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  The Pyramid Scheme Virtual Trade Paperback


  The Pyramid Scheme represents the culmination of all Rebus's plans, as he manipulates hero and villain alike into creating the conditions for his ascension to godhood!


  



  STEP ZERO - PROLOGUE


  These stories set up the conditions at the beginning of the Pyramid Scheme, before Rebus's hand has fully come into play.


  STRAFE #14 - Nobody's Perfect: Grind obsesses over trying to understand Rebus and his plans...and in so doing, he risks becoming that which he studies.


  CSV #13 - Tidal Waves: Triton reaches his zenith, conquering Khadam and unwittingly putting the pieces into position for Rebus's game.


  ASH #28 - Solar Flare: In the wake of the conquest of Khadam, Solar Max decides to take radical action against Triton, hurling a meteor at the rogue nation of Khadam!


  STEP ONE - OPENING GAMBITS


   The wheels are set in motion, forces are set against forces in order to weaken opposition and lay the groundwork for the Pyramid Scheme.


  CSV #14 - Foundations: Khadam goes back on the offensive in the wake of Rockfall, plotting a new conquest!


  ASH #29 - Sensation: The political repercussions of Solar Max's actions sweep across the globe.


  STEP TWO - FIRST PIECES FALL


   Mighty powers clash, spending themselves in futile pursuits as the puppetmaster starts to pull his strings.


  CSV #15 - Tip of the Iceberg: The Conclave of Super-Villains has a plan to conquer Montreal...and it just might work!


  ASH #30 - Polar Glare: The Battle of Montreal concludes with a bang, and not everyone survives!


  STRAFE #15 - Impossible Missions: STRAFE clashes with Aegis and the Helvetican Guard in an attempt to determine what the secrets behind the Battle of Montreal are....


  STEP THREE - SACRIFICE PLAYS


   The puppets start to see their strings and figure out there's a game being played with them as pawns, but it may be too late to do anything about it.


  STRAFE #16 - Black Capricorn Days: The seeds of the future lie buried in the past, and STRAFE seeks answers from one of the few heroes of the 20th Century to survive, the enigmatic Morgan Adams.


  CSV #16 - House of Cards: As Triton's plans start to fall apart, it becomes clear that someone else is really dictating which way the cards fall....


  ASH #31 - Time's Error: In a desperate ploy, Solar Max decides to try and fix things so that the Pyramid Scheme never came to be. But will he survive it?


  STEP FOUR - ENDGAME


   All the pieces are in position, and options are suddenly very limited: serve Rebus or lose everything!


  STRAFE #17 - Burial: Morgan Adams continues to tell his tale of the past, and the origins of Rebus and his mad quest for power are revealed!


  CSV #17 - Nine To Rule: Everything comes down around Triton's head...regardless of all his contingency plans, Rebus is always two steps ahead of him.


  ASH #32 - In Darkness Bound: On the eve of destruction, the magnitude of the threat finally comes into sharp focus.


  CAPSTONE - CHECKMATE


   It's the end of the game, and only one side can win...but everyone can lose! Winner of the "Favorite Miniseries" RACCie for 2001!


  Capstone #1 - Summer: The final battle begins!


  Capstone #2 - Equinox: It continues....


  Capstone #3 - Fall: The end!


  S.T.R.A.F.E. #14 - "Nobody's Perfect"


  COHERENT COMICS PRESENTS


  S.T.R.A.F.E.


  Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated-Field Experts


  original concept by Dave Van Domelen


  development by Marc Singer and Terrone Carpenter


  Issue #14, "Nobody's Perfect"


  (a prologue to THE PYRAMID SCHEME)


  by Marc Singer


  Copyright 2000; a Legacy House production


  



  [Cover shows Dan Tracey staring into a mirror. Rebus is staring back out.]


  



  [April 29, 2024. McLean, Virginia. STRAFE Headquarters.]



  The top brass at STRAFE had warned her twice before about "sightseeing," but Jen Kleinvogel figured they were just being paranoid. STRAFE Headquarters was an open secret, known even to the area residents, and Jen didn't think she was giving anything away by arriving and departing in her own inimitable style. Besides, it was a beautiful spring morning...and she was out of New York...and she could fly.


  That was all it boiled down to, really: the sheer joy of watching the ground tilt and fall away under her, feeling the wind ripple through her clothing and her long, strawberry blonde hair. She loved soaring up, seeing the entire city spread out beneath her, identifying neighborhoods by their local landmarks. From this high up, she could tell just how close together everybody really was.


