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  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity



  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction & Viscosity Control


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Artist


  REBUS / Lorenzo Archangeli / Anchor & Advanced Training


  BURNOUT II / Lana Smith / Intangibility & Regeneration


  PERYTON / Viktor Von Wright / Monstrous Form


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Spiritual Magic


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


  DROYD / DR-01-D / Mobile Artificial Consciousness


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


  PREVIOUSLY


  The Conclave of Super-Villains fought STRAFE and EUROPA for Haven's arsenal, but did not escape without losses. Rebus and Peryton were captured, and their mobile HQ Skyhaven heavily damaged in the battle. The rest of the CSV fled to territory near Khadam. A week after the incident at Haven, Rebus escaped on route to Siberia with the aid of Chinese allies, but it was at the cost of his left eye. An attempted rescue of Peryton by paragangers failed the same day.


  



  JANUARY 9th, 2024


  "Josephina Ridley," whispered Rebus into her ear. "What shall I do with you, hm?"


  DSHA agent Jo Ridley turned her head away. She had been trying to apprehend the Viau twins for a double murder in Montreal, but was captured by Burnout of the Conclave of Super-Villains [CSV #1-2]. She awoke to find herself in a prison cell God-knows-where, certain that she had been kept unconscious for days. The only contact she had was with a Russian guard, who did not speak a word of English or French. A week passed like this.


  Then Rebus came.


  That was how he introduced himself, though she remembered the man who was called Lorenzo at the airport, minutes before she was captured. The Italian did not look the same as he did the first time she saw him. Now, the left side of his face was hideously scarred. The cuts looked a day old, and his left eye was blinded [EUROPA #3 - Ed.]. He released her from the cell but kept her at gunpoint.


  She asked him where they were, and where they were going.


  "From Novosibirsk to Arkhangelsk," he answered. Jo was incredulous. Of all places to end up, it had to be in Northern Russia. There was no choice but to go along with Rebus for now. Even if she escaped, it wouldn't take long before Rebus tracked down 'the foreign woman' who spoke no Russian.


  When they arrived in Arkhangelsk, Rebus immediately placed several calls. One was a local call in Russian, so she didn't understand what was said. The others were long-distance calls to banks in Switzerland. She understand German; her mother was Austrian. Jo memorized the phone numbers, as well as the Swiss bank account numbers and passcodes that Rebus rattled off.


  An hour later, a decrepit van came to meet them. Two men forced her into the van.


  "Let me go, or kill me like you did my partner," said Jo to Rebus.


  "Let you go? You'd alert the authorities. Kill you? A waste of your skills and beauty. Sell you into slavery? You may fetch a fair price," taunted Rebus. "But I think not."


  "Why did you keep me alive in the first place?" asked Jo.


  "You would have become an excellent host for Mr. Strings. Lucky for you, I've saved you from that fate."


  "And now?"


  "Now Josephina, we will meet some old associates. You see, Mr. Strings does not have the monopoly on puppets, nor do we need the Magene when old- fashioned brainwashing will do. It will be some time before my friends can arrange for my safe passage out of here...so we have time to play. You will become *my* puppet...."


  * * * *


  JANUARY 13th, 2024


  Just a few kilometers north of the official border of Khadam where once there had been barren land, there now grew a lush tropical oasis cradled in a maze of thorns. What survived of Skyhaven was still aloft, anchored above the eastern edge. At the artificial lake in the center of this desert Eden, five Serpents gathered.


  "My paradise," purred Sultry, wading into the water. This garden was her latest artistic collaboration: Labyrinthe imported the wilderness and carved out the landscape to her specifications, while she maintained the proper environmental conditions for the vegetation. It would rain only when she wanted it to, and the wind would blow only when she willed it. Pride filled her. This green jewel in the sands was her living canvas. "I am Nature incarnate," she boasted.


  "Geronimo!" whooped Conflicto as he divebombed into the water. He came up for air, and shouted, "This is the life! Sun, surf and babes!"


  She knew Conflicto was ogling her figure, but it was not the brash youth she wanted to beguile. It was Triton for whom she played Lorelei. She found him attractive, sharp, and witty; he also possessed a sadistic streak which rivaled her own.


  Simply put, it was obsession on first sight.


  "This conclave will now come to order," said Triton. Sultry could tell that he had obviously not wasted his time in prison, for his lean, muscular body told of his years of physical training. He had salvaged the conference table from Skyhaven's half-destroyed briefing room, and converted it to float on water. "The communications array has been fixed," he announced. The Skyhaven array had been badly damaged when the engines exploded, cutting off their link to the shadowy leaders of the Conclave of Super-Villains. But now, Triton had scraped together enough parts to re-establish the link. Without the array, they would have had no access to the funds they needed to rebuild Skyhaven.


  Reluctantly, the other four villains joined him. "Hey, I've always wanted to go to a *swim meet*," joked Conflicto, treading water. "Let's *dive* right into the proceedings!"


  "Cut the humour, boy," said Burnout. "We've got serious business to discuss."


  "You cut him some slack, girl," snapped Sultry. She thought Burnout was looking more and more anorexic, a fact emphasized by how thin she looked in her black and white one-piece.


  Burnout glared. "At least he's not so incompetent as to give away a baby to an enemy." She was still angry that Sultry had fallen for Rasputin's illusions, and lost Burnout's baby.


  "Dieu, get on with it," said Labyrinthe. He floated a meter above the water, not deigning to get even his feet wet.


  "Right," said Triton. Taking a deep breath, he activated the holo-imager. Two figures appeared in their appointed places at the ends of the table, oblivious to the fact that half of their holo-matrices were underwater. The first was the distorted image of the Ankh Killer. The other was a face Sultry did not recognize; Mr. Strings always took on a different man's appearance every time. This time, he stole the features of a thin, dark-skinned man. Even Conflicto fell silent when Mr. Strings began to hum in that strange, atonal manner. Only Burnout acted indignant, snorting derisively at the holograms.


  "So, what have you bungling incompetents accomplished? You failed to capture three heroes [CSV #3 - Ed.]; you failed to escape with the weapons cache; you killed but a single small fry [CSV #5 - Ed.]. Your only success was the elimination of the Las Vegas Anchors [ASH #13 - Ed.]. Failures, all of you!" criticized Mr. Strings.


  "The hell we are!" interjected Triton. "It was Burnout who said she killed Peregryn, Kleinvogel, and Brown."


  "I saw them burn. You never told me C.J. Brown controlled fire," said Burnout in her own defense.


  "Your incompetence is unacceptable," replied the Ankh Killer. "Mr. Strings and I have been evaluating everyone's performances, and we are not pleased. So we have come to an unanimous decision. There is only one among you who proved himself worthy of taking over as leader: Triton. Obey him in all things, for he speaks with our authority. Anything to report, Triton?"


  "When I got the array working again, I began monitoring EUROPA communications with Rebus's decryption algorithms. Rebus has escaped [EUROPA #1-3 - Ed.], but there is a manhunt across Eurasia to recapture him. I wish him luck," said Triton with a wooden smile.


  "Regardless, we will proceed with the next phase of our masterplan in his absence," said Mr. Strings.


  "Ludicrous!" shouted Burnout. "This is a sham! Triton couldn't lead us out of a paper bag. We've all got unfinished personal business to attend to." She looked over at Labyrinthe. "Isn't that right, Yvan?"


  Yvan nodded. "My sister. Release my sister. I've done all that you've asked. She could be an asset to our organization, but she's worthless as a hostage."


  "Never," answered Mr. Strings after a moment's consideration. The detail of the hologram impressed Sultry. She could actually see beads of sweat roll down Mr. Strings' forehead. "She will remain our insurance that you do not stray from the CSV. Your assignments: Triton, continue repairs and additions to Skyhaven. Sultry, investigate the political situation in Khadam and garner support for our endeavours. Burnout, locate the best assassin for hire. Take Conflicto with you, and keep him out of trouble. Labyrinthe, implement the Worldmaze project."


  "Hey, I don't need a babysitter," said Conflicto. "What about Reb and Pery?"


  "Rebus is free to rejoin us when he deigns to inform us of his whereabouts. As for Peryton, we are uncertain of where he is currently incarcerated. They will be rescued...in time. Dismissed," said Mr. Strings. The two holograms disappeared.


  Triton glowed with pure satisfaction. "You heard them," said Triton with a grin. "Obey me in *all* things."


  Burnout sneered. "I don't care who they think they are. We will humour them, and you...*for now*. But don't think you're master of this game, Triton. I've got unfinished business to take care of soon, and when the time comes, you won't stop us from leaving. Come, Conflicto." She swam away, with Eugene bitching about not getting enough time to work on his tan.


  "Nor will anyone stop me from finding my sister," said Labyrinthe. With a twist of his cloak, he vanished.


  Sultry and Triton were alone, at last.


  A warm wind blew across the water, as Sultry and Triton locked gazes for a long time. Sultry swam towards Triton. "I've been waiting for this moment, Derek." They could stand on the sandy bottom with tippy-toes, and Sultry moved in for an embrace.


  "Angeline," whispered Derek. "I...I like you but...."


  "Is it my body?" asked Sultry, knowing full well that it wasn't.


  Derek's cheeks flushed. "No, it's not you, it's me. I'm not a very good kisser."


  "I'd be glad to teach you."


  "It's not that!" blustered Derek. "You see, when I...kiss...I lose control of my powers. I might accidentally shock you." He gulped. "It's happened before."


  Sultry chuckled. "Is that all, Derek? Bollocks with your fear. Hit me with heat, cold or electricity, it's all the same. I'd barely feel it. My body mirrors the weather I create." She looked up at the sky. "Right now, I am a gentle breeze on a sunny day." She caressed Triton's cheek. "Feel me."


  "Warm," said Derek with a smile. He suckled her index finger. She could feel a jolt of ecstasy shoot up past her knuckles. She shuddered with delight.


  "It tickles," she said. She withdrew her finger, and leaned in for a kiss.


  "It's like we're made for each other," murmured Derek. Their tongues touched.


  There were sparks between them. Literally.


  * * * *


  JANUARY 14th, 2024


  They called the worst sector in Lower Ghat the Vivarium. It was where the most alien of aliens came to brawl with the scum of Khadamite genetic experiments, and the bodies disappeared from the gutters almost as soon as they landed there.


  In other words, Conflicto and Burnout stood out like sore thumbs in this cutthroat crowd, who wanted nothing more than to break them.


  Burnout never broke a sweat. She simply ghosted right through the aggressors, making it a point to remove a vital internal organ or two from a couple of the meanest. After her demonstration, word spread like wildfire that she did belong in the Vivarium, after all.


  Conflicto, however, was another story entirely. Even now, sitting at the bar called the Skin Crawl, he taunted a juggernaut bounty hunter sitting across the room by making his nose run like Niagara.


  "S'matter, outta hankies?" Conflicto asked. The only thing saving him from a rather painful disembowelment was his reputation as the gaunt girl's companion.


  Burnout let Conflicto be. Tyra Dumont seethed inside Lana Smith, still furious over what Triton did at the meeting yesterday. How dare he?! Whoever that pretender was, he was not one of her puppets. It was plain as day that Triton had simply hired an actor to play the part of Mr. Strings, and either another actor to play the Ankh Killer or programmed an AI to say his lines. Now, Triton was the acclaimed leader and no one was wise to his deception, save her.


  She almost admired his audacity.


  The worst part was, she had to let Radner get away with it. Likely, he had already disposed of the actor, to cover his tracks. It was too soon to let on to the others that Burnout was just a puppet for Mr. Strings. Tyra was certain only one man knew the truth: Rebus would have deduced it by now. Luckily, Rebus was currently out of the picture. She would let Radner play his game in Khadam, while she focused her attentions on the developments in New York City.


  She had recently acquired a puppet by the name of Andrew, a lieutenant of a new crime boss in New York City. Rex Umbrae deduced that someone was Riding Andrew, and tricked her into revealing herself. [Warden #10 - Ed.] Yet the revelation led to a temporary truce, one which could lead her to Cockatrice. She felt the hatred well up again. Whenever she thought of the ice witch, the need for revenge crowded Lana's personality to a tiny corner of her mind. Yes, she would take Labyrinthe and Conflicto with her to New York City, when the time was right. Triton was a novice when it came to trickery, compared to Mr. Strings. She already made new puppets in Khadam, the first day she arrived. Now, all it would take was a few whispers about Labyrinthe's sister being sighted in NYC to make him want to come. As for Conflicto, all she had to do was to plant the idea of showing off to the paragangs that rejected him.


  She called the Pranir bartender over. He called himself Soul-Of- Discretion, his real name being unpronounceable by the human mouth. Everyone called him Sod, though. "I need an assassin, the best in Khadam or anywhere. The subtler the better."


  Soul-Of-Discretion spoke through his translator. "Payment would be one barb of negotiation, as would be the mark."


  "The money I can tell you, but the target will remain nameless until the assassin has proven himself." Burnout quoted a figure.


  Soul-Of-Discretion wheezed. "Credible, without fail credible."


  Meanwhile, Conflicto had foiled every attempt the juggernaut made to light a match or lighter for his cigar by negating friction. "Nads, can't you even muster up the strength to light a match?"


  "ENOUGH!" shouted the juggernaut. He took a step towards Conflicto.


  He reconsidered when he heard the first atonal hum.


  Two more hums joined the first.


  The Khadamite backed down, and stormed out of the Skin Crawl.


  "You have creepy friends," said Soul-Of-Discretion.


  "Huh?" said Conflicto, clueless.


  "The hummers. Be glad Mors Nolens is afraid of psis," said Soul-Of- Discretion.


  "Size really does matter, then," cracked Conflicto, mistaking 'psis' for 'size.' He had no idea what Soul-Of-Discretion meant. He was getting creeped out by the humming, though. It reminded him too much of Mr. Strings. "Hey Burnsie, can we go now?"


  "Yes, we're leaving, Eugene. If you do find the right man, Sod, let me know." Burnout flipped a card to the Pranir, who caught it in his beak, his four arms being busy with other tasks behind the bar.


  Burnout joined in with the hums as she walked out, a confused Conflicto following behind. When they have Cockatrice, it was just a matter of time before Tyra Dumont walked again.


  Throughout the city of Lower Ghat, her puppets hummed with anticipation.


  * * * *


  JANUARY 15th, 2024


  Labyrinthe dressed casually for the operation. There was no need to draw unwanted attention by wearing his maze costume and cape, not when the whole Worldmaze project was supposed to be a secret.


  The Worldmaze idea had been his. He wanted a way to make travel across the globe easier, since it took a lot out of him. It would save him energy if he had magical conduits to use. However, just conjuring such a vast network out of thin air would exhaust him, to say nothing of the cost of maintaining it. He needed an artifact to act as the focus for his magic.


  There was a principle in magic called contagion: if it once was a part of an object, then it always remained a part of that object. Voodoo rituals took advantage of this fact, harming their victim through a doll embedded with a piece of the victim's hair or fingernail. Though he never trained as a real mage nor knew that the principle was merely a consequence of the Third Pillar, the law of spirit, Labyrinthe grasped it intuitively. He needed something of a single identity that was now scattered across the world.


  When he heard about the next stage of the CSV's plan, the answer came to him like divine inspiration: the Berlin Wall. Ever since the Wall came down, pieces of it had spread around the world. If he could enchant the Wall, already mythic in stature, he would have a network of conduits that spanned the globe, reaching any place where a sizable piece of the Wall existed. Fragments below a certain size would be too small to use as conduits, but even they could ease passage slightly.


  Right now he stood where Checkpoint Charlie used to be. There was a red line that began there, marking out the route of the Wall for 20 kilometers. Eventually, Labyrinthe would have to travel the entire length of the former Berlin Wall without stopping. The spell would reintegrate the Berlin Wall... reconstructing it, in a manner of speaking. However, buildings and other structures had been built over the former site of the Wall. The tricky part was, he couldn't nudge reality while he performed the enchantment, or else he would have to start all over again.


  He had spent the previous day evaluating the feasibility of the project. Preferably, the ritual would be performed in the dead of night, but Berlin never slept. He would need to scale buildings and swim the river, perhaps use a little explosive here and there. These were all skills he had picked up as a Sovereignist fighting for Quebec independence. Most importantly, he had to complete the entire route unseen. Unwanted attention might bring EUROPA...or worse. He estimated that it would take no less than a week to complete the 96-mile circuit around the former West Berlin, if secrecy were an issue. Even that fourteen miles a night seemed daunting.


  It was a risk Yvan was willing to take. After all, the Worldmaze would make finding his sister Claudette so much easier. He double-checked his backpack for his map, food, and equipment, then set out to 'rebuild' the Berlin Wall.


  He did not notice that he was being watched.


  * * * *


  JANUARY 17th, 2024


  "Damn you, Rebus!" cursed Triton. He was in his bathrobe, typing away furiously at the communication console on the bridge. "The bastard locked out our Swiss accounts!" Rebus had drained the money from Devlin Marx's empire to fund the CSV's activities. Now, Rebus had transferred all their funds into unknown accounts, and covered his tracks well.


  The Conclave of Super-Villains was penniless.


  "He did it to spite me," said Triton with conviction.


  "You did sabotage his air supply and steal Tracey from under his nose," said Sultry. She was lounging in a red silk bathrobe embroidered with pearl suns.


  "DIDN'T I SAY NOSE WAS MINE? HUH?"


  "Yeah, yeah, you had dibs. Get over it," said Conflicto, catching the end of the conversation as he walked through the door. "Where've you guys been the past few days?" he asked, but then he did a double take when he realized what Triton and Sultry were wearing. "Oooookay...I think I know, nudge nudge wink wink."


  "WHAT DO YOU WANT, KWAN?" boomed Triton.


  "Chill, Casanova. You ever gonna get around to making that droid butler? Heads up!" He tossed a droid head to Triton. "I've even got a kewl name picked out. Droyd, with a 'y'!"


  Triton caught the head, then stood up abruptly. "You want me to build you a butler? Is that all?" He took a step towards Conflicto, shaking the droid head in his hand. Conflicto stepped back. "Do you have any idea how much I have to do?" Step. "Do I see you picking up even a screwdriver to help with Skyhaven?" Step. "I've just found out we're broke, and I haven't even STARTED on my new armor yet. Now, let's talk about your DROYD, spelled with a Y."


  Conflicto tripped over the doorjamb and fell on his ass. "I scan, I scan! No droid." In a whisper, he added, "Yet." He slithered away like an asp.


  Sultry embraced Triton from behind, and nibbled his ear. "Let's go back to bed, lover. We'll deal with the money tomorrow."


  Triton was sorely tempted to give in to the pleasure again. For the first time he was able to unleash his passion fully. Sultry was earthquake, storm *and* flood in bed. In short, sex with Sultry was pure addiction. Derek forced himself to shake his head. "Angel, I've never screwed a tornado before, and I want to try it more than anything. But I'm leader now. I need to set an example, and I can't do my work if we never get out of bed. I've got so much to do. Hell, maybe I'd even get around to building Eugene his butler."


  "But no one has ever made me tingle the way you have," said Sultry as she licked his ear.


  "Sultry, you have a job to do as well," said Triton. "We need support from the Khadamites more than ever."


  Outside, the sun disappeared behind clouds that suddenly coalesced. "If that's the way you feel, Triton, then perhaps I should begin courting the locals," said Sultry in a cold tone.


  Sensing a change in her mood, Triton added, "I didn't mean we can't still fool..."


  "When I freeze Hell over!" Sultry spat. She stormed out of the room.


  Triton stared the droid head in the eye sockets. If only he didn't have to do all the repairs by himself, he would have time for Angeline.


  Then the answer hit him. It was staring him right in the face.


  "You know," he mused, "Maybe a couple of extra hands are exactly what we need around here...."


  * * * *


  JANUARY 22th, 2024


  For the most part, the wall-crawl was as gruelling as Labyrinthe's training exercises in Northern Quebec, only concrete and glass replaced rock and ice in the urban wilderness. He found that he could stray almost three meters into the former 'Death Strip' zone on the East Berlin side without affecting the spell. The worst part was that there were no toilets along the route of the old Berlin Wall that he could access without using his powers, an inconvenience that would haunt Labyrinthe for weeks after.


  Labyrinthe had noticed his unwanted travel companion five days ago. At first he thought there were two that were stalking him: a will-o'-the-wisp and a seventeen year-old female Vogue Ghoul, but then he figured out that they were one and the same. There was no way to evade her, this far into the ritual. Tired of being stalked, he finally confronted the will-o'-the-wisp. "Why are you following me?"


  The ghost-light metamorphosed into a young gum-chewing paraganger. "My Feuer brought me here, wallcrawler," she said. "The name's Petra Hollander," she said in French. "But you can call me Irrlicht. I can't help ending up in the wrong place at the right time, or vice versa. When I feel the wanderlust, I can't resist it. And now, it's led me to you. What *are* you up to, stranger?"


  "Just call me Guillaume Duplessis," said Yvan, using one of his aliases. He did not wish to reveal who he was. "Let's just say I'm a very determined tourist," he joked.


  "Mind if I tag along? I'd like to help."


  Yvan shrugged. "Can I stop you?" Even if he wanted to, he couldn't teleport her away at this stage of the game. Maybe she could also distract others and get him supplies. He held out a hand. "Just promise not to draw any attention to me."


  Petra shook his hand. "Who'd I tell, anyway?"


  Over the next few days he and she continued the trek, Yvan growing fond of her company. Petra was frank: "I rode with Der Zepter," referring to a Parabahn motorcycle gang. "A few of us were hired for a train heist to free Peryton of the CSV. Heard of them?" Yvan nodded, smiling inwardly. "They got caught by EUROPA, I didn't. [EUROPA #3 - Ed.] I won't go back. They think I'm a jinx. So I followed my Feuer, and here I am."


  "A jinx?"


  "Like I said, wrong place at the wrong time. For some reason I'm meant to be here, but maybe I shouldn't. It might just give you bad luck," apologized Petra. "But I haven't decided where to go."


  "I appreciate your company. I like having someone to talk to." The truth was, Yvan missed his twin sister. He felt brotherly towards Petra.


  They started chatting about all sorts of things, the way two strangers could on the road to becoming friends. Eventually, Yvan revealed his real name and his Labyrinthe identity to Petra, wondering how she would react. She disarmed his uneasiness with a laugh. "Told you...my life is full of strange coincidences."


  When Yvan finally returned to Checkpoint Charlie on the twenty-second, he felt the Wall reintegrating itself on an arcane level. The mystic circuit had been completed.


  He turned to Petra and smiled. "You certainly made the journey enjoyable, young lady. I'm glad chance brought us together. But I must return to Khadam."


  Petra grinned. "Pleasure was all mine, Guillaume."


  Yvan gave her a piece of the Berlin Wall. "In case you're in trouble and you need help, speak the word 'Telamon', and I will come to your aid. I hope our paths will cross again."


  "No doubt it will," said Petra.


  "A la prochaine," said Yvan. He opened a gateway and returned to Khadam.


  Once he had gone, Petra became a foxfire and fled to the Television Tower, the one Berliners called 'Telespargel', or 'Tele-Asparagus'. Atop the tower, she floated in front of a being of light.


  --I've done as you instructed, Your Brilliance,-- said Irrlicht with deference. --He did not suspect a thing.-- One thing she had not told Labyrinthe was that her Feuer gave her a minor hypnotic ability, enough to lead people astray or to make them susceptible to lies and suggestions.


  ==Excellent, my foxfire, excellent,== said the glowing figure. He looked over the city; after decades of imprisonment, it was good to be free again.


  The world that thought him dead had no need to know of his second coming, not yet.


  Not until it was too late.


  * * * *


  JANUARY 25th, 2024


  Sultry headed for the Skin Crawl to meet with a Shadowmonger.


  In the past week, she had learned much about Khadamite politics. Of the four factions that fought for control of Khadam, two were Pranir Trade Houses, one of which traded alien technology for Anchors from China. While she was great at reading human body language, she had no experience with aliens, especially those who were not even humanoid like the four-armed hairy snakes that were the Pranir. Thus, Sultry thought it prudent to make her first overtures to the human factions: the Zugnovians and the Shadowmongers.


  The Zugnovians were the human faces of the technocracy. Arnold Zugmann was the nominal head-of-state of Khadam and its territories, but he and his Council of Technomancers had in fact no real power. The governance of Khadam was really in the hands of the two rival Pranir Trade Houses. The fourth faction, that of the Shadowmongers, controlled the underworld dealings in Khadam.


  Even though she blew up at Triton earlier, she could not get him out of her mind. No one had ever stimulated her senses so. If she were a storm, then Triton was the lightning that danced between her clouds, that struck the earth again and again with the power of a thunder god. Just thinking about it, Sultry subconsciously darkened the skies with thunderclouds, and she could feel the building storm inside her.


  She decided she wouldn't go crawling back to Derek. She would make him come to her and beg her to never leave him. She would see him grovel. But how? She pondered as she walked.


  She was barely a block into the Vivarium when the bounty hunter attacked. The man was a veritable juggernaut, malformed and studded with cybertechnology. He fired a net and entangled her in it, then raised a dartgun at her. He pulled the trigger and let loose the tranquilizer dart.


  Sultry conjured a gale-force wind that swept through the street with the speed of thought. The dart and the bounty hunter were thrown against a wall. He was blinded by the dust in the street. The demon wind died as fast as it had come.


  "Mors Nolens cares not if you live or die," shouted the bounty hunter. He struggled to limp over to Sultry, even though his left leg was twisted at a funny angle and his equipment was sparking. "Cyber-Nostra care not if you live or die. Prepare to die."


  "You forgot to grunt," Sultry ridiculed him. She disentangled herself from the net. "Since I have the thunderclouds already, I suppose you won't be shocked at my choice of death for you." She winked, and the lightning bolt struck with precision.


