something went wrong: Arc couldn't stop herself. She sailed past the false Rebus and skidded down the catwalk, her friction completely removed by the true Conflicto. She slid off the edge, barely grabbing the railing in time.


  Teller raised his guns and fired two-handed. He'd loaded up with explosive armor-piercing shells, so he was doubly worried when the bullets disappeared in mid-air.


  Tony immediately saw what was happening. He screamed, "It's Labyrinthe!" and shoved Teller to the floor. All the bullets slammed into Tony, shredding his diving suit. The explosions didn't harm his invulnerable skin, but they hurt like hell.


  Crouching under Tony, Teller tried firing again...some indirect bank shots this time...but found his finger kept slipping off the trigger. "Keep those two busy," said the false Rebus. He had a thick Quebecois accent that even the armor's filters couldn't mask; definitely the mage Labyrinthe. "I see a damsel in distress." He warped space around himself and was suddenly standing down by Arc. He extended a hand to her, but instead of pulling her up, he teleported her back onto the catwalk. Then he said something in French. Arc responded in kind and tried to punch him, but the distance between them suddenly grew by twenty meters. Labyrinthe gave a charming laugh and kept chatting with her.


  Teller saw his chance. Labyrinthe was distracted, and Conflicto wouldn't be dressed as Conflicto...he fired at the Sultry armor, hitting the small bolts that fastened it. The armor fell off in pieces, revealing a very surprised Conflicto. Teller aimed again...


  ...and had a sudden compulsion to shoot himself instead. "Damn, a telepath!" Teller tried to remember all the counterpsionic training he'd undergone in the past few months, fought to keep his arms level. "Which one is a telepath?"


  "None of them," Tony said hollowly, "that we knew of." He batted the guns out of his old friend's hands, then ran towards the fake Conflicto. "Let's find out."


  Tony drew a taser which was designed to jolt clear through armor. He swung...and passed right through the CSVer. "Oh crap," he said, "it's Burnout." Lana Smith was an Academy dropout who'd apparently had a very nasty change of heart. They'd all been classmates, although Lana was a few years Tony's junior. That didn't deter him much, though; he just couldn't figure out how to hit her.


  "You're afraid, aren't you, Drake?" Burnout's voice was hard-edged, mocking. "Afraid you'll keep screwing up. Well what will you do now?"


  Tony couldn't banter like Teller or Arc, who was still yelling at Labyrinthe in heated French. He simply dove forward, passed through the intangible villain -- and tackled Conflicto. He delivered two quick shocks to the malicious teenager's chest. Conflicto fell into a spasming heap on the floor.


  Burnout shook her head. "Not nice, Tony." She turned to face Labyrinthe. "Say, I've got an idea. Is that Cyprus bomb still ticking?"


  He shrugged. "Almost time."


  "I've just thought of the perfect place for it. May I?"


  Labyrinthe, busy running Arc through a maze by multiplying the lacquered Deco walls around her, didn't seem to pay much attention to the request. He waved and an apple-sized device appeared in the palm of Burnout's hand. Tony thought it might have been one of the neutron bombs the CSV was using to distract the Academy of Super-Heroes, only shrunk to handheld size. Burnout smiled and said, "Open wide."


  Tony tried to dodge, but there was really nothing he could do. Burnout lunged forward and phased the bomb and her hand into his stomach.


  Then she pulled out her hand. Empty.


  "You know," she said, "we really should leave, just in case. I'm off to the lab." Burnout waved a jaunty farewell and dropped through the floor.


  Labryinthe blurted, "Mon Dieu!" He and Conflicto disappeared.


  Teller and Arc, released from their torments, looked up in a daze. Tony was clutching his stomach. His face was contorted into a bright red mask of agony. He looked at Teller and grunted, "I'm sorry."


  Even if he could somehow contain the explosion, the radiation might still kill them all. Then Tony noticed the thick dome, fortified against all kinds of attacks. He shuffled back toward the airlock door.


  Teller grabbed one of Tony's arms and tried to pull the larger man back. "Tony, you can't," he said. "Your diving suit's ruined!"


  "In a few seconds," Tony grunted, "that won't matter."


  Tony stepped inside the airlock, but Teller wouldn't let go. "Come on, man! There has to be another way!"


  Arc grabbed Teller from behind. "There's no time! Teller, we have to finish the mission!" She pulled him off of his teammate.


  Tony forced a weak, fleeting smile through the pain. "Goodbye, Jay." He pressed a button, and the shielded airlock door slid shut.


  Teller tried to fling himself at the door, but Arc grabbed him tightly around his chest. "Let him go," she whispered. The monitors showed the airlock filling with water. "Let him go."


  "TONY!"


  Tony Drake couldn't hear any of the shouts inside the airlock. He watched the outer door, hoping it would open in time. The water rose above his head, and he gulped his last breath. The door should open any second now....


  The timer mounted on the wall chimed the hour. It was eleven o'clock in utopia.


  And then the bomb exploded.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED IN CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS #5...!


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


  Editor's Notes:


  Well, it's been a while, but we finally pulled things together for the climax of the DEEP ARMAGEDDON crossover. CSV #5 is already partially written, and the constraints on Tony's (Pi, not Drake, who may have trouble ever writing again) are largely lifted for now, so it may even make it in time for RACCie nominations. For reasons which should be obvious, we'd like to get it out before the end of the year...wish us luck! And wish Drake luck too. He'll need it. Ow.


  Conclave of Super-Villains #5 - "DEEP ARMAGEDDON CONCLUSION: Fallout!"
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  [cover shows Tony Drake's full face underwater, mouth open andspewing a blinding stream of energy, with nuclear fire burningbehind his eyes and out his nose. The energy melts through hisfaceplate. There is a look of utter terror on his face. Thecover screams, 'BURN INSIDE-OUT!']


  



  RECAP



  What's Happened Since Last Issue


  in the DEEP ARMAGEDDON crossover


  On December 30-31, in ASH #13, members of ASH with some help from STRAFE agents raced around the world to stop the bombs planted by the CSV as cover for their operations at Haven, sunken 20th Century city of supervillains. One of the bombs was returned to Labyrinthe by the efforts of an Anchor, and the rest were defused. However, the Conclave, an organization of Anchors, was slain by a second device planted in their bunker in Las Vegas.


  Meanwhile, Caryatid's plans to kill Warden were foiled by the intervention of Peregryn of ASH and C.J. Brown and Jen Kleinvogel of STRAFE, who dispersed the Wergild and captured Caryatid in Warden #8.


  With most of the "first string" heroes distracted, the CSV was able to reach Haven before the hastily-assembled STRAFE/EUROPA strike team, leading to a fight atop the mechanical crab rig Triton had built to bring salvaged supertech to the surface. A hurricane created by Sultry helped tilt the odds in the CSV's favor as well. The heroes suffered some initial losses, and as STRAFE #5 closed, the invulnerable Tony Drake was about to suffer the explosion of a neutron bomb phased into his stomach by Burnout.


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


  [December 31, 2023. Haven, somewhere in the Mediterranean. LOCATION CLASSIFIED PER DIRECTIVE OF THE EURASIAN UNION.]


  In an airlock filled with seawater, the miniaturized neutron bomb detonated inside the stomach of one human. If that man were not Tony Drake, agent of STRAFE, there would be no remains. Yet the magene granted Tony Drake a body invulnerable to harm: that fact saved him from a deadly fate.


  His body shook unbearably. The explosion ripped through his alimentary canal in both directions, and radiation spewed forth from all orifices, disintegrating everything in the way. The intensity of the blast mangled his diving suit and the nuclear fire and radiation superheated the water around him. With the force of the blast expelling all air from his lungs, there was no time to scream and no breath to scream with.


  Unfortunately, Tony Drake felt every stab of pain. Even though his eyes were closed, the light that filtered through was brighter than anything he had experienced before. The explosion scrambled his intestines, whipping them around like unheld fire hoses left to writhe, twisting and strangling his internal organs. Unbearable pain assaulted almost every nerve ending inside and outside his body simultaneously.


  Thankfully, he lost consciousness....


  * * * *


  Jason Teller tapped furiously at the airlock controls, but the door wouldn't open and the monitor screen only showed static. "That does it," he said as he stepped back and drew his guns. "I'm shooting my way in."


  "Teller, please." Arc softly placed a hand on his wrist, forcing the gun down. "The controls got shorted by an electromagnetic pulse. That airlock is going to be radioactive."


  Teller stared at her, with even more contempt than he'd shown Burnout. "Tony might have lived through it," he said calmly. "And if he did, he's drowning now. Would you leave Ymir, or Rasputin, or the Dioscuri to die?"


  "If that door can stop a neutron bomb, your gun won't dent it," Arc replied. "Let me try."


  She raced back and forth along the catwalk, rapidly accruing kinetic energy. Then she returned to the airlock door and converted the energy to super-strength, pulling on it with enough force to shatter the safety locks. The door opened, spilling forth a cloud of steam and a torrent of water; both set off Geiger-counter alarms contained in their diving suits' sensory systems. Teller ignored them and plunged inside, wiping the steam from his faceplate.


  The walls were scarred and melted from streams of superheated water, and the Haven logo painted on them had been burned into slag. The outer airlock door had never opened; the neutron bomb went off first, frying its controls and paradoxically saving Tony from being blown out to sea. Tony lay on the floor, dripping wet, with horrible burns around his mouth, nose, and ears. Probably his ass, too, Teller thought; radiation must have been gushing out of him. But amazingly, those were the only wounds on Tony's invulnerable frame -- and the suit's sensors were picking up a slight pulse.


  "YES!" Teller pumped his fists and jumped up, nearly hitting his head on the airlock ceiling.


  "Teller," Arc said, "Get out of there! The suit's shielding won't protect you for long!"


  "In a second." He tilted Tony's head and pumped his chest, hoping to push any water out of his lungs. But all the water had evaporated; only a little bile rose to Tony's mouth. "Damn, shouldn't have done that." The steam was making Teller sweat and he could barely see out of his faceplate again. "Okay, I'm coming out."


  When he stepped back into Haven, Arc hosed him down with a radiation-damping foam hose which had popped out of the walls in response to the increased radiation. "I've contacted the _Mitterand_," she said. "They say your Tesla Branch people are coming down in a minisub to save him. They offered to pick us up, too..."


  "Screw that." Teller cocked his guns. "I owe Burnout a meal."


  * * * *


  Rebus held the harpoon over Dan 'Grind' Tracey's face, ready to kill the field leader of STRAFE. But before he could deliver the final blow, Grind shouted through his helmet's tiny speakers, trying to buy time. "Wait! Your puzzle's flawed. Why kill Anchors? Why kill your own kind?"


  "Au contraire," gloated Rebus, unable to resist a chance to prove himself superior to Grind. "It was always about gods. Did you know that some Anchors worshipped deities during the Godmarket? When 'Apocalypse Then' happened, magene freaks were chosen but Anchors were not. Because we were unworthy of Paradise, and the Barrier denies us their mercy." He giggled again, and had to stabilize his footing on the rig. Something was wrong but he wasn't sure what.


  Thoughts of hieroglyphics flashed in Grind's head. Symbols. Rebus. Of course. "You worship the Egyptian pantheon!" He was starting to think clearly again. "So you target Anchors for extermination, to destroy the Barrier so your gods could return to Earth to accept you?"