  And then zoom down in it, practically dive-bomb her own headquarters, watch the neighborhoods and streets and buildings spring up around her and then stop...send her own hair flying around her in a tangle, and she'd laugh and spin and try to undo it, a little bit dizzy by the time she landed in one of STRAFE's interior courtyards, still giggling because she'd been *flying* and it was one of the great loves of her life. The only one it seemed she could ever fully enjoy.


  Dan Tracey stepped into the courtyard, and Jen suppressed her laughter, but not her smile. "Hey, Dan."


  "Good morning, Jen. Listen, I need to talk to you about something."


  "You're not getting after me for flying in, are you?"


  "No, of course not. It provides good practice." Dan's paranormal ability made him the peak of human perfection, mentally and, especially, physically; but he believed in pushing himself anyway. "No," he said, "I mean your hair."


  Jen was still trying to untangle the knots, but she kept smiling. For some reason, her hair was practically the first thing he'd noticed about her, back when they were students at the Academy. "Not mad because I changed shampoos, are you?"


  Dan raised an eyebrow, apparently not getting her joke. For a perfect guy, Jen thought, he could be awfully humorless. "No," he said, "I'm concerned about its liability in combat. It could blind you, or worse, get grabbed or caught in something. A more aerodynamic haircut might be in order."


  Jen blinked at him. "Dan, you're not serious..."


  "I'm absolutely serious. Jen, this team has been *devastated* by the Conclave of Super-Villains. I've got Tony and Lana taking therapy, along with Agent M, to recover from Mr. Strings. I'm sending Teller on a milk run so he can decompress a little. And you..." He paused and smiled at her, as if he finally remembered he was talking to an old friend. "Well, you're a rock, Jen. But I need everyone in peak condition if we're going to take down Rebus."


  "I understand that," Jen said, "but I think maybe a little personal latitude..."


  "I'm not asking anything of you that I wouldn't demand of myself, Jen." His own perfect, near-black hair had been shorn into a crisp new military cut. "Rebus wouldn't allow us any latitude." Dan nodded to her and marched back indoors.


  "Funny thing," Jen muttered. "I didn't think I was talking to Rebus...."


  * * * *


  [May 3, 2024. STRAFE Headquarters.]


  Jen ran her hand over her scalp. The new haircut still felt funny, bristly, and she kept seeing phantom locks every time she turned her head. Jen thought the haircut gave her a pixieish, retro-90s look, like those old pictures of her mother. Relics from the days when gods walked the earth and everyone was terribly successful and crazy.


  It was a quiet day around STRAFE HQ. Tony was in therapy, Lana was playing with her son, Teller was going on his "milk run" down in South America, and Jen hadn't spotted Dan in a few days...so maybe, she thought, it was past time for him to see her new haircut. She ran down the hall to his quarters and knocked lightly on his door.


  "Come in," Dan said, and she stepped inside.


  She entered a world of charts and photographs, of books filling the shelves, of architectural prints and lines of poetry tacked to the walls. Dan sat in the eye of the storm, his computer desk covered in sheets of paper. "What is all this?" she asked him.


  "It's Florence," Dan said, pointing to the map on the wall. He'd marked it with red push-pins and little notes that said "Casa Alighieri" or "Guelf territory." Now Jen began to place the postcards and photographs scattered around the walls: the Palazzo Vecchio, the Uffizi, other buildings in the old, immaculately clean Italian city. "Planning a romantic getaway?" Jen asked, grinning.


  "Not exactly," Dan said. "I've been investigating Rebus's...Lorenzo Archangeli's...family tree."


  "Oh, Rebus again."


  "That's right," Dan said eagerly, mistaking the comment for a sign of interest. "Did you know he's descended from Filippo Argenti? Nasty character, Argenti; Dante sent him to the _Inferno_. The circle of the Wrathful and Sullen. 'Arrogant in his vice / Was that one when he lived.'"


  "So it runs in the family," Jen grumbled.


  "I suppose it does. I suspect Lorenzo may have been named for Lorenzo Il Magnifico, though, the Medici ruler of Florence, so I'm learning everything I can about the man and the time period. Rebus is a compulsive code-maker, forever looking for new material to incorporate into his next twisted game. Even if his name and his pedigree are just a coincidence, he'd find the irony impossible to resist."


  "Well, at least it makes for some atmospheric research." Her eyes flitted briefly over the pictures: a Michelangelo anatomical study of a cadaver; a portrait of Machiavelli; a painting of Savonarola being hanged and burned on one of his own bonfires. She instinctively pulled towards the bright sunlight streaming in through the window...and let out a little gasp of delight. The usual humid Washington afternoon had been replaced by a small sea of low stone buildings with red terra-cotta roofs. She could just make out a break between the buildings where a river flowed. The massive bulk of Il Duomo and its _campanile_ towered over all.