  She stepped over the charred body, and noticed a handsome Arabic man clapping. "Bravo, bravo, Miss Croft. You should prepare yourself for more attacks of this nature. The Cyber-Nostra have not forgiven you for devastating Sicily with Hurricane Newt, and have offered a large bounty on your head. Let us hope that no one claims it." He offered his arm to her. "Would you join me for tea?"


  Sultry took the arm. "Tea for two, then. I can handle myself, Mister...?"


  "I am Al-Khayal, which means 'The Imagination," said the man. "I am the Shadowmonger you so desperately want to meet."


  "That you are. You sent the bounty hunter?"


  "Only to test that your members are as powerful as you claim. That one was flawed: he was afraid of those who would touch his mind, slow as it was. Such a one became useless. Do you find fault with my methods?"


  "Not at all, Al-Khayal. Fear is a sign of weakness." A smile crept across Sultry's face. She would drive Derek insane with jealousy. She caressed the Shadowmonger's hand. "Do you fear me?"


  It took Al-Khayal a moment too long to answer. "I imagine I should, shouldn't I?"


  * * * *


  JANUARY 28th, 2024


  Burnout, Labyrinthe and Conflicto confronted Triton in his workshop in the northern quadrant of the Garden. Derek was in the process of welding a third arm to a humanoid frame. He shut off his blowtorch and lifted his visor. "Can I help you?"


  "You've wasted enough of our time, Triton," Burnout said. "It's useless waiting for an assassin when we can't even pay for Conflicto's haircuts."


  "Hey!" protested Conflicto meekly.


  Burnout ignored him. "I've got personal business to take care of in New York City, and I'm taking Labyrinthe and Conflicto whether you like it or not."


  "I've heard rumours that my sister was sighted there around New Year's," explained Labyrinthe.


  Conflicto nodded. "Yeah, I wanna take a bite outta the Big Apple! Wait 'til I show those creeps what awesome power they turned down!" He peered at the robot. "HEY! I can't believe you caved! Can you program my butler to mix a mean Vogue-Ghoul Susy? Or a Scorched Ash?"


  "It's not YOUR butler; it's MY droid. I'm using it to rebuild Skyhaven and to house the new Skyhaven AI," snapped Triton. "Anyway, no one is going anywhere. Not unless I give them permission."


  "What can you do to stop us from going?" To make his point, Labyrinthe teleported behind Triton. "It's not like you can Anchor us. You've had your turn at revenge, and you screwed it up. Now it's time to let us chase a few of *our* goals."


  Triton ground his teeth in frustration. He knew Labyrinthe was right: Yvan outpowered him, and there was little he could do to hold him back. Rebus had real power over the mage, whereas he was powerless to stop magic. "You want to go with her on a fool's errand so badly, then go. I certainly don't need you all hanging around, distracting me. When you come back dragging your tail to sunny Khadam, just remember who warned you against it in the first place. Now get the Hell out of my workshop!"


  An hour later, Labyrinthe, Burnout and Conflicto appeared in New York City. "What's our plan, Burnsie? Coney Island? Statue of Liberty?" asked Conflicto with excitement in his voice.


  "We have an audition with a vigilante," said Burnout with an evil smile. "And you, Conflicto, will be our Broadway star!" [Read their exploits in the now classic Warden #10-#12 & STRAFE #8! - Ed.]


  * * * *


  JANUARY 30th, 2024


  Derek downloaded the AI into the robot from his workstation through the optic cable. He stood back to admire his work.


  "Brilliant, if I do say so myself." Derek Radner's Zero-One Design (DR-01-D) was completed at last. It was as tall as Peryton, built out of android parts and weaponry scavenged from Haven. It had multiple arms, modular tools and weapons extensions, a wide array of sensors and a power core taken from the Light Brigade's laser cannon. The Artificial Intelligence would rebuild Skyhaven according to his new specifications, making it bigger and more powerful. The remaining weapons from Haven, excluding those he had incorporated into his new armor, would be integrated into Skyhaven as well. With Droyd busy slaving away on Skyhaven, he would have leisure time on his hands. Time, as it were, to lay back and enjoy the weather.


  Of course, it all depended upon Sultry getting a patron for the CSV. They still needed funds to be able to get the raw material they needed for Skyhaven repairs.


  "Droyd, activate." Upon hearing his voice, the robot came to life.


  %%Ready, master.%% Droyd awaited Triton's instruction.


  "Where is Sultry?"


  Droyd took but a fraction of a second to scan with Skyhaven's currently active sensors. %%Sultry is not within visual range. Her communicator indicates she is within Lower Ghat.%%


  Derek wanted to tell her about Droyd, but he couldn't resist the temptation of finding out what she was doing at the moment. "Patch into her communicator, eavesdropping mode."


  Through Droyd's voice synthesizer, Sultry's voice could be heard.


  "...wouldn't think you would be ticklish, there."


  A man's voice followed. "And here...and here. And especially there." Then, the two of them began to laugh.


  Triton's face became livid with rage. "HOW DARE SHE!" He knocked over a drafting board and threw his coffee mug with all of his strength. The mug shattered and splattered coffee on the wall.


  "GIVE ME HER COORDINATES, NOW!" Droyd obediently downloaded Sultry's coordinates into Triton's handcomp. Triton threw a CD-ROM case at Droyd's feet. "There are the schematics for rebuilding Skyhaven. Learn it and build it. *I* have a man to kill."


  Two minutes after Triton left his workshop, a figure of light coalesced before the robot and tapped a series of commands into the workstation.


  %%Ready to receive modifications,%% announced Droyd.


  ==New loyalties for your heart, DR-01-D.== A hand picked up the optical cable and disconnected it from the workstation. A beam of light was piped into the cable from the stranger's finger.


  %%Ready, master,%% said Droyd, awaiting new instructions from its new master.


  ==Maintain the initial AI directives as a mask for your new directives. Modify repairs to Skyhaven as I have commanded.==


  Droyd's eyes glowed red. %%Yes, master.%%


  



  TO BE CONTINUED!


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


  Next Issue:


  Triton and Sultry continue playing mind games with one another, while Labyrinthe and Conflicto return from New York City without Burnout! Will they make powerful allies in Khadam...or new enemies?


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


  Notes:


  Arnold Zugmann and Lana Smith created by Dave Van Domelen. Derek Radner/Triton created by Marc Singer. All other characters created by Tony Pi (wildfire@lsh.org; http://www.eyrie.org/~pi). Creator credits for the mysterious figure in the last scene (who talks ==like this==) will be revealed once the character's identity is revealed.
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  THE CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS



  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction & Viscosity Control


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Artist


  REBUS / Lorenzo Archangeli / Anchor & Advanced Training


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control


  PERYTON / Viktor Von Wright / Monstrous Form


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Spiritual Magic


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


  DROYD / DR-01-D / Mobile Artificial Consciousness


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


  January 30th, 2024


  He knew the flying demon came for him.


  Al-Khayal believed in djinns and demons. In Khadam, Technomancers made humans into devils by the day. The lucky ones died during creation. Those that lived were tagged and let loose in the Vivarium. The weak were weeded out fast enough. The slow ones were corralled by Scytharian posses and evaluated for education or vivisection, yet there were some that escaped that fate. Some demons fled beyond the walls of Khadam. Others grew cunning enough to evade their creators, clawing their way up. A very few became masters over other demons, joining the ranks of archdevils known as the Shadowmongers.


  Yet the horned demon that invaded the soft mosque tonight was undoubtedly not a Khadamite experiment. It descended from the sky into the open-air courtyard on jet-powered boots, ignoring the barrage of defense grid lasers that merely diffracted off his armor. With a blatant disregard for the film Al-Khayal was showing to his guest Sultry, the demon landed directly in the shaft of light.


  Al-Khayal's minotaur guards were too slow to act. Before they could raise their battleaxes, the armored marauder slew the pair with bursts from a particle beam weapon housed in the armor's left forearm. "No bull," said the booming voice.


  "You there, down in front," interjected Sultry with indifference. She stretched out on the divan, touching Al-Khayal's cheek softly with one hand. "I've never seen _Casablanca_."


  The demon's sea-green and sky-blue armor glinted from the light of Bogart's face. Al-Khayal could discern trident motifs newly painted onto the armor, and with a flick of his right hand, the demon conjured up an energy trident. It must be Triton, though the armor was significantly different than the one he had seen in the CSV vid. "Prepare to die!" Triton boomed.


  "Mr. Radner...this is highly unusual behaviour for business negotiations, even among the Shadowmongers." Al-Khayal's finger itched to press a panic button on his black-cel, but the phone was somewhere in the tangle of clothes at the foot of the divan. Instead, he pressed up against Sultry, trying to present as small a target as possible. Her skin felt as warm as the summer night.


  Big mistake! His action simply infuriated Triton more. Triton stomped towards the divan, the trident pointed straight at Al-Khayal's head. "Nobody messes with MY Angel."


  "For the record, Derek, I am NOT your Angel," said Sultry with disdain. "I am my own woman. Let me conduct my own negotiations the way I want."


  Triton fumed. "You weren't supposed to be a bargaining chip! Hell, woman, can't you see that I've done everything to please you? I've even built Eugene's damn droid to do my work so I could spend more time with you. And now I find you half-naked with *him*."


  "If I may, Mr. Radner?" interrupted Al-Khayal. "Miss Croft has sold us on the idea of an alliance with the Conclave of Super-Villains. Surely you do not want to antagonize the Shadowmongers when allies are what you need most right now, not enemies."


  "Maybe I'd rather see you dead, then talk to the Zugnovians."


  "Zugmann is merely a puppet for the Pranir. You won't get much from him besides mockery."


  "What can you offer? Think carefully. Your life might depend upon it."


  Al-Khayal smiled. There was a reason they called him Al-Khayal, 'the Imagination.' He became a Shadowmonger by his wits and creativity, not brawn. "Money, for one." Though he couldn't see Derek Radner's eyes, he knew the CSV needed money to rebuild their airship. Moreover, from what he had learned of the CSV from Sultry, Triton wanted to be leader of the super-villains. That meant getting rid of his former patrons. "Two, I can give you invaluable information.


  "I can give you Mr. Strings."


  Triton lowered his trident; Al-Khayal knew he had him hooked. The secrets he traded with Rex Umbrae might be enough to forestall Triton's bloodlust.


  "You know his identity?" Triton asked.


  "Give me a month, and I will deliver him to you on a silver platter."


  "Mmmm, said with true authority," said Sultry. "Powerful men intrigue me." She caressed Al-Khayal's curly black locks. Al-Khayal's heart raced; he did not know if it was lust or fear that caused it.


  "STOP IT!" Triton smashed the antique film projector with his trident, and the lights and shadows that were Bogart went with it. "A month, but you don't touch her ever again, or vice versa. Or I swear, you will die a slow and painful death."


  Al-Khayal slowly stood. "Very well. But realize that you must help us with our objectives. That means we will monitor your progress closely." He extended his hand. "Let there be a truce between us."


  Triton dissipated his trident, and took Al-Khayal's hand. Al-Khayal winced as the gauntlet almost crushed the bones in his hand. "For now."


  * * * *


  February 3rd, 2024


  For those that wished to live, the Night Chamber did not exist, neither did the eight Shadowmongers that hid in the dark recesses. Only Al-Khayal sat in the single lit throne; only he existed. It was his duty to be seen.


  Suspir stood in the other spotlight, the best telepathic bounty hunter the Shadowmongers could buy. "Undoubtedly, Mr. Strings is a telepathic sentience," said Suspir. "The humming is definitely an idiosyncratic trait of a single persona. Possibly, the Mr. Strings entity is either a viral psyche, one that replicates itself like a disease...or it is like a hivemind. It will be difficult to catch."


  "Then you have not yet captured the entity?" asked Al-Khayal.


  "No," admitted the bounty hunter. "It is elusive. If the Strings entity is viral, then nothing less than total eradication will rid it. It might even mutate into a different form as it proliferates. On the other hand, if it is a single entity, then we would need to find the primary host."


  "What have you tried so far?"


  "I've laced three baits with backlash deathtraps. If Strings invades one of their minds, it should kill the invading psionic," explained Suspir.


  "Even for the hivemind?"


  Suspir wiped sweat off his forehead. "It's more like a mousetrap than an ant-trap. A mousetrap can kill its victim immediately. Ideally, we would want to poison the queen to kill the hive, like an ant-trap. However, the analogy breaks down...I don't know the psychic equivalent of poison."


  Disguised voices drifted out of the darkness.


  "...Strings is a threat to the Shadowmongers..."


  "...use all means necessary to eliminate it..."


  "...eradicate..."


  Al-Khayal noted his colleagues' comments. "We are agreed then. The question remains, how do we deal with the threat?" The other Shadowmongers waited for Al-Khayal to answer his own question. "Our faction is inadequate in dealing with the threat, while our enemies are better equipped. I recommend that we let it slip that the hummers are the beginnings of a human hivemind. The Pranir will react, of course."


  Suspir raised his eyebrow. "I don't follow."


  "Imagine...a hivemind is difficult to negotiate with. The Pranir never liked the T!rir, and if humans began to exhibit a hive mentality as well...it means Bad Business. We convince them that the hummers must be eradicated."


  "...but they may crusade against all humans..."


  "...against our goals..."


  "...how do we make profit from this..."


  Al-Khayal smiled. "We profit from increased support for our cause. As much as Strings might be frightening the populace, imagine when the rumours fly that the Pranir are out to kill all humans in Khadam. That is exactly what we need to undermine the alien stranglehold on our business. With the help of the CSV, we will blockade incoming Pranir merchandise."


  "...the CSV are unreliable allies..."


  "...they will betray us..."


  "...we must control them..."


  "But they have powers and weapons we could make use of. Only Triton threatens our supremacy...that boy has tyranny like stars in his eyes. He will be neutralized when the time is right." Al-Khayal also wanted to be rid of Triton so that he could possess Sultry. "When the Pranir position has weakened, then we move to overthrow Zugmann and his Technomancers. Khadam will be ours."


  "...brilliant..."


  "...implement..."


  "...Khadam will be ours..."


  * * * *


  February 5th, 2024


  "Drop the cyclone and listen to me, Angel!" shouted Triton. The whirling column of sand, more of a dust devil than a true cyclone, nonetheless blocked his view of Sultry.


  The cyclone did not abate.


  Triton tried adjusting the sensors housed in the two curved horns of his helmet to penetrate the sand, to no avail. Sultry was really trying his patience.


  "I swear, I'd come in if it wouldn't ruin my new paint-job!" shouted Triton again, turning up the volume of his microphone system. He knew it was only an empty threat: if he forced his way in instead of coaxing her out, she would make sure he never heard the end of it. He wanted the upper hand.


  He and Sultry had spent the last few days conducting reconnaissance on Pranir spaceports in preparation for the blockade. Triton had left Droyd to build Skyhaven while they were gone. However, Sultry was infuriatingly evasive in coming clean about her fling with that bastard. That was distracting him to no end. Now, she hid herself from him and was probably laughing at him. He had to find a way to get her to confess the whole affair to him, and to vow that she would never betray him again. But first, he had to make her listen.


  He had improved upon the Strafe armour considerably, most notably in the cybernetic linkage. The original armour had a cybernetic link driven by an AI that worked *too* well...it brainwashed its original owner with a hero complex so thoroughly that it also drove him insane. Derek had removed the AI with care and replaced it with his own protocols. The dangerous AI was now kept in an AES...Artificial Environment Simulator...in his computer lab on Skyhaven, where it was being bred with some nasty Khadamite AI and a few of his own design. Derek hoped the experiment would eventually produce a cyber-weapon to use against foes who relied on cybertechnology. Now, he called up an Eyes-Front Display of his weaponry. What could he use to attract Sultry's attention without incurring her wrath further?


  "Not the particle beam...I don't want a *dead* girlfriend. Force trident? Too dangerous." With a thought, the EFD scrolled down. "Forcefield net? Maybe. Taser darts? Flares?" He was getting nowhere. "You're never out of options, Derek," he chided himself. "Just start tinkering with what you have."


  He called up the imaging program for his forcefield projectors. It would take some time to reconfigure his forcefields instead of using the defaults, but it might be worth it. Hell, he and Sultry weren't going anywhere.


  Three hours later, he finished it: a burst configuration in the scarlet spectrum, repeating the pattern in the buffer. The bursts would be weak and visible for only a few seconds before dissipating. He aimed at the center of the cyclone, and fired.


  Sultry was amusing herself with a torrid Harlequin cyberbook. The wall of sand didn't bother her at all at the dead center. She guessed Triton was probably broadcasting at maximum volume out there, but there was nothing but the sweet sound of rushing sand and wind. She rolled onto her back on the towel, then adjusted her sunglasses.


  That was when she saw the burst of a dozen forcefield roses, drifting down towards her before melting like snowflakes on a warm tongue. She smirked. The dear boy was making an honest effort at seducing her, at last. She bookmarked the page at the touch of a button, then dropped the cyclone. "If you want to talk, talk. But take off that silly helm."


  Derek reluctantly took off his helmet. "I just want to know *what* you see in Alcohol. He's old enough to be your father."


  "I am developing a taste for older men. Al-Khayal's seasoned."


  "Why do you prefer his autumn when you can have my summer?"


  "Autumn's just halfway around the world from spring."


  "Afraid you can't stand the summer heat?" Derek was pushing the weather metaphor, but she was game. It was part of the verbal sparring, and they both wanted to beat the other.


  "Isn't there more to summer than just the sun?"


  "Sure there is. Lots. But you don't want to get caught in the angry summer thunderstorms."


  "The weather always catches one unaware. You can never predict what it wants to do, next."


  "I think it really wants the lightning to strike, but for some damnfool reason it's been screwing with hail lately."


  "Derek, I like summer and I like autumn. Why should I like one better than the other?"


  "A long, hot summer is superior to an inevitable fall."


  "I have yet to see proof." Sultry faltered on the metaphor game; Derek smiled at his tiny victory.


  "It'll come. Will the winds of fortune blow tonight, Angel?"


  "No. Put away your weathercock."


  "No?!"


  "Not until the reconnaissance is over." She wanted his anger to build. When he was mad enough to kill out of jealousy, maybe then he will never fall out of love with her.


  "But millions might die of drought by then!" grumbled Triton. "We need rain, really, really badly!"


  Sultry affected nonchalance. "Silly boy...you can't hurry Mother Nature."


  * * * *


  February 8th, 2024


  "It's...bigger than I remembered," said Sultry to Triton.


  "You noticed too, huh?" said Triton, stupefied. "And the shape's gone all funny."


  "Is that a problem?" asked Al-Khayal. "Or can we proceed with the inspection?"


  The three of them looked at Skyhaven again. Instead of the sleek black airship they remembered, Skyhaven had grown by nearly half its original size, and the style was distinctly Art Deco. The golden ankh symbol was still plainly visible, however.


  "That wasn't in my blueprint! I should never have left that thing alone. Maybe I overlooked one of Doc Droid's personality chips?" Triton complained. "DROYD! Come here!" Derek shouted into his communicator.


  A flying shuttle in the shape of an ankh detached from the bottom of the ship and flew to them. Droyd waited patiently at the controls for Triton to give his next instructions.


  They boarded the shuttle. "Droyd, report," commanded Triton. "Where did you get all the extra material to build the...." Derek let his sentence trail off. They flew over half of the construction materials that the Shadowmongers gave them. "HOW COME THERE'S SO MUCH STILL LEFT?"


  %%Time and material saved through the incorporation of experimental solid light projectors in salvaged technology, master.%%


  "I don't recall cataloguing those," muttered Triton.


  "Maybe they were in that pile of junk you thought belonged to the villains not worth noting?" suggested Sultry. The shuttle docked, and she was the first to step onto the glowing floor. Parts of the original Skyhaven did not have the faint glow. "Is this safe to walk on?"


  "Seems solid enough," said Al-Khayal, following close behind her. Close enough to smell her hair, thought Derek. Too close for his comfort.


  "Let's just hope we don't blow a fuse," said Triton, pushing past Al-Khayal. He did not see Sultry press a note into Al-Khayal's hand. "I think you should wear a parachute at all times, just in case." He chuckled. "There is one advantage, though...Rebus can't use supertech. Maybe that will keep him off the ship."


  They began touring the new ship. "Basically it's still my design, only it's got Doc Droid's Art Deco touch to it," said Derek proudly, looking into the new rec room. Droyd had even taken the time to make an archaic pinball machine in addition to the pool table and foosball game. "Whoa. Gotta admit it...it works for me. Very Haven, Droyd. Very Haven."


  A spacewarp opened up in front of them. Labyrinthe stepped through it, dragging Conflicto behind him. Conflicto was shouting to a couple of Scytharian posse-borgs slumped on the floor of the Skin Crawl bar. "THAT'S WHAT YOU GET FOR MESSIN' WITH THE 'FLICTO, YA BRAINBUCKETS!" A pinpoint of red light marked Conflicto's forehead. Luckily for him, the portal closed just in time to save his skull from being blown apart by a bullet.


  "Behave, Eugene," warned Labyrinthe.


  "Where have you two been? And where's Burnout?" asked Triton.


  "I just wanted a Bloody Dredbanger at the bar," whined Conflicto. "How I ended up playing Truth-Or-Dare with those gene-spat, I'll never know. Labby here was asking people to ship bricks off-planet."


  "Pieces of the Berlin Wall. Everything was fine until one of the mongrels dared Eugene to hum 'Sable Lady'," said Labyrinthe. "That's when all hell broke loose."


  "Hey, what am I supposed to do, turn down a dare?! Since when did humming become punishable by death?" complained Conflicto.


  "Since the Pranir decided muzak's bad for business," answered Triton. "Where's the waif?"


  Conflicto started humming, 'New York, New York'. Triton glared at him.


  "You asked for it," Conflicto snickered.


  "Who the hell does she think she is?!" shouted Triton. "This is *my* team!"


  "So the infamous Conclave of Super-Villains has dwindled to four," said Al-Khayal. "This is not good for business. My associates will be concerned about their investment."


  Triton snorted. "I've got one word for you and your associates.


  "Franchise!"


  * * * *


  February 12th, 2024


  The blockade of Khadam had begun.


  For the past three days, the Conclave of Super-Villains had been secretly sabotaging the Pranir's two major spaceports in Khadam territory. The terrible weather conditions, officially blamed on residual effects of Hurricane Newt, had delayed several landings. Merchandise mysteriously disappeared or was rearranged.


  "And that's just the beginning!" shouted Triton. Skyhaven's cloaking device prevented them from being detected, but nevertheless they kept a safe distance from the spaceport.


  "Are you sure what we are about to do is safe?" said Labyrinthe with uncertainty. "The virus might mutate."


  "We are innoculated against it," said Sultry.


  "Mais, the very thought of having bioweapons that might turn on us...."


  "Yeah! AIN'T IT CHILL?!" laughed Conflicto.


  "Aren't we placing too much faith on the Ebola vaccine?" asked Labyrinthe. One of Bacterio-Mage's viruses that Burnout had recovered from Skyhaven was a two-stage airborne pathogen. The outer bacterium was perfectly harmless, but very quick-spreading. However, death lurked inside it in the form of the Ebola virus, enchanted to only reproduce once every time the bacterium split, so it would never leave the bacterium under normal circumstances. However, once the bacterium found its way inside an Anchor, the virus would start to reproduce normally, bursting out of the bacterium and taking over new host cells in the Anchor.


  "The initial wave of deaths will look like targeted bioterrorism," said Triton. "I'd suggest staying away from Anchors for now, if you're a coward."


  "They will catch on, soon enough," warned Labyrinthe. "The Anchors will be immunized too."


  "Eventually. But in the meantime, it would severely limit the Organleggers who are using Anchors they got from trading with PROC," answered Triton. "Until they discover what's causing the outbreaks, there will be enough confusion and fear to cripple the organlegging business." He beamed. "I feel almost...moral...for throwing a wrench into such a despicable trade."


  Triton savoured the moment, then exhaled. "How fleeting that elation was. Now, let's kill some sheep." He triggered the release of the bacteria into the air at the touch of a button. He raised his trident and let it crackle with electricity. A messianic mania filled him. "So this is how Moses must have felt! A pox on your house, Rebus!"


  * * * *


  February 13th, 2024


  Rebus inspected Jo Ridley, walking around her as she stood at attention. His damaged left eye was covered by a black eyepatch, adorned with a golden minus sign.


  "What is your codename?" interrogated Rebus.


  "I am the Scepter," said Jo, without emotion or hesitation.


  "What is your mission?"


  "To kill Pope Pius XIII."


  "Who will stand in your way?"


  "Only those that I cannot deceive, and those that do will die."


  Rebus nodded to his Russian associates. "Her re-education and training are complete. I trust your men will see to it that she reaches Mexico City. But before you take her...."


  He kneeled to examine the little puzzle he had tattooed on her belly.


  "My little souvenir will keep them guessing once she is caught. And maybe...maybe it will lead them into a most delicious trap."


  * * * *


  February 14th, 2024


  She was twenty minutes late for the Valentine's Day dinner he planned.


  "Where are you, Angel?!" he shouted into Skyhaven's public announcement system. There was no response, not even a smart aleck comment from Conflicto. Good; otherwise, Derek might have made Eugene's life rather miserable.


  "She's with Al-Khayal, isn't she?" He tapped into the ship's computer system from the workstation in his quarters, and checked the security logs. Sultry had left the ship five hours ago, and did not bring her commlink. But where might they be hiding, and how could he find her?


  "Fuck the alliance, fuck the Shadowmongers!" He pressed a button on the console, and spoke into the microphone. "Labyrinthe, could you come to my quarters for a moment? NOW?"


  A split second before he released the button, Labyrinthe appeared behind him. "Oui?"


  "Can you locate Sultry for me? And send me there?"


  "It will be a blind jump. You could end up inside a wall. I'll have to take you to avoid that."


  "Fine, but don't interfere."


  Labyrinthe nodded, and a dimensional gateway folded over them. When they reappeared, it was in the middle of a large waterbed between Sultry and Al-Khayal, in a room lit by candlelight. The weight of Triton's armor caused the bed to collapse and the water to spill.