  "Deshtroy it? You think too linearly. You dishappoint me."


  That's it, keep him talking, thought Grind. Giddiness, lack of coordination, the slurring of words: all these symptoms pointed to the rapture of the deep. Rebus was feeling the effects of nitrogen narcosis. It was like Rebus drank a dozen martinis on an empty stomach and didn't know it. But how, with level of current technology? Surely Rebus was breathing a heliox mixture?


  "You don't want their forgiveness, then? What do you..of course. I underestimated your ambition." He caught sight of something which explained why Rebus would be suffering from the rapture of the deep. That's it, keep him distracted. Don't let him see what's coming. Rebus would have to be taken out fast, because the farther up they go, the faster the rapture fades.


  "You want to _become_ the Barrier."


  "Very good! So there'sh an ounce of shmarts left t'you."


  "You're mad!" said Grind. "By embodying the Barrier you think you'd be greater than the gods. You'd become the gatekeeper to our universe. You want to increase your own Anchor effect by killing other Anchors. That'd only work if the Anchor Effect is finite and if the Barrier is distributed on the shoulders of the Anchors! Are you blinded by your own conceit?"


  Rebus laughed. "Tell me: does it count as genocide if you murder every other member of your own race to become a god?" asked Rebus. He raised harpoon with one hand, ready to deliver the final blow.


  Then Triton slugged Rebus with the Light Brigade's laser cannon, using his powersuit's full strength. The blow knocked Rebus off Grind and off the rig. Satisfied, Triton carefully put the cannon back on the pile and re-activated his power trident. "Like I *said*, Nose is *mine*."


  * * * *


  Peryton dived towards Ymir and Castor antlers first, swooping in for the kill. Ymir stood up on the iceberg and aimed his hand at Peryton. The frost could not affect Peryton through his fur, but how about his antlers? The antlers should be a living part of the monster, the Scandinavian recalled. He gestured and encased Peryton's right antler in a heavy block of ice, unbalancing him. Peryton uttered a cry of surprise and tried to correct his descent path, but could not stop himself in time. He crashed into the upper part of the iceberg, breaking off his right antler. Peryton howled. Ymir did not know if the creature cried out in pain or from bruised vanity.


  Ymir shook Castor. "Pull yourself together! Is Pollux still alive?!"


  Castor was in a state of shock. "W-w-we are not joined. I cannot h-hear my brother's mind," he whispered.


  Ymir swore. "Look, Cas. Pol may be gone but we still need you. Can you scan for hostages?"


  "M-m-more than halved...our..." Castor's voice caught in his throat. "M-m-my powers are fading." That descent was too fast, and Castor felt sick to his stomach. He just wanted to curl up and fade into unconsciousness... but what would his brother say? Castor sighed. "B-but I will try my best. For Pol."


  Castor fought to sit up. Reaching out with his diminished psionic powers, Castor explored the airship with his mind. "Labyrinthe. Sultry. Conflicto. And a child. No others."


  "Stay awake," whispered Ymir. He looked up to the zeppelin, now only fifty feet above sea level. He had to get up there. There was a child to be saved from these monsters. He took Castor's harpoon gun from him. They had expected trouble getting onto the airship, so the harpoon guns were fitted with line and reel. Before firing, he did his best to coat a corner of the gondola with a thick layer of ice, so his harpoon would find a grip and not bounce off steel. When the harpoon took hold, he strengthened the ice around it, and reeled himself skyward.


  * * * *


  --You killed them, you bitch!-- Lana shouted to Mr. Strings inside her head. --What makes you so cold-hearted?--


  ++That's exactly who I am. A cold-blooded killer.++


  Burnout entered the virus lab through the wall and checked the clock. It was one minute past the detonation time and there wasn't even a tremor, so either the bomb was defused or it did not kill Drake. Mr. Strings shrugged with Lana's shoulders. There were other ways to kill them. She called up the list of experimental bacteria and viruses on Bacterio-Mage's database: mutated anthrax, bubonic plague, and dozens that she did not recognize. She located the list of magically enhanced organisms.


  ++Perfect.++


  --What do you plan to do with all these viruses?--


  ++It would have been smarter to have raided the virus lab before setting off the bomb. Triton's trap could work without the virus, if he bluffs well, but that's a moot point now. There are only a few samples that we need.++


  Mr. Strings took three vials and placed them safely inside a sturdy case. The rest she gathered together and brought into the dome outside. She flew up to the top of the dome with the rocket-powered boots in the armor and phased through. However, she purposefully did not phase the unneeded samples with her, and they tumbled down into the miniature city. ++I was hoping Haven would have been destroyed. But that cocktail of deadly viruses should make them think twice about further salvage operations, for now.++


  * * * *


  Arc and Teller descended into Haven proper and walked through its retro- futuristic cityscape. They entered doorways capped by golden friezes depicting modern-day gods of Radio, Atomic Power, and Microchip; they ducked around janitor robots, still polishing windows with their sleek chrome arms; they passed under curved skyways bearing magnetic cars that had hovered in the same traffic jam for twenty-five years.


  But up close, the metropolis lost some of its luster. It wasn't as big as it seemed; Haven was only stadium-sized, so its designer, a twentieth- century technophile named Doc Droid, had built all the buildings to scale. What had seemed to be great skyscrapers were really only three- or four-story buildings with lots of tiny Deco filigrees. Walking between them, Teller and Arc felt like giants...which was perhaps the effect all those foiled villains had wanted.


  The buildings were damaged, too, from the city's sinking in 1998 and the explosions which had caused it. Domes had cracked wide open and columns had toppled across streets. One building was fronted by a four-story cut-glass tribute to Technology, which had completely shattered. Teller figured was a testiment to Droid's design, and twenty-five years' work by his maintenance robots, that the city still stood at all. Yet this utopia only held relics from the tyrants of the past.


  "So where do you think they went?" Teller asked.


  "Hard to say. Any one of these buildings could hold an arsenal..."


  "They all do," said the mocking voice of Labyrinthe, echoing off the steel towers. "But they're really quite boring."


  "S'okay," Teller said, "we're looking for you anyway. Care to come out and play?"


  "Love to," the mage answered, "but not with you."


  Teller snapped his head around to look at Arc again. Their eyes met for a second...suddenly she was turned at a right angle, then down the street, then turned again, then behind him...Labyrinthe was rearranging the street plan, placing the whole city into the two feet that had separated them. Teller was in front of some kind of police station now. And the door slid open, disgorging a dozen boxy cobalt blue robots carrying honest-to-God rayguns.


  Labyrinthe now stood before Arc. "<With that dreadful boy gone,>" he said, "<perhaps we can finally chat?>"


  "<Hardly.>" She threw a punch, and the air in front of her shattered... it had been the mirrored wall around Skulldigger's apartments. Labyrinthe's reflections disappeared from the shards.


  "Hey, I can hear you!" Teller's voice echoed around them; they could also hear gunshots and a strange laserish noise. "Quit talking in French!"


  "<If you call that Quebecois abomination 'French,'>" Arc said.


  Labyrinthe appeared behind her. "<Now that hurts.>" She tried to hit him again, but the street kept expanding between them. "<I know you're angry my dear, but believe me, I didn't know Burnout was going to be so cruel to your friend. I'm not here to harm you.>"


  "<You have a strange way of showing it. What *are* you doing here?>"


  Labyrinthe paced in a simple square which took them over a skyway, through a hydroponic garden, and into a gilded ballroom staffed with robot manservants in tuxedo collars. Labyrinthe gracefully plucked a champagne glass off a serving tray and led them into Haven's central plaza, where gigantic statues appeared to hold up the central tower. "<Personally, I wanted to see Haven with my own eyes. To behold yesterday's tomorrow. The bright future we were all promised.>" He sniffed the champagne like a true connoisseur.


  And then he dashed the glass to the ground. "<Vinegar,>" he said bitterly.


  "<You *aren't* like the rest of them, are you?>"


  Labyrinthe stepped closer, no longer warping space between them. "<Perhaps you'd like to find out?>"


  "Arc, is he hitting on you?" More gunshots and robotic moaning noises. "'Cause I don't speak a word of French, but it sounds like he's hitting on you!"


  "<Ignore the oaf,>" Labyrinthe said. "<I only serve the Conclave because they hold my sister. Should that change...our circumstances might be different.>"


  They were interrupted by a piercing klaxon. Red lights flashed in the Van de Graaf globes mounted atop some of the buildings, and a giant video screen crackled to life on the central tower. The face which appeared on it made Teller's spine freeze in its familiarity. Take off the wicked scar running down the left side of the man's face and add a generation's worth of age and it could be the Professor, back at the Academy. The original Solar Max. Which made this man Challenger, the evil alternate-dimensional counterpart of Solar Max, leader of the original Conclave of Super-Villains and nominal ruler of Haven.


  "Attention all Haven residents. We are under attack by..." The recording paused and jumped. "...viral invasion. All residents are advised to evacuate at once. Also," he added with a touch of anger, "if Bacterio- Mage is not already dead, be sure to detain him. Repeat..."


  "<Damn her timing!>" Labyrinthe cursed. He politely told Arc, "<It seems our conversation is cut short. Until we meet again...>"


  Labyrinthe vanished, taking all of his spatial warps with him. Arc stood next to Teller again, and perhaps had been the whole time, although Teller was now surrounded by slain robots.


  They ran for the nearest airlock. "How was your date with Maurice Chevalier?" Teller groused.


  "Better than my date with Annie Oakley." They scurried up a ladder. "I wonder how the United World is going to salvage Haven now?"


  Teller nodded. A grim, unpleasant smile spread across his face as he considered the warning that continued to repeat over the screens. "They're not."


  * * * *


  Back onboard the airship, Conflicto awoke in a medbay bed without his armor on. "Ow. That. Hurt. What happened?"


  "Drake 'tased' you. Then I had to get you out before the neutron bomb went off." Labyrinthe then explained in graphic detail what Burnout had done.


  "She stuck it in his gut just like that?!" said Conflicto after hearing the story. "No gluugin way! That Burnout's one twisted kit!"


  Sultry's voice spoke over the shipwide intercom. "The Crab will break the surface shortly. Cargo bay doors are open. It's time, people."


  Conflicto dragged himself off the bed and dressed himself in his new yellow costume, complete with red and blue arrows that clashed. "If it's not one thing it's another. Eugene this, Eugene that. Wish I had myself a butler...."


  Arriving at the cargo bay, Labyrinthe stepped inside first...and slipped. He fell down hard and hit his head, unused to the armor that he still wore.


  "I didn't do that!" said Conflicto defensively. He took a closer look. There was translucent ice everywhere: covering the floor, the ceiling, and the walls.


  "I'll take credit!" shouted Ymir. He waved and trapped Labyrinthe in a cocoon of ice where he fell. "Your turn."


  Conflicto quickly adjusted the friction coefficient of the ice covering the floor so that he would only slide when he wanted to. He dodged the waves of cold that Ymir threw at him, then cancelled the friction on the bottom of Ymir's feet. Ymir slipped.


  "Damn!" shouted Ymir, as loudly as he could. He could not get up because he could not get a grip on anything.