  "Dan, it's *gorgeous*!"


  "You like it? I had the Tesla Branch people work it up. A perfect holographic representation of the city of Florence, circa Lorenzo's time. Watch this, the detail is amazing."


  He ran his fingers under the rim of the windowsill, making unseen adjustments to the hologram. The picture zoomed in past the huge cathedral dome and bell tower, then dove down into the streets of the city center. The window captured every little detail: the garbage festering on the abandoned streets. The ashes and debris left over from the massive fires. And the lone black-robed man, pulling a cart, piling it up with the bodies of the plague victims.


  * * * *


  [May 15, 2024. STRAFE Headquarters.]


  Jen's hand hesitated before she knocked this time; but she steeled herself for Florence, plagues and all, and rapped her fist gently against Dan Tracey's door.


  She heard a lot of shuffling papers and clinking glass, but the door didn't open. Jen knocked again, and the door still didn't open, and she began to worry. Had Dan's research gotten too close to the truth? What if Rebus had somehow come for him, even inside STRAFE headquarters? She drew back her fist, ready to increase the gravity of her punch...


  The door flung open. Dan looked as surprised by Jen's cocked fist as she was by his pale complexion and the bags under his eyes.


  "Dan!" Jen exclaimed. She unclenched her fist. "Are you...I thought you were..."


  "It's okay," Dan said. "I was just conducting some research."


  "Lost in Florence?" She smiled nervously.


  "Not exactly." Dan casually flicked on his light switch.


  Florence had disappeared. In its place Dan had plastered the walls of his room with fuzzy medieval prints. The tables and bookshelves were cluttered with bottles, flasks, and other ancient implements of chemistry, while sheafs of papers written in Latin spilled onto the floor. The ceiling was covered with loosely-tacked astrological charts, while the concentric spheres of a small wooden orrery on Dan's desk located Earth securely at the center of the cosmos. The only remaining trace of the Renaissance was the classic Leonardo da Vinci drawing of a perfectly-proportioned man standing in circle and square; but Dan had scribbled a plus sign and a minus sign over the man's eyes, turning Leonardo into Rebus.


  Jen didn't need to say anything; her silence was sufficient to elicit an explanation. "Florence was a dead end," Dan said. "I should have realized it from the Conclave's first crime, when Rebus arranged for them to kidnap him as Lorenzo Archangeli. He was symbolically destroying his old personality, subsuming it completely in the new."


  "So why the alchemy?" Jen said, stepping into Dan's room with the utmost caution.


  "Sheer luck. I came across a reference to a _rebis_...the product of an alchemical wedding...and realized that the 'Rebus' identity has been a double-entendre all along. So I'm researching the alchemy, seeing what he could have in store for us. Right now I'm guessing he plans to conduct his own chymical wedding, a symbolic union of opposites intended to represent a philosophical or even theological awakening...." Dan stopped himself and a slight blush played across his pale cheekbones. "Sorry, I'm rambling."


  "No, it's fascinating...but I was going to ask if you wanted to go out on the town tonight." She added, "With Tony and Teller. And me too, of course. And we might even pry Lana away from Carl for one night."


  Dan didn't answer, and embarrassment prompted Jen to fill the silence. "See, Adams Morgan has finally gotten repopulated, mostly by African refugees, and the Ethiopian places are supposed to be terrific..."


  "Hm? Oh, I'm sorry, Jen, I just realized that through the legendary connections to Hermes Trismegistus, this alchemy goes back a lot farther than the Middle Ages...now I'll have to rethink *everything*...." His gaze surveyed the room, clearly sizing up which materials could stay and which had to go. "No, I'm afraid I can't go out tonight." Then he leaned over his orrery and became absorbed in the structure of the planets.


  By the time he said, "Thanks for the invitation," Jen had already left the room.


  * * * *


  [The Lion of Ethiop restaurant, Washington, DC.]


  Four agents of STRAFE sat around a table made from a wicker basket with a wide, shallow concave bowl set into the top. On the bowl, piles of heavily-spiced meat and vegetables had been heaped onto a plate made of light, spongy bread. The food was delicious, but Lana Smith wouldn't eat much of it...nor would Jay Teller stop running his mouth about his latest adventure.


  "No, honest," Jay was saying, "the carnival performers were international super-spies." He talked while he ate, displaying mashed-up beans and carrots for all to see. "They had fire-eaters, and jugglers...and they were led by this midget..."