  "HOW CAN YOU MESS WITH HIM, ANGELINE?" screamed Triton. "DON'T YOU REALIZE HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU?"


  "Prove it," hissed Sultry. "Show me what you do to people who threaten to take me away from you."


  "Guards!" shouted Al-Khayal. He had thought himself safe in the inner sanctum of his palace, but he was wrong. Now, he was locked in on the wrong side of the heavy doors. Could it be that his guards could not hear him?


  "Oh, I'll kill him," said Triton.


  "Think of what the Shadowmongers will do to you, if you break our pact," said Al-Khayal with fear in his voice. "You will not know a moment's rest."


  "Oh? I believe the Zugnovians might appreciate the Pranir out of Khadam almost as much as the Shadowmongers. There are more allies out there."


  "I promised you Mr. Strings," said Al-Khayal. "Don't forget that."


  "Do you take me for a fool?" laughed Triton. "The clues were all there...I just had to open my eyes to see it, and my ears to hear what Conflicto and Labyrinthe had to say. I know who she is...or *was*. Don't underestimate me, Al-Khayal. That will be the death of you." He feigned surprise. "Oops. That *is* the death of you, but a slow, lingering death."


  "Don't do it, Derek," warned Labyrinthe.


  "Do it," breathed Sultry, her eyes bright.


  "Tell me," asked Derek as he grabbed Al-Khayal by the neck and hoisted him up. "Did you ever wonder what it might be like to die a tongueless eunuch?"


  Al-Khayal lay in a pool of his own blood. There was blood between his legs, and blood draining from his mouth.


  He was dying.


  He could see a tunnel of light...was this the end? His vision cleared momentarily. No, it was a man made of light. A djinn? He opened his mouth to speak to it, but he had no tongue to articulate his words. Instead, the man-light spoke to him.


  ==You let the pleasures of the flesh tempt you, and your flesh now kills you slowly.== The man laughed softly. ==The pain must be beyond imagination.==


  Al-Khayal nodded slowly.


  ==There is a way to live, and cast off the prison of your body. Join me, and take revenge on your would-be killer.==


  Al-Khayal nodded again, slowly.


  The figure smiled. ==I will let you suffer here for a while longer, while I arrange your resurrection.== The man disappeared.


  Al-Khayal died a little more.


  After what seemed an eternity, the room was brightened again by that strange djinn. He felt the djinn place something on his forehead.


  ==What I didn't tell you is...you might not live through this process. But think happy thoughts.==


  The next moment, Al-Khayal felt even more pain than his slow, lingering death. He felt the world drop away, and his body being torn apart molecule by molecule, until he was nothing.


  Yet the pain did abate, for he no longer had a body.


  He was darkness, a true, living shadow against the wall. He cringed at the brilliance of his saviour. He tried to speak, but couldn't.


  ==Welcome to the Light Brigade,== said the "djinn," who Al-Khayal now knew called himself...Doublecross.


  



  THE END


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


  Next Issue:


  The Light Brigade! Recruitment drive! Auditions! The Understudies of Crime!?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Credit goes to Dave Van Domelen for the final design of the Anchor virus. If you didn't catch it, the identity of the mysterious guest villain was hidden in the title: two (double) + mad (cross).


  Triton created by Marc Singer. Doublecross, Pope Pius XIII and the various alien races created by Dave Van Domelen. Everyone else, especially Conflicto, is Tony's fault.


  #8 - "Auditions"



  PART 1 of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION!


  copyright 1999 by Tony Pi


  [The cover is a 3D cover, showing Triton, Labyrinthe and Sultryall looking angry and reaching for the viewer even as they tryto prevent themselves from slipping by grabbing on to each other.Of course, they are only making things worse. Bold letters inSan Francisco font proclaim: 'INSIDE CONFLICTO'S HEAD! 3DGLASSES INCLUDED!' Along the bottom are seven silhoutte figuresof the seven CSV Deep Armaggedon armors, with question markson their chests. The caption reads 'PLUS: WHO WILL JOIN THE CSV?YOU DECIDE!']


  



  UNDERSTUDIES OF CRIME CASTING CALL



  CAPRICE / Erin Vail / AUSTIN / power mutation


  DAGGERMOTH / Solange Cruz / LISBON / insect creation


  GIANTSTAR / Fergus Fitzroy / DUBLIN / growth


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / NEW JERUSALEM / magical sigils


  MISTLETOE / Katri Villella / ANCHORAGE / parasitic plant powers


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Twelve / KHADAM / shapeshifting


  OBLIVION / Tilmann Schloss / GENEVA / disintegration


  PSIDF/X / F.X. Darwin / PERTH / psychogenic illusions


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / ST. PETERSBURG / telekinetic torque


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / MONACO / master thief


  TILT / Lance Spencer / LAS VEGAS / machine control


  WHITEOUT / Nigel Hume / LONDON / flare


  ZONE / Gerhard Durst / VIENNA / zone of power


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


  MARCH 10th, 2024


  You can't sit still! You try sitting on your hands. No good. You prop your elbows onto the meeting table. It feels comfortable...for a split sec. Then you put your feet up. It doesn't help! You can feel the caffeine grabbing you from inside and shaking you, screaming, "YOU GOTTA GO BUNGEE RIGHT NOW!" All those cafe lattes Labby 'ports in from Verona really add up!


  You continue to quiver. Addictive, them cups of java, tho' they taste best with lots of sugar. Should you have stopped at the sixth or seventh? Nah. Now you're shaking like an earthquake in 'Frisco. This makes it hard to keep track of the livefeeds on your screen. You, Conflicto the Colorful Clashing Crimelord, stuck in another boooring snoozefest. Zzzzzzz.


  Tritey, the Technobabble Tyrant, is droning on and on again about his *brilliant plan* for a franchise. "BLAH BLAH BLAH Haven suits BLAH BLAH BLAH icons BLAH BLAH BLAH substitute villains BLAH BLAH BLAH Fenris Wolves YADDA YADDA true powers concealed BLAH BLAH BLAH pick seven BLAH BLAH BLAH two places at once BLAH BLAH BLAH double our infamy!"


  Though you rarely pay attention to most things Tritey says, you cannot resist a witty "Conflictoism" as follow-up. "Double the Conclave, double the fun," you add. You look around the table, waiting for a laugh, a chuckle, anything.


  Nothing. Not from Sultry or Labby; just a predictable glare from Tritey. "As I was saying before YADDA YADDA rudely interrupted by a gnat...."


  "Why call them the Understudies of Crime?" you ask. "I like the ring of the Franchise of Foes better! 'Would you like fries with that boot to the head?'"


  Is that a smirk on Sultry's face? Ah, a smile makes the Slinky Stormbringer even sexier.


  "They're Understudies because BLAH BLAH BLAH take over YADDA YADDA maintain the illusion that they're US," says Tritey. "Get it?"


  "Yeah, got it," you say. "You want them to be confused for us so you get credit for what they do, but you give them a crappy name so they can't steal your thunder, big shot."


  Tritey shows his toothy smile. "As long as we cog each other, right?"


  You are tempted to make his drool have the consistency of peanut butter so he'd shut up. But then Labby said the last guy to tick Tritey off lost some vital body parts, parts that you are unwilling to part with. They *are* your best parts, after all. "We cog," you reply.


  "Good. Enough with the interruptions. Labyrinthe...BLAH BLAH BLAH statistics?" Tritey asks.


  "Out of a total of 137 names on the Fenris Wolves list, we located 87. Each was sent a fragment of the Berlin Wall and instructions to get away from any possible pursuers at a specified time, to avoid Anchors. 42 accepted the invitation and shook their Fetters, though only 39 survived the trip through the WorldMaze," Labby answers.


  "Did you find out happened to the missing three?" Sultry asks.


  "Found their bodies tangled together at impossible angles, stuck in the Vivarium wall. Dead upon arrival," Labby explains.


  You hate to admit it, but you are cursed with a small bladder. If only you didn't drink so many lattes during the meeting! You cross your legs, hoping that Tritey will shut his trap, like, in the next millennium?


  You begin tying knots with the little brown stirring sticks. "BLAH BLAH BLAH. BLAH? BLAH!" Tritey says. "EUGENE! Stop fidgeting!"


  "Hey man, it's not my fault. It's the caffeine!" You complain.


  "Yvan, I thought these were decaf?" says Sultry, licking off a spot of foam off the rim of her cup.


  "They *are*," answers Labby with a groan.


  "I was asking you about the others, Eugene. How are they faring?" Tritey asks you. He was the one who wanted the new recruits to audition by proving they could survive in the Vivarium for four hours. Flying invisicams were deployed to follow and film each candidate. Since you are the audio- visual person in the group, you got dumped with the job.


  You glance at the livefeeds again. "Sixteen dead in the first three hours," you announce. "Ten have been captured by the Scytharian posses."


  "Thirteen left. We need only seven," says Sultry.


  "Shall I retrieve them now?" asks Labby.


  You squirm in your seat. You have to go. Bad.


  "Hm...yes. We will pick seven, and give the remaining six consolation signalling devices to replace the temporary ones we sent them. Droyd has finished making them. If any of our choices prove...*unsuitable*, we will need replacements," says Triton, fingering one of the golden ankh communicator pins in his hand.


  "The Under-Understudies of Misdemeanors?" you suggest.


  "I do not understand your jokes, Eugene. I will meet you in the Garden," says Labby. You don't know exactly how he does it, but he twirls his cloak and he's gone. Pfft. You wish you could do the same.


  You stand up. "May I be excused?"


  "SIT!" Tritey shouts, waving his trident about. You have a nasty flashback of the last time someone poked you with a sharp, pointy object [Warden #12 - Ed.]. It's *not* an experience you care to repeat. You sit back down.


  "But I really, really have to *go*," you whine. Mental note: give Tritey's latte the consistency of sludge.


  Tritey rolls his eyes. "If it's not one YADDA it's another. How you made first cut, I'll never know. Listen...we need clips of their best YADDA in the Vivarium. We'll interview them, giv'em codenames, then YADDA our comments. Then, we pick seven to don our armors."


  "Yeah, yeah," you say. "Can I go now? Or do I have to resort to imaginative uses of my power to prevent an embarrasing accident involving bodily fluid?"


  Tritey sighs. "Go!"


  As you slip out the door, you hear Tritey complain to Sultry. "Angel, sometimes I don't think that boy hears a single BLAH I say."


  Maybe you'll go for a quick bungee jump first....


  * * * *


  MARCH 13th, 2024


  You dangle on the end of the bungee cord, hanging upside-down in a meditative position under Skyhaven. It helps you relax. You look at the handcomp in your hand. Thirteen choices, and you've gotta rank your seven faves. Time to read through the files and recall what you can about each one...even the comments you wrote, because you can't remember! Heh, if Tritey wants to do this democratically, you'll do your best to screw with his system.


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


  Codename: CAPRICE


  Real Name: Erin Vail


  Homebase: Austin, Texas Sector, North American Combine


  Powers: POWER MUTATION - the ability to alter the powers of othersunpredictably.


  VIDEO CLIP


  "So how does your power work?" you ask her. She reaches over with her left hand and pulls an egg from behind your ear, and with her right hand a flower from behind Labby's.


  "A magician?" Labby guesses.


  "I ain't but a stage mage, hon. It ain't my power." She forms fists with her hands and seemingly crushes the flower and the egg. "This is."


  "Uh...what is?" you ask.


  "Go on now, pick a hand. I can lasso my target anyhow even if he don't play the game. It don't matter who picks it, long as I don't. Just more fun if you do, hon."


  You hesitate. Right fist or the left? "Eeno-meeno-ebon-snow, Simon- Filius-where'd-you-go," you say, using a kid's rhyme to decide. "The right fist."


  Brunette opens her right hand to reveal a small plastic ice cube. You suddenly feel a sneeze coming on. "Okay, now try your power on the waterfall over there," she says.


  You shrug, then focus your attention on the little artificial cataract in the Garden to make it flow as slow as tar. Instead of the liquid slowing down, the waterfall turns to ice. "Frost! H-h-how did you do that? AH-CHOO!" You sneeze at last, and as soon as you do, the ice cube in her hand disappears and the ice reverts to water.


  "I changed your powers, sweetpea. Don't know how or how long, but sooner or later you sneeze it away."


  "We should call you Caprice," Labby says.


  "Either that, or Sneezy," you say with a sniffle.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - Her powers are too unreliable and quirky. A burden, not an asset.


  [Sultry] - Her flashy stage presence may be useful for impersonations. She would also work well with a team.


  [Labyrinthe] - She dabbles in frauds. As a criminal, strictly small- time.


  [Conflicto] - Hey, her power's nothing to sneeze at!


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



  Codename: DAGGERMOTH


  Real Name: Solange Cruz


  Homebase: Lisbon, Portugal, Eurasian Union


  Powers: INSECT CREATION - can create hordes of insects and controlthem like a hive queen. Innate ability to fly.


  VIDEO CLIP


  She's not a looker, this one, but has a creepy power.


  "I learned voodoo when I was ten, from a priest in the Amazon," Daggermoth says to Sultry. "He dressed in black, and carried a box with him. The tribesmen avoided him, and I was the lone, brave soul who talked to him. When I asked him what was in the box, he told me, 'Child, it is a plague of butterflies. Do not open the box.' For months, he taught me all about the rainforest and the ways of voodoo. But that box intrigued me to no end. I had to know what was in it. So one night, I strangled him in his sleep, and opened the box."


  She pauses here, watching Sultry's face for a reaction.


  Sultry opens her mouth to ask what was in the box, but instead of words coming out, *butterflies* actually flew out! It's the first time you see fear on Sultry's face. She cannot shut her mouth. When the hundredth butterfly escapes from her lips, she keeps her mouth shut.


  "A plague of butterflies flew out of that box, and into my heart. From that day forward, I could conjure insects and arachnids out of the mouths of others. I teach them the meaning of fear."


  Maybe she can pull that trick on Tritey during the next meeting.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - Her power definitely have the element of surprise. Her flight and control over insects are useful, but in the long run, insects are rarely effective against many opponents.


  [Sultry] - The crazy bitch is a compulsive liar with a need to make people fear her. I doubt she's ever been to South America, and they don't HAVE Voodoo there, anyway. She will not be effective as a team player.


  [Labyrinthe] - Don't underestimate her powers. They will grow in time. If she is imaginative, scorpions, spiders, locusts and hornets are just the tip of the iceberg of what she can do.


  [Conflicto] - Hey, just keep the roaches away from my mouth and she'd be a great party trick.


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


  Codename: GIANTSTAR


  Real Name: Fergus Fitzroy


  Homebase: Dublin, Ireland, Eurasian Union


  Powers: GROWTH - can increase his size.


  VIDEO CLIP


  Labyrinthe hugs Fergus. He turns to you and the ConflictoCAM. "Fergus is a gunrunner. He and I have had dealings in the underworld," Labby explains.


  "We wouldn't have escaped that arms deal doublecross in Quebec City without each other," the big Irishman says. "Can't wait to work with you again, Yvan!"


  "Show us what you can do," says Labby.


  Fergus's skin glows a bright green, then he doubles in size. The green glow fades. "I might be able to grow even more, now! I feel like someone's finally untied my powers!"


  Labby nods. "Same here...once you get out from under the Anchors' control, your powers will increase like mine."


  "Well, the way he was tossing those Scytharians around like horseshoes does make for interesting video," you say.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - Seems like a good replacement for Peryton. We do need a strongman on the team.


  [Sultry] - He seems too eager to join the team. I don't know.


  [Labyrinthe] - I can vouch for his competence and dedication. He will be a very reliable addition to the CSV.


  [Conflicto] - The Jolly Green Giant's boooring. Seen it, done it, rented the vid. Still...St. Patrick's Day *is* coming up and we could use a mascot.


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


  Codename: GLYPH


  Real Name: Zephirah Reuben


  Homebase: New Jerusalem, Cyprus, Eurasian Union


  Powers: MAGICAL SIGILS - though she needs to spend time drawingmagical sigils, she is able to empower the sigils with magic.Sigils usually consumed after limited use, however. She musthave a focus for her power.


  VIDEO CLIP


  Lightning arcs around her. Sultry's winds do not perturb her. She has kept even Labby at bay with her protective magical circle.


  "I don't like fights," she says slowly. She looks like a mousy librarian, and probably is one. Her glasses make her look geeky. "It takes me a long time to draw my sigils. This circle, for instance, took the better part of an hour. If I had a bigger collection of arcane books, I might be able to be more effective, but I would probably just slow you down."


  Tritey smiles. "Ah, we might be acquiring an occult library soon."


  "Oh?" That certainly perks her interest.


  "Ever heard of the Vatican Library?"


  She looks like she's about to drool. "Tell me more."


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - We may need an arcane mage to help defeat the likes of Peregryn.


  [Sultry] - She has a self-image problem. I might be able to draw her out of her shell, with time.


  [Labyrinthe] - Her research into and knowledge of magic and occult are stronger than mine. Potentially the most powerful of the lot. We may prove to be a good team...however, I do not think she will last long in physical confrontations.


  [Conflicto] - What? It takes _an hour_ for her to power up? Can she at least make the arrows on my costume zoom all across my suit? I'll vote for her if she can!


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


  Codename: MISTLETOE


  Real Name: Katri Villella


  Homebase: Anchorage, Alaska Sector, North American Combine


  Powers: PARASITIC PLANT POWERS - able to control plant growth andplant life; also the ability to weaken others by sapping theirstrength, but target must remain in contact with livingvegetable matter


  VIDEO CLIP


  "Watch," she says. There is a squad of minotaurs sent by the Shadowmongers trying to navigate the hedgemaze around the Garden. Labyrinthe and Mistletoe are stalking them, and vice versa.


  The hedges grow to enclose the minotaurs. They raise their battle-axes, preparing to cut through the hedge. However, branches curl out to grab them, and soon they become too weak to hold the heavy weapons.


  "The plants drain their strength," she explains. "We shouldn't kill them. I don't like it when living things die. Can't you send them back where they came from?"


  "They'll just send them again to hunt Triton."


  "Look, I'm not in it for the deaths. I'm here because I want the pollution and the deforestation to stop. You help me, I help you. That's the deal. I'm no fan of the Pranir, you know. You just need to find their Achilles' heel. Everyone's got one." She puts her hand on Labyrinthe. "Even you. I believe it's called a heart."


  Labyrinthe sighs. He enfolds the minotaurs in a tesseract, and they disappear.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - She is dedicated, and dislikes the Pranir. We could use her, I suppose, though she better look the other way when the slaughter inevitably comes.


  [Sultry] - This one lacks the killer instinct. She may hesitate at the wrong moment, and we will suffer for it.


  [Labyrinthe] - There is more to our efforts than killing. If we are to shape the world with our powers, then at least we can shape it to be a better place, non?


  [Conflicto] - I've no beef with tree-huggers.


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


  Codename: MYRIAD


  Real Name: Alpha Rho Twelve


  Homebase: Ghat, Khadam


  Powers: SHAPESHIFTING - a shapeshifter from an earlier experiment inthe same series as the template assassin; however, lacks theability to drain powers. Her forte is in adopting humanoidappearances. Not a Fenris Wolf, but her abilities may proveinvaluable.


  VIDEO CLIP


  "Zugmann told me about your little venture," says Myriad. She looks like former President Quayle at the moment, but quickly flickers to other appearances.


  "So you killed one of our recruits and took his face. Lovely," says Tritey. "Does our new associate have any other messages?"


  "Only that you need my skills, and you would be a fool not to include me on your team. Especially once the Pope is dead."


  "You can tell Zugmann we will recruit who we want."


  "Just be sure I am on the team. Otherwise, I might have to forcibly create a position for myself," Myriad says with an evil grin painted on her version of Sultry's face. The body is even more voluptuous than Sultry's, if such a thing is possible! [REWIND]


  The body is even more voluptuous than Sultry's, if such a thing is possible! [REWIND]


  The body is even more voluptuous than Sultry's, if such a thing is possible!


  "Looks aren't everything," Tritey warns. "You don't have the powers or the strength. Know your place in the hierarchy, shifter."


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - She is no less than a spy from the Zugnovians. Still, a shifter would be a great asset. Someone needs to tame the shrew, though. Teach her her place.


  [Sultry] - I'll kill her with my bare hands if she copies me again!


  [Labyrinthe] - An enemy is best kept at a close distance.


  [Conflicto] - Can we see that clip again?


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


  Codename: OBLIVION


  Real Name: Tilmann Schloss


  Homebase: Geneva, Switzerland, Eurasian Union


  Powers: DISINTEGRATION - his powers are unreliable at present, unable todisintegrate cleanly, but are much better at underminingstructural integrity.


  VIDEO CLIP


  The clip shows Tilmann Schloss destroying a Scytharian posse single- handedly, by poking thousands of little holes in their circuitry with a disintegration cloud. Wow.


  By this time Tilmann's hooked up with the telekinetic Anya Kirova (Spiral) and the Austrian Gerhard Durst (Zone). They approach the barred doors of the Skin Crawl, and Tilmann swiss-cheeses the door! Zone kicks the door in, then steps back to let the Russian ballerina in first.


  "A smuggler, a ballerina and an officer go into a bar," says Oblivion as he saunters up to the bar where Soddy the Snakeowl is cleaning a glass. "How does the rest of the joke go, Gerhard?"


  Zone shrugs. "They trash the place while they wait for some real action."


  "We're closed for renovations," says Soddy. "How will you be paying for the door?"


  "We think not, alien. Three drinks," hisses Anya. "On the house. It's been ever so stressful at the ballet school. I need to unwind."


  "On the house!" The Pranir has never been so insulted. "You'd be so lucky to get a tab!"


  She grabs the Pranir by one of his four arms and twists. The snakeowl chirps in pain. She lets go, but some force keeps the alien's arm twisted. "I know nothing about Pranir bones, but I'd like to find out how many I can break."


  "Whatwouldyoulike!" asks the snakeowl. His arm returns to its normal configuration.


  "A Twystyd Lyck for me," answers Spiral.


  "Scotch, on the rocks," says Oblivion.


  "I've always wanted to try a Centauran Sunrise," adds Zone.


  "Rightawaysirs!" With his four hands, the Pranir quickly mixes the three drinks.


  "Here's to new allies," says Zone as he raises his glass.


  "To freedom," says Spiral.


  "To a darker future!" concludes Oblivion.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - In terms of pure fighting power, excellent. However, his powers work best on inorganics. He can cause the sensation of pain in living things. However, if he even *touches* my stuff....


  [Sultry] - Tilmann is a secretive man...comes with being a smuggler. I can't read this one. He might be more trouble than he's worth.


  [Labyrinthe] - Dangerous power. I hope he gains better control over his disintegration cloud, or we might become his unintentional victims.


  [Conflicto] - Two words for you: Swiss Cheese.


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


  Codename: PSIDF/X (pronounced 'side effects')


  Real Name: Francis Xavier Darwin


  Homebase: Perth, Australia


  Powers: PSYCHOGENIC ILLUSIONS - able to induce psionically the symptomsof illnesses and side effects caused by pharmaceuticals andnarcotics.


  VIDEO CLIP


  He brought a whole trunk of pills with him.


  "I'm deathly afraid I'll catch something," he says. "But these pills don't work. I think I gave the people around me more headaches than cured them myself. Now you're telling me that I can control these powers?"


  "Hey, you survived the Vivarium 'cuz you caused those gene-spat to choke on their own vomit," you say.


  "I'm not used to the idea of being a villain. Yet."


  "But you are interested in sealing yourself up in one of Triton's suits."


  "That's what's keeping me around. I hear those things have a great life support system. I could live weeks in one without getting out."


  "Yeah, if you don't mind tubing your food. Water?" you offer.


  "Is it purified? Did you wash that cup out? When was the last time you washed your hands?"


  You eye him suspiciously. "You're not related to Peryton, are you?"


  "Hey, you'd be surprised how many diseases you can pick up just by breathing the air."


  "I bet you can't wait to put yourself in a bubblesuit," you mutter. "Do you have any redeeming qualities?"


  PsiDF/X (your spelling!) ponders. "I can drink all I want and it has no effect on me. But I can give you the buzz."


  You consider this. "What about hangovers?"


  "No hangovers."


  "You know, F.X., we're going to be very, very good friends...."


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - A hypochondriac of the highest order. Still, he could be useful. His pharmacology training could help us spread more chaos. If only he were more villainous.


  [Sultry] - Too young...do we want another Conflicto?


  [Labyrinthe] - He's naive. What's he doing here? Send the kid home.


  [Conflicto] - He's way nift, dudes! Come on, give him a chance to prove himself! He's got twelve essential vitamins and more!


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


  Codename: SPIRAL


  Real Name: Anya Kirova


  Homebase: St. Petersburg, Russia, Eurasian Union


  Powers: TELEKINETIC TORQUE - able to make things spin faster or slower.


  VIDEO CLIP


  Your world is spinning out of control!


  "I GIVE! I GIVE!" you shout, trying to keep your lunch down.


  The wild spinning stops, and you hug the ground. Thankfully you nullified all the friction, or else it might have been much more painful an experience. Spiral winks at you.


  You open your eyes and see several Triteys, Labbys and Sultrys all floating in front of your vision, laughing. "I think she demonstrated her powers well," says Sultry.


  "Sho it ish to be war between ush," you say, right before you upchuck.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - Though her power does not improve her aim like for Teller, I could design boomerangs, bolas, shurikens and other weapons that will be deadly in her hands.


  [Sultry] - The ballerina has a sadistic streak. I like her.


  [Labyrinthe] - I'm sure she can handle herself.


  [Conflicto] - Oh no, I have no thoughts of revenge. None whatsoever. Heh.


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


  Codename: TIARA


  Real Name: Princess Ursula


  Homebase: Monte Carlo, Monaco, Eurasian Union


  Powers: MASTER THIEF - no paranormal powers, but possessed ofgreat skill in subterfuge and intrusion techniques.Allegedly stole the Berlin Wall fragment from its intendedFenris Wolf and arrived unexpectedly. Her royal statusmay have interesting uses.