  "KIAAAAAAH!" shouted Conflicto as he slid feet first towards Ymir to kick him through the open cargo bay doors. What he didn't count on were the precarious icicles that Ymir had planted all over the ceiling. The noise Conflicto made was loud enough to dislodge a whole series of icicles, and they fell all about Conflicto like shrapnel. Conflicto was so startled by the falling ice that when he struck Ymir he had no time to increase his own frictional coefficient. Both of them fell through the opening in the floor....


  * * * *


  The crab rig broke the surface of the tempest-tossed sea and slowly rose towards the airship twenty meters above with its rocket blasters. The cargo bay doors on the bottom of the gondola were wide open, waiting. On top of the heap of weapons, Triton battled Grind.


  "That was highly unethical, sabotaging your own teammate. Switched his air supply to nitrox, did you?" asked Grind as he dodged Triton's glowing power trident. It would be deadly to let that trident even prick him.


  "I saved it as a back-up, in case Rebus wanted to hog the glory. Now, let's settle an old debt!" Triton jabbed at Grind, but hesitated whenever he came too close to hitting the pile of weapons that they stood on.


  "Oh, by the way...if my lifesigns even *waver*, our three hostages... yes, your beloved Kleinvogel, Peregryn, and Sea Jay, get it?...will be electrocuted. Life insurance, just in case you thought this would be a fair fight," Triton added.


  "You're a terrible bluff," said Grind, uncertain. Grind realized he was playing a dangerous game: he had to make Triton angry enough to do stupid things, but not so angry that he became totally unpredictable. The way Triton carefully replaced the laser cannon on the pile, and the care he took to avoid damaging the weapons, gave him an idea.


  "Afraid of setting off something even you can't handle?" taunted Grind. "Here, let me help you lighten the load!" He kicked at the pile beneath Triton's feet, causing Radner to stumble and send several pieces of weaponry tumbling into the dark seawater.


  "NOOOOO! NOT THE CLONE PODS! OH, GOD, YOU MADE ME LOSE THE ASTRO- SPEAR!" screamed Triton, looking down and trying to figure out which weapons he just lost. "WAS THAT THE CRISIS WAND? PLEASE TELL ME THAT WASN'T *THE* CRISIS WAND! OKAY, NOW YOU'RE REALLY GOING TO PAY, TRACEY!"


  "Poor Derek, he's losing his toys," mocked Grind.


  Even through the rough winds, Dan could hear noise from above. It was the scream of Conflicto as he fell through the air, plummeting towards the sea.


  * * * *


  At first Castor had hoped that it was Pollux surfacing, but even with his powers so diminished he could tell that it was Rasputin. Despite his own injuries, Castor struggled to get Rasputin onto the iceberg when he spotted him surfacing. The Russian was badly hurt, but refused to faint.


  "<I cannot feel my legs,>" said Rasputin weakly.


  "<I cannot feel my brother,>" replied Castor, biting back tears. "<But we must forget our pain. We need to work together, you, Ymir and I. Remember Amsterdam?>" Castor touched Rasputin and communicated his idea by thought.


  "<That might actually work,>" said Rasputin. He took Castor's hand and they both focused.


  * * * *


  Ymir did not fall as Conflicto did, but swung from the line he had not yet detached from his waist. He climbed back up and into the cargo bay again, using improvised handholds and footholds in the ice. He hurried past Labyrinthe and into the rest of the ship.


  Death wasn't on Conflicto's mind as he fell. Skydiving was a thrill; falling without a parachute was just a more dangerous type of thrill. He loved the adrenalin rush but had enough self-control to realize that he didn't want to die. So, the question always on his mind was how he going to get out of this one, so he could do it again?


  His mind jumped back to what Labby had said: imagine; affect liquids. He was about to smash into the sea, but what if he could change the consistency of the sea water below?


  And that was why Conflicto bounced back up, hollering and whooping: the first thing he had imagined was the sea becoming jello.


  * * * *


  On the bridge, Sultry examined the size of her storm. She had spared Khadam by gently warping the shape of the hurricane; it would be wise, Rebus said, to keep Khadam their allies. The hurricane stopped short of Rome. "Pity," said Sultry. "I suppose I shall have to make my impression on Rome another way." She smiled. "Maybe I will honor Nero with my next masterpiece."


  There was a cough behind her. Sultry turned from the viewscreen to see Burnout return. She had already changed out of her armor and into a white jumpsuit. "It must be easy for you to get in and out of your armor," said Sultry. "Well, it was a pleasure to babysit for you, Lana." She handed the baby to her. "How did it go down there?"


  Lana just smiled and winked. Then she walked off the bridge holding her child.


  Sultry turned back to the screen, and noticed that one of the crab rig's cameras captured her ally in the Conflicto armor flying out of the sea. It did not register immediately, but half a minute later she realized that Burnout was disguised *as* Conflicto!


  "Damn Rebus and his games!" She stormed out of her seat, and raced down the corridor looking for the fake Burnout.


  * * * *


  "Is he gonna live, Doc?" asked Jason Teller over the commlink. Just in case Tony Drake was radioactive, he and Arc remained within the airlock of the Tesla Branch minisub, where the seawater would absorb any further radiation.


  "Cross your fingers," replied Dr. Cortes, who was dressed in a radiation suit. Her specialty was supertech, not parabiology or medicine, so it was out of her league. However, modern technology had one advantage, which was long-distance diagnosis. "I'm patching us through to EUROPA's Parabiology Branch in Rome. What's the diagnosis, Dr. Nardini?" She adjusted the sensor web and fed the readings through the satellite uplink.


  An image flashed onto the viewscreen. "Holy Mother of God...Mr. Drake is a very lucky man. A very lucky man. Unconscious but will live. The detonation triggered every neuron in his body. Most of the repair will be internal. Have to straighten out his intestines, you should see how the explosion whipped it around inside. Need to fix his epiglottis and pyloric valves. New E. coli for his stomach so he can eat again."


  Dr. Cortes passed a geiger counter over Drake. "The neutrons haven't affected him at all. He must be invulnerable on an atomic level." The geiger counter began to go crazy when it passed over his hair and fingernails. "We'll need to give you a manicure, Mr. Drake. And shave all body hair."


  "His invulnerability extends only to that which he considers a living part of him. Only his hair and his nails would have been affected by radiation," explained Dr. Nardini. "Recommend you get him to a hospital facility, pronto."


  "How much time do we have?" asked Teller.


  "The faster we take out Sultry and her storm, the faster we can get him out of here," said Arc.


  "You're right." Teller switched to another secure frequency. "Dan! Tony's hurt and we need to get him to a hospital. What's your status? Dan? Dan!" There was no reply. "We'd better get to the surface, fast!"


  * * * *


  Using the rocket boosters, Burnout flew out of the sea towards the crab rig. Unseen by the combatants above, she phased inside the vehicle and placed a single vial of virus inside a prepared receptacle. She then ghosted upwards. "It's done," she informed Triton, who was scrambling to catch the weapons that Grind was kicking off the rig.


  "WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG?!" shouted Triton. He subvocalized a command, and the crab rig held its current altitude instead of climbing up higher. "You may be wondering why we used a rig instead of having Labyrinthe transport all the weapons directly to our headquarters."


  Grind found what he wanted - a weapon he could use. He pointed the sonic drill at Triton. "That *was* quite stupid."


  Triton laughed. "We're leaving. If you do not disarm the device hidden within this crab rig within two minutes, it will release an airborne virus, to be dispersed by the hurricane's winds. Just the beginning of a global armageddon, I assure you. I think I'll leave you to ponder *which* virus it is. If you try to blow it out of the sky or otherwise tamper with it, it will disrupt the magnetic containment field and release just enough antimatter to facilitate your death. Which it will do anyways when the crab runs out of energy, as an added bonus. How's THAT for a classic deathtrap? NOW, LABYRINTHE!"


  Nothing happened.


  "Burnout, check on our good friend, please?"


  Grind still had the sonic drill aimed at Triton, ready to pierce his heart.


  "DON'T EVEN THINK IT," warned Triton. "Remember your friends?"


  Grind didn't pull the trigger. He couldn't tell if Triton was bluffing.


  "Of course, while we wait for Labyrinthe, I'll take a few last jabs at YOU!"


  * * * *


  ==I have Carl!== thought Ymir, cradling the baby and racing through the corridors. ==Now I just need a way off the ship!==


  +-Maybe parachute?-+ suggested Castor. After linking Ymir's sight to Rasputin's, even telepathy was getting to be too much for him. Their deception was enough to fool Sultry, however.


  Behind him, Sultry shouted. "Come back here, you bloody bastard! No one makes a fool out of me and gets away with it!"


  Ymir didn't know which way to turn. He would be cornered by Labyrinthe if he went back to the cargo bay, but his only other option was to run blindly in a maze of rooms. He paused to freeze a door to the frame, but he knew that wouldn't hold Sultry long. He decided to risk facing Labyrinthe.


  Sultry ran into Ymir's barrier, but with a sneer she raised the ambient temperature in the area to melt the ice.


  Labyrinthe was still in his cocoon, but Ymir could see that Burnout was flying up towards him from the rig. He was trapped.


  Ymir ran towards the back of the cargo bay, looking for a way out, when Labyrinthe startled him by appearing directly in front of him. He was about to freeze Labyrinthe, when the man spoke.


  "<Just remember, this child for my sister. You owe me that much.>"


  A spacewarp enveloped Ymir and baby Carl, and they reappeared on the deck of the _Mitterand_.


  Burnout entered the cargo bay. "We're ready, Labyrinthe. Spring the trap."


  Sultry raced in. "Where is he?" Then she saw Burnout. "Damn! Their illusionist tricked me! They have Carl!"


  "Damn! I can't trust you with even a simple task!" fumed Burnout. But inwardly, Lana smiled from her corner of the mind: her boy was safe with allies now! She now had a glimmer of hope that she will have the strength to fight off Mr. String's mind control.


  * * * *


  By the time he reached sea level, Rebus had recovered from his nitrogen narcosis. However, he could only watch the crab ascend. Unlike the others, he could not use the rockets in his boots to reach Skyhaven, since that required using supertech in direct contact with him. He swore, then swam towards the iceberg where Peryton was. He needed a lift.


  When he got close enough, Peryton slugged him. Hard. Rebus's helmet shattered, revealing a very surprised and very unconscious Lorenzo Archangeli behind the mask. Rebus collapsed.


  Peryton realized his mistake when he came into contact with Rebus: the illusion of Ymir overlaying Rebus was dispelled. Peryton tried to fly, but everywhere he looked he got vertigo. He was stranded on a very high pinnacle of rock. He knew it must be an illusion, but an illusion was still paralyzing. He sat back down


  Rasputin chuckled, nearly choking on his own blood. Two down.


  * * * *


  Labyrinthe focused on the weapons and his teammates. He found he could not get a lock on Peryton, because he was too close to Rebus. They would have to fend for themselves; Peryton should have transported Rebus as per the original plan. With a twist, he pulled the rest of his errant teammates away, along with the prizes they'd risked life and limb to obtain. Conflicto was snatched from his bouncing, and Triton from the rig, reuniting the five CSVers on the bridge.


  "Damn," said Triton. "Almost had him. Well, he'll go, one way or another." He cackled. "Boy, did I bluff him good or what! Take us out of here, Sultry!"


  Sultry snarled but complied. "Wasn't my fault," she muttered to herself.