  "Sorry, Jay." There was no sorrow in Tony Drake's voice. "I'm not believing this one."


  "*Damn*, I knew I should have brought a camera! Anyway, it'll probably be a cold day in hell before the Combine sends me to work with Arc again, but the job was worth it. What a crazy time...hey, Lana," he said, ripping off another piece of bread and using it to stuff more food into his perpetually- moving mouth, "aren't you hungry?"


  "Gee," said Tony, "I can't imagine why she would've lost her appetite." He glanced over to Lana, to see how the joke had gone over. He'd been doing that all night, sending jokes up like little trial balloons, trying to see if any bad blood remained between them. It was a drastic departure from the Tony Drake of three months ago, Jen thought: the Tony Drake who'd hated Lana every chance he got for things she had done under the control of Mr. Strings. The Tony Drake who'd hated her so much, he nearly became a puppet of Mr. Strings himself.


  Now *he* was the one trying to earn back *her* good will. When Tony reached across the table and mopped his napkin across Teller's mouth, he seemed to earn it. Lana burst out laughing...the first time any of them had heard her do that.


  "Awright, awright," Teller said, shoving Tony's hands away. "I get your friggin' point. But Lana, I'm serious. Eat something." The young woman was still rail-thin. "The Strings ordeal is over."


  Lana quietly replied, "I guess old habits die hard."


  "If you don't watch it, you're going to fade out completely..." Teller's eyes lit up. "Hey, that could be your new codename! Change it from Burnout to Fadeaway!" He looked to Tony and Jen for approval, or adulation.


  Jen raised an eyebrow. "And you're claiming Arc said she *loves* you?"


  Tony carefully finished chewing a mouthful of lentils and said, "I told you not to believe him."


  "Teller's little 'joke' does remind me of something, though." Jen reached under her chair and opened a large shopping bag she'd been toting around all night. "Whether you go by Fadeaway or just plain Lana Smith, we thought you should have this, in honor of your service in New York. It comes with Colonel Hendrick's blessings."


  It was a regulation STRAFE leather jacket, tailored to fit Lana. It had the usual circular patch, but with no emblem inside; instead, the thick black outline on the right edge of the circle gradually shifted into a dotted line on the left edge.


  Lana held back her tears as she accepted the jacket. She seemed nearest to crying when Tony helped her put it on. "This is so...I don't deserve this...you've already forgiven so much...."


  Tony couldn't tell if he felt terribly moved, or like the lowest piece of slime on earth. Both were churning around in the pit of his stomach. "It's...it's a two-way street, Lana," he said. "You more than earned this, and we...I...did some things that need forgiving, too."


  Lana looked up and pulled Tony into a very tight, very unexpected hug. After his initial surprise, Tony gently patted her on the back as well. The scene apparently impressed Teller enough that he skipped his customary wisecracks. Jay simply leaned over to Jen and said, "This is amazing. I wish Grind were here to see this."


  "So do I," said Jen.


  * * * *


  [June 17, 2024. STRAFE Headquarters.]


  "...so that's why I think it best that I don't accompany you on this mission," Dan concluded. He pushed back from the table and stood up, as though planning to leave the strategy room in mid-briefing.


  "Captain Tracey." Richard Hendrick was clearly shocked...his new skin grafts, normally all but undetectable, were pulled back by his wide eyes and stunned expression. His face looked like it was wrapped in very tight pink plastic. "Captain Tracey, I don't think it's wise to send the team without their field leader."


  "As you yourself told us, Colonel Hendrick, this is a routine mission and I'm confident they can handle it by themselves. I recommend that Lieutenant Kleinvogel serve as acting field leader while I work on my profile."


  While Hendrick tried to think of a response, Dr. Ellen Cortes of Tesla Branch approached the conference table. She leaned in close over one of the fluorescent lamps built into the table, the only lights in the briefing room besides the large holographic projection of the Somalian detention camp. "Captain Tracey," she said, "you haven't heard the technical specs for the gear we designed for this mission..."


  "That's because I won't be going on it, Dr. Cortes." He started to leave, then snapped his fingers. "Oh, but I could use a new window display; the Chaldean one isn't working out. I'm thinking of something in Lower Egypt around the time of the Old Kingdom, Fourth or Fifth Dynasty." Finally noting everybody's confusion, he looked around the room...and seemed to find a sympathetic face in Jen.