  VIDEO CLIP


  "There's no way you can be Emile Grande, stranger," says Tritey to the woman dressed in that sleek cat-burglar suit, his trident pointed straight at her. "Did you kill him for his fragment? Who are you?"


  She pulls off her mask. Tritey and Labby gasp and fall to their knees, and you follow suit when you see her face! Sultry, however, simply crosses her arms.


  "Your Highness! We were not aware that we were in the presence of royalty!" stammers Tritey. "I meant no disrespect. And about those bombs in Monte Carlo...[ASH #13 - Ed.]"


  "Oh, get up," says Princess Ursula of Monaco. "Emile was such an easy mark. I simply liberated him of his diamonds and that invitation you sent him."


  "But why did you come?" asks Labyrinthe. "Surely Your Highness has things of greater importance than to risk her life with lowly criminals like us?"


  "Please. You know as well as I that in this day and age, royalty means nothing and does nothing. Life was dull, to say the least. Father wants to marry me off in some medieval tradition, but I am a woman of the twenty-first century. And if I find my thrill in robbing the rich to give to the poor, that is what I will do," answers Princess Ursula.


  "*You're* the Laughing Oyster? The one who leaves behind a pearl with a painted smile as a trademark? The Robin Hood of the Mediterranean? The Arsene Lupin of the United World?" says Tritey with incredulity. "Your heists are legendary!"


  "As I was impressed by your first heists [STRAFE #0 - Ed.]. I am eager to bring sophistication to your little Conclave." Princess Ursula produces a vial in her left hand. "Is this proof enough?"


  Tritey takes the vial. His eyes widen. "But we locked this last sample in the virus lab! When did you...how did you...?"


  "Care to learn?" says Her Royal Highness with a smile.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - Yes! She may not have any powers, but just think...royalty and a legendary thief on our team!


  [Sultry] - Let's hope Princess doesn't break a nail or go running back to Daddy when things get tough.


  [Labyrinthe] - Mon Dieu...I'd be too worried that she would get hurt.


  [Conflicto] - If she's robbing the rich to give to the poor, won't that give us a bad rep?


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


  Codename: TILT


  Real Name: Lance Spencer


  Homebase: Las Vegas, Nevada Sector, North American Combine


  Powers: MACHINE CONTROL - though he uses his powers primarily tooverride slot machines, he is able to control any technologythat he considers a machine. He is better at making machinesnot work than work. Power is strong enough to function evenin the presence of most Anchors.


  VIDEO CLIP


  "Is there a casino in Khadam?" the stocky man with big sideburns asks. He dresses like an old TV cop like in the vids Tritey watches. He chomps on a cigar as he plays the hard light pinball in the rec room.


  "I think there is," answers Tritey.


  "Well? Can't we go?"


  "You mean you're not here to join the CSV?"


  "Hell no. I'm here to gamble. Damn!" His pinball gutters. He slams the machine hard, causing it to flash a tilt warning. "I love this machine...I've never seen this version before."


  "Hell no. I'm here to gamble."


  "But your power to control machines...the way you handled those Scytharians..."


  "Just send me to the casino, will ya? There are slots waiting for me."


  "But we need your power..."


  "Hey, call me if you're heading for another casino. I want the world tour."


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - He could be powerful, but he's not interested in us. Imagine that! Maybe we could con him into it. Yet I don't know if I'd trust him around all my gadgets.


  [Sultry] - All he's interested in is gambling. I say no.


  [Labyrinthe] - I agree that he can be a valuable member. Just send him to a casino once in a while and I'm sure he'd tag along.


  [Conflicto] - Can he fix my jet-ski?


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


  Codename: WHITEOUT


  Real Name: Nigel Hume


  Homebase: London, England, Eurasian Union


  Powers: FLARE - ability to create blinding flashes of light


  VIDEO CLIP


  "By Triton, is it really you?" says the young man to Tritey. He comes up to Tritey, all embarrassed-looking. "I am your *BIGGEST* fan!!!"


  "Really?" says Tritey with a gleam in his eyes. "Are you?"


  "I've studied everything about you, Mr. Radner! You are simply *the* king of the New Age of Villainy! The Emperor Ghoul of Rogue Vogue! The Messiah of the Church of Trytyn! The..."


  "Excuse me while I barf," you say.


  "Don't interrupt him, Eugene. Go on...Nigel, isn't it?" says Tritey.


  "I even became an actor just so I could act like you, and play you on stage! I've already started a script for the CSV, see?" He waves a wad of paper. "That's why I moved to London." London gained dominance in the theater world after Broadway turned into the Great White Shark Way, paragang central. "Teach me to *be* you, Mr. Radner. I want to be your apprentice!"


  "That's very flattering, but...oh what the hell, tell me more about myself," says Tritey.


  "That's it, I really need to hurl now," you say.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - I like the young man...he has potential. A perfect Understudy, in my opinion.


  [Sultry] - His flares are nothing special.


  [Labyrinthe] - An actor certainly will make your plans for imitating us work better.


  [Conflicto] - Like, do we have to hear him praise Tritey every five minutes?


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


  Codename: ZONE


  Real Name: Gerhard Durst


  Homebase: Vienna, Austria, Eurasian Union


  Powers: ZONE OF POWER - ability to create a zone within which, hisstrength, speed, and endurance are increased drastically, buthe loses his powers outside the zone. The longer he is ableto concentrate, the larger the zone.


  VIDEO CLIP


  The clip shows a man in military fatigues fighting a group of Khadamite mutations in a narrow alley. It takes less than two minutes for him to defeat them all with his bare hands and his amazing speed. Too bad when he walks out of the alley, he's surprised by a tentacled gutterbeast who tangles him. The beast makes the mistake of dragging him back into the alley, where he regains his strength and breaks free. He dispatches the gutterbeast with a single killing blow.


  COMMENTS


  [Triton] - The fact that he's only superhuman in a predetermined zone could make him useless. However, he would be a great opponent for even Nose...if he were in the zone.


  [Sultry] - Cute butt.


  [Labyrinthe] - He has an obsession with the military and military history. He might make a good leader for the Understudies.


  [Conflicto] - I don't mind him as long as he doesn't Zone Out in the middle of combat! Hahahahahaha!


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


  Yes, you've finally decided exactly who you want to vote for! "Let's see how badly this will screw you up, Trite!" You giggle. You enter your seven choices in order of preference into the handcomp, and lock it in with your personal passcode.


  This is going to be way nift!


  The bungee cord suddenly starts spinning, and you with it. You feel nauseous.


  "SPIIIIIIIRRRRRAAAAAAALLLLLLLLL!!!!!!!"


  



  TO BE CONTINUED!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Dear Reader, here's YOUR chance to mess with the future of the Conclave of Super-Villains! If you were Conflicto, which seven would you vote for? And will you condemn those who do not make it to a fate worse than death?! Send your seven choices (favourite character at the top of the list) to cpi@po-box.mcgill.ca by April 21st, 1999 for your vote to be counted! Results will be posted next issue in: LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION! Part 2: Dress Rehearsal!


  Nose(-to-the-grindstone Tracey), Jason Teller, Arnold Zugmann, Lord Ebon (aka Simon Filius) and Zone created by Dave Van Domelen. Triton created by Marc Singer. Tymythy Twystyd created by Markleford Friedman.


  #9 - "Dress Rehearsal"



  PART 2 of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION!


  copyright 1999 by Tony Pi


  [This is a two-part cover, meant to be put together with thecover of CSV #10. Triton leads seven figures in armor identical tothose seen in DEEP ARMAGEDDON, leaping to attack an unseen threat,to be revealed on the next cover. The caption reads, 'Introducingthe UNDERSTUDIES OF CRIME!']


  



  MARCH 11th, 2024



  "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! HE-ROGUES AND SHE-ROGUES! LET US TOAST THE BEGINNING OF A NEW ENTERPRISE! THE CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS AND THE TRUE RULERS OF KHADAM PROUDLY PRESENTS THE BIRTH OF...


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


  THE UNDERSTUDIES OF CRIME!


  CAPRICE Erin Vail Power Mutation as BURNOUT!


  GLYPH Zephirah Reuben Magical Sigils as REBUS!


  MYRIAD Alpha Rho Twelve Shapeshifting as PERYTON!


  PSIDF/X F.X. Darwin Psychogenic Illusions as TRITON!


  SPIRAL Anya Kirova Telekinetic Torque as CONFLICTO!


  TIARA Princess Ursula Master Thief as SULTRY!


  TILT Lance Spencer Machine Control as LABYRINTHE!


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


  As Derek Radner finished announcing the new candidates, a wave of applause drowned out the protests in the assembled party. Derek scanned the crowd for reactions, alert in case violence erupted. He felt naked in a tuxedo, outside the protective shell of his new Triton armor. Still, he took precautions and wore a forcefield belt under his cummerbund, should he suddenly need to defend himself or his beloved Angeline.


  His eyes first fell on Rutger Zugmann and his entourage of personal bodyguards. The Zugnovian faction deemed it unwise to allow Arnold Zugmann to attend the Conclave's Garden celebration, so they sent his son...if you could call a disembodied brain in a mobile sensory vat that. Another of Zugmann's sons had defected during the nineties, and died under mysterious circumstances. Zugmann made sure that no further scions would be capable of such treachery again.


  While Derek applauded Zugmann's strict discipline, he was still upset at the insult. Didn't the ruler of Khadam understand what a monumental moment this was? In the absence of the shadowy triumvirate of Rebus, Burnout/ Mr. Strings, and the Ankh Killer, the Conclave of Super-Villains was finally under his de-facto command. The Understudies of Crime was his brain-child, his insurance that his legacy of villainy will live on.


  Derek sighed. At least he could take consolation in the fact that Conflicto was zooming around filming the event for posterity. Sultry had ensured perfect weather for this evening's gathering. She looked absolutely stunning in her white evening gown, and he let his gaze linger on her for a long time. She accepted Whiteout's offer to refill her champagne flute. Next, he gazed upward at Labyrinthe. Yvan was standing on the shoulders of his friend Giantstar, keeping alert as well. Any treacherous actions by the party-goers would be punished by instant exile to the Sahara.


  Those that had not been accepted into the Understudies were not taking the news well. Derek had expected as much. Giantstar, who glowed faintly with a different colour that varied according to his size, towered imposingly over the group. His expression was passive and almost mechanical. The creepy Daggermoth, who had chosen a garment of live African bees, showed disdain on her face. Derek had voted against her, finding her powers too freakish to fit into his vision of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Mistletoe likewise wore a living costume of strategically placed vines and mutant orchids, more preoccupied with modifications to Sultry's Garden than her exclusion from the Understudies. The remaining three...Zone, Oblivion and Whiteout...shouted the loudest protestations.


  The boldest was Oblivion, who disintegrated the envelope that Derek had read from. Derek flinched involuntarily. "WATCH IT, Oblivion," Derek warned him. "If I lose even a hair on my hand...." He glared at Oblivion with a mix of haughtiness and fear, wanting to send a trident of force into the man's chest. Instead, being cautious not to offend his guests, he decided to activate his forcefield instead.


  "IT'S NOT FAIR!" shouted Whiteout, drowning out the other voices. "I was *born* to play Triton! I *deserve* that role, not some hypochondriac psycho!" His eyes flare with bright anger. "Mr. Radner, sir, PLEASE RECONSIDER!"


  "I appreciate your adoration, kid, and I'm touched," said Derek, not looking up. "But it's not the end of the world. Right now, we only have armor for seven, and the members voted how they voted. We are NOT saying that you will NEVER be a part of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Think of yourselves as the...Reserves. When we establish the next franchise, all of you will be among the first invited to join. Conflicto! Hand out the parting gifts."


  Conflicto played with a handful of ankh-shaped signalling devices adorned with gold-and-red letters that spelled out C-S-V [see the official symbol at http://www.physics.ohio-state.edu/~dvandom/ASH/CSV.html - Ed.]. "Consolation prizes for Conclave of Super-Rejects. Wear'em, love'em!" giggled Conflicto. He zipped around to each rejected villain, slapping a signaller onto each...but he hesitated when he got to Mistletoe and Daggermoth. "Uh...how do I pin these on you gals without getting slapped?"


  Mistletoe commanded a vine to grab the pin out of Eugene's hand.


  "Just hand it over," said Daggermoth, extending her hand. Conflicto carefully handed over the communicator.


  "Now buzz off," said Daggermoth, sending a few bees after Eugene.


  "Hey, I get the point! I'll mind my own beeswax! Bzzzzt!" Eugene avoided being stung by increasing air friction on the bees' wings, making them drop like flies.


  Zone snarled. "You *will* regret this. Your chosen team lacks effective leadership and discipline. They'll fail in their first mission without my expertise."


  "Posh," snapped Tiara. The Princess of Monaco lived up to her reputation, wearing a most extravagant Juliana Silvestri dress, undoubtedly a one-of-a-kind creation. "It is unnecessary to march in an army to conquer a city, when subterfuge can bring its prince down without bloodshed."


  Myriad shapeshifted into Zone's appearance. "The Monagasque is right. As you can see, I can fill your shoes quite easily, Austrian. Leadership is mine."


  Tiara smiled at Myriad. "Your self-delusion amuses us, Myri. Leadership is bred in the bone, not made in false flesh."


  "Are you throwing down the gauntlet, Monagasque?" asked Myriad. "Do you challenge me for leadership?"


  "If the glove fits," answered Tiara.


  Stop stealing my spotlight, thought Derek. "Everyone! Eat, drink and be merry...for the party has just begun!" he shouted. He pressed a button, signaling Droyd to activate the fireworks. The dazzling array of lights lit up the night sky, illuminating Skyhaven and all corners of the Garden.


  When the darkness reclaimed the skies again, Labyrinthe was nowhere to be seen. Derek did not know where Yvan had disappeared to, though he was beginning to think that Labyrinthe might be carrying on covert ops of his own. He should keep an eye on Yvan....


  * * * *


  "So, if some unfortunate accident should befall PsiDF/X, I guess you would be a shoe-in for the next Triton understudy," Oblivion said to Whiteout. They were smoking by the edge of the lake, far enough from the party to speak in private.


  "Can't say the thought hadn't crossed my mind," said Whiteout, watching PsiDF/X speaking to Spiral from afar. "I'd kill to be in his shoes."


  "My thoughts exactly. Of course, it's the wrong man that you wish to replace."


  "What do you mean?"


  "You should not simply *play* the role of Triton..."


  "...I should *become* Triton?" Whiteout finished the thought in a whisper. He glanced around nervously. "I can't. He's my role model. My he-rogue!"


  "I am simply suggesting you think about it. Zone, Spiral and I would be more than willing to help you, when you are ready."


  Whiteout nodded, and Oblivion smiled. The seed of temptation had been planted.


  * * * *


  The circle of guards surrounding Rutger Zugmann parted to allow Zone to enter the center. "<You wished to speak to me, Herr Zugmann?>" asked Zone in German.


  **<Those who have not been accepted by the Conclave of Super-Villains do not need to vacate Khadam,>** Zugmann's vox-synth emitted. **<All are invited to remain and help the Zugnovian dynasty reclaim Khadam. All will be paid most handsomely.>**


  Zone nodded. "<I believe I can persuade the others to at least consider it. We came for power, and in return, all we have are cheap trinkets,>" he said, straightening his ankh communicator.


  **<Your talents need not be wasted. Come to the Citadel tomorrow morning with your colleagues>.**


  Zone smiled. "<Certainly.>" Perhaps this trip was not a total waste after all, he thought. He was so amused with the thought that he remained unaware of a strange man-shadow slipping out of the circle of guards....


  * * * *


  "You are certain we cannot be overheard here?" asked Labyrinthe, looking at the ribcage made of solid light that surrounded them. His voice echoed off the walls.


  The young man with him nodded. "We can talk," said Daffyd Garahir, a.k.a. Llyr, a student of the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia, and prospective candidate for membership in E.U.R.O.P.A. (the Eurasian Union Ruling Order Paranormal Authority). Llyr had the power to create semi-solid objects out of light, limited only by his imagination. He also used the same ability to turn himself into a photonic construct. Llyr was finally letting his hair grow back in, having shaved it ever since his twin brother died, consumed by his own shadow [as related in the E.U.R.O.P.A. miniseries - Ed.].


  "You tell Solar Max that I tried my best to get you in," said Labyrinthe. "That was our deal." He had already betrayed the Conclave of Super-Villains by helping Ymir escape with Burnout's baby [CSV #5 - Ed.]. Going to Solar Max to warn him about the Anchor virus and the imminent attack on Pope Pius XIII [see ASH #19 - Ed.] was another betrayal. To top it off, he had sacrificed his friend, the real Fergus 'Giantstar' Fitzroy, so that Llyr could infiltrate the Conclave of Super-Villains. He was becoming an old hand at the art of the double-cross.


  All for the sake of rescuing his sister.


  "It was a gamble to begin with," said Llyr with a sigh. "I wasn't sure if ability to manifest solid light was strong enough to pull off this impersonation in the first place. You think they buy it?"


  "Your disguise, it is adequate. At the very least, you could able to infiltrate the group at a later time. E.U.R.O.P.A. has taken care of government records?"


  Llyr nodded in response. "Yeah, Rasputin took care of it. He's really getting into this cloak-and-dagger game, now that he's unable to go into the field on account of his paralysis. He's really helped me a lot with building this identity."


  "Who knows you're here?"


  "No one except Solar Max, Rasputin and General Pushparajah knows. I'm low-profile compared to anyone else in E.U.R.O.P.A., the Academy of Super- Heroes, or S.T.R.A.F.E., and my powers allow me to imitate Fitzroy. That's how I landed this assignment. Only Rebus might recognize me [see the E.U.R.O.P.A. mini-series again - Ed.], and you assured me he wouldn't be here."


  "And he's not. Do you want me to take you back to Rome, now?"


  "No, not just yet. My secondary objective's to learn as much about Khadam while I'm here, so I'll make the best of this disguise," answered Llyr. "Solar Max said to give you a numerical sequence, if you kept your end of the bargain. I guess you have." Llyr recited a series of numbers. Solar Max and Labyrinthe had previously agreed to another set of numbers, which, when added to these which Llyr just gave him, would translate into the global coordinates where his sister was being held: the secret super-prison called the Cavity. He burned the number into his memory. He was but one step away from being reunited with his twin.


  "Why are you changing sides?" asked Llyr.


  "Few people understand the true bond between twins." answered Yvan. "But you must understand."


  The two of them stood in silent mutual understanding, there inside the chest cavity of Llyr's photonic construct, 'Giantstar'.


  * * * *


  MARCH 13th, 2024


  Derek stood with Sultry, Conflicto, and the new Understudies of Crime in the docking bay of Skyhaven. "I apologize again...Labyrinthe's not responding. He could be anywhere, literally. You'll have to take the shuttle to Khadam. If you do decide to stick around with Zugmann's group, feel free to contact us with your handy communicators. We are always happy to help our future candidates."


  Zone shrugged. "We will keep that in mind." He gestured to Giantstar, Whiteout, Mistletoe, Daggermoth, and Oblivion. "Come. There is nothing for us here." They boarded the ankh-shaped shuttlecraft, programmed to fly to Khadam on auto-pilot. Giantstar took a long, last look at the assembled villains. "Say goodbye to Labyrinthe for me." Caprice nodded. He entered the golden ship, locking the hatch behind him. The ship then pulled away from the docking bay.


  The Conclavers and the Understudies watched the shuttle blast southward. "Pity," said Caprice. "Kinda liked Giantstar."


  "Nyet, it is Zone who is worthy of any attention," said Spiral with admiration in her voice. "He is strong."


  "Yeah, yeah." Triton turned to the Understudies. "Out of sight, out of mind. It's time to begin your, heh heh, Undergraduate Studies in Crime." Derek was proud of his mockery of the Academy of Super-Heroes. "First class will be held in the new Armory on Deck 2: Arsenal-101!"


  Just then, something stopped them dead in their tracks....


  * * * *


  Inside the shuttlecraft, the ankh communicator pins that each passenger had received began pulsing with an eerie ruby light.


  "These things are on the fritz!" said Whiteout.


  "Maybe it's just an incoming message?" said Mistletoe, without much confidence in her voice.


  "No, it's broke." Whiteout pulled the communicator off his chest and stared at it. "How do I turn it off?" Looking at it carefully, he discovered a tiny red button on the back. "This must be it."


  "Don't touch that," warned Zone.


  "Oh, don't be so paranoid," said Whiteout. "It's just like one of those antiques with reset buttons. What harm can it do?" He pushed the button....


  * * * *


  In a crimson flash, the shuttlecraft half-exploded, half-disintegrated right before their eyes.


  The watchers fell dead quiet.


  At last, Conflicto broke the silence. "Hey, Tritey...we know you didn't like Oblivion, but...didja hafta blow them all to bits?"


  All eyes turned toward Triton.


  "Hey, don't blame me!" defended Derek. "I've nothing to do with that!"


  "Suuuuuuure," said Conflicto, rolling his eyes. "And *I'm* the paragon of self-control."


  Derek snapped around and pointed his finger at Tilt. "If anyone's to blame, it's him! He jinxed the ship with his powers!"


  Tilt grumbled. "Not me, boyo. Watch your accusations...I *don't* like being accused of crap I didn't cause. I've got more control over my powers than you think."


  "Maybe it was her!" spat Spiral, pointing a finger at Caprice. "She caused Oblivion's powers to malfunction and blew the whole contraption! Whoever killed Tilmann and Gerhard will pay dearly!"


  Caprice shrugged. "Sorry, wasn't me. You'll have to look for a scapegoat elsewhere...like him!" She pointed at Labyrinthe, who had just appeared next to Glyph and Sultry. "Where were you anyways, Labyrinthe?"


  Labyrinthe stood there, looking confused. "I have no idea what you're talking about. I had to check on the WorldMaze."


  "Don't play innocent, Maze Boy," said PsiDF/X with a sly smile. "We know you're guilty. Guilty, guilty, guilty!"


  "What about you, F.X.? You could have made Oblivion hallucinate," added Myriad.


  "HOLD IT! HOLD IT!" commanded Tiara. "Calm down. Something did go terribly wrong, but it won't help to throw accusations around without evidence. If it *is* sabotage, we will find the saboteur and deal with him or her. No matter how good you think you are, you always leave a clue behind."


  "CLUE! THAT'S IT!" screamed Conflicto, grabbing Labyrinthe by his cape. "IT'S REBUS IN THE HANGAR WITH THE CANDLESTICK! HE'S BACK AND HE'S TAUNTING US BEFORE HE KILLS US ONE BY ONE!"


  "Sheesh, Eugene, watch too many 'teenscream' flicks lately?" Caprice sneered. "_Ebon Lives!_? _Godtimers and Monsters_?"


  Eugene looks stunned. "Hey, you're a fan too? _Team Scream 3_! 'Unmask is back...and this time, he's brought a sidekick!'"


  Derek groaned. "Lesson postponed. Spiral and Tiara, you're with me... we'll get to the bottom of this."


  * * * *


  Spiral, Tiara and Triton began sifting through the wreckage of the shuttle. Thanks to Sultry, the debris remained uncovered by the sands of the Sahara.


  "Strange..." said Triton. The Strafe armor he had salvaged from Haven three months ago housed an impressive array of sensors in the sharp forward- curving horns. "My sensors don't detect *any* organic matter in this mess. Either they weren't caught in the explosion at all, or Oblivion obliterated them completely."


  "I have my doubts. Look here." Tiara knelt by a large twisted hunk of metal. "Spiral? Lend a hand?" Spiral nodded, then used her telekinesis to help Tiara pivot the wreckage aside. Don't mess with that one, Derek thought suddenly. She could snap his neck as easily as a twig. He rubbed his neck, unaware that he was doing so.


  Tiara retrieved the item carefully. It was a damaged ankh communicator. "We saw them board, wearing these devices. However, we did not see them flee the explosion, and none of them possessed the power to survive such an explosion...that we know of."


  Spiral nodded in agreement. "But we do know of one person who was suspiciously absent, and who could have saved them all from the explosion. Labyrinthe."


  "But that makes no sense! Why blow up the ship but rescue all of them at the same time? What purpose does that serve?" asked Triton. He knew he should have watched Yvan more carefully. The CSV only kept Yvan because he believed his sister was being held hostage by them. If that belief changed....


  "It doesn't make sense," agreed Tiara. "He has little motivation for such a caper."


  "Of course, Labyrinthe might be trying to recruit them for his terrorist faction?" Spiral ventured.


  "Possibly. *Someone*'s playing with us, and I don't like it one bit." Triton began going through his growing list of suspects. There were some enemies he hadn't thought of, and perhaps he should. The new Burnout... C.J. Brown ridden by Mr. Strings, thanks to events in New York City [see STRAFE #6-12! - Ed.]...she could have blown the ship and incinerated the bodies. Or was it Mr. Strings riding Oblivion, forcing him to kill the others? The Shadowmongers, using some new weapon to gain revenge over what he did to Al-Khayal? What if Al-Khayal didn't die? And what did he *really* know about these new recruits?


  "Let's go back to the Forensics Lab," said Triton, feeling a shiver down his neck. "Maybe we'll find more clues to justify my paranoia."


  * * * *


  Sultry leapt three times her own height above the floor and waited to float down gently.


  She was on the Moon.


  Not literally, of course. She was still in the Conflict Room, watched over by Labyrinthe and Glyph.


  The Conflict Room could only be reached via a set of elevators that dropped deep into the earth, unless Labyrinthe created a short cut. Labyrinthe had excavated the immense cavern below the Garden for training purposes. The chamber was lit by huge floodlights, controlled from the Control Platform in the center of the room.