  * * * *


  There was one advantage to Labyrinthe teleporting all the weapons away; Dan didn't have to search through them to locate the bomb. He pried open a service panel and found it immediately. The design was ingenious: a viral cannister connected to a timer which was part of the circuit for the magnetic containment unit for a small quantity of antimatter. Any disruption to the crab rig's electrical systems would turn off the magnetic field and release the antimatter... and the crab was running out of power anyway.


  Dan wiped off his faceplate, trying to see through Sultry's driving rain. Maybe he could defuse it, given time and resources, but he had neither. Meaning either the virus or the explosion...or worse, a radioactive virus...would be unleashed on Europe and Africa. "Congratulations, Radner," Dan whispered, "you've won this game."


  So he decided not to play. Dan found the crab rig's navigational controls and overrode Triton's security locks, making sure not to disrupt the rig's power systems.


  "Dan!" Teller's voice cut in over the radio channel again. "We're almost at the surface! Dan, answer me!"


  "Still a little busy, Teller." His fingers raced across the rain-slick keyboard. Mentally, he kept a perfect countdown on the virus release: 120 seconds and falling.... "If you want to chip in, the CSV are getting away. But some of the Haven salvage should be in the water under me. The Astro- Spear, for one...that's more or less hollow, so it should be near the surface."


  "What about Jen and C.J.?" asked Teller.


  "They're not on board," Ymir cut in on the team channel. "Castor confirmed it."


  "Then we're on it." The radio cut off, removing the distraction. Above him, Skyhaven was slowly ascending again and turning eastward. Dan would have loved to take them out, but public safety demanded he try something else. Sixty seconds and counting....


  * * * *


  Teller looked at Arc. "Are we ready?"


  She raised an eyebrow and stared sourly at him. "I still say this is all some pathetic ploy on your part." They stood face to face in the minisub airlock, their arms wrapped around each other.


  Arc punched the emergency evacuation button, blowing the airlock door off its hinges. Their diving suits instantly adjusted for the pressure change, but the deep-sea water contained in the airlock did not; the change shot them out of the sub and toward the surface.


  Then Arc absorbed the kinetic energy, just as Teller had planned, slowing them down. They broke the surface and poked their heads up into the middle of a hurricane. "Where did he say that spear was?"


  Teller could only make out a flying crab, and an iceberg holding some wounded men and a stag with wings. "I have no idea!"


  Dan stood atop the crab rig, briefly silhouetted by a flash of lightning. "Right under me!" He dove off the crab; seconds later, it turned and dove into the water.


  Skyhaven was receding into the storm as Dan swam towards them, carrying a silver shaft bristling with controls and exotic designs. While the power cells had long since lost their charge, the Astro-Spear's collapsinum casing made it an indestructible...and deadly...projectile.


  Arc grabbed it and dragged herself onto Ymir's iceberg. She braced herself and drew back War Star's Astro-Spear.


  Teller placed his hand over hers. "For good luck," he said.


  Arc threw the spear, discharging all her stored strength. Teller guided the spear, using the telekinetic power that normally guided his bullets. The spear wobbled unsteadily for a moment, then found its proper course and lanced into the underside of Skyhaven. Right into the engines.


  First there was one small explosion, then another, then a cluster of explosions along the airship's belly. The STRAFErs and EUROPAns on the iceberg ducked from falling debris. Then, with one final explosion, the airship and the hurricane around it both disappeared.


  The agents slowly picked themselves up. Teller let his hand linger on Arc's while Rasputin simply turned to Dan and rasped, "What about the bomb?"


  * * * *


  The warning stopped repeating, and Challenger's face jumped slightly as the automated systems switched to another pre-recorded message. He was livid with anger now, his scar flaring redly, cutting into his close-cropped brown beard. But there was no one to see his anger...the streets were empty except for a few maintenance drones hauling away destroyed security robots. "This is your final warning. This intrusion will *not* be tolerated," the recording boomed. "Be you heroes or thieves, you will face the wrath of Haven! Haven, home to conquerors! Haven, city of tomorr..."


  Speeding through the water, the crab rig crashed into the dome. The collision instantly disrupted the magnetic bottle, releasing the antimatter and triggering the explosion. For a millisecond, there was a bright white light....


  * * * *


  The shockwave burst out of the water as a giant bubble, one that set the iceberg rocking. The seawater had absorbed all the radiation, while the viruses were destroyed in the explosion. The battle was over.


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


  EPILOGUE


  NEW YEAR'S DAY, 2024


  Peryton and Rebus were sedated in the _Mitterand_'s brig. Rasputin, Castor, and Tony lay in the medical bay as the ship raced toward the nearest hospital in Malta. The rest of STRAFE and EUROPA stood on deck, amid the bits of equipment they'd hauled out of the water. Ymir and Arc played with the baby, but Dan Tracey simply sat on a crate, spinning a bent rectangle of metal over and over in his hands.


  Teller bolted out of the radio room, beaming. "Good news, Grind! Howard just reported in...he, Jen, and C.J. are alive! We won!"


  Dan showed the faintest smile. "I'm glad they made it," he said. "I wish we all had." He glanced at the casket, draped with the Eurasian Union flag, which held Pollux.


  "The CSV didn't die in that explosion," Dan said. "They killed one of our own, five of them got away, and they have a cache of stolen weapons. We didn't win."


  Teller tried to remain cheerful as Arc walked up and slid an arm around his waist. He looked at the battered metal rectangle. "What's that?"


  The STRAFE leader held it up. It was a license plate that read TRITON. He'd found it on Ymir's iceberg, amid the debris.


  Dan Tracey nodded grimly. "A reminder. For next time."


  * * * *


  Skyhaven limped through the air towards the nation of Khadam, its bottom totally destroyed by the explosions. Labyrinthe had saved them all just in time, although half of the weapons they salvaged were destroyed in the disaster. Triton was pitching a fit, but consoled himself with his grand prize: Strafe's armor. Burnout still wouldn't talk to Sultry and vice versa. Conflicto was tinkering with droid parts, figuring out how to piece the parts together.


  "So we lost two members, and their loss, of course, is regrettable." Triton smiled inwardly. Rebus was cramping his style. It was time *he* became the leader. He was in no hurry to rescue Rebus, but there was no need to tell the others that. There were the Ankh Killer and Mr. Strings left to deal with, but at least he could now act as the de facto leader of the team instead of being just a figurehead. "We suffered some heavy damage, but nothing we can't recover from. We will rescue our colleagues. And we are in the best place to rebuild, regroup, and recruit.


  "Welcome to the greatest cesspool of criminal scum on the planet. Welcome to goddam Khadam."


  



  THE END


  



  NEXT ISSUE: The Conclave of Super-Villains make their mark on Khadam!


  IN WARDEN #9: Celebrate the New Year with the paragangs and their greatest


  enemy, as 2023 goes out with a bang!


  IN ASH #14: The Academy of Super-Heroes recovers from the events of DEEP


  ARMAGEDDON, and Peregryn has a hard decision to make.


  IN STRAFE #6: Time to bury the dead, mourn their passing, and move on....


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


  Editor's Note:


  Well, so ends the first big ASH-Universe crossover. It's not totally over, there's still some threads to wrap up in individual books, but the body of the thing is complete. Whew. Having a crossover where three of the four writers are working on thesis research can slow things down a bit, but Marc and Tony wrapped up their projects just in time to get this out in 1998. Let's give them all a hand, yes?


  Oh, and Conflicto says he wants a RACCie, or he'll increase the friction in your hard drive.


  Warden #9 - "Critical Care Ward"


  NARCOLEPTIC DOGS PRESS, IN ASSOCIATION WITH COHERENT COMICS UNINCORPORATED, PRESENTS...


  WARDEN: AN ASH UNIVERSE COMIC


  (ASH property of Dave Van Domelen. Warden property of Matt Rossi and Dave Van Domelen. All Rights Reserved. Copyright Matt Rossi 1998.)


  (Adult content, language and situations - Please be advised.)


  



  [A giant bronze fist is slowly crushing a limp, unresisting Warden.Surrounding the action is a dancing, singing crowd of kids who seemto be enjoying the sight.]


  



  
    I can feel you breathing and you're sticking to my skin, Someone shut the morning up; My conscience creeps back in. I don't hear the words you say when you just come around I don't hear the words you say, I just see you lie. There's one thing that I should remember; There is a light at the end of the tunnel.


    **Therapy?, 30 SECONDS

  


  



  31 December 2023, 1:04 PM


  Warden leapt up to the window of the loft apartment after making sure that there was no one in it. Better to be safe than sorry, after all. Lately, Jimmy and Maddie had been making him rather nervous, and considering what he was about, he didn't want to be made nervous today.


  Landing in the kitchen, he thought about what Hooks had told him.


  The risk was great, but the benefits....


  If Warden could do enough damage at the little 'party' that NYC's Paragangs were planning for the evening, he could destabilize the situation enough that their petty truces would fall apart like cheap cloth, giving him all the leeway he'd need to work them one at a time.


  He could tear them apart and then, like the wild animals they were, they'd fall upon each other.


  He got a glass of orange juice out of the refrigerator and began thinking about how to best work the situation. Even with his powers, just rushing in would be a mistake. After all, Mountain would probably be there, and Dr. Jacky wouldn't leave his posse out of any partying that'd be going on. Not to mention Cockatrice and Bathory...it was their gala, after all. They'd be sure to attend. Each of the women, in her own way, liked to be the center of attention.


  No, simply showing up would be suicide.


  And while the Warden was driven, Thomas wasn't suicidal enough to let himself just attack.


  He drank his orange juice, enjoying the cold glass in his hand, thinking.


  Then he smiled.


  And then he picked up the phone.


  He wasn't sure how he knew the number, but he'd had enough run ins with the man to be pretty sure that it was the right one.


  It rang three times.


  "Kelly, Special Investigations."


  "Lt. Kelly. This is Warden."


  Dead silence on the other end of the line. Thomas wondered idly if they were going to try and trace the call, but he didn't worry about it. He wasn't going to stay on the line all that long, and the NYPD didn't have the budget to keep special resources on staff, just waiting for _him_ to call. Not to mention, the NYC phone system was still something of a rat's nest since the recovery period in the early part of the century.


  "How do I know..."


  "That really isn't important. Tonight, Times Square, there's going to be a party. I'm going to be there. So are the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, Dr. Jacky's Boys of Pain, the Snow Leopards, and any number of the lesser hangers-on. Midnight. You should come armed."


  Thomas hung up the phone. He knew the police would be there a lot earlier than midnight, but he also suspected they'd wait for him to make the first move.


  It was becoming a habit for them.


  Thomas walked into his room, his brow furrowed. The situation with the Police was something he'd have to deal with, sooner or later. Eventually they'd turn on him again, the way they had acted when he'd first begun his 'career' as the Warden. He knew from Beth Willot that his very presence, untrained and working for his own agenda, was something the various governments that held sway in New York would only tolerate for so long. How much longer did he have?


  And what was he losing?


  He pulled a slightly mangled folder out of his inside jacket pocket and spread it out on his bed. In that folder was his entire life, where his parents lived, how he'd spent seventeen years motionless, and what the doctors had done to him while he'd done nothing. And he couldn't read it, because he couldn't see it. He regularly leapt off of buildings, he swung around the streets of New York like an ape in the jungle, he could sense the change in pressure from a three foot drop or feel a wall from thirty feet away....