  "The alchemists were simply an interim step. Hermes Trismegistus leads all the way back to Thoth and Egypt...which I should have seen months ago, considering I deduced Rebus worships the Egyptian pantheon. But," he chuckled, "I guess we all make mistakes. If you'll excuse me, I have some important research to continue." With a curt nod, he marched out of the briefing room.


  Dr. Cortes was the first one to break the silence. "I don't believe it," she said. "I don't believe it! I go on all those missions with him, I risk my neck for him in Haven and in New York, and he doesn't even *notice*!"


  Jen cleared her throat. "Ah, Dr. Cortes, I think Dan has been under a lot of stress lately..."


  "Sure, apologize for him! *You're* still his little friend. Well you can have him, Kleinvogel! Just see if he's worth it." The young scientist gathered her papers and stormed out of the room.


  Jen couldn't quite tell, in the darkened room, but she imagined everybody else was staring at her. Particularly Tony Drake, whom she was positive still had some kind of unspoken crush on her.


  "Really," Jen said, "it's not like he's *mine*..."


  "At this point," Hendrick barked, "I don't think anybody wants to claim responsibility for that boy. Okay, people, we are running this assignment one short...."


  * * * *


  [June 21, 2024. A camp twenty miles outside Mogadishu, Somalia.]


  Gunfire crackled through the moonless African sky. Lana had killed the camp's generators and lights, so the corrugated tin huts and barbed-wire fences were lit only intermittently by the muzzle flashes of the warlords' automatic rifles. The cover of darkness was just about the only advantage STRAFE had anymore. Jen had expected the warlords to panic when Lana killed their power; she hadn't expected them to run straight for the pens and try to kill all their prisoners.


  Refugees from Khadam and the territories under its influence had been swarming into central and east Africa for months, ever since the CSV moved into town. But now that the Conclave was making noise about taking over its host country, the refugees were pouring out faster than bordering countries could contain them; and when they poured into a country like Somalia, they got captured and conscripted into labor camps, where they were forced to build roads and bases, so the warlords could expand into more countries, and capture more people, and build more bases....


  Officially, the North American Combine and the United World were sending STRAFE on a mission to "support the redevelopment of fledgling democracies in the African political sphere"; unofficially, they were removing the warlords so the refugees could be encouraged to take their place and form some sort of expatriate counter-revolutionary movement against Khadam. Jen figured any counter-revolution would end up in a massacre that would make the Bay of Pigs look like a fun day at the beach...but the warlords were enslaving and killing thousands of innocents, and Jen wouldn't cry too much over removing them. You had to find the silver linings to keep any sort of a conscience in this business, Jen reflected. And sometimes you had to look pretty damn hard to find them.


  But now the frightened warlords were trying to kill the only innocents in the whole mess. Jen changed her team's plan, flying Tony and Teller out of their safe hillside perch and dropping them off in front of the refugees' holding pen mere seconds before the warlords got there. Now Teller was in a shooting match with the gunmen, using Tony's invulnerable body for cover. Teller dropped a killer with every shot, but there were dozens more in the compound.


  Jen was strafing the warlords from above and behind, her antigravity aura so dark against the blank black sky that they never saw her coming. She'd drop down, clothesline one or two, and then pop back up before they could draw a bead on her. Her shorter hair still felt strange, barely moving in the wind behind her...but, Jen grudgingly admitted, this length was a lot more practical.


  Hovering over the camp, she tried to banish all thoughts of Daniel Tracey from her head. The warlords were charging Teller and Tony in a kamikaze rush now, letting the guys shoot a couple of them, planning to drag them down by sheer mass. Jen howled and dove down at several times normal gravity and velocity, trying to tackle the whole lot of them. She felt a few bones crunch underneath her, but then the other killers were on top of her, grabbing her and Teller and Tony, raising guns...


  A shockwave rocked the camp as the garage exploded in a ball of flame and corrugated shrapnel. Lana must have detonated the bombs she'd placed in all the aging jeeps and APCs. The warlords were momentarily blinded and deafened; STRAFE's flare-compensation goggles and padded helmets protected them from the same aftereffects. Teller raised his guns and started firing, jumping and ducking and spinning in a pinwheel, casting bullets in every direction. Tony and Jen stood still, almost shellshocked, while the soldiers fell around them.


  It took Teller a couple of seconds to realize he was clicking the triggers of two empty guns, and all of the warlords were dead. Panting, he dropped both pistols and leaned against Tony. "Oh, Christ," Teller said, "we needed a close-combat guy tonight."


  "We needed to not get into this situation in the first place," Tony said, surveying the dead bodies scattered everywhere.


  They were both dancing around the subject, but Jen knew exactly what they needed.