  That the Conflict Room now mimicked the surface conditions of the Moon was made possible by a unique magical modification. Labyrinthe had explained it to her:


  "I built the WorldMaze from the former Berlin Wall, and wherever there is a Wall fragment, I can create a gateway there. Now, I hired alien smugglers to take bricks from the Wall to various places in the Solar System, to test the limits of my power. There are bricks now in the rings of Saturn, on the moons of Europa and Triton, the planets Venus and Mars, and many other places.


  "My range, as it turned out, is boosted by the WallMaze but still not great enough. I can create unstable wormholes only. If I actually travel through the Wall fragment, it will be disenchanted. It's a one-way trip, and I don't intend to become stranded.


  "That's where Glyph comes in." He pointed to the large Berlin Wall fragment he transported to the Control Platform, now adorned with strange mystic graffiti drawn by Glyph. Sultry was no expert on symbols, but she recognized some of them as astrological symbols. "Her glyph magic, when used in conjunction with your power and mine, can temporarily transport the conditions from THERE to HERE. We import the gravity, temperature and atmosphere to Earth, temporarily. We literally have access to other worlds."


  "This will respond to me?" Sultry asked, examining the block of concrete.


  Glyph nodded. "The glyphs are designed to automatically open wormholes, allowing either you or Labyrinthe to recreate the chill of Pluto or the heat of Mercury. Of course, only you can control the atmospheric conditions, and he the gravitational effects."


  All morning, Sultry had been testing the limits of her control over alien atmospheres. She found that her natural immunity to heat and cold extended as well to atmospheric differences. Her body naturally maintained an 'Earth-norm' aura around her, like an immune system. She was able to breathe even in off-world atmospheres, unaffected by atmospheric, barometric or temperature extremes.


  Labyrinthe and Glyph watched her from the safety of the Control Center, sealed off by a protective circle that nullified the effects. Labyrinthe was touching the moon symbol, activating the low gravity.


  "Careful, Sultry," said Glyph. "You shouldn't over-extend yourself. We don't know if you are totally immune to atmospheric effects. There might be risks we're not aware of."


  "Life IS risk," answered Sultry. She reveled in the risk, like Eugene did. She leapt again. Maybe it was the low grav, but suddenly Sultry felt nauseated. She collapsed in slow motion.


  "Maudit!" cursed Labyrinthe. He took his hand off the moon symbol, and the Earth-like atmosphere and gravity reasserted themselves. He blinked over to Sultry's side, trying to wake her. "I'll take her to the Infirmary."


  * * * *


  Sultry woke to find Triton holding her hand. PsiDF/X, Labyrinthe, Tiara and Glyph were also in the Infirmary, concerned about her health.


  "Angel! You OK?" asked Triton anxiously. He and Tiara had heard the news while checking out the signalling device in the Forensics Lab, and they rushed to the Infirmary.


  "I'm fine. I guess I over-exerted myself."


  Triton eyed PsiDF/X with suspicion. "You better not have anything to do with this, PsiDF/X. Wrong time to mess with any of us, if you know what I mean."


  "Cut the paranoia!" said PsiDF/X. "I assure you, I have no ulterior motives, and nothing to do with that explosion. Test me with truth serum, if you like."


  "Like that'd work...you'd probably just push the effects of it to one of us," said Triton.


  "Thanks for all your concern, but I'll live! I'm needed for this afternoon's training session," Sultry said. "Go back to whatever it is you're all doing."


  Tiara was the last to leave. She shut the door, to speak to Sultry in private.


  "Angeline...are you going to tell him?"


  "Tell who what?" said Sultry, playing innocent.


  "You're pregnant, darling. I know the signs. You can't take all those risks with a child on the way."


  Sultry sighed. "I know, I know. But...I have no intention of letting Derek find out. Not until I'm certain the baby's his."


  "And if it's not?"


  "Then all hell would break loose," Sultry said with certainty.


  * * * *


  "Where is it?" shouted Triton as he tore apart the Forensics Lab, looking for the salvaged communicator. "It was here fifteen minutes ago! And we locked the room behind us!"


  "Very strange," said Tiara. She began to examine the room carefully. The room's walls were half real and half solid-light projections. "Maybe someone found a way to bypass the solid-light projectors, or the doors."


  "Impossible," fumed Triton. "Impossible except maybe for you, and you were with me all the time. And I checked with Droyd...nothing out of the ordinary happened! I'M REALLY GETTING PARANOID NOW."


  "And you have good reason to be," answered Tiara.


  * * * *


  Everyone was suited up in preparation for the Conflict Room lesson. Glyph had redrawn the symbols on the chests of the armors that Triton had taken to calling the Deep Armors, a play on words on the operation that was the debut of the CSV..."DEEP ARMAGEDDON" Derek had dubbed it. "Simply tap the chest insignia three times fast, like so, to toggle it," said Glyph. The plus-and-minus sign on her Rebus suit morphed into the Hebrew letter yod.


  Naturally, all the Understudies tapped their own insignias. Tiara's sun symbol turned into a crown; Spiral's arrows spun into a whirlpool; PsiDF/X's trident twisted into a prescription symbol; Myriad's stag's head shrank to a half-mask; Caprice's flame symbol divided into the !? symbols; Tilt's maze resolved into a slot machine's three windows, currently showing a cherry, a bell, and a lemon.


  "Charming," said Tilt. "Why couldn't it be a jackpot?"


  Glyph winked at Tilt. "I gave you a bonus, Tilt. Pretend you're playing the one-armed bandit."


  Tilt shrugged, and mimed pulling a handle with his right hand.


  The symbols displayed on his chest began to spin like those of a slot machine, finally settling on a bar and two diamonds. "Now THAT'S charming!" exclaimed Tilt, a gleam in his eyes. "What's it pay off?"


  "A magical surge, which might augment your powers. Don't count on it happening, though. The odds are against you."


  "Do you know how long I've waited for this? A slot machine I can't affect with my powers? I could just kiss you!" said Tilt, planting a big sloppy kiss on Glyph's cheek. Glyph blushed.


  Spiral rolled her eyes. "Oh, spare me."


  "Now, let us get started." Triton was all smiles on the outside, but deep inside he looked over each new recruit with deep suspicion. He didn't trust any of them. Likely it was Spiral who stole the missing communicator, since she was the only one who should have known about it. But how could she have made the bodies disappear? His head was starting to hurt.


  "For your first dress rehearsal, we are going to test just how resilient our suits are in a variety of environments. These suits are spaceworthy, though I wouldn't stay too long in one...I haven't gotten the bugs out of the recycling system yet, so you'd starve sooner or later. It's not like *my* new armor, which technically allows me to survive sealed off from the world for years. Mind you, I don't much care for recycled nutrients." Triton caressed the helmet in the crook of his left arm, beaming with pride.


  PsiDF/X eyed Triton's armor jealously. "That'd be something, matey. It's got biofilters?" Triton nodded again. "No germs, no dirt. Great find you've got there, Radner."


  Like I'd ever let you touch it, thought Derek. "So, let's review some of the features of the Deep Armors. There are jet-powered rockets installed in the boots, but be careful when and where you use them. Don't use them in a methane-rich atmosphere, for instance, or you might blow yourself up. There shouldn't be any leaks if you've sealed yourselves up properly. Standard issue are voice-alteration units to help you mimick the CSV's voices, and for the women in men's armor, you have to use extra padding. There's radar, sonar, and secure radio communication, and a Heads-Up Display for you poor saps without cybernetic links. PsiDF/X gets the trident, and Spiral has some nifty mini-bolas, shurikens and boomerangs as weapons, but the rest of you have augmented strength, CO2 darts in the forearm guards, and mini-lasers for offense."


  "What's the goal?" asked Tilt.


  "Droyd will be your opponent, and he has been commanded to attack you, without intent to kill. We on the Control Platform will assist Droyd any way we can. First person to defeat it, wins. But watch the merchandise...just disable Droyd, not destroy it. It's hard to come by original Doc Droid parts."


  Myriad shook her head. "No, let's make it more interesting. Tilt could easily disable Droyd. How about we split up into two teams, and each try to prevent the other from disabling him first?"


  Tiara concurred. "Let us make it a test of leadership as well. If my team wins, I become leader. If you win, you become leader. Deal?" She extended her armored hand for a handshake.


  Myriad shook her hand. "You're on. I'll even let you have an extra teammate. All I need are Spiral and Caprice on my side."


  "I can't wait to see you lose," said Tiara with utmost confidence.


  The two teams were in private conferences on opposite sides of the Conflict Room. When they finished discussing tactics, they signalled the Control Platform. Triton pressed a button, and the elevator doors opened to reveal Droyd.


  Droyd was as large as Peryton in size, gleaming with silver and cobalt blue. A heart of light pulsed in its chest, and its three limbs were tipped with crushing claws and lasers. It stomped into the arena, awaiting the starting signal.


  Triton fired a flare into the cavern vault, and the championship bout began.


  "Hey Tilt! Left or right?" shouted Caprice almost immediately. She had her fists out in front of her, clenched. Tilt couldn't help himself as his eyes darted to the left hand first. Apparently that's all Caprice needed, as she opened her left fist and revealed a pocket watch. Tilt felt something funny happen to him, almost as though his perception of time were off-kilter. He reached his power out to stop Droyd, but he only managed to make Droyd react slower, as though it were caught on slow-motion.


  Tilt now had the power to slow machines, instead of controlling them.


  The worst part was, to get his powers back, he would have to sneeze, and that meant sneezing inside the helmet. The thought distracted him enough to let Spiral send him into a spin.


  Now he was about to become violently ill inside his helmet as well.


  Meanwhile, Sultry and Labyrinthe touched the Mars symbol simultaneously. Red sand began to blow throughout the Conflict Room, obstructing normal view.


  PsiDF/X had loaded up on medications and hallucinogens before the battle, and now projected an anti-nauseant effect onto Tilt. He made the mistake of standing still to do this, though, and Droyd chose him as a sitting target. If PsiDF/X had been paying more attention, he could have avoided the slow-moving robot easily. Instead, it pinned him down with ease.


  "Spiral, leave Tilt and focus on Droyd!" commanded Myriad over a private channel. "Caprice, get ready to alter PsiDF/X's powers."


  Spiral obeyed and fired bolas at Droyd, hoping to entangle its limbs. However, a rotary saw extension began to cut through the bola cords.


  "One at a time, Myriad, I can affect only one at a time," said Caprice.


  Tiara barked commands to her team. "F.X., can you make Lance sneeze? We need his powers back! Zephirah, keep working on that sigil!"


  "Dammit, I didn't inhale any pepper," complained PsiDF/X. Still, he was up to the challenge. Something that irritated the mucosal lining might work, he reasoned. "OK, Tilt, time to sneeze!"


  Tilt felt the irritation in his nostrils grow overwhelming, and he finally sneezed. However, now he could not read his Heads-Up Display. "Hell, shutting down Droyd n..."


  Before he finished his thought, Droyd regained its speed, and threw Tilt into Caprice. They both tumbled to the floor, knocked unconscious by the blow.


  Suddenly, the conditions changed again as Sultry touched a different icon. Now they were on the icy surface of Europa, but with the surface gravity unchanged from that of Mars.


  Spiral took this opportunity to snap Droyd's neck with her telekinesis...only to find out that the head spun 360 degrees. Mechanical arms reached for her. She tried to gain her footing....


  Back at the Control Platform, Conflicto watched Spiral, an evil grin on his face. "This is for messing with the 'Flicto!" He made sure she had no traction. She fell. Hard. "Nighty night," said Eugene, unable to stop laughing.


  Droyd aimed its lasers at Myriad, PsiDF/X, and Tiara.


  "We're SOOOOO screwed," said PsiDF/X.


  "Wrong target, F.X.! Quick, target Labyrinthe with some drowsiness!" commanded Tiara. PsiDF/X, given no other options, obeyed her command. Labyrinthe was suddenly inflicted by sleepiness, and his finger fell away from the Mars sigil to drift down to the Moon symbol. The gravity suddenly dropped to a fraction of what it used to be.


  "Beg pardon," said Tiara, grabbing Myriad with a martial arts move, and throwing her at Droyd. The two of them were knocked towards Glyph, who had just finished drawing her sigil on the ground. The glyph was intended to ground out electricity, and Myriad's armor and Droyd's systems were shut down as they landed with precision on the mark.


  The game was over.


  Triton shouted over the intercom. "I am proud to announce the new leader of the Understudies of Crime...Princess Ursula Grimaldi of Monaco, a.k.a. the Laughing Oyster, a.k.a. TIARA!"


  



  TO BE CONTINUED!


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  It's a spotlight on Doublecross as he unveils the new Light Brigade! Be here for Part 3 of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION! - 'Don't Call Us, We'll Call You'!


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


  AUTHOR'S NOTE:


  A big thanks to all those who voted...thanks for reading the CSV! You have the results of the vote in this issue, and the Understudy who won the most votes was Tiara. The character with NO votes at all was Oblivion, and we all know what happens to unpopular characters.... It was unfortunate that the spy Llyr/Giantstar did not make the cut, but he knew the risks!


  CREDITS:


  Llyr created by Matt Rossi III. Solar Max, the Zugmanns created by Dave Van Domelen. Rasputin and E.U.R.O.P.A. created by Marc Singer. The Laughing Oyster moniker comes from a British Columbia bookstore owned by a friend's parents. All other characters created by Tony Pi (wildfire@lsh.org).


  



  #10 - "Don't Call Us, We'll Call You"



  PART 3 of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION!


  copyright 1999 by Tony Pi


  [This is the second part of a two-part cover. Doublecross, abeing of light in white and red armor, charges forth to theleft leading seven figures of light and darkness, in a mirrorimage of Triton and the Understudies of Crime. The sevenare: a will-o-the-wisp; a shadow with glowing eyes; azombified female with an orange light emanating from her eyesand mouth; a woman glowing green, made of living vegetation;a giant man formed of light; a white light being; and a red,diffuse entity of light. The caption reads: 'MEET THE LIGHTBRIGADE!']


  



  =LIGHT ILLUMINATES.


  =LIGHT BEGETS LIFE.


  =LIGHT BEGINS AND ENDS ALL TIME.


  =THE BRIGHTEST SUN CASTS THE DARKEST SHADOWS, AND IN SHADOWS ARE BORN THE SCIONS OF LIGHT. FOR HUMANITY MUST RELINQUISH MORTAL FLESH AND OBEY THE LORD OF LIVING LIGHT, OR SUFFER THE WRATH OF...=


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


  THE LIGHT BRIGADE!


  DOUBLECROSS / Bennett Rush / living light


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / wisp form & hypnosis


  NOIR / Al-Khayal / film noir universes


  MOTHFLAME / Solange Cruz / insect control


  GIANTSTAR / Fergus Fitzroy, aka LLYR / photon manipulation


  PHOTOSYNTH / Katri Villella / plant control & mutation


  WHITEOUT / Nigel Hume / living flare


  ZONE / Gerhard Durst / zone of power


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


  MARCH 13th, 2024


  Llyr first became uneasy when the ankh-signallers that Triton had given them began pulsing with a strange red glow. He paled as Whiteout found the little red button on the back of his pin. Had he been found out? Was this Triton's deathtrap for infiltrators? He reached out to stop Whiteout, but it was too late...the Londoner had just pressed the button.


  That was when they all began to disintegrate.


  The crimson glow bit each one and ate them molecule by molecule, slowly enough for them to scream. The effect even consumed his photonic disguise, breaking it down particle by particle. He watched in horror as Oblivion screamed and exploded into a massive disintegration cloud that triggered a chain of explosions inside the shuttlecraft.


  For a fraction of a second, there was blessed darkness.


  He was being rebuilt, photon by photon. He realized that his body had been forced into a change not unlike his own transformation into photonic form, an ability he used to achieve flight. Only this metamorphosis hurt, this metamorphosis twisted him inside-out, until he couldn't distinguish between what was a part of him and what was not. He *merged* with the photonic shell that disguised him, becoming in every way the mask called Fergus 'Giantstar' Fitzroy.


  And he had no bloody idea if he could regain his original body.


  They were no longer in the shuttle, but inside a large, cigar-like enclosure. Though there were no lighting fixtures in this construct, the occupants shed their own light to illuminate it.


  Four of the others survived the molecular breakdown, if you could call it survival. All of them had been drastically altered by the teleportation. Like him, Whiteout had been converted into a purely photonic entity. The difference was that Llyr glowed yellow at his present size, while Whiteout was a brilliant white light. In contrast, Zone became a diffuse, almost imperceptable shimmer of red. Mistletoe was a silhouette of emerald light, frail and wan. Worst off was Daggermoth - she seemed to have reconstituted into her original body, but a fiery orange light emanated from her eyes and mouth. Her flesh was marked by the pallor of death.


  Mistletoe wailed as her green light waned even further. =Need a host body....= she cried, though her voice was not a vocal emission. Apparently, all of them could communicate through a language of light-pulses and subtle tints. Her voice echoed...no, *reflected*, corrected Llyr...off the walls, and he realized where they were: inside the helium-filled envelope of the CSV's zeppelin, Skyhaven. Answering her cry were microscopic spores and pollen that inevitably found their way into everything: they floated into Mistletoe's glowing light, where they grew with preternatural speed and created a body of fungi and weeds for her. Katri now had a body of living vegetation, burning softly with her characteristic verdant light.


  Greeting them were a will-o'-the-wisp and a dark shadow-being that clung to the fabric of the gasbag. The foxfire floated out of a lattice of blue lasers and drifted towards them. What made Llyr do a doubletake was a hologram of a man in red and white armor materializing out of stray motes of light in front of them. Llyr flickered with dread as he recognized the man: Doublecross! Even if the Academy of Super-Heroes had not issued a Code Red on the Lord of Living Light, Llyr would have recognized one of the deadliest, most notorious villains of the twentieth century.


  Last century, with the help of his 'Ringer' agents and advanced light- based technology, Doublecross, a.k.a. Bennett Rush, had built a criminal empire that reached into the deepest levels of government. But the Raiders interfered with his plans, and Doublecross was forced to escape via an experimental teleportation unit. The teleportation unit was damaged, and instead of being transported as a beam of light, he was transformed into data and dumped into the internet. When he emerged, it was as a being of light, intent on creating a superior race of light-based beings such as he.


  This version of Doublecross was a copy that had been stored inside the Anchors' hideout in Las Vegas, and had escaped during the massacre on New Year's Eve, according to the Americans. Now, Llyr was caught in one of Doublecross's intricate traps, as were the others!


  =You were correct, Irrlicht, my 'Light Errant',= said Doublecross. =A living filter in the Teleportation Matrix...you...decreases the mortality rate. We only lost one of six to oblivion.=


  =My lord is as witty as he is wise,= purred the foxfire. Llyr recognized her from recent files as well: Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander, the one member of Der Zepter that got away during the attempt to free Peryton in January. =Though we do not know if these subjects will survive.=


  =My pets will live,= answered Doublecross, surveying the confused survivors of the explosion. =Won't they, Noir?=


  The shadow flickered with black and white images inside its frame. Noir replied with an image of Frankenstein's Monster, coming to life. Like a silent black-and-white movie, thought Llyr. The shadow-man made him uneasy: his brother Pwyll had controlled darkness, until the day his own shadow turned against him, consuming him whole. Llyr watched him die, the scene playing over and over again in his nightmares.


  Doublecross laughed. =Yes, monsters indeed. Now, my creatures...be proud. Be proud for this is an Age of Human Enlightenment; the Emancipation from Flesh and Bone; the Dawn of a new Light Brigade!=


  Llyr's first impulse was to flee and warn the government. They had to know about Doublecross. But, a part of him asked, what would he tell them? He didn't know what insidious plan Doublecross had. Would it not be better to bide his time, and escape when he has found out the secret? After all, that was close to his original goal: to infiltrate the Conclave of Super- Villains and learn their secrets.


  Only now, it was the Light Brigade he must betray.


  =And if we do not wish to be a part of this new dawn?= asked Whiteout. =I mean, we could just take off, couldn't we?= He glanced at Light Errant and did a double-take. =Er, I mean...hypothetically, of course. Who would want to leave such a beautiful lass behind?=


  Llyr couldn't deny it. There was something eerily attractive about Light Errant that made him want to stay, and to get to know her better. What was it about her?


  =You will learn why no one doublecrosses Doublecross,= said Doublecross. =Noir. Demonstrate your power to the Brigadiers.=


  The shadow that is Noir grew darker and all-consuming, and Llyr felt his photons being pulled towards that void....


  As they were devoured by a black-and-white world, it was Llyr who screamed loudest.


  * * * *


  CUT TO: EXT.-TRENCHES-NIGHT


  There are dead soldiers everywhere. The sky is lit by the occasional lightning. The trenches are muddy from the falling rain. Mothflame, Giantstar, Whiteout, and Photosynth huddle together for warmth, over a kerosene flame that might die out at any moment. Zone comes back across the field, climbs down into the trench.


  ZONE


  It goes on for miles and miles. I still can't find a way out.


  Don't think there is one. He's trapped us in the longest bleedin'


  World War One movie. I'm lucky I haven't stepped on a mine.


  MOTHFLAME


  (glares into the camera)


  There is one, all right. Back through him. If we can just break


  through his fourth wall. Back into the world of colors.


  PHOTOSYNTH


  I'm cold. Wet. Hungry. We've been here for days, and we're


  running out of rations! I want to get out.


  GIANTSTAR


  So do I, so do I. It's like we're trapped in a pocket universe.


  He's made us tangible here. The things he imagines can hurt us.


  WHITEOUT


  Hey, it could be worse. Noir could have dropped us into a reel


  of the Hiroshima explosion. Ha. Ha.


  Light Errant, in will-o'-the-wisp form, enters through Noir's manifestation in the film world, and reconstitutes herself.


  LIGHT ERRANT


  Had enough, Brigadiers? We're going to offer you a choice. You


  can either stay in here and wait for the bombs to fall, or you can


  be a good soldier and join us. Otherwise, there are many things


  that Noir can think up, mostly having to do with death.


  GIANTSTAR


  What is it that you want from us?


  LIGHT ERRANT


  Is it not enough that we offer you life? A chance to become the


  first in a new empire, the leaders of the new human race?


  We have given you near immortality, and you still ask for more?


  PHOTOSYNTH


  You want us to be your executioners. I will not help in the


  genocide of humanity.


  LIGHT ERRANT


  Girl, you don't understand. It is not genocide, but quite the


  contrary. We are creating new immortals. Eliminating death.


  Yes, some unfortunates may not survive the process, but we will


  improve upon the technology until it is absolutely safe. Think


  of it. Bodies need never grow old. No disease. No need to


  hunt and kill animals, for we live by consuming light. No more


  famine. No more drugs. No more death.


  GIANTSTAR


  And those that oppose you?


  LIGHT ERRANT


  In the fight for a greater good, some people might die, yes.


  But if you could kill a single person, knowing that it would


  save the lives of suffering millions.... As we speak, Noir is


  infiltrating the inner sanctum of the Shadowmongers, the Night


  Chamber. There you will be tested, Brigadiers. We have need of


  their resources. Sadly, they must fall in order for us to fulfill


  humanity's destiny. Humanity is in your hands. If you do not


  comply, then the next film noir will see you dead. Ah, we are


  here. Step through his shadow, and let the coup begin.


  ZONE


  Come, Brigadiers! She is right, and Doublecross is right. We


  owe it to humanity to raise them to the next level, away from


  suffering and pain. This is a war against the frailties of flesh,


  and in a war, there must be casualties. You will be remembered


  throughout time. Just think of it!


  PHOTOSYNTH


  I...


  MOTHFLAME


  It is not just humanity we save. He is right. The planet will


  no longer be harmed by humans. Think of reforestation. Think of


  the end of pollution. The end to Earth's slow death. And it all


  begins with you. One little death stands in the way of the


  restoration of the planet. Can you live with yourself if you let


  that chance pass?


  PHOTOSYNTH


  I...I guess not.


  LIGHT ERRANT


  Excellent! Step this way, Light Brigade.


  They step through Noir, with Giantstar and Photosynth exiting last. He has his hand on her shoulder, comforting her.


  * * * *


  MARCH 20th, 2024


  Suspir sensed something very wrong in the Night Chamber, and it wasn't because the new Shadowmonger on the brightly lit throne was Tolvin, the one they called the Troll on account of his mutant size and calcified skin. Ever since Al-Khayal was discovered missing from his 'impregnable' inner sanctum, leaving only a pool of blood on the floor, the Shadowmongers had been on edge. Suspir was retained to ensure that all visitors to the Night Chamber are scanned telepathically. Most of them need not have worried, since they only viewed the proceedings through the holo-imagers. No, it was something else that disturbed the telepathic bounty hunter.


  "Report?" demanded the Troll.


  "We are now certain that it was not the Zugnovians who eliminated our colleague, nor the Pranir factions. It must be the Conclave of Super- Villains, through the trickeries of Labyrinthe. I recommend that Anchors be recruited as soon as possible to prevent more intrusions, should the Conclave be attempting to destroy us," said Suspir. He felt it again: a familiar mental trace, but whose?


  "...And the hummers?" came the susurrus of the Shadowmongers in the wings.


  "The Pranir have eliminated some, but the Mr. Strings entity caught on early. The mindtraps have been ineffective so far, but I believe they should be kept, just as secret mindmines for our organization. The Pranir are attempting another tactic, involving Scytharian tech..." Suspir broke off his sentence.


  A shadow crept across the spotlight illuminating the throne and the Troll, but that should be impossible. There could be no light that cast that shadow, and no man to cast it.


  As the shadow covered the foot of the throne, a rainbow of lights sprang forth from the darkness. No, not just lights...beings of light!


  The red manshape flooded the Night Chamber, illuminating every corner with itself, a red, red glow. The startled faces of three Shadowmongers in their securi-boxes revealed their surprise. ((Zone)), he picked up from a stray thought.


  The zombie-like woman with orange light seeping out through every orifice opened her mouth. Huge hornets made of the same light, hundreds of them, flew forth from her lips and enveloped Troll. Troll brushed them off, merely annoyed. Suspir caught the name of the woman: ((Mothflame)).