  But he couldn't read these scraps of paper. And he was afraid to ask his best friend to do it for him.


  Angry at himself, he turned away from the bed and began preparing for the night. The coil of metal wire Madelyn had weighted down with three lead balls, the Chinese throwing coins she'd made for him, his ever present hook sword and bundi. The tools of the trade.


  He never quite forgot about the folder.


  



  31 December 2023, 3:32 PM


  "I'm not in the habit of hopping to just because I get a phone call from a vigilante..."


  "So you _do_ think it was him?" Melissa Tao was idly flipping through the pages of an old copy of _Danger Strikes the Swiftest_ that Kelly had lying on his desk, but it was deceptive; she'd been on alert since John Kelly'd received the phone call that claimed to be Warden.


  "Yeah. I was _there_ in Central Park when he...you know..."


  "What, that actually _happened?_"


  "Yeah. It was weird times ten." John leaned back in his chair, his close-cropped red hair gleaming in the light coming in his window. "That was him on the phone. If I had money to bet, I'd bet it. Which I don't."


  "Well, then, what do we do?"


  "Our little two-person unofficial Warden task-force, you mean? The department sure doesn't care." Kelly put his feet up on his desk and swiveled to face Tao. "I half-suspect he's got admirers among the brass upstairs."


  "We can't just ignore the call. _Or_ the fact that he's getting in deeper."


  "No, I suppose not. But I'm damned if I know what we should do. I'll give Harris Wu a call...he and his SWAT boys'll at least be useful for mopping up the 'gangers. As far as Warden is concerned...here's to hoping we don't have to make that call yet."


  



  31 December 2023, 6:47 PM


  For the rest of the day, Warden contented himself with smaller tasks.


  He flitted towards the waterfront and again checked on a warehouse belonging to the Cyber-Nostra. Ever since one of their strange Supertech killing machines had made an attempt on his life, he'd been keeping track of them. This particular warehouse contained seven of the Optimal-Killers, cyberlink controlled flying tanks without crews. There was also enough munitions inside the warehouse to blow the Empire State Building into rubble.


  Warden was merely making sure of it now. Eventually, when he had time and the gang situation had calmed down a bit, he'd move on them. For now, it was enough to learn as much as he could in preparation for that day.


  He then spent three hours patrolling the city, from Battery Park to Wall Street, making sure that Manhattan Island was as crime-free as he could. Granted, there were other boroughs, but they were sparsely populated as yet. New York was thought of as unlucky by much of the rest of the North American Combine...nobody wanted to live in the City of the Missing Dead.


  In the time before the raid on the park, Warden stopped two muggings, one organlegger attack, broke up three open-air Jaz markets, and prevented six accidents.


  Then he headed towards the center of the city, for Times Square.


  



  31 December 2023, 8:07 PM


  At JFK Airport, a large man was getting off of a transport.


  He strode through the airport, absolutely confident. In his time he'd been the champion of the death-fights semi-sponsored by the Khadamnite Government; he'd controlled a large portion of the Pranir trade in illicit goods up and down the European Sub-continent; he'd evaded the likes of the Dioscurii in Italy and Rasputin in Russia; he'd killed bears in the Siberian Taiga and mutated lions in the African Savannah with nothing more than his bare hands. He was dark of hair and skin, with features and build that would have been at home on a statue in the Rhodean Harbor.


  He saw a man in a dark suit holding up a sign. The sign read "Rex Umbrae."


  "Mister Umbrae?"


  "Yes." He smiled, his canine teeth showing past his lips. "Is everything ready?"


  "As you specified, sir."


  They walked to a waiting car. It was a stretch limousine, heavily armored, with a weapons suite so well concealed that you would need superhuman senses to detect it. Those able to detect it would also know that the technology was not entirely of Earthly manufacture.


  He sat down and looked out the tinted windows as they drove into the city proper. There was a heavily modified brownstone waiting for him with a view of Central Park.


  _Control._ That was key. Control and ruthlessness.


  He already had the second. It would be the key towards enforcing the first.


  



  31 December 2023, 10:21 PM


  The enormous bronze statue stood straight and tall. The assembled kids and Paragangers who'd been laying in supplies for the night's festivities bore witness as metal limbs straightened out, a metal face twisted into an expression of rage. A titan took its first steps across the sidewalk in front of the crumbling church it had silently guarded for decades.


  The cement cracked under its foot.


  It kept walking. The cracks meant nothing to it; the glorified children who ran from it meant nothing to it. There was crudely scrawled graffiti painted across its face and body (as it walked past a window, a young couple in coitus interruptus saw LUCY + JOHNNY on its stylized features) and this, too, meant nothing to it.


  The only thing that _did_ have meaning to it was its mission. It had been summoned by magic, dispelled by magic; the rage that had created it proved too weak to keep it in this world yet too strong for its weakened vessel. But there was more hate in New York City than could be measured, if you were open to it, and this new vessel was up to the task.


  Weregild no longer, Atlas stalked the city. Revenge was still its goal.


  Only the targets had changed.


  Ponderously, it walked.


  



  31 December 2023, 11:03 PM


  The party was in full, riotous swing.


  Thomas perched over the Jumbotron, listening and smelling and tasting. It was, in its own way, direly fascinating. The heavy stench of sweat and the musky reek of something new, redolent with experiences he had never had, and the grunts and moans from the shadows that were invisible to him mingled with the stale smell of cheap alcohol and the acrid burn of Pranir opiates and stimulants. The sound of roaring music, staccato beats of the new fusion of several musical styles, hit his amplified hearing like a small chorus of train wrecks.


  He hated the fact that it interested him. They were doing things down there that he had no understanding of. He'd only been awake for a year, and the few times he'd entered one of their minds, it had been for the express purpose of altering their perceptions or learning their combat techniques. But in a way, despite his strange mission, he had a lot more in common with them than he'd care to admit.


  His eyeless face furrowed as he frowned.


  _You do. You're no older than they. You're only eighteen. And you've only been _awake_ for a year. You've even less life than the youngest of them._


  Every so often, the scent of a woman would reach him, and his whole body would tighten. There was a dark, exciting smell just underneath the perfumes and the sweat, something primitive. He knew he was more vulnerable to it than anyone else in the world, but he couldn't tear himself away from it.


  Off in the distance, just beyond the sounds of the party, he could hear a faint grinding sound, like metal against asphalt. And, every ten seconds, something like a heartbeat but louder, a hammering. _thoom.......... thoom..........thoom_ it went, slowly getting louder. He didn't know what it was. He knew he should go check it out.


  He would. After he'd experienced a little more.


  He wanted very much to go down there and...what? The gangs were not the only ones there, of course; for every para in the crowd there were at least a dozen who were just there for a big party. Warden could sense their minds, taste the adrenaline in their sweat, and by listening to their heart-rates know how many there were, what each of them was on...he jerked as he realized he was expanding his perceptions pell-mell over the crowd.


  It was like a drug.


  _thoom.......thoom........thoom.......thoom......THOOM_


  Was that getting closer?


  Then a building exploded from the inside out, scattering glass and brick everywhere, and suddenly Warden realized the depths of his negligence. He'd been so intoxicated by his surroundings that he'd failed to investigate... _that._


  It was at least forty feet tall, and made of bronze. That much, he was sure of. Using the screams of the crowd and the echoes of the music, he could "sonar" in on it. The inside of it was hollow, acting as a giant metal drum, sending the sound back out so that Warden could easily 'see' using it.


  He froze. Paragangs, he was used to. But giant metal men?


  Mountain snarled. He was an enormous man, easily ten feet tall and seemingly made of blood-engorged muscle. His black hair was close-cropped, and his teeth were filed to points. Reaching down with one hand, he touched the street and tapped the power of the Earth beneath it, increasing his already immense strength to superhuman levels.


  Atlas kept on coming, unaware. Or unconcerned.


  Mountain charged, shoving several fleeing people out of his way as he picked up speed. By the time he'd closed the distance between himself and the metal giant, he was moving at a hundred miles an hour.


  The peal that rang out on impact drowned out everything else. Mountain bounced. Looked up. Saw the metal head staring down at him.


  Then Atlas brought a foot down.


  When he picked it up again, there was a Mountain-sized hole in the street leading to the sewer system.


  From his vantage point, Warden sensed it before anyone else did.


  The metal man had grown a full foot after smashing Mountain through the street.


  This was not good.


  He could sense the Snow Leopards fanning out, trying to engage the statue. Cockatrice tried several of her ice-blasts, but the metal man apparently wasn't in the mood to be turned into ice. He weathered the blasts easily and barely missed crushing her into pulp with his fist. Warden could smell the thick, polecat musk of Bathory as she leapt, carrying Cockatrice out of the way of that enormous hand.


  Then Warden sensed the crowd about to be strode through by the giant. And there was no more time to stand and watch.


  Eliza Lasher wasn't a paraganger. She went to college at the New School for Social Research, which had somehow kept its doors open through all the mayhem of the past three decades. She was nineteen, an aspiring journalist who didn't really know much about what she wanted to be or who she admired yet. She'd come out to the big party with her friends Jia and Mark because she liked to dance and have a good time.


  Now she, Jia, Mark and about thirty-five people she didn't know were about to be smashed into paste underneath big metal feet.


  Eliza picked this moment to trip. Well, no, actually...if she'd had the option, she'd have picked any other moment to trip. But this was the moment she _did_ trip. She managed to get her hands beneath her, scuffing her palms and cutting her forehead on the street, and then she prepared as best she could to die.


  She didn't see the boy in the bandana come hurtling down, swinging on a broken length of power-line, then bouncing off of a parked car and rolling to where she lay. She _did_ feel a sudden lurch in her stomach as he leapt, barely avoiding the bronze toes as they dragged sparks off of the ground where she'd been prone a second earlier.


  Warden landed on top of the makeshift platform where the turntable and sound system had been. Where they still _were._ It was just the DJ and the dancers that had fled. For a second, he found himself very conscious of the warm body in his arms. Then something cooled his brain down and got his attention.


  The metal man had turned its head and was apparently looking at Warden very, very closely. This did not seem like a positive development to him.


  "What...what is that...who are you...what's going on...."


  He turned his head and 'looked' at Eliza. It had no effect on his echolocation of the giant, and he'd learned that people responded better when you addressed them if they thought you were making eye contact.


  "Does it matter? Get out of here. Now. I'll try and keep it occupied."


  Not that he knew how.


  Inside the 'mind' of Atlas, a struggle ensued.


  On the one hand, it was originally created with the express purpose of eliminating the tiny speck on the ground over to its left.


  On the other, it had a new purpose. Those who killed indiscriminately were here. The hate that fueled it now was broader, more expansive...it was hard to decide. This took thirty seconds to work out.


  Then it pulled back its impression of a mouth in a smile.


  _Why not, after all, do both?_


  It moved.


  Warden boosted his speed and leapt as the enormous metal hand came slamming down where he'd been standing, smashing the platform into kindling.


  _Well, at least I don't have to worry about keeping it occupied._


  Moving as fast as he could, Warden moved from street to building, evading those metal hands as best he could. The giant was huge and powerful, but slow, and the growth it had experienced since arriving had only slowed it down.


  This was not a bad thing.