  * * * *


  [July 7, 2024. STRAFE Headquarters.]


  "A little sanity. That's all I'm asking for."


  The four agents were having lunch together in the commissary. They had taken to doing that a lot since their night out in the Adams Morgan neighborhood...Jen and Tony and Teller eating otherwise worthless cafeteria fare while Lana fed her son the fairly bland fare that was the first step up from pureed baby food. But lately, Jen noticed, the only things bonding them around the lunchtable weren't all that pleasant.


  The rest of the commissary was still buzzing about the CSV's brutal takeover of Khadam, and Solar Max's equally brutal attempt to destroy it. Teller, however, was holding forth on his other favorite subject. "Have you guys seen his room lately? Jen?" She shook her head. "No, you don't need to. You can imagine." He turned to Tony and Lana. "He's replaced all his furniture. He sleeps on a wooden bed-frame with a little wooden head-rest for a pillow. The walls are covered with hieroglyphics, and I think he *painted them himself*. He's lost it, guys."


  Lana tucked Carl into his high-chair and replied in her customary quiet voice. "I wish you wouldn't say that about Captain Tracey...about Dan."


  "Lana, I know you're giving him the benefit of the doubt because he did the same for you. But even you have to admit, he's not doing his job as our leader." Teller resolutely ignored the elbow Tony was jabbing into his side. "And he hasn't been, ever since Manhattan. He's let our morale slide all to hell, while he worries about everything under the sun except us and our well-being, and...Drake, will you stop elbowing me...?"


  Teller finally turned around and bit his lip as he saw the tall, dark- haired figure stride into the commissary.


  "...Dan?" Jen looked up too, seeing something strange and unfamiliar in his face. She hopped up and ran from the table, grabbing Dan before he stepped into the cafeteria line. "Dan?" She wanted to make sure he was okay, make sure he wasn't hurt, make sure she hadn't really seen what she thought she saw. "Dan, are you...?"


  Dan Tracey turned around and she saw him.


  Wearing an eyepatch.


  "Oh my God." Jen let go of him, and ran.


  "Jen? Jen, wait up!"


  Jen could hear him running after her. She sprinted down the hall, narrowly dodging office workers and scattering their paperwork everywhere. But she knew no matter how fast she ran, Dan would catch up. He was perfect; he was inhuman; he was...


  He was putting his hand on her shoulder, pulling her gently but firmly to a stop. "Jen," Dan said, sounding more worried and more human than he had in weeks, "Jen, what's wrong...oh." He reached up and snapped the eyepatch off his face. The eye underneath was fine, and as blue and crystal clear as ever.


  Jen wasn't sure that comforted her much. "What are you *doing* with that thing?" she asked.


  "It's part of my profiling. I realized that Rebus, with his strictly typological model of the world, may be forcing himself to think differently now that he's only got one eye. More directed, more focused, less lateral thinking or ability to assess relative..."


  "*Dan*!" Jen's shout brought everyone in the hallway to a stop, then sent them all scuttling into nearby offices, trying not to overhear the mounting argument. Only Teller, Tony, and Lana, who were creeping tentatively out of the commissary, stuck around. "You don't have to think like Rebus!" she screamed. "You don't have to *become* Rebus!"


  "Jen, I...I'm sorry." He belatedly tucked the eyepatch inside his jacket pocket. "But he's a dangerous foe and we need to..."


  Jen stepped foward, levitating herself a few inches so she could stare Dan in his face. She noticed that even from this close up, he didn't have a single pimple or pockmark.


  "Dan, who is the biggest danger to this team right now? Rebus?" She jabbed him in the chest. "Or *you*?"


  For once, Dan was at a loss for words. "Jen, I, I..."


  "Who's destroying this team with fear? Who's taken our leader away when we most need one?"


  Now Tony was trying to pull Jen away from Dan, muttering something about how he didn't think this was the right time or place, but she shrugged him off. "Who," she said, "is *driving Dan Tracey insane*?"


  Everybody took a step away from her. Everybody but Dan. Even Jen flinched as he opened his mouth to speak.


  "You're right," he said, and everybody finally exhaled. "You're right, I've been taking this study too far...neglecting my other duties..."


  "Dan," Jen countered, "maybe you shouldn't worry about those other duties either, you know? We're not in the field right now and we don't need a leader who's on 24-7. We need someone who can joke around with us." Teller nodded. "Someone who makes us all feel included and encouraged." Tony and Lana nodded. "Someone who makes us feel..."