  One of them grew tall and bright, and its fist of light caught Suspir in some sort of forcefield, hoisting him off the ground. ((Giantstar)), Suspir grabbed from the light being's mind. No, that wasn't right. He dug deeper. ((Llyr?! EUROPA?!)) Were these agents from E.U.R.O.P.A., come to destroy the Shadowmongers? So the conspiracy theories *were* true!


  The plant woman in green was too easily read: ((Photosynth)). She didn't want to kill them, Suspir knew. But the lust for the restoration of the ecology burned bright in her heart, and confused her. She lashed out with a part of her body, creating a giant vine that entangled Troll, and began strangling him. Luckily for Troll, his body resisted such meager attempts at hurting him. He lashed out at Photosynth, decapitating her.


  But losing her head did not faze Photosynth at all. She simply grew a new one, blossoming like a lotus. Suspir realized that she wasn't just a physical being, but the green light that surrounded it as well.


  Suspir tried to overwhelm Giantstar's mind with his own. Perhaps he could force him to let go, so he could run out of this chamber of death.


  ++LET ME GO!++ Suspir mentally shouted.


  --You'll die a quicker death if I do!-- replied Giantstar. --I can save you. Trust me!--


  Suddenly, Suspir was wracked with pain, as though every cell in his body was burning. ++Is THIS what I get instead of a quick death?!++ He tried to tunnel deeper into Giantstar's mind, but the neural pathways he was accustomed to were gone: he was in a maze of new mental pathways. He pushed harder.


  --I need to turn you into light and absorb you, to save you! Don't resist! I'm just going to make it look like you were disintegrated.--


  Suspir didn't trust Giantstar one bit. Down below, the white light being...((Whiteout))...shot beams of brilliant light at Troll out of his "eyes." Troll was enveloped in the light and moved his hands to cover his face. The light passed through his hands, illuminating his bones. =BURN,= said Whiteout.


  The white hot light burned out Troll's eyes, and Suspir could sense the Shadowmonger's optic nerves igniting like fuses, burning a neural trail into Troll's brain.


  Troll's head incinerated from within.


  Suspir let go, letting Giantstar absorb him. He knew what fate awaited him, if he tried to free himself. He felt some photons burst off...probably the dead layer of his epidermis. It must have looked like he had exploded into light. Instead, Giantstar simply grew bigger, and he was safe within Giantstar.


  He watched the massacre that followed through Giantstar's eyes, tapping into what passed for his visual cortex. Whiteout destroyed the brains of the other Shadowmongers there in the same way.


  =Bloody hell, Zone!= exclaimed Whiteout. =When I'm in your 'zone' I'm kickass unbeatable! I've never been able to kill with my powers before! What about the cowards with the holos?=


  =I handled it,= said Mothflame, smiling. =Zone extended himself along the light-pipes, and I rode in with *my* power. All the rest, dead where they hid, by scorpion stings. Their tongues were too swollen for them to scream. We are indeed invincible within your domain, Brigadier Zone.=


  A shadow seated itself on the throne. It flickered, displaying the image of Rudolph Valentino from 'Lawrence of Arabia'. ((Noir - Al-Khayal!)) ++Traitor!++ Suspir thought to Giantstar. ++He was one of us!++


  --And now, he is the only one of you remaining,-- thought Giantstar.


  ++Not if I can help it,++ thought Suspir, already plotting revenge.


  --Then we have a goal in common...what is your name?-- Suspir told him. --Then, Suspir, you must help me get word to EUROPA. Doublecross must be stopped.--


  ++Free me, and I will! There is another of us, who will take great vengeance as well...let me go to him. I swear by the oath of Shadows, I will help you bring down these villains.++


  A will-o'-the-wisp coalesced into the form of a girl, standing over the body of Troll. ((Light Errant - Irrlicht)), Suspir caught from Giantstar's mind. "Bravo," she said, clapping her hands. "Bravo. Doublecross will be pleased. The Light Brigade will rule the Shadowmongers faction from behind the holograms, with none the wiser."


  --I would, if I could...but I can't. I can't reverse the photonic transformation process, except maybe while we're in Zone, and it's too dangerous to materialize you now. Do you think, perhaps, you could...--


  Suspir grasped the thought. ++I wish I could, but I doubt I can use my telepathy against you light beings effectively. Your thoughts course through different mazes, and I'm not sure how long I can maintain my psychic pattern inside yours. I can communicate and pilfer thoughts, but that's all.++


  Their conclusion came simultaneously.


  -++-Damn, we're screwed.-++-


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  When Labyrinthe takes the Understudies on a field expedition to rescue his sister, things go wrong...deadly wrong! Don't miss LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION! Part IV: 'Film At Eleven'!


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


  AUTHOR'S NOTE:


  These three parts of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION! can be viewed as a short arc within the main arc, whereas the last two parts constitute the concluding sub-arc. As you can see, not everyone who tried out died...it had been planned from the beginning that those who did not 'make the cut' in the reader voting would be recruited by Doublecross for the Light Brigade.


  Doublecross created by Dave Van Domelen. All other characters with speaking roles created by Tony Pi (wildfire@lsh.org). Various characters mentioned in passing created by various writers.


  



  #11 - "A Thousand Points Of View"


  PART 4 of LIGHTS! CAMERA! ACTION!


  copyright 1999 by Matt Rossi III



  [Cover: A humanoid form in the center of the picture, with ashattered mirror effect splitting it into several fragments.Each fragment is showing a different part of a CSV memberexcept for the head, which is the helmet of the Strafe armor.The right hand is holding a shuddering Power Trident, whilethe left shoulder has a clasp for Labyrinthe's cloak.]


  



  [Journal Entry #117 - File ARCHANGEL.VLF] [Timestamp June 29, 2024, 2317 GMT]



  My name is Lorenzo Archangeli.


  I come from a proud family. We have been many, many things. Some noble, some base. An ancestor of mine was placed by an enemy of his into a political poem, which would be relatively unimportant if that enemy hadn't been Dante Aligheri, and the place not the fifth circle of Hell.


  I always get a chuckle out of that. My ancestor, confined to the realms of the Wrathful and Sullen.


  It was as if he knew us, Mister Aligheri.


  Perhaps that is how we found our way to Thoth the thrice-named. Christianity promised us hellfire; The gods of An offered us eternal life according to our maat and how our hearts passed The Weighing.


  Or perhaps we simply gods minus neckwear plus crept softly minus the elevated trains to units of speech plus boats minus the fourth letter. It's all rather moot. We are that we are, and though I am all that's left, I shall prove to be enough.


  Come. The wine is mulling, and I have a story to tell you.


  No, don't be that way. I'd hardly kill you now; there's so much to say. I need an audience for my final movement, after all. And I think you'll serve me well, my dear. I so lack in female companionship now that I've moved past where all the ladders start. And your name is so lovely...and so unusual. It speaks of things that we can do for one another, and of ways you can enable me to continue my journey.


  Of course, there is my other guest, but all her curses make her a poor listener.


  It began a long time ago, when Set became jealous of Osiris, but that's a bit further back than I intend to go. This part of the story begins when I managed to come upon an exquisite device, a gentle artifice of numbers....


  * * * *


  [Shadowmonger Datastream Capture] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 0323 GMT]


  Made of light and mathematics, escaping the blood and mire of flesh, I am perfection.


  I am He who Escaped. I am recursive, coming back upon myself.


  I am Doublecross, sapient wavelength, and I have made myself an army. Once I was named Bennett Rush: government agent, incautious lover, then criminal. I fought them all...Solar Max, The Black Opal, Morgan Adams... before I was confined in the form of mathematical impulses in a computer, Anchored and helpless.


  Now I stand on the brink of unstoppable power.


  I look about me at my Light Brigade. My Irrlicht, darting from place to place as a tiny pinpoint of light, surrounding the shambling mass that now calls itself Noir, who today has assumed the appearance of a well-dressed balding monstrosity with pointed canine ears and long, sharp teeth. The glowing hulk of my Giantstar and the animate garden of Photosynth stand apart, a tower of green brilliance and a mobile garden. And together in the center, Zone, Mothflame and Whiteout stand at attention, awaiting my commands. I am their god now.


  I am Doublecross, and soon, the whole world shall dance as a thousand thousand thousand points of light.


  "Are we clear on what you are to do next?" The Vox Ex Machinae speaks, and I am forced to pay attention to it.


  "I am the blinding brilliance of the photon harnessed. I am nothing *but* clear, nattering bag of carbon."


  "Well, how refreshing to meet an old-fashioned megalomaniac. I'd half- feared you'd have gotten too sane in your long captivity." The distorted image on the screen holds up a disk. "Do you know what this is, being of light?"


  I say nothing. There is a grin in his voice.


  "This is a leash. Make me tug on it, and you'll regret it. Now, I don't *care* what you do to the CSV...make them your slaves, kill them, whatever... but I demand at least a half-hour in Doc Contagion's old stores on board Skyhaven before you do. You can get me that time, and in exchange, I'll give you this. Fail me, and I'll distribute it onto the Net, effectively crippling you."


  It might, at that. I would still be Doublecross, but without my mastery of the new technology developing, I would be half of that which I am now. And to think of the coming optical revolution suddenly being sealed off from me at the very moment of my triumph sickens me.


  "You have my cooperation, bag of carbon, for now."


  "Now is all I require, barge-carrier. Now is all I need." I do not understand his name for me, and I do not care. "Are you prepared?"


  "I am."


  "Then let us begin."


  I look to my Irrlicht.


  "Interrupt the transitory one."


  * * * *


  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Labyrinthe] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 1417 GMT]


  They call it the Cavity.


  I plan on making it one.


  "Are we clear on what I expect? No screw ups. Everyone has his or her task. This place is formidable, but not impregnable. That is why I require the group of *you*." We are assembled around a compact computer terminal displaying intricate schematics of the North American Combine's super-prison. Radner hacked it for me once I explained my ultimate mission to him last week.


  Kwan thinks the man a buffoon, but he is wrong. Derek Radner may be pretentious, obsessive and possessed of more ego than any other man in the world, but he also has a brilliant mind. Princess Ursula of Monaco, the visor of her CSV armor open to allow her to examine the schematic with naked eyes, whistles in appreciation.


  "These are good. Every single power coupling, computer grid, all the various supertech cells and who is in them, everything there *is* to know about the Cavity. I didn't know you were a hacker, Yvan."


  "I am not, your majesty." Breeding is important; one must never forget ones manners. "I am a mage and an idealist. Triton provided the plans."


  "Well, then, you should thank him when we get back to Khadam with your sister. Tilt, come here a second." Lance Spencer, an inveterate gambler with a talent for mechanical manipulation, walks over to our position.


  I take the moment to think about my sister, Claudette.


  Others feared her, hated her, and I must admit it was with good reason. Even now, as I plan for her release, I know she is cruel and sadistic and ruthless. I could say that I am doing this because we are twins, one flesh, and it would not be a lie.


  Not true, but not a lie. It would be more honest to say I am doing this because it is my *will* to do it. For years, the Conclave dared to use its anchors to chain me, cutting me off from the magic that was my destiny. Then the Ankh-Killer, whose name I now know is Lorenzo Archangeli and who I will one day destroy with my own hands, stole her from me and forced me to behave like a glorified transport lorry.


  So yes, I do love my twin. And yes, I will free her because I love her. But let's be honest; I will also do it because no one vexes a magician and escapes punishment. I will free Caryatid, and together, we will take revenge on our enemies because *I said so*.


  "What is it?" Tilt drops to one knee, wearing the armored suit I myself once wore during the CSV assault upon Haven. The maze upon its breast is nearly peeled away from disrepair, and it only contributes to the opinion I am forming about the man.


  "Look here. Is that what I think it is?"


  He does so. Then he smiles. I don't understand why, and the sensation is unpleasant, so I interject.


  "What, exactly, is so fascinating?"


  Then they tell me, and it's my turn to smile.


  "You can really do this?"


  "Oh yes." Princess Ursula, the master thief we know as Tiara, drops the visor on Sultry's underwater armor. "With a well-timed distraction, Tilt and I can handle it easily."


  "I think we should bring PsiDF/X with us." Tilt seems quite insistent. I have been noticing that the two of them have been practically joined at the hip lately, but who am I to question friendship, even one between such odd misfits? "He'll be a lot of help."


  "How?" Tiara's voice reflected my own incredulity.


  "He just will. He's clever."


  "Enough of this." I swirl my cloak about myself. "If you require your security blanket to function, than by all means, take him. I shall lead the others in your 'well-timed distraction.' When do you require it?"


  "Give me fifteen minutes," Tiara checks the Sultry armor's wrist- chronometer. "I'll get us into position."


  "Good." I turn to Glyph, who is busy etching a symbol onto Myriad's thigh. "How long will the effects last?"


  "A day. By combining Proteus's Sigil with her own natural powers, she should be very capable of what you were looking for from her." Zephirah blushes at the attention. She's very pretty, in a bookish sort of way. It's too bad I don't have time for that sort of thing. "How did you find it?"


  "A sample from Pius's table."


  * * * *


  [Datastream Capture - EUROPA Member Report] [Timestamp *Corrupted*, time of file June 14th, 2024, 1540 GMT]


  Appearances can be deceiving. Believe me, right now I know.


  I am called Giantstar at the moment, and I sit in what was once the sanctum of the Shadowmongers, one of the powers that rules Khadam. I have secrets, and I have a duty. At the moment it's almost impossible for me to execute that duty.


  ++We must do something!++


  --I am open to suggestions.-- Inside me is a pocket, a cavity of photons that conceals more photons, photons that once had a name and a life. Now it is merely the nagging voice of a passenger. Twisted into this parody of myself, this giant green glow that moves like a behemoth, I conceal Suspir, last remaining member of the Shadowmonger council. --If we move now, we're as good as dead...--


  "Light Brigade!" Doublecross steps to the center of the chamber, followed by Zone and Whiteout, while Irrlicht is as always orbiting him. He is the sun to her; to me, the bastard who twisted us all into these shells of photons. But, as I said, I have a secret, and I think it possible to escape this fate; I merely need a distraction. "We attack now."


  Can a thing made of light smile?


  If so, Doublecross' smile makes me flicker from the inside out.


  We arrive via Labyrinthe's own net of teleport channels; Doublecross has been preparing for this moment for a very, very long time, it seems. For an instant, I think we may have been discovered when the robot I observed months ago during my attempt to infiltrate the CSV comes trundling around a corner.


  Then it kneels at Doublecross's feet, and I must admit, I'm impressed.


  He's been preparing for this for a very, *very* long time. And very well, it would seem. That makes it more important than ever that I get a second to concentrate.


  ++What good will that do?++


  --If I get a bloody second to myself, y'gre'natterer, possible it is I can undo his work!-- I want so badly to swallow, because Suspir's bitching has made me lose control of the flat welsh accent I try so hard to suppress. --And, if I can do that for us, I may be able to offer it to them, which would lose him most of their support...only Irrlicht and Noir are loyal to him by choice. So shut up and let me think!--


  Suspir does just that while Doublecross talks to the robot. For a being of living light, he surely loves to hear himself talk.


  "Tell me, Droyd."


  %%Unit Sultry is in medical wing undergoing physical examination. Unit Conflicto is on the Bridge, activities uncertain. Unit Triton...may or may not be in the Combat Lab.%%


  "May or may not be?" Doublecross seems taken aback. "Explain."


  * * * *


  [Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Strafe] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 1551 GMT]


  "It's *MINE!*" I bellow.


  I actually bellow. I can't help it; I feel like a god. A God! A GODDAMN GOD!


  I engage the suit's weapons systems and blow the target block, a large mass of cement and steel, into fragments. Then I fly around the Combat Lab, dodging through Skyhaven's most challenging aerial obstacle course, while shooting the cannons that keep popping out of the walls.


  The Strafe armor. It's mine. And in it, I am almighty, or damn close to it. Immune to weapons, immune to hunger, immune to fear...and especially disease. There are redundant systems in here that will filter the air down to the microbial level!


  The best part is the control interface. Most armors, like the suits made for the raid on Haven, have faceplates with heads-up displays, but not the Strafe armor; it just has the appearance of one. Instead, a small microlaser on each side of the helmet is beaming a tiny optical feed directly onto my retina, making it so it feels to me as if I'm not wearing a helmet at all.


  I smash a fist through a man-shaped target; it's wearing a black uniform with a silver gearwheel on the shoulder. All of the target dummies have one; I don't know why.


  I'll have to do something about that, now.


  "Derek?"


  I look down. There's a woman...Sultry...down on the floor of the Lab.


  Oh, shit.


  I land, hoping I can pull this off.


  "Hey, babe. I'd take the helmet off, but the seals are stuck. Stupid glitch in the backup system. I should have it fixed soon. What can I do you for?"


  "Derek...we need to talk."


  "I was under the impression that's what we was doing." I try to sound as jovial as possible; it's hard with the voice amplifier garbling my tones.


  "This is one of those talks you have where the word Talk starts with a capital letter, Derek." Wow, she's really earnest today, isn't she? What do I do what do I do...stall. Yeah, that'll do. Stall her. And I know just how. "I have to tell you...what?"


  Sultry staggers, nauseated and a bit dizzy. My work. But she won't know that.


  "Hey, babe, take it easy." I hold her up, a bit surprised that it took hold that fast. She looks up at me with an expression I have never seen... granted, I don't know her that well...and her big, dark eyes which had in the past only looked at me with disdain now flood with tears. What the hell is wrong with her?


  "Derek, are you sure you can't take off the helmet?"


  "Not until I...check the...magnetremer. Why?"


  "Because I wanted to see your face when I told you I am pregnant. You will be a father."


  I open my mouth inside the helmet, and then close it. *Woah, Lance is going to laugh his ass off.* I have no idea what to say to her.


  "Well, isn't that special?" Both of us turn suddenly, surprised by an alien voice, only to see several glowing forms standing in the doorway. One of them kinda looks like Daggermoth, from the Understudies tryouts, and I think I can make out Zone...but now they look like holograms of themselves. The one in front, I have no idea who that is.


  "Welcome to the Doublecross." Red and white, the speaker steps forward. "You can either join us as my first converts, footsoldiers in the Armies of Light...or, you can die. It's your choice."


  "Join you?" I smile. "How's about I cut you into little glowing bits, instead?"


  * * * *


  [Cavity Telepathic Scan - Date of Recording, June 14th, 2024, 9:04 AM MDT, Date of Data Acquisition June 19th, 2024]


  My cell is ten feet by thirty feet; I have measured it carefully.


  There is a toilet, a bunk, and behind the walls hums the equipment that holds me prisoner. I have no idea how it works, although I suspect it makes it hard for me to concentrate. Since I have been here, I have found it very difficult to read. My vision goes blurry, and I begin to sweat, and ten minutes pass before I finally admit defeat. It used to happen much sooner, but I have time, and patience.


  I will learn how to beat them.


  I am Claudette...my head is pounding, I can taste rust in my mouth, am I biting through my lip? What is my *last name*?


  "Hey, Viau!" I jerk my head up in sudden, blinding recognition. One of the *baton merdeux* who make life in this hold so unpleasant. While I know in my head he cannot be such, I cannot help but see him as a filthy, obese pig of a man. I look up at his grinning face with a tremendous desire to kill him. However, I have no magic. So I must merely hate. "How're they hanging?"


  "I do not understand." Yes, I do, worthless bastard. You refer to my breasts.


  And you will die for it.


  He merely smiles, being not privy to my thoughts and thinking me ignorant.


  And then the walls of this tiny box, and the larger walls of the great hole that is my trap, shudder in time with my inborne rage.


  I watch the fat, greasy filth who guards me start in surprise and pull a microphone over to his thick, ugly mouth.


  "This is Sampson, down in Extra-Danger. What the Hell was..."


  "We're under attack. Code Red. Conclave of Super Villains." The voice on the other end of the transmission was not merely afraid; it was terrified.


  I smile.


  Bon dieu de merde, let me have just five seconds with this pig....


  * * * *


  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Sultry (Tiara)] [Timestamp June 14, 2024, 1551 GMT]


  It was easy to bypass the first levels of security.


  The laser microphones aimed at the air circulation system were the trickiest part; any vibration over an accepted level on frequencies other than those already mapped onto the computer system would set off an alarm. It took me a few minutes to figure out how to mask our heartbeats and our footfalls without using Tilt's powers, but I managed to rig the CSV armor to put out exactly-inverse sound, nullifying our presence, thanks to the sonar that had originally been used on the Haven raid.


  Then, we managed to get past the gas-traps.


  The laser-net was hard, too, especially since it was Supertech and Tilt would have had to risk it resisting his powers. However, I was prepared for that kind of thing; it was similar to the security in the Tower of London. As I always carry a fine network of mirrors with me, it was really only a matter of doing the math and setting the lattice up to properly bounce the beams into the detector-eyes without more than a 0.7 second interruption.


  A lot of crawling followed that, but finally Tilt, PsiDF/X and I came to the juncture of the air circulation system in the main generator room. Underneath us crawled some five security guards, all checking the computer system that was so central to the operation of the Cavity. As you can see, there would be very little way of getting from a cell to these vents.


  But from these vents to the place where all power and communication comes together? Difficult, yes, but not nearly so hard as the reputation would suggest. We waited, counting on Labyrinthe's diversion.


  And then the whole complex shook.


  "Right on cue," I whispered to Tilt. "Let's go."


  The boys leapt together, PsiDF/X going through the mesh in the Triton armor that he seemed to be counting upon lately and Tilt following him. The guards attempted to shoot them. As you might expect, their weapons did not function well. The Triton armor landed hard on one of them, breaking bones in a rather unpleasant sounding way, and then used the electro-neural trident that snap-hissed into place on the right arm to cause another to go into spasms while Tilt engaged the jets on his own suit and landed softly; while not enough to fly, they worked well as landing gear.


  And now there is no more time for me to watch them; I must do my part.


  The computer, too, is Supertech; Tilt might be able to affect it, but then the guards would be able to alert the others to our presence here. So instead, I descend. While not the genius others are, I am what I am; I specialize in such things. Soon I have the main control panel open and am using a probe from my black bag to pick at the command structure.


  PsiDF/X skewers another guard, this one drawing a bead on me. Tilt reaches out with his power and causes one of the guards' weapons to discharge just as he is trying to determine if there is an ammunition jam. He is killed, of course.


  There we are...the device that protects this machine from Tilt. It is deceptively small. I reach past the explosives that would kill me for daring this, and deftly cut the small cable that feeds power into the emerald and cobalt sphere, and what was immune is now unprotected.


  "Whenever you are ready, Tilt."


  He smiles.


  * * * *


  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Conflicto (Spiral)] [Timestamp June 14, 2024, 1613 GMT]


  The attack began blatantly.


  I don't know much about this kind of thing. Until I joined the Understudies, I was content as Anya, a mere dancer. Not even a really good one, although I could fake it well.


  Labyrinthe had Glyph draw a sigil on the side of the mountain that concealed his sister's prison. It took a while. But, when it was done and she empowered it, the whole place shook as a small earthquake slammed down on the site around us.


  We were protected within the circle, which was good. I dislike shaking.


  "Hold on."


  Labyrinthe did something, and it was in-and-out. We were standing in the less-secure part, I think. The part with minor paragangers. Don't much like paragangs either.


  "Spiral. Open some doors."


  I reached out and twisted, and cell doors began to fold for me. It was harder than it should have been. Supertech. I ripped the doors open anyway; not designed for someone like me. The 'gangers came out, surprised and maybe a bit scared. Labyrinthe managed to make his voice dark and scary.


  "Do you know who we are?"


  Some of them nodded. Others said nothing. Labyrinthe turned to Caprice, who was wearing the Burnout suit.


  "Change them."


  "I ain't never done so many..."


  "Try." He looked at her, and I do not know if it frightened her or not, but she swallowed and turned to the crowd.


  "Pick a number. Any number."


  Numbers were shouted. Then she turned to Labyrinthe, and even in the armor I could see her trembling with the effort.


  "Long as dey don' sneeze, dey'll be all right."


  "Excellent." Labyrinthe turned to the mob of paragangers. "The jailers here know your powers. Now, however, you have entirely different powers. Resist the urge to sneeze, and wreak havoc, and you will be able to free yourselves." Smiling, he looked over to Myriad. "Do you understand your role in the plan?"


  "Create pain." Removing her helmet, she actually *poured* herself out, and then, while we watched, congealed and grew into some kind of rhinoceros- like animal. The floor shook as she charged the armored doors that were the only way out of the ward.


  They exploded out from the inside, creating an egress for the 'gangers. They didn't need to be told what to do with it next. We didn't stay to watch.


  Instead, Labyrinthe gestured with his cape, and we all vanished.


  Which brings us to now.


  The room is large, and I can feel the hum of a geothermal power tap in my bones.


  Tilt, Tiara and PsiDF/X are waiting for us. I don't know any of them very well, and I don't want to, really. Especially not Francis X. Darwin, who hasn't taken off that armor in a week or more. If he's that afraid of germs, he's just plain creepy. We had people like that in Petrograd. I didn't like them, either.


  "Well?" Labyrinthe walks right up to Tiara. "Have you found it?"


  "Easy as pie. Lance, show the man."


  "Yessir, your highness." Tilt furrows his brow, and a schematic comes on screen, showing the cell block in the Extra-Danger wing, with one of the cells lit up. "There you go. One sister, made to order."


  "Excellent. Have you made sure they can't call for help?"


  "Yep. For the next fifteen or so minutes, until the satellite comes overhead...then they can use the linkage to call out. Nothing I can do 'bout that from here."


  "Release the doors on the upper two floors...it will keep them well occupied." Labyrinthe turns to say something to us, but just as he is about to speak a flickering light appears in a corner of the room. We all turn to look at it.


  It is a sphere of light, a dot, really. And something about the way it flashes is so disconcerting that it makes my skin itch.


  Labyrinthe, however, seems transfixed. He steps forward, and the light somehow speaks.