  He whirled off of a wall, kicking off of a flagpole seconds before the whole section of brick was torn away by the giant. Warden actually bounced off of the thing's _head_ and spun in the air, kicking off of the Jumbotron just before a metal fist smashed the relic into shards. Despite the ponderous nature of the bronze man, it took little effort for the thing to cover twenty feet with one roundhouse swing of the arm. Keeping out of its way was not easy. If not for his enhanced hearing bringing him the sounds of the metal squealing as it swung, it might well be impossible.


  This did not take into account that Warden, despite his unusual powers, was only flesh and blood, and would tire. The giant _was_ not, and presumably _would_ not.


  Atlas was not new to the violent emotions. They were, in fact, what was animating and sustaining the golem. However, even _it_ felt the rage growing as the tiny deathmarked speck kept leaping out of the way. Atlas now knew the anger of the man flailing to kill a wasp that simply _would not hold still and die._


  It strode through the facade of another building, trying to cut the distance and make contact, but the speck somehow seemed to know what it was doing and actually _bounced off of the forearm_ that was coming to kill it! Using the momentum of the blow to shoot entirely across the square, the speck landed back at that strange angled building.


  This was _intolerable!_


  Atlas decided to stop playing nice.


  It tore a huge section out of the rubble it was standing in and flung it across space at the speck.


  Bathory watched as the corner of building streaked across the square, her jaw down somewhere near her chest. That thing was going to tear Times Square to rubble!


  "Tell me, Cockatrice...does that giant _remind_ you of anything?"


  "The Weregild." She spat angrily, blood leaking from her mouth. A glancing blow from the giant had broken three of her ribs. "Remind me again why we decided the CSV would make good allies?"


  "Their reputation, their power...and obviously, if that's what they can summon, the power aspect is well deserved. I _do_ wish someone had mentioned the tendency for these things to go on rampages during _my perishing party!_" Snarling, Bathory whirled to her bestial slaves. Then she stopped, unsure as what to _tell_ them. "Cockatrice...do we have a reason to stay and fight that thing?"


  "Certainly no money in it. Let Warden get killed. It's what the damn thing was _supposed_ to do anyway." The ice-witch pointed across the square. "Dr. Jacky is already pulling a fast fade, Mountain is either dead or swimming for dear life...let's put on our boogie shoes."


  "Someone's been watching documentaries again. Still, I can't argue with your logic." She growled at her servants. "Time to go, pets."


  As they pulled out, she spared one final look back at the fight.


  _Good luck, Warden. I have to admit, I'll miss you._


  Warden was panting heavily. His left leg ached where brick shrapnel had scored it, his whole body felt like a giant bruise, and he was slowing down. Even with his ability to control his bodily processes, he simply couldn't keep coaxing this kind of performance out of himself indefinitely. He needed to come up with a plan that had a chance of stopping a giant metal man...and so far, he was all out of those.


  Then he heard the faint whirring of rotor blades.


  _A police helicopter._ It was far away...most people couldn't have heard it...but Warden knew that the sheer carnage would attract them before long. He didn't know what good they'd...


  This was the moment where he didn't move as fast as he should have.


  As the metal fist that snatched him out of the air made clear as it began crushing him.


  Captain Harris Wu (decorated North Am Combine Marine Corps. Pilot with the distinguished service cross, ret.) had seen a lot of things in his time on the force.


  He'd been promoted to SWAT commander during the three-year "Paragang War" that had ended with Warden's arrival on the scene last year. Before the eyeless vigilante had begun putting the fear of God into the freaks, Wu had seen friends electrocuted, pulled inside out, drained of their blood, shot, stabbed, and even one of them transformed into ice.


  So, for the most part, he actually _liked_ what Warden was doing. He was a cop first, and would arrest him if he got the chance...but he wasn't looking for one. After all, the weirdness on his beat had taken a serious downturn lately....


  That is, until he saw the statue of Atlas, grown to fifty-five feet tall, standing in the middle of what had been Times Square until recently. It was crushing a man in its fist.


  At that range, Capt. Wu couldn't see who it was, not that that really mattered.


  "Kelly...what in the name of Tym did you get me _into_ here? For _this_ I'm missing the Office Party?"


  He began to direct the crosshairs in his helmet HUD towards the thing's torso. NYPD copters only carried two missiles, both old Sidewinders from Military Surplus. He'd probably need both.


  His watch was set to ring at Midnight.


  He wanted to be away from there when it happened.


  Warden 'saw' everything from Captain Wu's POV.


  He'd shut off his own tactile sense, not wanting to feel the pain as the hand slowly closed. On the up side, he'd apparently angered the thing enough that it wanted to enjoy killing him, and was taking its time. On the down side, there wasn't much he could do about it.


  Then, it occurred to him. He couldn't affect the metal man....


  Captain Wu felt slightly "off" as he drew a bead on the back and chest of the overgrown Atlas, but finally achieved target lock.


  "Missile One away." He spoke into the microphone at his lips.


  The missile arced a perfect path towards the statue...and then, somehow, missed the thing's back entirely.


  It did, however, slam directly into the wrist of the hand crushing the man Wu couldn't quite see at that distance.


  Warden cranked his strength as high as he could as soon as the missile tore the wrist in half, spraying metal fragments everywhere. In that second, only bronze was holding him, not the strange eerie strength that filled the statue, and he bent the fingers apart and flipped out of the grip, twirling end over end and landing on a nearby ledge, catching onto the wall with shaky fingertips.


  The helicopter launched another missile, this one catching the statue in the chest and sending more shrapnel into the nearby walls. One piece narrowly missed Warden's skull. He leaned against the wall and gasped for air, feeling his ribs with his left hand to see if any were broken.


  The statue, meanwhile, was concerning itself with the helicopter. Captain Wu had begun firing repeatedly at the thing with a chaingun mounted to the underside, but that wasn't likely to do any good. The statue (from his moment within Wu's mind, Warden now knew it was named Atlas) was already 'healing' the missile damage. What was needed was a way to inflict so much damage so quickly that....


  Warden smiled.


  Wu jerked the stick hard, getting as much altitude as fast as he could. Atlas kept hurling chunks of nearby buildings at him, and it was a right bitch keeping out of the thing's way. The missiles had done bubkiss and he was almost out of bullets....


  _Ca-chunk._


  Correction: He _was_ out of bullets.


  "This is Wu to NYPD SWAT Air Command. I need backup! Repeat: I need backup ASAP. There is a giant metal statue running amok in Times Square... and yes, before you ask, I _know_ how crazy I sound right now."


  Then a chunk of cement slammed into his rotors...which fragmented, shearing open the cockpit.


  "Oh, son of a...!"


  Warden 'heard' Wu's last thought before impact.


  He wondered why they called it 'piling in' but didn't have the time to worry. Instead, he leapt off of the ledge, bounced off of Atlas's head, and arced up as high as he could, landing on the side of the madly twirling helicopter. He drew both blades from their sheaths on his back.


  Wu had his eyes closed tight and was muttering to himself. Warden didn't have time to care what. Instead, he slashed his bundi across the man's restraints and hoisted him out of his seat, ignoring the man's grunt of surprise.


  Then he jumped blind, not having time to try and echolocate. He hoped that he remembered the square well enough to estimate the distances....


  As the copter slammed into the very spot where the giant ball had once descended to mark off the year and burst into flame, Warden dimly heard Wu's watch alarm go off. It was Midnight.


  Happy New Year.


  He swung his hook sword, catching the blade on the edge of a building, dislocating his shoulder and sending agony up his arm and down into his whole body before he could even try to keep from feeling it. Gasping, feeling as if he was going to throw up, he pushed himself up the wall with his feet and got on top of the building. So far, Atlas was staring at the flaming wreck of the copter, trying to tell if they'd gone up with it.


  Warden, Wu still on his back, crumpled onto the rooftop and lay there for a few moments, short, ragged breaths the only ones he could take.


  "Are we alive?"


  "Apparently so." Warden didn't move...couldn't. "I need you to pop my right shoulder back in."


  "You're lucky you didn't tear your arm off." Wu checked it, noticed the whitening of the young man's lips as he did. "You need a doctor."


  "No time. I have to stop Atlas."


  "You don't have a prayer!"


  "Then say one for me and _pop my shoulder back in._" Warden groaned. "Or do I have to do it myself?"


  Wu swore softly, took hold of the young man's arm, and suddenly twisted on his own hip, driving the joint back in with a light pop. Warden didn't scream, didn't even make a sound. Of course, that was only because he'd shut off his pain center.


  As Wu watched, the hideous lividity faded to the same pale white it had been, leaving only a sickly purple and yellow bruise on the front of the arm and shoulder.


  "Holy..."


  "No. Just paranormal. I can heal quickly, if I get a chance. It will hurt and be stiff, but it will have to do." Warden strode to the roof edge. "When the backup comes, tell them I'm heading to the docks. There's a warehouse there...a front for the Cyber-Nostra. That's where I'm leading it."


  "How do you...?"


  Warden leapt off of the roof and dropped, his coat fluttering behind him like a cape.


  He landed right on top of Atlas, who was now easily eighty feet tall. Apparently it was feeding on _something_ that the attack on Times Square had generated, and was swollen with it. As it realized that Warden wasn't dead, the vigilante kicked off the top of its head and began bouncing from rooftop to rooftop, heading away from Times Square.


  Atlas followed, taking enormous strides, feet ringing on the street below, kicking up potholes as it went.


  Salvadore Serrano had worked as minor muscle for the Cyber-Nostra for a decade. Upon his retirement, he'd received the extremely cushy job of guarding their warehouse on the docks. It was fairly simple. You sit in an air-conditioned room ten blocks away, watching monitors for any idiot stupid enough to try and mess with a warehouse full of cybernetic death machines controlled by remote link.


  In the two years since he'd received the assignment, no one had so much as _spit_ on the place.


  Streaks have a funny way of coming to an end, though.


  The external mikes picked it up first. The _thoom.......... thoom........thoom......thoom_ got louder and louder. Sal turned on the full sensor package, sweeping for contacts.


  At first, all he saw was one guy jumping around like an idiot. Sal wasn't too concerned about _that._


  When the big metal guy walked _through_ a nearby warehouse after the jumping guy, however, _then_ he was concerned.


  Sal began frantically pushing buttons, activating the perimeter guns (like the chaingun on the helicopter, they did nothing to the giant) and then the cyberlink to the Optimal Killers themselves.


  The floating death machines popped out of their slots on top of the warehouse and engaged the giant, blowing big holes in it with their missiles. Sal smiled...and then stopped, rather abruptly, as one by one, the silver death machines went off-line.


  Sal immediately began trying to think of a suitable answer for his employers. He was incredibly grateful for the recording system in the console.


  Warden landed inside the warehouse. He knew that Atlas wouldn't be far behind...in fact, he was _counting_ on it. Already, he could hear the sounds of missiles and explosions and metal on metal crunching. He didn't expect the Optimal Killers to _beat_ Atlas...it would have been nice, but his day wasn't going to be that easy...just delay and damage it.


  What he was looking for was in a crate buried behind a sizable amount of Jaz and other Pranir pharmaceuticals.


  Stack upon stack of armaments.


  Including a sizable amount of grenades, racked missiles, and stuff Warden didn't even understand. He didn't have to understand it. He knew what would happen.


  He scurried away as Atlas crushed the last Optimal Killer and headed forward.