  She touched down to the floor again, stepped back a bit, ran her fingers through her hair. "We need the guy who figured out how to reprogram the security cameras back at the Academy so we could have beers right there in the training room. We need the guy who made Teller study every single night until he passed the History exam..." She smiled at Jay. "Barely. We need the guy who thought it would be a cool idea to go catch Triton..."


  "...And thereby indirectly started all this CSV nonsense in the first place."


  Jen gasped and stammered for an instant, but only for an instant. The rage was at her back now; the right words came to her with ease. "You're doing it again. Placing the whole weight of the world on your shoulders just because you think you're perfect."


  Dan was truly horrified. "Jen, I *don't* think I'm..."


  "Yes. You. Do. And you have every reason to, Dan...that's your power. You're..." She looked at him, head to toe and back up again. "God damn it, you're *perfect*. *Physically* perfect. Intellectually too, I guess. But *emotionally*..."


  "Is this going to become an armchair psychology hour?" Dan said, icily.


  Jen did something she'd never done before; she ignored him. "You don't want to admit you're perfect," she told him, "don't want to seem conceited. And you do that by blaming yourself for every single thing that goes wrong in the world. That way your body and mind are unblemished but your record isn't. Well, I've got some news for you, Dan Tracey:


  "There would be a Triton and a Rebus and a Conclave without you. C.J. would still be Burnout without you. You are *not* the cause of all the problems of the world, and you are not their cure either. You're *not perfect*, and in fact you're killing your own team.


  "So what are you going to do about it, Dan?"


  Dan Tracey stared at her for a long minute. The other STRAFE members leaned closer, afraid to miss anything. Dan stared at Jen and opened his mouth and spoke.


  "Horse shampoo."


  They all had to think about that one for a moment.


  Teller was, of course, the first one to speak. "*What*?"


  "Horse shampoo. That special mix they developed to use on horses. I still remember the aroma. That's what you used to use, Jen, at the Academy. When your hair was long."


  "And impractical?" she said, suppressing a smile.


  "And impractical," he announced, curtly. "Although, to tell you the truth, I did like it better that way."


  "Oh my God," Teller gasped, "he's human!"


  "What can I say?" Dan said, turning to address Teller but winking at Jen. "Nobody's perfect."


  * * * *


  [Later that evening.]


  This time the knock was at Jen's door. She opened it, spilling light out onto the darkened hallway, to see Dan standing outside. Behind him, a large handtruck was overflowing with boxes and furniture.


  Jen leaned up against the doorframe. "Hey."


  "Hey," Dan said, with a slightly forced calm. "I, ah, don't suppose you know anyone who's looking to buy a full Egyptian bed set?"


  Jen laughed. "No, I don't think so." She looked at the boxes behind him. "So you're getting rid of all of it, huh?"


  "The furniture, the holograms, all the unhealthy immersion tools, yes. I'm keeping anything that might actually pertain to his schemes." He patted an edition of a Pyramid Text copy of the _Book of the Dead_. "That's all going downstairs into a special missions room. A Rebus Room, I guess. Something with a door I can close when I need to."


  Suddenly, Dan's voice changed; the cool professionalism disappeared, replaced by something else entirely. "Jen, I'm so sorry..."


  "Forget about it. Really."


  "No, Jen, I mean it. I've thought about what you said and it was right...*all* of it." His blue eyes stared at her; his voice nearly cracked like a teenager's. "And Jen? Since it is okay to be imperfect, I'd like to try something else a little crazy. Something completely foolish, like... like admitting I'm tremendously attracted to one of my teammates."


  Jen blushed. "Does...um...does Teller know?"


  Dan leaned back against the other side of the doorframe and sighed. "Thanks a *lot*, Kleinvogel..."


  Jen silenced him with the touch of a hand to his cheek. "How long have *you* felt it?"


  "Four years, three months, two..." He caught her wry smile. "Let's just call it forever." Dan leaned forward and kissed her.


  It was too restrained, too short, too dry...another failing for the perfect man. But it still made Jen's heart race and her breath quicken and every muscle in her body seemed to lift up off the ground and sing.


  Just like when she was flying.


  * * * *


  Down the hall, Tony Drake saw the scene in the doorway and stopped. He quietly turned around and slipped back down the dark hallway, trying to forget whatever it was he'd been planning on saying.


  



  THE END


  ==========================================================================
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  The Next Ruling Council of Khadam?
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  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical sigils


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic
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  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Spiritual Magic


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic torque


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / Master thief


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control


  ZONE / Gerhard Durst / Zone of power


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


  



  [June 25th, 2024 - 11:37 AM, Khadam Local Time]


  Ghat is in flames.