  "Come along, Yvan. We have an appointment to keep."


  He nods slowly. Before any of us know what to do, they are gone. We stand around for a moment, unsure of what to do.


  "What was...we're stuck here?" Glyph's voice is panicked. I feel it myself.


  Then we hear the sound. The snap-hiss of the power-trident in PsiDF/X's armor.


  Tilt whips around in shock...and the trident stabs into his face. He collapses, convulsing in shock, and the rest of us stare in disbelief as the only one of us to call him friend plants a foot down on his chest and stands over him.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven Surveillance Device #17 - Comlink Psitap (Sultry)] [Timestamp June 14, 2024, 1627 GMT]


  Triton snaps to the attack, engaging the rockets or whatever they are and hurtling at them. I am dizzy, and even a little sore. I wanted to tell him before...whatever this is, whatever they want, are they Zugnovians?


  Rage. I am the fury of nature, and I call the winds to wrap around me as they always do. To love and serve me. They always will.


  "Really, Triton...and I thought you studied your villains." The lasers from Derek's armor splash into the lead figure, the red and white form. They don't seem to have any effect at all. "Mothflame, teach him his final lesson."


  The vaguely female form...that crazy puta who claimed to learn voudoun in South America...steps forward, with hundreds of smaller lights flickering inside her. They come out in a cloud, and as they do, they take the form of insects; ants, flies, wasps, bees, hornets, dragonflies...others I have never seen. I cringe, despite my anger. So loathsome, so much worse as glowing creatures.


  Derek, brave one, laughs even as the swarm crawls all over his armor.


  "Is that the best you can do? My armor's totally sealed against..." his voice trails off. Then he screams, his voice distorted by the armor as it has been. I try to flay the insects off of the armor, but my winds don't so much as brush them back.


  "Sealed against real insects, probably." The one who calls himself Doublecross smiles again, and I try throwing a lightning bolt at him, but the huddled darkness out of an old movie intercepts the strike with a swirling cloud of blackness. "But not against light. How could you see? And Sultry, if you try that again it will be the baby who suffers."


  I drop my winds.


  "How...how do you...you're killing him!"


  "Yes. We are. He's a threat. You, on the other hand, I'm willing to allow to live until the baby is born, provided you behave. Your choice, Angeline." He taps the side of his head, indicating that I should not attempt to use my communicator to call for help.


  I look to the armored form lying on the floor, and then up at the horrid shapes cut from light. Were it just me, I'd risk it, and to hell with all of them.


  "I'm sorry, Derek." I remove my commun....


  * * * *


  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Rebus (Glyph)] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 1642 GMT]


  "Francis!" I watch, speechless, as Tiara tries to pull the black silhouette of the Triton armor off of Tilt's chest.


  "No." The voice is muffled by the helmet. "Not Francis. Not Francis at all." He reaches up and removes his helmet with his left hand, while still holding the power trident in Tilt's head with his right.


  The sound we make is like steam escaping a vent. Unlike Francis X. Darwin, who has a pallor bred by obsessive hypochondria, this is the flushed face of someone who gives rein to anger very, very easily.


  Derek Radner. The real Triton.


  I am so confused I think I'm going to be sick.


  "I told you, didn't I, Spencer? I told you when you and Darwin hatched this little plot...the slightest mis-step, and I'd be the death of you." His face twitches for a second, and the power trident goes from neural disruption to high-voltage electricity. Tilt dies in seconds, and none of us can do anything about it, least of all me. I'd need time to draw, time I don't have.


  We stand around. Even Myriad looks nervous, and the smell of Tilt's death is in the air, thick and dark and not unlike bacon, which makes me want to throw up. Radner stands up, hate on his face so frenzied that for a second I forget to breathe.


  "Alright, then. Does anyone *else* have a problem with me? Or with us getting out of here alive?"


  "No." Tiara speaks up, her natural poise returning. "I would like to suggest that with Tilt dead, it's going to be harder that ever...and without Labyrinthe, we have no way out. The vents sealed once the riot started. "


  "Oh, but we do," Triton points at the flashing graphic. "It's right there, in the Extra-Danger Cell Block. Labyrinthe's sister."


  "They have the same powers?" I speak up, hating the high-pitched squeal of fear in my voice. Radner's eyes are burning coals as he looks at me, but the hate isn't aimed at any of us.


  "All I know is that she's a mage. We get her, we improvise from there and we get back to Skyhaven. That...thing didn't just take Labyrinthe for no reason. I want to know what's going on. And *no one* messes with my Conclave. Not Darwin. Not lights that hypnotize. NO. ONE. Any suggestions?"


  "We should take corridor A, and then burn our way through the second retaining wall. Less guards, and it'll deactivate the sonic disruption devices and psi-monitors aimed into her cell." My heart skips a beat at the mention of psi-monitors...but I knew that the technology was so bulky and expensive it could not possibly be installed everywhere in the Cavity. Tiara showed Triton the way on the monitor. While the two of them discussed it, Myriad sidled up to me.


  "Why are we listening to him? I say we rush him."


  "If you want to, go ahead. Without Tilt, we wouldn't have a prayer. Caprice's powers won't affect his armor, all the glyphs I have memorized involve defense, not offense, and Tiara seems to have fallen into line," I whisper back. "Plus, his plan seems to be worthwhile. Or do *you* want to spend the rest of your life in the Cavity?"


  "Good point." Myriad moves away, and I exhale in relief when Triton keeps talking to Tiara. Thankfully, he didn't notice. After a minute that seems to scrape across my nerves like rusty metal being sanded, the two of them turn to face us.


  "Let's go."


  * * * *


  [Alpha Rho Twelve - Memory Log Decrypting via Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap, Subject Armor: Peryton (Myriad) - Link active via Glyph sigil] [Timestamp June 14th, 1711 GMT]


  The walls slide past us like smoke as Triton uses his power trident to burn through the metal. He's trying not to show how tired he is; he's been trapped in that suit for a *week*. Sure, there's food, and a waste reclamation system, but he must be exhausted, nonetheless. His muscles are cramping, he may very well have welts and armor-sores all over his body.


  He grunts, and another wall melts. The right forearm of the Haven armor is beginning to glow a dull orange.


  I slide up next to him.


  "Feeling tired?"


  "If I drop, shapeshifter, you die with me. So it's in your best interests to stop trying to angle for position and *do what I say*."


  "For now, maybe."


  "You know, I've recently learned a valuable lesson about disloyalty and what to do about it. Now, let me ask you this." He snarls, and another section of wall melts down. We step through it into the Extra-Danger wing...where more than twenty guards, carrying high velocity gel-round restraint weapons are standing. Triton points at them. "Are you with us, or with them?"


  "Do you even need to ask?" I'm in motion even as the first guard fires, my muscles warping and my flesh melting. Unlike the more deadly Template Assassin, I cannot duplicate superhuman powers with my shapechanging. But, thanks to Glyph's magic, I can gain the raw physical power of any creature I become, and so I become a Similodon.


  A sabre-toothed tiger.


  "MOTHERF...!" The man's screams die out as I plunge a fang into his head. This is so satisfying! Ordinarily I merely impersonate people, but Labyrinthe decided not to attempt that this time...the North American Combine is too wary of shapeshifters following the Academy Incident. So he hit upon this plan instead. I slash out with a massive paw, ripping a man in half and enjoying it.


  Behind me, I catch sight of Glyph, immune for the moment behind a mystical barrier she's inscribed on her belt, flinching as the gelatin bombs explode on her shield. Triton is taking the offensive, using his natural aptitude for tinkering to rewire one of the guards' dropped weapons so that the gelpacks explode a half-second before impact and move at twice the speed, knocking the men prone and tangling them up in their own goo. Tiara seems to have vanished into the darkness; she's probably trying to figure out which cell is Caryatid's. Spiral just picks the poor bastards up and spins them into the others like bowling balls amidst pins.


  It's over in twelve seconds. I relax, allowing myself to return to a human form. In fact, I choose one of the dead guards.


  "Brutal and efficient. I like it. How are we doing, Tiara?" Triton calls out.


  "We're...done." A click, and the cell door to Claudette Viau's cell opens. A few seconds, and she steps outside, blinking at us.


  "Ainsi le debut du paradoxe...strangers come to save me. Who are you?"


  "We're friends of Yvan." Triton smiles, and while it's not a very reassuring one, it seems to work on her, because she gives him an even more deranged one back. "Wanna get out of here?"


  "Oh, yes." She steps out of the cell, and then stops and looks down at one of the still breathing guards, one of those stopped by Triton's gel rounds. "Just let me take care of something first."


  Everyone but Triton and I turns away as she chants. So only the two of us see her pull the guard's bones out of his body without ripping his flesh.


  It's quite special.


  * * * *


  [Journal Entry #114 - File ARCHANGEL.VLF] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 1712 GMT]


  The base was compromised. I watch from the outside, ready for just about anything.


  My cybereye shows me a path that leads inside, no doubt left for me by my 'partner.' It also shows me something else, something I couldn't see on any electro-magnetic frequency. By shifting to ultrasound imaging, the truth is revealed.


  Three of his pets are waiting for me.


  At the entrance lies the monster that had once been part of the Shadowmongers, one of the three rivals for power here in Khadam. And while my Anchor could protect me from violations of nature, the fluke of Doublecross's existence and that of his pawns placed them outside my ability to affect.


  Past him, near the limits of my perceptions, crouches the one who communes with insects of her own creation. Due to the fact that most of her body is now light, I get a very gauzy and indistinct image of her, as only a small portion of her body reflects sound. Luckily for me, her light-vermin still make a hideous buzzing sound, and I could use it to refine the image.


  To her left, bulky and containing very little matter at all, a third barely discernable image. I don't know which one this is.


  So this is the plan. Let me walk in, and as soon as I step past their illusions, ambush me. To be honest, it's not worthy of the infamous Bennett Rush. He truly *has* lost a step since his long confinement.


  Could I have found a more perfect Ra?


  Still, I have to be careful. If I call him up and alert him that I know of his deception, he'll feel forced to act. If I walk in, well...and if I use the Sony Disc now, it will be as inconvenient for me as him, although there's no need to tell him that. What I need is a plan. Something devious, something that uses his own weaknesses against him.


  Which is, of course the problem. I don't know that much about Doublecross. What I need is an expert on 20th Century Supervillains...


  I smile as it occurs to me that I know one. And, according to the device my spy is carrying, I have the benefit of knowing where he is while my gleaming adversary does not. Now all I have to do is make sure I get into the proper position to benefit from him.


  * * * *


  [Skyhaven Surveillance Device #12 - Transcript and translation of observed photonic oscillations] [Timestamp June 14th, 2024, 1722 GMT]


  Growth requires pruning.


  At the moment, that's not so easy.


  "Missed me! What, are those roots getting too thick, my little clinging vine?" Eugene Kwan, better know to the world as Conflicto, squirts out of my grasp with annoying ease, while at the same time the sap in my body hardens to the consistency of cement. If I still felt pain, this would be agonizing. "Well, I'd love to talk, but I must be leaf-ing. Get it? I made a pun!"


  "God, does he ever shut up?"


  "Not that I've noticed," Zone smiles. "But he's about to make a mistake..."


  Before I can ask what it is, Kwan dodges us, sliding into a set of open doors. Even before we step inside, I can feel the chlorophyll inside the room and know it to be the Hydroponic Garden. That's Conflicto's first mistake.


  The second is a visible red glow filling the room.


  "Uh-oh..." Conflicto breathes as he steps inside.


  "That's right, kid. You just entered the Zone. TAKE HIM!"


  Giantstar drops down out of the maple trees like a bomb, landing square on where Conflicto was standing. Even as he alters the air to become like glue, Giantstar just keeps dropping, because light isn't affected by friction. On the down side, light doesn't weigh anything, so the impact doesn't actually *hurt* Kwan.


  But the kick, as Giantstar's solid-light foot shoots forward like a piledriver, does. Fergus (that's Giantstar's real name, I think) smashes the kid across the room, actually spinning him end over end like a goal kicked by a forward striker. I concentrate, and catch him in a web of stretching tree branches, making sure to cushion the impact. Whatever consciousness is left in the boy I make sure to drain out.


  "Did you have to hit him so hard?"


  "To be honest, I didn't intend to. In the zone and all that. But I'll be damned if I feel bad about whacking Conflicto a bit too hard." His glowing almost-face looks at me. "Don't tell me *you* do."


  "Hey, I'm not doing this cause I like it." I concentrate, and the branches lower Conflicto to the ground level. "Well, that's the base. Now I guess we can go wait for Irrlicht..."


  "There is no need." The glowing face of our dread lord and master appears above us. "Irrlicht has returned with our guest in tow. Bring Conflicto to the grotto...I want to reunite him with the remaining members of the CSV."


  "Too bad for him." Zone and I head out, with Conflicto bound in branches. Giantstar seems to be listening to a small, faraway voice, but eventually follows.


  After all, we all must heed our master's voice, no matter how we hate him.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  The Final Confrontation between the Light Brigade and the Conclave! Old alliances are renewed, new ones are betrayed, and as always, nothing will be the same again!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Tony Pi's debut on the ASH scene and his title, Conclave of Super- Villains, made a great deal of the last two years worth of ASH stories possible. If you look at what was published before Tony, and what was published after, you'll see a great deal of change. And I don't think I'd be alone in saying it was very positive change, and very much a standard bearer.


  The idea of a comic book focusing on the bad guys has never really worked in the four-color world; the closest I can think of that was a success would be _Suicide Squad_. But in no small part due to Tony's ability to gather a cast of interesting personalities together and weave a good story out of them, CSV works. I'm glad to be the guest writer for a few issues, and very glad to be here at the climactic moment.


  Again, thanks to Tony for letting me play in his sandbox (which is filled with sand from Dave and Marc, and is on Dave's beach, I admit) and thank you for reading it.


  Editor's Note:


  DC's Secret Society of Super-Villains and Joker titles enjoyed moderate success in the 70s, as did Marvel's Super-Villain Team-Up, all three in reaction to a loosening of the Comics Code. But as Badger rightly points out, Suicide Squad's about the only villain title that might be considered a success. Villain titles just don't seem to make lasting marks in mainstream comics, unless you count the whole Grim & Gritty movement as a parade of villains masquerading as heroes. }->


  However, Tony *is* in good company. Back in the 80s, there was a short-lived (CSV already has more issues than it did) series called Liberty Project, about a bunch of supervillains working for the goverment in exchange for reduced sentences (I think it came out early enough to not be a ripoff of Suicide Squad). The writer on that title? Kurt Busiek.
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  [Cover: Triton is in the center, with a line dividing him downthe middle. On the left side, he is standing in a Berlinmarketplace wearing the Deep Armageddon armor while theUnderstudies party with a Vogue Ghoul gang. On the right side,he is in the desert in the Strafe armor and holding the AstroSpear while Conflicto and Labyrinthe look on in regret.]


  



  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Triton (Triton), Timestamp June 14th, 12:02 PM, RMT]



  "So, what is your plan for escape, stranger who knows my brother?" Claudette Viau, the magician who goes by the name Caryatid, has dressed herself in a uniform she made from the costumes of dead prison guards and a few seconds of magical tailoring. Leave it to a Viau to be concerned with costuming. "I can't imagine you would go through all this only to be caught."


  "Unfortunately, our original plan has been compromised." I reach inside a compartment of my Deep Armor...when I get my hands on that bastard Darwin, I'm going to peel the Strafe unit off of him with microwaves...and withdraw a shard of cement and stone. "But this is a fragment of the Berlin Wall that your brother has been working to convert into a teleportation system. Even without the same basic magical gifts as his, you should be able to activate the spell he cast on it, correct?"


  "In theory. In practice, it may be more difficult than you anticipate, but maintenant c'est tr'bien, non? You, skinny girl! You are a mage?" I have to smile at her arrogance, so familiar and yet in her somewhat more brittle. She's got more anger than Yvan could dream of having. "Come over here."


  While Glyph heads over with a stunned look of trepidation and Myriad prowls about nervously, I try and screen out the yowling of the other few inmates and work to repair the overstressed circuits of my power trident. This armor, good as it is (and it had better be...I designed it) just isn't nearly the suit the Strafe armor is. Just owning that thing has made me a better technician.


  "Caprice, come here."


  She does. At least for now, I've got command back. I don't know how long that will last, though. Tilt already paid for that with his life...I'm going to do worse to Darwin. Much, much worse.


  "Can you control what you change powers into?"


  "Not really. Ain't sure how'm powers work. Why?"


  "I was hoping to get enhanced gadgeteering or something...my personal electricity isn't going to get us out of here, but a repaired power trident might." I manage to wire in one of the power packs from the guards' weapons to act as a kind of booster, but even with that this whole gauntlet will melt down fairly soon. "I'm not happy right now. Tiara, how are we on guards?"


  "None here yet...I think Labyrinthe's riot is still raging upstairs. But eventually..." she stops. "Damn. Six in the outer hall. They've got cutting torches."


  "Do they?" I smile. "Well, that's good news. How are we on a way out?"


  Caryatid unleashes a stream of invective in French so rapid-fire I barely even hear it. Then she looks at Glyph with something almost like exhaustion. Glyph looks up at me.


  "Well...we think we can *activate* the magic...but it won't take us back to Skyhaven. Maybe to Berlin; we aren't sure..."


  "I think Berlin would be better than here, don't you?" Just then, the bright red glow of a laser torch begins to slash away at the doors leading into the Extra-Danger block. "Get to spelling, cog? Tiara, Caprice, get to cover. Myriad, Spiral...let them get through the door, and then do what you do best."


  I step out into the center of the room, putting my armored body between the door and the women kneeling over the Wall fragment, and activate my power trident. It snaps up, now a rich cobalt blue, and my forearm gets warm from the feedback as it starts to melt the wiring out again.


  The red circle cuts the rest of the way through the door, and I smile at the men working it.


  "Come and get me."


  Three of them immediately fire their weapons...no more gel packs, these are powerful combat shotguns...and I have to laugh as the solid sabot rounds spin back on them, ricocheting off of the stone floor and walls around them. That buys me a second, and I take it, lashing out with my lightning in spear form at one of the guards who hasn't fired and then twirling the trident end over end and spearing another.


  A black cobra spits venom at the third...Glyph's spell making Myriad much more effective...and that takes care of the only one who could have fired at me in that second, which is all the time Spiral and I need. Sure, I could probably have weathered a few shots in this suit, but why take chances?


  Ignoring their bodies...they are either dead or will wake up wishing they were...I grab a couple of laser torches and heft them onto my shoulders, walking them back inside. You never know what'll come in handy, especially when you don't know what's going on back home. Darwin's had a week to play games, and for all I know, that will'o the wisp that took Labyrinthe is working with him.


  But they'll pay.


  Nobody crosses me and lives. That goes for Nose, and it goes for them, too.


  "Well, you all should pray to Doux Jesus, because this is all I can do." Caryatid grimaces. "Arrete!"


  And then the world goes to shit.


  I weather it better than some...maybe it's because I'm used to riding Labyrinthe's coattails, maybe because I'm a mean bastard, maybe because my paranoia and rage won't let me relax...and when we come out the other side, I'm up first.


  I feel like vomiting. My whole body aches, and I think I have an infection from the catheter running up into me. This armor was *never* intended to stay on someone this long.


  Just another reason someone is going to die.


  I look around at my ragtag band of misfits. They're all I have towards exacting revenge, so I suppose they'll have to make do. We're all sprawled about in the humid night, and as I blink inside the helmet the armor's IR scope kicks on.


  Yep, just as Glyph suggested. It's Berlin, all right. Hell, I can see the Brandenburger Tor from here. We came out in the Tiergarten, not far from the Reichstag. I could spit on the location of the old Wall. Hot, acid laced spit floods my mouth at the thought, and I swallow tenderly.


  So damn tired. It would be good to rest, but not here. This is the worst goddamn time for it; right smack in the middle of Europe, with damaged, underpowered armor and a whole posse of possibly traitorous criminals, including an escaped Quebecois terrorist.


  On the other hand, better them than alone, I guess.


  "C'mon, everyone. We can't just stand around here. Time to get up." I sling one of the laser torches up over my shoulder. "Too conspicuous."


  It takes a few minutes of cajoling, but eventually I get them all together. Of course, Caryatid is the first to speak.


  "What now, stranger? I have yet to hear any reason why I shouldn't strike out on my own. I could probably get lost effectively in a large city half-way across the world from my prison."


  "True, but seeing how your brother risked everything to save your fetching ass, shouldn't you return the favor?" She smiles a bit, almost a smirk, at the compliment. God bless you, Angeline, for teaching me how to flatter difficult women. "Besides, once we save him and re-take Skyhaven... there's a lot of power in being part of the Conclave of Super Villains."


  I make sure to turn around and face the crowd of demoralized Understudies. If I play this right...


  "I let my guard down before, but that was *before*. Now, you all have the chance at being something a hell of a lot better than an Understudy playing a role. Now you can have a place, a real seat at the table, for the real CSV. Work with me now, and you'll be rewarded. And if you want to walk, do it now, because I need to know who I can rely on and who I can't."


  I can feel my spinal column contract. I half-expect Myriad to walk... she could probably call some Zugnovians to come get her, and right now I know the CSV doesn't look like a good bet...but she says nothing. Hell, I wish I knew why I consider an alien shapeshifter a woman, but I do. Nobody says anything, and I look at my collection of Violent Femmes with a small grin growing beneath my helmet.


  I just realized that I've just made us the biggest collection of superhuman criminals in the world, and we're almost entirely female.


  Oh well. Equality is fine by me, as long as I'm in charge.


  "I suppose I'm in." Caryatid steps towards me. "Do you need to wear the helmet?"


  "Not right now." I take it off, not so much for her as to let myself breathe fresh air. After a week, the helmet gets to feeling claustrophobic.


  "Not bad, for an _anglophone_. So, what do you suggest we do about finding my brother?"


  Before I can answer that...which is just as well, because I've got absolutely no damn idea...I hear the rumble of powerful engines.


  Motorcycle engines.


  We could use a few motorcycles.


  I'm so glad when the bikes come tearing past, because it turns out that they're carrying my least-favorite kind of people...Vogue Ghouls. Well, okay, there are people I dislike more...Dan "I need to die already" Tracy comes to mind...but the Vogue Ghouls just piss me off. Fucking copycats! These ones are Der Vernictung Teufel, the Death Devils, with the smirking goat-horned demons on the backs of their jackets and the red warpaint.


  They see us and slow down, probably preparing to come back around and investigate what we are.


  "Hold that thought." I turn away from Caryatid and trigger my armor's air-jets, leaping some sixty feet into the air and kicking the power trident on line, lighting the blackness with cobalt and azure lightning crackling around my arm.


  I come down in the middle of the street, preparing to slash the leader off of his motorcycle...only to notice that they've all stopped dead and are smiling.


  "Das glitzern yalp chilled unifex! Esta Triton! Ille Conclave du UberRauber!" The leader, a tall bald man with half of his face covered in red paint, steps off his bike and walks up to me, then stops with a look on his face it takes me a few seconds to decipher.


  It's Glyph, who walks up next to me, who jogs my mind out of it's confusion.


  "You're his idol, it seems." He jabbers something in Eurolac...heavily German-aspected Eurolac, at that...which I don't catch. Glyph translates. "Can he have your autograph?"


  I do the only thing I can do.


  I bust out laughing.


  "Sure. Hell, if he'll take us to his hangout, we'll even party with them."


  As you might expect, they fall all over themselves to help.


  Several hours pass. Caprice, Myriad and Spiral entertain themselves with the Vogue Ghouls, who are still basking in the glow of reflected evil. They will probably tell this story again and again for the rest of their lives. Tiara and Caryatid discuss our options, while Glyph serves as translator in case we need something.


  Amusing, that one of the most feared Vogue Ghoul gangs in Europe (Number Three, after Der Zepter and the Tyrannoi Munchen) should work out of the old Viktualienmarkt. I choose an old meatmarket as a repair shop.


  I of course disassemble my armor, take a painful half-hour to remove my catheter and urinate, use the bathroom and get some solid food to eat. If Tilt weren't already dead, I'd kill him. Then I get to work taking one of the laser torches entirely apart and replacing the damaged circuits in the armor, restoring my power trident to full capacity and making some modifications to the laser systems that should be very effective.


  That's when *he* calls me.


  "Radner." I flinch as I recognize the voice coming out of my ankh pin. Looking around, I can see that no one else is responding; apparently he wants to talk to *me* alone. Taking a position to the side of the converted workbench (it used to be a steam table) I take a few seconds to gather myself.


  "What is it, Rebus?"


  "I have some information for you."


  "I'm not much in the mood for puzzles right now..."


  "Understandable, considering the last week or so." Before I can even sputter in indignation, he moves on. "Perhaps you'd be interested to know that Skyhaven has been taken over."


  I don't say anything at that. Just as well; I don't have a lot to say.


  "It seems we've both been betrayed...what a surprise, eh? Villainy sometimes leads to such distasteful betrayals...I still remember that nasty trick you played on me, by the way..."


  "I told you then, and I'll tell you now; Nose is mine."


  "Perhaps. But, for now, let us speak of other things. I know who has Skyhaven; I was hoping to gain access, but it turns out he's lived up to his nom du guerre and played unfair with me. So now I turn to you...together, we can get what we want. He has Skyhaven, and Labyrinthe as well. All of the remaining CSV...and the Strafe armor as well."


  Wheels are turning in my head now. He's lived up to his name? And he somehow sent that ball of light to get Labyrinthe...I manage to get the pieces together before Rebus can speak again.


  "Doublecross."


  "Very good, Derek. He's back."


  "And he's *been* back." Suddenly, things that didn't make sense before do. The rebuilding of Skyhaven complete with solid light projectors; the disappearance of the Understudy candidates in that explosion, Droyd's atypical behavior. "Son of a bitch on fire, he should be dead."