  The reinforced metal wall bent, twisted, and tore. Atlas walked into the warehouse, the pilings trembling under his feet, the roof a few feet above his head.


  It scanned the area, looking for its target, which was perched above it, on a ledge on the far wall. No more room to run. Another step. More shaking. The floor didn't seem as solid here....


  Warden tossed a grenade into the pile directly under Atlas's feet. Then he slithered through the vent at his back and was gone.


  Atlas looked down at the pile at its feet, uncomprehending. Then the grenade went off.


  Atlas shrugged.


  _Then_ the rest of the pile began to detonate.


  Warden splashed down into the murky water of the East River [much cleaner than it used to be, thank you. - Ed] just in time to feel the shockwave as the warehouse became a gigantic Roman candle, exploding and exploding _again_ and again. The stored munitions were not of earthly manufacture, but like all explosives, they had a tendency to release their stored chemical energy when properly primed.


  As he swam away, Warden saw the half-shattered body of Atlas fall into the water as the warehouse pilings were crushed and the floor smashed by the explosion. As the giant began taking on water, it attempted to march itself back onto land.


  Instead, it fell apart. Piece by piece. Between the heat, the blast, and the sudden dunking, even the great magic that had animated it couldn't sustain it any longer. It simply...fell apart. And drifted away, bit by bit.


  Smiling, if incredibly sore and battered, Warden swam for shore.


  



  1 January 2024, 3:23 AM


  He climbed into the window of the apartment still somewhat soggy, his hook sword blunted, with hideous purple splotches on his chest, shoulder, and legs and a chunk of glass in his left arm.


  Jimmy and Maddie were in the next room. He could hear them. There was a faint smell in the air of grapes and alcohol, and echolocation showed a bottle and two glasses on the kitchen counter. They'd had a little New Year's celebration, it seemed.


  He smiled.


  "Hey, Tommy, that..." Jimmy came into the kitchen and turned on the light, then froze at the sight of his roommate. "_What happened?_"


  "You should have been watching TV. You'd probably have heard all about it." Thomas pulled the glass out of his arm and rummaged around under the sink for the first aid kit. "The statue from Rockefeller Center tried to kill me."


  "It did."


  "But I stopped it. _And_ I managed to get rid of that Cyber-Nostra warehouse in the process."


  "You did."


  "Yep." Thomas poured witch hazel over his cut and smeared Opti- Bacitracin on a gauze pad, then secured it to his arm with gauze. "All in all, it was quite the night out."


  "Well, that's...I mean...what I...." Jimmy sputtered to a stop. "Tommy, is it possible you'll ever come in the window and say something that _doesn't_ sound deranged?"


  "It could happen." He put the first aid kit away. "In the morning, I need to ask you a favor. There's something I need you to read for me."


  



  NEXT ISSUE:


  TENTH ISSUE EXTRAVAGANZA! GUEST STARRING DEVASTATOR! TYM! THE NORSE GODS! (Actually, none of them. Sorry. I got excited there for a second. Pretty much just the usual cast of misfits, really. But there'll be MORE of them...)


  



  WRITER' S NOTES:


  Howdy.


  It's Matt again. Did you miss me? Well, despite my fondness for crossovers, there really _wasn't_ a good way to work Warden into the CSV carnage that Mssrs. Singer, Pi and Van Domelen inflicted upon y'all...hope you liked Dave's compromise, which was about as good a tie-in as you could get, and better than what I had in mind. I mean, was there really any interest in watching the CSV and then ASH beat the heck out of poor Tommy Malfeas [As the crossover's early plots had happening - Dave]? I think not.


  So here we are, on the threshold of issue #10. What, you may ask, is coming? Good question. Beats the urine out of me. Well, no, that's not strictly true. I expect to play around with Warden's role in NYC, deal with the tensions with the NYPD and MetaPsych, and maybe eventually get around to that ASH appearance I've been wanting to do.


  So stick around. Warden #10 is coming, and it'll be really neat.


  Time Capsules #3 - "Dust To Dust"


  Copyright 1999 by Pi, Singer, Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows the astrological symbol for Gemini, a stylized II.However, one of the sides is crumbling away like a demolishedbuilding, the stone pattern of the symbol cracked and broken.]


  



  Kaoru walked into the lab, brushing some bits of rapidly-melting snow off his jacket, which he then removed with a flourish and hung from the coat rack. "So, Doc, what's the verdict?" he asked his advisor, Dr. M'Cormack.


  She looked up from the contents of the time capsule the two had been studying on and off over the year. "Your paper on early 21st Century news services? Passable, but you should rework it before we submit it to any journals."


  "What's wrong with it?" the graduate student asked.


  "A number of small things...you'll find some annotations in the file... but the main problem is how you refer to television news as propaganda."


  "Well, it *was* propaganda. In almost all parts of the world, the major governments had a big say in what was shown, either by direct censorship in the Moslem Coalition or China, or by implied pressure in the Combine or European Union," Kaoru retorted.


  The professor smiled beatifically, a sign Kaoru had learned to recognize as dangerous. "And we're so much better today? The primary peril in using the term propaganda is the assumption that propaganda is only something THEY use, that WE are above that. Additionally, most news outlets in the freer nations rarely butted up against the government's wishes, simply because they were driven more by profit and the need to get viewers. That's an angle you neglect quite glaringly in your paper. Finally," she picked up what looked to be a double-CDROM case, "not all propaganda is bad."


  "What's this?" Kaoru asked, reaching for the case and finding it surprisinly hefty.


  "Open it."


  Kaoru did so, and found that one side of the case held a pair of golden coins. One was a 20 Euro coin struck in 2024, presumably solid gold and legal tender, but meant for collecting. The other was a medallion rather than a coin, and it pictured a man's face on it, with the inscription "POLLUX - HERO - 1999-2024" on it. On the other side was a CDROM.


  "The memorial service of Pol Ierulli-Kiris - January 5, 2024. With translations," he read the few words on the face of the CDROM, which was otherwise imprinted with the image of an eternal flame and the face of the man from the coin. "Translations?"


  "In 2024, Eurolac hadn't settled into one pattern, it was still a pair of argots, one used mainly in trade and based more strongly on English like the current Eurolac, the other a pidgin of dozens of languages. As a result, most people tended to stick with the traditional language of their home country for most purposes. One of the speakers uses the looser Eurolac, you may find it interesting."


  "And this is positive propaganda?"


  "Yes. Memorial services often are. They're designed to bring out particular feelings in people...in the case of a fallen hero, the feeling is patriotism and rededication to the principles the hero fought for. Any clay feet the hero may have had are glossed over or overshadowed by praise. And this is a good thing, because it gives people something to hold onto. Well, usually a good thing. It can be and has been abused, but this particular case was not an abuse. It helped Europe look past their own troubles during the aftermath of the Haven Incident...the southern Mediterranean coast was devastated by Hurricane Newt, but knowing Pollux had died to save them helped people get through the hard times of the next several months. Watch it, and a few things I noted in the notes on your paper, then get me a revision by Tuesday."


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


  [SELECT TRANSLATION MODE.] [ENGLISH SUBTITLES SELECTED.] [VIDEO PLAY]


  



  LENARD DUVALLIER <French>


  Italy, the Eurasian Union, and indeed the United World, lost a favourite son. Lieutenant Pol Ierulli-Kiris of the Eurasian Union Ruling Order Paranormal Authority, loved by the world as Pollux of the Dioscuri, perished in the line of duty on the cusp of this new year. We gather today in Rome to honour his deeds in life, his dedication to duty, and his most noble sacrifice. His life was a brief but brilliant flame.


  What we call St. Elmo's Fire in France are called Castor and Pollux by the Romans. When only one flame appeared, sailors knew the worst of the storm was yet to come. And the people of the Mediterranean did face a terrible, unnatural storm. Even now, places like Sicily and southern Italy are facing economic and environmental disaster due to the hurricane. But when two flames appeared to the sailors, it was a portent of coming peace. Did not Horace in his Odes say:


  But when the sons of Leda shed


  Their star-lamps on our vessel's head,


  The storm winds cease, the troubled spray


  Falls from the rocks, clouds flee away,


  And on the bosom of the deep


  In peace the angry billows sleep?


  Pollux and Castor did quench the storm, true to legend. Without the valiant efforts of EUROPA, STRAFE, and the Academy of Super-Heroes, who can say how much further devastation there might have been? Yet also true to myth, one brother survives while the other dwells in the realm of Pluto. On behalf of the United World and the Eurasian Union, I bestow upon the deceased the first Gemini Star, named after Pollux and given to paranormals who sacrifice their lives in the line of duty.


  Let us also remember the passengers and crew of the _Umberto Eco_, and all the others who were lost in the the hurricane. Let us now have a moment of silence for Lieutenant Ierulli-Kiris and those who died in the New Year's tragedy. May the stars of Gemini guide their souls to their eternal rest.


  



  POPE PIUS XIII <Italian>


  In the chaos of the turn of the century, when I thought my special mission as a priest to minister to the miraculous and the falsely miraculous was over, I was surprised by reports of a miracle in the Umbria region of Italy. At noon precisely, on June 2, 1999, a child was born to an Italian couple, while twenty miles away a child was born to a Greek couple. Both children were identical in appearance, and DNA tests confirmed that they were brothers by genetics.


  By the will of God, I had been present to witness this miracle and baptize the twins. In honour of the local legend of San Gemini, the miracle children were named Castor and Pollux after the Roman Gemini, but together were called the Dioscuri after the Greek version of the myth. In this way, the dual heritages of the children were respected. It is ironic that I, who blessed them at the start of their life, should see one of the brothers come to such a tragic end. May the prayers of the people speed his soul, and the souls of those lost in the catastrophe, to the grace of the Virgin Mary.


  



  RASPUTIN (Yevgeny Sosnov) <Russian>


  Comrades, a great shadow darkens my heart. It is an insidious worm that consumes me from within, that cries for great vengeance. It terrifies me that I am tempted by hatred. Hatred of the villains who took our beloved Pollux's life, hatred of the scoundrels who have stolen my stride. If this be anger, then so be it. Let me temper it into a sword to mete punishment upon them. Let the Conclave of Super-Villains tremble: their reign of terror will be turned against them. They will drown in their own lies, and fear their own reflections.


  To ensure EUROPA remains strong, we are proud reinstate to duty Harry Keane, codename Hotspur, and to add a promising new agent to our team from the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia: Saori Taya, codename Oni.


  May the courage of both the fallen hero, and those who step up to take his place and face his risks, inspire us to never back down in the face of evil, be it grand or small.


  



  DANIEL TRACEY <English>


  Others here are better qualified to convey the respects of the North American Combine. I'd like to say a few words on behalf of Pollux's peers in STRAFE.


  I first met Pollux not as an ally but as a rival, and I can attest that he was a fearsome foe as well as a steadfast comrade. Fortunately, we put aside our differences that time and emerged as friends. The North American Combine and the Eurasian Union would do well to follow that example of cooperation -- an example of transnational unity embodied in those two men, one Italian and one Greek by birth, who were nevertheless brothers.


  I was also present when Pollux gave his life to save Europe and the world from a group of maniacs who sought the sick glamor of the "super- villain." The only measure of satisfaction I can extract from that day -- and it is a small, small measure -- is that two of their worst, the man who killed Pollux and the man who delayed a valiant attempt to save him, were captured. This was the result of a supreme effort by his teammates and his brother.


  Sadly, I could not capture any of those men, and my inability to save Pollux or to avenge him is my own personal shame. All I can do now is implore the Eurasian justice system to deal with those captives swiftly, fairly, and with every bit of the retribution they have earned. And I call upon the entire world to help us hunt and hound the rest of the Conclave of Super-Villains. To deny them the chance to savor the infamy they so desperately seek. And to bring justice in the name of this man, this hero, Pollux.


  



  ARC (Claire Auger) <French>


  Though I first met Pol at ASIE nearly nine years ago, I am ashamed to say I could not tell one twin from another. I made no effort to know them as individuals. But four summers ago, Pol and I were assigned to the same team for the wilderness survival course in India, part of the Institute's training program. We were both determined to be the first team to reach the end of the 'Hellrun', as the cadets called it.


  Part of the challenge was for Pol to be separated for a long period of time from his brother, and that was the hardest part of the Hellrun. Even though he tried not to show it, I could tell that he missed Cas. During that trip, we learned about each other: how strange it was to have a twin born to different parents than yours, how difficult life had been as a son of Greek immigrants to Italy; how being a psychic twin meant looking into a mirror and hearing the echoes of the thoughts of another. All things that I could never experience, all things which gave Pol a unique perspective on life. We talked about our friends, our families, and our life at ASIE.


  Together, we pushed each other to do our best. Together, we survived the jungles of India. Together, we won the race.


  When we reached the end, I was told that Riita, my roommate, had suffered neurological overload syndrome back at ASIE. I was devastated, and it was Pol who helped me through the grief. Wherever you are, Pol...I miss being your friend.


  



  CONTACT (Aaron Zander/Paul Mahler) <English>


  I...We asked to speak at this service, not because we ever knew or even met Pol, but because he was a telepath. Because, as a telepath, I know what it is like to be bonded so closely to another in a way few people can imagine. And I also know what it is like to almost lose someone so close to me. Even having experienced what Paul and I have lived through, we can barely grasp what it must be like for Castor, but even that small facet that we can glimpse is one of the most soul-wrenching things anyone can suffer.


  In remembering the dead, don't forget to remember the living as well. While the battle is over for Pol, it has only begun for Cas.


  



  YMIR (Erik Qvenhild) <Swedish>


  Pollux was a hero in every sense of the word. In Amsterdam, he and Castor were instrumental in infiltrating and neutralizing a Cyber Nostra counterfeiting operation, with minimal loss of life. Last year, Pollux helped locate miners trapped after an earthquake in South Africa. In Greenland, his telepathic powers saved many lives, including mine. If it wasn't for his warning, I would have suffered more than broken ribs from the Frost Giants' ambush a few months ago. Let him be recognized as the hero he always had been.


  



  HOTSPUR (Harry Keane) <Eurolac: Warning - Translation Unavailable, ClosestPossible Transliteration Substituted>


  Gruppa yaz gents 'n damen member me nicht. Fack, woonta be standin' fore yaz but fe Pol-san. I owe t'him ganz. M'namen is Harry Keane, though m'handle's Hotspur, 'n ich var at th'Institute 'vec Pol.


  Year go, gruppa us gang down t'Berlin, scopin' the Vogue scene, checkin' the band Ebon. Ja, shoonta bin drinkin'...I mean, sheda bin zample. These Vogue-ghouls insulted us, then...well, I lost it. I melted their leader's bike ohne thinking. Coulda gotten zehr worse...but Pol he shuts me down fore I coulda snuff them Vogue-ghouls, fore I coulda slagged half of the Kurfurstendamm. Since then, bin on probation 'n rehab. Pol was immer confident I'd one day rejoin EUROPA, when I learn t'trol m'temper. I think I'm pret jetzt, Pol...if the team'll take me back.


  



  ONI (Saori Taya) <Japanese>


  I have not known Pollux personally, but I have heard much that honours him. I hope to do my utmost for the team. Thank you.


  



  CASTOR (Cas Ierulli-Kiris) <Italian>


  On Pol's behalf, I'd like to thank you all. For your kind, kind words. I've shared the same thoughts with my...with Pol, ever since we were born. We dreamed the same dreams. We knew each other's pains. Our joys. We were more than twins. We were a single soul in two bodies. Our love transcended family and body.


  His death...his death leaves a void in my heart. A void I can never fill. They tried to prepare us for this at the Institute. They tried to teach us to live without the other's thoughts. But all that training does not prepare you for death. It does not prepare you for murder. I died with my brother that day.


  Though I know every word he's ever said...I cannot take his place. I don't know how to say all the things he needed to say to you, but I will try.


  Yevgeny, Pol respected your leadership. You were like a brother to him. Erik, he'll miss the flying lessons. Harry, he'd be glad you've made the team.


  Contact, I thank you for understanding, and hope you never truly understand. I would envy your chance at cheating death, but today is not a day for envy.


  Claire...Claire. You and Pol were best friends, but he longed for more. Pol loved you from the day he met you. But he could never say it out loud. He knew you did not think of him that way, and he did not want to risk his friendship with you. He held on to the dream that one day, you might have come to love him.


  Pol...now when I look into a mirror, I pray you'd step out of the frame, and we'd talk mind to mind again. If I could sacrifice my life as Polydeuces sacrificed his immortality for his brother, I would.


  I'll avenge you, my brother.


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


  A few days later in 2135....


  "All right, I see what you mean about positive propaganda," Kaoru admitted. "From everything I've studied about the Conclave of Super- Villains, people really needed to get their heads all pointed in the same direction to deal with them. But it's still propaganda...every time the camera panned the crowd, it made sure to grab some strong emotional reaction."


  "Admitted to. But propaganda is still a loaded term, you have to be careful with it," Dr. M'Cormack countered as she sorted through some of the non-media items which had been unpacked from a second compartment in the time capsule.


  "Okay, then, I'll do the rewrite tonight." Kaoru frowned, picking up two antique drafting tools, "What are these things doing in the time capsule?" One of the objects was an L-shaped rule, a drafting square. The other appeared to be a compass for drawing circles, but intended more for decoration than actual use.


  Professor M'Cormack looked up. "Hmm? Oh, you should know that. Symbols of Freemasonry. Such objects were often placed in the time capsules built into cornerstones of buildings. Still are, in some cities."


  Kaoru shot his advisor an "I'm not THAT stupid" look. "I know. But this capsule is from the mid 21st Century, and the year 1884 is engraved on the compass, see?" He held the object closer to the professor.


  She paused for a moment, then chuckled. "It appears someone had a sense of humor when putting this capsule together. Those masonic emblems were probably removed from a deconstructed building and later placed in this time capsule."


  "Deconstructed? Like the old literary movement?" Kaoru tried to picture a building that had been analyzed using literary criticism.


  "No, I mean taken apart."


  "Oh, demolished," Kaoru nodded.


  "No, deconstructed. Carefully taken apart from the inside out, everything that was reusable or recyclable removed and the skeleton of the building dismantled to be sent to the steelworks and resmelted. Some of the big cities hit hard by the depopulation of the turn of the millennium were left with a great many empty buildings, and simply using implosion techniques to drop them was considered wasteful, even though scavengers had picked over most of the structures in the years of unrest immediately after the great disaster. So companies slowly picked the buildings apart, and once-dense skylines were thinned out by this pruning...."


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


  "Back to the Rock," Henry said as the bus let out in front of Rockerfeller Plaza. "I'm on fourteenth floor recovery sweep today, how about you?"


  "Oh, same old thing, yanking old wiring. Most of it's copper, so it's worth recycling. And...what the hoo-ha?" Sol stopped suddenly and pointed at something that wasn't there. "Who kiped the statue?"


  "Atlas? You didn't watch the news yesterday, didya?" Henry asked as they headed for the main entrance, looking back over their shoulders at the empty pedestal.


  "Too busy nursing my New Year's Eve hangover and watchin' Bowl games. Ya suppose the Academy'll ever field a team?"


  "Yeah, right," Henry mocked as they went in and pressed their thumbs against the scanner plate to clock in. "Anyway, the Atlas statue came to life the other night, crashed this big parapunk party in Times Square and ended up doing a King Kong or something with one of them. Something like that, anyway. Been a weird damn week...y'hear about the missing building a couple miles south a' here?"


  They got into the elevator, talking over the conversations of the other workers. "I just told ya, Henry, hangover and football. That's all I heard about yesterday."


  "Y'need t'get out more," Henry mocked. "ANYway, I heard that a building scheduled for Decon just up and vanished Sunday morning. Like the earth swallowed it whole, no trace at all. Really weird."


  "One screwed up weekend, that's for sure."


  "You don't know the half of it...that's just weirdness in Manhattan, and doesn't include the explosion out at the docks. They had a hurricane over Italy, didya happen t'hear that during the football games? And a bunch of paras were duking it out inside the hurricane...I hear one died, too."


  "One a' ours?" Sol asked, a faint look of concern on his features.


  "Nah, one of the Euro-freaks, I think. Y'know, y'could at least listen t'the radio news on the bus in...." Henry trailed off as the elevator reached its destination.


  "Hey guys," a third figure stepped up to them as they got out of the elevator. "Looking for any late Christmas presents?"


  "What, you liftin' stuff again, Jimmy?" Sol asked.


  Jimmy held up his hands and put on his best "innocent affronted" expression. "Guys, all on the up and up this time. We cracked a cornerstone on Friday and the museum guys let us take what we wanted once they took pictures and snagged some of the juicier bits. Check out these crazy old tools," he held up a compass and square.


  Henry snatched them away. "Jimmy, you're not a freemason, are you?"


  "No. Why?"


  "You'd have treated these with a little more respect if y'were," Henry snarled. "Catch me at lunch break, I'll credit you a fair price when the cart comes around."


  Jimmy nodded and scooted off to try and make some other deals before the foreman came in and noticed him not working.


  "So, what'cha gonna do with 'em?" Sol asked.


  "I dunno. I'll bring 'em to the lodge next meeting, there's probably some policy about this kinda thing. Hm, 1884. I'll haveta ask Jimmy which building...."


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Tony Pi (all eulogies except Dan Tracey and Contact):


  In penance for killing Pollux in DEEP ARMAGEDDON, I have taken it upon myself to give the members of EUROPA more background. Look for the upcoming EUROPA special, written by yours truly!


  Marc Singer (Dan Tracey eulogy): No comments, just put him here to establishthe story credits.


  Dave Van Domelen (framing sequence, Contact eulogy, second story):


  The second story was actually written months ago, then socked away to stick onto the next Time Capsules that came in shortish (with a few modifications to reflect the stories that happened in the interim). In the process of writing it, I realized I really should know what days of the week were which dates, so I found a perpetual calendar webpage. The page that deals with 2024 is:


  http://www.mnsinc.com/utopia/Calendar/3_Columns/Calendar_8.html


  Watch it and keep us honest. }->


  One of the points of writing the second story was to provide an example of the second kind of tale that can appear in Time Capsules. So far, all the stories have involved narratives that Kaoru and Dr. M'Cormack were exposed to; videos, text or whatnot. But in this case, the two archaeologists may never know the story of how the Masonic emblem came to be in the time capsule, even though the reader does.
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