  "Unfortunately, no." Rebus fills me in on the process that returned Bennett Rush from computerized limbo, where the Lord of Living Light had been trapped since his apparent death in 1997. I listen, my brain twitching from fact to fact, and all the while I'm remembering the Chuckler's autobiography, _Make 'em Laugh, then Make 'em Die_. He dedicated a whole chapter to Doublecross. When Rush had still been human, his name was an inside joke... he was also a highly placed government agent in his day job. But once he was converted into light by a damaged teleporter device, he *earned* the name... he thought little of betraying "mere fleshbodies." Apparently Rebus was learning that. Still, the son of a bitch is in *my* base, holding *my* woman, *my* armory and *my* people.


  "Hmm."


  "Derek, I know that _hmm_."


  "Yeah, you do. Tell me; have you got access to any aircraft in the Berlin area?"


  "I could arrange for some."


  "Do it. We need to talk, face to face. I think I can make Doublecross beat himself...but we'll need to work together to do it." I hate myself for this; it's the last goddamn thing I ever wanted to do, working with Archangeli again. I bet it's just as bad for him as it is for me, though, and that makes it bearable.


  "Oh?"


  "Don't even ask, Rebus. I won't tell you anything until we're face to face, in Khadam. Call it insurance."


  "Wise. Very well. Get yourself to Tegel Airport in two hours...I'll have a private helijet waiting. I assume you can fly it?"


  "Oh, yes. Talk to you soon." I cut off the transmission and begin suiting up.


  It's time to shake hands with Satan. It's one more step down the road to hell I started on a long time ago, and I don't care. I made my choice, and I can live with it. If Rebus thinks I'll be manipulated again...he'll learn otherwise.


  I trigger the power trident.


  Somehow, it always soothes me.


  I am Triton, the first Super-Villain of the new age. And I've always *wanted* to measure myself against one of the old greats. Sure, Challenger or Lord Ebon would have been better, and in my heart I sometimes regret being caught more because I missed getting to meet Devastator than for anything else, but I'll take Doublecross. After all, he *was* labeled one of the three greatest threats to humanity at one time.


  I'll take him, and I'll use his own motives against him.


  * * * *


  [Deep Armor Cyberlink Datatap - Subject Armor: Triton (Triton)] [Timestamp June 15th, 2024, 0727 GMT]


  I manage to get a few hours of sleep on the plane; the autopilot's very good.


  When I wake up, Caryatid is sitting in the co-pilot's seat, staring at me. I wish I was wearing my helmet to shield me from her blatant scrutiny.


  "You are involved with another woman, I am told."


  "Depends on your definition of another. I'm involved with someone, yes."


  "Too bad. I find you interesting. I am not entirely sure why." She looks out the window to the east...the sun is rising over the Mediterranean, transforming it into the wine-dark sea Homer wrote about. "I have been in prison for a while, and the quality of men there was rather...low. Perhaps that is all it is."


  "Maybe." I look at her. "Look, I don't know much about Yvan's life... we work together, but we aren't close. But I know he loves you a lot. Hell, half the *world* probably knows. So even if I weren't involved...and I am...it wouldn't be a good idea. Besides, I think it could be a bad idea to get too close to me."


  "How so?"


  "I..." Why do I want to tell a complete stranger this? Maybe it's being here, which reminds me of old poetry and nights spent arguing over significance. Maybe it's because I'm afraid Doublecross has already cheated me out of another lover. "I lost the first woman I ever loved; someone murdered her. Now the second is trapped, along with your brother and Kwan, who's like the pain in the ass I never wanted but he's mine, goddamn it. I won't lose any more people."


  "So, you rush to the rescue. I hesitate to say this, but it's almost... heroic."


  "Yeah. Disgusting, isn't it?" We share a bitter laugh, and I find myself liking her, which is odd. I could count my friends on one hand and have three fingers left. Of course, considering the lifestyle, I suppose that's for the best.


  A half hour passes with the rest of them back in their seats sleeping, and the two of us silent in the front, watching the water and the steadily rising sunlight reflecting off of it. Eventually, Khadam rises up in front of us, and I take the controls.


  Time's up.


  I make sure to keep low and spin round the actual cities, heading for a deserted landing strip out in the wastes where Rebus is waiting. This model helijet is military issue; it should pass through their defenses long enough for us to land and send it airborne again for the Zugnovians to hunt.


  Right now, all I care about is getting this over with.


  Once we're off the plane and it's taking off again, I heft the remaining laser torch and head towards the parked APC near the old dilapidated barn- like structure that probably used to serve as a hangar a century ago, followed by my "harem."


  Rebus steps out from behind the APC and we face each other.


  "We hate each other."


  "That's a given, Archangeli. But we need each other right now." He nods.


  "You had a plan?"


  "I can tell it to you while we travel." I gesture to the mini-tank. "Explain this Encryption Protocol to me as we go, and I'll let you in on my idea."


  "Which is?" We walk into the vehicle, and I take a seat next to Rebus; of the group of us, my armor makes me the most capable in the vicinity of the Anchor, although he's strong enough to blank everyone in the APC without exerting himself..


  "Remember the Astro Spear?"


  A few hours later, which means it is now offically a day since Labyrinthe vanished from inside the Cavity and I killed Tilt, we inch through a special passage into the Oasis beneath Skyhaven. Rebus whistles as we come out.


  "You truly are paranoid, Derek. Secret passages into your own base of operations?"


  "It came in handy, didn't it? Especially since the regular entrance your 'allies' set up for you is almost certainly a trap." I look up at the former dirigible, now so heavily modified with Doublecross's solid light technology that I can barely recognize it. "He's been busy."


  "No doubt preparing to come find me, since I did not come to him. He can't let me go on in possession of this disk." Rebus pats the pack on his waist. "Little does he know, ech bien?"


  "Caryatid, Spiral." I turn to face them. "Are you set?"


  "Mais non." Caryatid begins to chant softly...she really has a flair for this...and huge, gritty forms rise up from the sand edging the grotto. They start walking, almost invisible contrasted to the sand beneath their feet, and then it happens.


  A pallid, almost monochrome being strides out of the gangplank leading up into Skyhaven. I recognize who he's supposed to be; he looks exactly like Max Shrek, the actor who played the Nosferatu back before color film. But I recognize who he really is, maybe because I'm the one who ripped his genitals off when he was solid.


  "Alcohol." I grin to myself as he whips a field of blackness around the sand-spirits, trying to do *something* to them. It doesn't matter what; even as they resist, I'm engaging the new modified laser I have targeted on him.


  Mute light cannot scream.


  God, I only wish it could, because when the refractory beam I designed hits Alcohol, he warps into a million frequencies of light and twists out of our way. Spiral gestures, wrenching the gangplank so it can't shut properly, and I nod to Rebus.


  He slides out of sight, following his part of the plan.


  I move. The air-jets kick up sand from under my feet as I hurtle full- bore into the air, using my knowledge of the defensive grid to avoid being hit by the lasers. There are a few new ones, but the power trident does the job of parrying those for me.


  As I half-expected, he's overly dependent on light. I head in through the gangplank, hoping the girls can be trusted to keep up their end of the plan...and that Rebus can be trusted to be Rebus.


  A screeching, buzzing sound, as if a wasp's nest was dropped in a metal barrel...I roll to my left as gleaming, stylized hornets that almost look computer generated burst into the hallway. I don't have time to try and aim the refractory blast, so I tap frantically on my left arm, and the distortion field covers me just as they try and engulf the Deep Armor.


  It's like I'm wearing electronic Off. They are destabilized by the field, their hard-light matrices set to spinning in the air, reminding me of cast-off roman candles as they sputter. I whirl around, looking for the source of the bugs, and see a woman-shaped form, almost an anti-shadow cast by itself.


  "Francis...believe me when I say I'm sorry."


  "Sorry, but Francis isn't here right now." I trigger the controls, and the power trident extends out, lashing right into her chest. Of course, electricity has no effect on a being now made of light. I didn't expect it to.


  She'd smile, if she could. In fact, maybe she is; it's hard to tell.


  "Goodbye, Francis..." The shudder catches her by surprise; then, as if by magic, she regains human form.


  She has exactly a tenth of a second to enjoy it before the power trident in her chest knocks her out. Lucky for her I had it set to neural disruption.


  "Say, Caprice, what powers did you give her?"


  She holds up a stone from the ornamental garden.


  "Guess it worked...gave her the power to become solid. Are you going to kill her?" Myriad, Caprice and Tiara are in the hallway with me. Caryatid is leading Spiral and Glyph in through the aircraft bay.


  "Why? Not her fault Rush made her a Christmas Tree Ornament. I don't kill for fun...most of the time." I look at them. "That might not work again, but it's a good tactic. Keep it in mind. Remember, you don't have to fight them all...just let them know you're here. I'm heading to the armory."


  I spin on my heel and run, letting them make their own plans. It really doesn't matter what they do...get caught or beat them all...my plan's fine either way. I've had to learn to make plans that don't depend on others...I suppose I should thank Kwan for that.


  Sometimes, I wonder why I keep that kid around.


  The hallways wrap around in the usual formations...even with Droyd's help, he couldn't really have changed it that much in a damn day...and the armory is exactly where it should be. I rush inside.


  Racks of all sorts of fun weapons, from the hypersonic vertigo generator to the D-Warper, lie around. I ignore them, and head for the most frustrating prize we gained from Haven. A tube of collapsed iron, a practically unbreakable weapon named the Astro Spear. We actually limped back from Haven with this thing sticking out of the ship, having been thrown through the hull by STRAFE and EUROPA.


  Ironic, that it's going to help me beat Doublecross. Assuming I can count on Rebus. I begin to unscrew the housing, looking for the long-dead power cell that ran the spear back in the glory days of the Super Villain, back before the gods arrived, jealous of the reflected glory of names like Devastator, Pain Miser, Lord Ebon...it was such a great time to be alive.


  I intend to eclipse it.


  Ah, everything's still more or less intact in here.


  I wonder what Rebus is up to?


  * * * *
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  I have to admit it; Radner's plan is really quite good.


  Of course, I can't let him execute it. Really, he should have known better than to have trusted *me*. Didn't it occur to him that I had ulterior motives when I first entered into my alliance with Doublecross?


  Undaunted by the security...with the CSV running amok on the ship, the Light Brigade has its hands full...I make my way past everyone to the heart of the beast, the command center.


  Doublecross has made a few modifications.


  He's seated on a throne he's erected underneath a great glowing orange cross; both are probably pure solid light. Hanging upside-down on the cross is the Strafe armor, stripped clean of paint. I don't think I want to know how that happened. Conflicto, Labyrinthe and Sultry are all bound in fetters of solid light that cover their heads, arms and legs quite methodically.


  There's nothing quite as dangerous as an intelligent madman, is there?


  Doublecross is almost alone in here, seated on his throne, a flickering ball of light orbiting him. No doubt, he's sent his pets loose to quell Triton's attack.


  Rather than wait for him to notice me, I clear my throat.


  "What?" He looks up at me in shock. I hold up my hand.


  "Before you do what is second nature to you and waste a futile attack on me, a humble Anchor, I would suggest you listen to what I have to say." At least, I hope it would be futile...too much of what Doublecross can do is beyond my ability to Anchor for my comfort.


  "Oh?" Ra the senile...for that is my secret name for him...flows into an upright position, his red and white shell glowing with his inner radiance. "Why should I do that?"


  "Because, I've come here to play the Judas. The real Triton is currently repairing the Astro Spear and downloading the Optical Encryption program I acquired into it. With that, it will become the ultimate weapon against you...or the ultimate insurance policy, in your hands." I smile, holding my hands out in supplication, attempting to appear harmless. "You and I...there's no reason for us to fight. Wheras Triton, who we both know would have recognized you, will never cooperate with you. Your vision and his are...incompatible."


  I watch his non-face. There is no sign of the war I *know* must be ripping him apart, thanks to Radner's encyclopedic knowledge of Bennett Rush's generation of gaudy costumed criminals. The flickering light-ball that follows him everywhere whirls about his head as he thinks.


  "You have little time. By now, he may already be done."


  "Damn you." He snarls. "Be gone before I get back."


  He flies away with all the grandeur of a deranged god. I smile, and step to the side of the reprogrammed robot Rush has been using as his majordomo.


  %%Unauthorized access is not permitted...%% I slide the Sony Disc into the laser-player on my wrist and fire the light-beam into the machine's optical port. The great thing about an Optical Encryption Algorithm is the uses you can put it to.


  As an example, it also makes a great code key. The robot spasms as I override the security and access its core memory.


  %%Downloading matter to energy conversion process files.%% This takes thirteen seconds. I look about the room at the three remaining members of the CSV...the process of winnowing out the useless has almost been completed. Only one test left. %%Download complete.%%


  "Excellent, my little contrivance. Now, I'd like to see the files on how to produce the Anchor-Killer Virus." The machine complies.


  I make plans. Above me, the corpse of Triton's usurper lies in the metal sheath, a good source of raw materials. Especially because of the way he died, consumed and incomplete.


  The escape pods aren't far away. They should help conceal what I have in mind. Especially once the robot gets its final instructions.


  So satisfying, to know my Ennead is one step closer to completion. It almost makes me cackle, but that kind of flamboyance I leave to those like Doublecross.


  I'm satisfied with the knowledge of a good plan working.


  * * * *
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  I screw the housing of the Astro Spear together and re-secure the hidden latch. All my modifications should be in place. Of course, that doesn't mean I'll pull this off.


  But at least I have a chance now.


  I strap it across my back, settle the helmet of the Deep Armor back into the housings, and leave the armory. If the women have been following the plan, and for some reason I don't understand I trust Caryatid to execute her side of it, they'll be making their way to the Command Deck in a pincer.


  So I start running.


  "Gnat!" A blast of blinding white light melts a hole in the floor at my feet. "Insignificant carbon-sack insect! Did you think you could overcome the Lord of Luminescent Calculation? The only living being who might have been a threat to me is now dead, I will not tolerate being threatened with a *toy*."


  "Ah." I stop for a second, impressed by the entrance, as Doublecross descends in front of me. His light-body looks like armor, red and white and shining like a small star, and my faceplate has to go to 80% opacity to shield my eyes.


  "I don't understand the deception, Radner. Someone died in your place, and you face me in an inferior armament." He looks over my shoulder. "You aren't worthy of War Star's weapon. Give it to me."


  "Oh, I don't think so." I engage the distortion field and trigger the air jets. "Why don't you take it from me?"


  "I will, microbe. *I will*." His laser would have cut me in half if I hadn't had the distortion field up...as it is, he overloads the circuits with one shot. Luckily, I'm already past him and booking down a narrow hallway when the generator craps out on me. I can't afford to do this here; I have to get to the Command Deck.


  It's like becoming the duck in an old carnival game, dodging and weaving as Doublecross tries to melt me down into slag and almost succeeds on several occasions. One of the blasts comes so close to me that it actually melts the deck in a line between my head and the Astro Spear.


  I ignore it and keep running. I have to. The door to the Command Deck is open as I round the corner...I don't waste time wondering about how it got torn off of the track. Instead, I just skid into the room.


  And into a burning red radiance, with glowing forms engaged in a scene out of El Greco and my few, my deadly few, my crew of criminals fighting for their lives.


  First off, I'm treated to the sight of "me" crucified. While I'm glad to see that Darwin is dead, that's still *my* armor hanging upside-down like St. Peter. Two sets of shackles made from light trap Conflicto and Labyrinthe; there's no sign of Sultry or Droyd.


  Or Rebus, of course, but who expected there to be?


  Then I see the fight. While the numbers are on our side, in the Zone that hardly matters; the light beings have the edge. Zone, Giantstar, Mistletoe and Whiteout are Doublecross's servants now, and they're pressing my people hard. Well, three of them are; Giantstar's mostly missing. Maybe he's not into this?


  Still, Spiral's already out of the fight, lying in a heap with Caprice near the hideous throne Doublecross has erected. Caryatid, half-blinded by Whiteout's flares, is trying to come up with quick chants but doesn't seem to be doing very well, and Tiara is way, *way* out of her element. Myriad, too. Mistletoe has the both of them tangled up in vines and is shaking her head sadly.


  "I apologize. Really. But when all are light, the world will be green again...."


  I slide right into the cross holding the Strafe armor while lashing out with my power trident, which destablizies the matrices of the solid-light shackles holding Kwan and Viau. They fall to the floor in a thump, while I and my armor slam into the wall hard, in a confused heap.


  Zone is on me before I can blink, smashing his solid-light fists into me like a whirlwind. My Deep Armor begins to crack from the pounding, and I fall down again in the middle of trying to get up.


  I try to stab him with my power trident; he rips the whole right gauntlet off of my arm, leaving superficial gashes in my hand. Then he pounds several fists (okay, he only has two, but he uses each more than once) into my helmet, cracking it right off of my head. I look up at the hand I expect to crush my skull.


  "Enough, Zone." Doublecross flies into the room. "Step away from Triton."


  He complies, and I smile.


  Rebus, you beautiful bastard. I *knew* I could count on you. I remember the lesson the dead man at my feet taught me last week; I'd been talking to him alone, in this very room, when Tilt walked in.


  I suspected nothing. Not then. Not until my armor locked up and Darwin smiled his sleazy little grin.


  "Ever taken adrenochrome? This is what it feels like."


  And then I woke up trapped in *this* armor. When Tilt went to sleep, he simply locked it off line, so I couldn't move. It was like that for a week, so believe me, I'm not going to miss it much.


  "Ah, the estimable Mister Radner. At my feet." Doublecross walks over to me. "As Rebus told me."


  All eyes are on us now. Tiara and Myriad, tangled in the vines that are sprouting up through the floor; Zone, standing by himself a few feet away while the room is burning with red light; Giantstar, quivering with some kind of effort that he's hoping no one can see; Labyrinth and Conflicto, slowly coming to while Caryatid tries to make sure her brother is in one piece; everyone is watching.


  "Go to hell, glow worm."


  "We shall see. Perhaps I'll simply make a new one here." He reaches down, his glowing hand slipping past my head to take the shaft of the Astro Spear. He draws it from the makeshift scabbard. "Now I have the means to ensure that I need never fear rebellion, thanks to you."


  "Not...quite." Giantstar spasms, and suddenly a solid form erupts out of him and crashes to the deck. A human body; no one I know. As we all watch, Giantstar shrinks, twists, and becomes flesh and blood. A skinny, bookish looking guy in a EUROPA uniform. "You aren't the only one who can control solid light."


  "Indeed." Doublecross points the Spear at the new guy. "Whoever you are, prepare to die."


  I smile as he places his thumb on the induction switch...and nothing happens.


  "What?"


  "Oh, did I forget to mention?" I stand up. "I've studied all the big villiains of the Twen Cen. Even you. So I knew your mania for treachery; and, since I know him, I knew any plan I gave Rebus would end in him doing exactly that to me...and I knew *you* couldn't resist. The Spear doesn't have a power source yet."


  "Yet?" He moves to throw it aside, but he can't. If he had a real face, consternation would be on it.


  "The second you touched it, you activated the grid. It's just been bonding with you...three, two, one...." I throw myself behind a bulkhead.


  And the Astro Spear catches, as the Induction Grid I wired in from the second laser torch activates and begins pulling Doublecross inside it.


  The flash of light is, to put it mildly, bright. That's the result of Doublecross being converted from solid light to regular light and drawn into the Astro Spear. A whole lot of cursing and swearing fills the room, and one hideous wailing scream that makes me smile.


  Still smiling, I pull the latch that causes the rest of the Deep Armor to fall off of me, leaving me mostly naked. While everyone is still blinking or even just trying to understand what just happened, I walk out and pick up the Astro Spear, which is sticking straight into the floor.


  Holding it over my head, I trigger the real button.


  Two cobalt blue energy prongs appear, making it into a trident.


  "Now *that* was a doublecross." I look around; pretty much everybody who has a reason to escape seems to have done so. Doublecross didn't exactly engender loyalty. The only one of the Light Brigade still here is Zone, oddly enough; I'd expected Whiteout to stick around too. Maybe he's afraid to face me. I am, after all, his hero. Caryatid is helping Labyrinthe to his feet, and in his own annoying way Kwan is checking on the other women. I can't stand this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.


  "Where the hell is Sultry?" I try not to scream, but it definitely comes out as a shout. Scowling, I point the Astro Trident...I really have to come up with a better name for it...at Zone. "You'd better start talking, Durst."


  "Hey, I don't know. In case you didn't notice, I was just hanging out because Doublecross stuck me in this light body." He looks down at himself. "I was sort of hoping he'd change me back."


  "Shit." I ignore them all for now and run over to the mostly ruined controls...there are vines growing through half of the consoles...trying to get the security systems on-line.


  That's when it happens. I should have known that something would happen to steal my victory from me; I should have anticipated it. Should have done something....


  %%This is a message for Triton.%% Skyhaven shakes as one of the escape pods rockets away from the hull; immediately I begin working to track its trajectory. On the great window that doubles as a viewscreen, a flickering image comes to life.


  It will stay with me forever.


  Droyd stares at me with his cold black optics. Next to him, bound and gagged in a seat and unconscious, Sultry...Angeline...looks sickly and drained. My hand convulses on the shaft of the Astro Trident.


  %%Doublecross wanted me to show you the price of victory.%%


  And then the shuttle doesn't just *explode*. It flares up into brilliant light, and even as the transmission dies, I can see the light on the horizon.


  My guts become ice.


  * * * *


  [Strafe Armor Cyberlink Datatap] [Timestamp June 15th, 2024, 1217 GMT]


  We search the impact site, of course.


  There is very little left. The heat from the explosion was so intense that it melts everything down into a kind of synthetic sludge. A few bone fragments and a piece of Droid's head. I reach down with a shiny hand...the armor still needs to be repainted...and crush the robot's face. Then, with infinite patience, I scoop a bone shard out of the ashes.


  That's all that is left of her.


  I wish I could say that a part of me died with her, but I can't; I lost that kind of grief when Cassie died. Now, all I can feel is cold rage.


  At my side stands Eugene Kwan, Conflicto. I keep expecting him to come up with a lame wisecrack, but he doesn't.


  "Trite...I..."


  "Forget it, Eugene. Sincerity isn't your strong suit." I walk over to where the rest stand. Caprice, Spiral and Myriad are standing around with absolutely no idea what to do now, but I don't care. Glyph is staring at Labyrinthe the way a nun looks at a picture of Jesus, and he's busy arguing with his sister. Tiara is talking to Zone, who looks anxiously at me as I walk up to the crowd with Conflicto in tow.


  As we get closer, I can hear that Yvan is arguing with Caryatid in French. I don't pay attention; it's as if I'm being moved by remote control. I look at them from behind the faceplate of my armor, safe and inviolate.


  "Who here is sick of waiting for things to happen to us?" I sweep the group of them with my gaze, turning my head so the armored faceplate seems to be staring at them. "I'm tired of negotiating, tired of playing other people's games. I'm tired of hiding behind a reputation and a few successes. I'm tired of losing people. Who wants to make the world so afraid of us that it never dares try to take anything from us again?"


  Caryatid smiles and nods. Somehow, I knew she would.


  "Myriad, do you have any problems with ruling Khadam, rather than serving the Zugmann family?"


  She looks at me in shock. They all do. I point the Trident at her.


  "Think fast."


  "No. None at all." I don't believe her, of course, but in an odd way I like knowing where she stands. Of the group in front of me, the only ones I know I can trust are Yvan and Eugene, because of one salient fact; one of the people who was inside the Cavity with me was a spy. Had to be. Rebus knew I was still alive, even though Doublecross had supposedly killed me.


  One of them is working for Rebus, and I have to find out who.


  "Anyone else want to be a world conquerer?" One by one, each of them nods. Eugene whoops. I can almost hear what he's thinking, but I don't react. He's right; it did take a lot to shake me up and get me to finally lead us somewhere.


  "So what is the plan?" Caryatid speaks up; I can tell that Yvan can't believe that she wants to stick around. Poor bastard.


  "The plan is simple. First we take Khadam, then we use it to take everything else. And let them *try* and stop us." I want to cry, to be sad, but I can't. All I can do is make the world shed the tears I can't. All I can do is my worst.


  It's all for you, Angeline. Consider it my tribute.


  As the sun scorches the oasis, I lead the newborn CSV into Skyhaven, where the first stages of our future will begin.


  * * * *


  Epilogue


  [Journal Entry #116 - File ARCHANGEL.VLF] [Timestamp June 15th 10:49 PM GMT]


  The tent city is quite isolated; it borders the edge of the Moslem states, so both sides tend to avoid it. I feel quite secure here. My captive, however, probably does not, and I'm very glad that I don't care.


  "Are you comfortable, Angeline?"


  She spits at me.


  "You bastard. Must I be tied up?"


  "Really, it's out of respect. If I thought all I had to fear from you was a thunderstorm, I'd leave you free to move." I seat myself on a pile of rugs and look at where she sits, manacled to a throne that was ancient when they pulled it out of the Valley of the Kings. Time to use what she's seen to my advantage. "And, with your Triton dead, I have to make sure that nothing happens to you for the next few months."


  The look she shoots me would melt iron. I smile, satisfied that my barb has slid home.


  "You had best kill me, Lorenzo." Her beautiful features twist in rage. "Because I know you had something to do with that, and I'll never stop until I revenge him. Never."


  This should be quite interesting.


  I sit back and smile. The night will end, and a new day begin.


  I have time.


  And all the stolen secrets of Ra, as well. One step closer to the beginning of the end, and my ascension.


  "Angeline, my beauty, that's exactly what I'm counting on."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  The new CSV takes on the Zugnovians, with control over all of Khadam as the prize. Be here for "TIDAL WAVES" as CSV hits the all-important 13th issue, and my stint as Guest Author hits the all-important finale!


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


  Editor's Note:


  Regarding Doublecross's claim to have eliminated the only living threat to his power, don't worry that you've missed an issue. As of the time this story was posted, CSV was ahead of everyone else in the calendar of 2024, and Doublecross is referring to an event that will happen (will have happened?) soon....
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