  Triton's face is indescernable behind the faceplate, but his voice is filled with something cold, dark, hard and absolutely thrilling. His anger is leashed yet loose, and Khadam is shaking with it.


  I find that beautiful.


  Yvan can't understand why. I hesitate to say it, but that's due to his nature; he's always been a follower. I, however, am a revolutionary, and I recognize fervor when I see it. Triton has it in spades. I find it intoxicating. I have no interest in seducing the man; he just lost his lover, and it would be tacky. Besides, I find him more compelling as a colleague.


  "So, how does it go?"


  "Very well." He looks briefly at the former Astro Spear in his hands, modified from War Star's weapon and powered by his own deceit (and an imprisoned Doublecross). In many ways, it's the symbol of the new Triton, hard, cold, invulnerable and ruthless. "Many of the more downtrodden experimental subjects of the Vivarium are up in arms, and they were easy to point at the Zugnovians. Meanwhile, I've made expert use of Doublecross' holo-projectors and the Shadowmonger's hideout to mobilize their forces as well."


  "A pincer movement. How very classical."


  "Not for long. Soon, it'll be a trident, when the CSV hits Zugmann's palace. Genetic Superman or not, he doesn't stand a chance." Triton's bravado wavers briefly. "I wish my angel could see it. I plan on re-naming Ghat...I was thinking of Ouragon, in her honor."


  "I'm sure she'd like it, Derek." I draw my cowl over my face. I wish I knew why I'm not jealous of this dead woman. God know, my brother thinks it's my long submerged romantic side that keeps me here, but it isn't.


  It's the smell of power in the air.


  "Thank you, Claudette." Triton steps to the fore. The rebuilt and redesigned Skyhaven uses a great deal of the solid light technology left behind by the Light Brigade's attack, as in the case of the bridge. It now looks open to the air, while in reality it is shielded behind a solid wall of multi-spectrum light and a powerful force field. Triton steers the ship, no longer truly a dirigible, by means of a stylized wheel that would look at home on a 19th Century Steamship. "Conflicto, have the Zugnovians figured out our little game yet?"


  "Nopey-dopey. Spy-eyes in the palace show 'em squirmin' like worms. They figger the Shadowmongers are behind it all...Zugmann the younger is thinking about askin' us for help, actually." Eugene, whom I have only recently come to know and do not understand, smiles his typically manic grin. "This is gonna BLAST!"


  "Indeed." Triton stands there behind his wheel for a moment, and then steps towards the door. "Call me when the fish takes the bait. I'm going to see if Durst is flesh yet." He leaves the bridge.


  Of course, I have my secrets from him as well. Like the fact that I was never a hostage at all.


  As if he has a map of my inner thoughts...and if any man alive does, he might...my brother Yvan unfolds from nowhere and everywhere and addresses me.


  "Claudette, we need to talk." So he wishes to address me in French? Ah. One of his "deeply felt" talks. I almost moan at the repetition.


  "Very well, Yvan. Why not do it outside? I'd like to watch the party."


  "I can't believe this. I finally get you back..."


  "Yvan, we've gone over this." Of course, I can hardly tell him that one of the reasons I want to stay is that I was working with Mr. Strings and Rebus from the beginning, now, can I? "I like the CSV. I enjoy Triton's new attitude; it reminds me of myself. And besides, I would think you'd show a bit more loyalty; the man did save me when your plan went awry, did he not?"


  Underneath us, a Technomancer Sled is dragged down and the crew destroyed by things better left to the imagination. Soon, even Zugmann's closest supporters will be yowling for our support, distrust or no. The cloaking device in Skyhaven, augmented by Doublecross's own devices and mastery of light, keeps us hidden from the tumult. When we do appear, it will be as shocking as a thunderstorm suddenly blowing in from the coast.


  "Claudie, I only went through all this to get you back."


  "And you didn't enjoy any of it, Yvan?" I look into his eyes, making him back up a step. "Come. Tell someone else that you do it all for me. You and I, we know why we do what we do...magic has its costs. And it has priviledges. As I know. You do what you do because you can." I put a hand on his shoulder. "As do I."


  He doesn't say anything else, just watches the fires burning below.


  I wonder how Triton's newest recruit is doing?


  * * * *


  [June 18th, 2024 - 3:37 PM Italian Local Time]


  She'd made it through Munich without incident, but Rome was another story. The Eurasian Union had a much heavier presence there, and the part of her mind that was still CJ Brown remembered Tony Drake's stay as a guest of EUROPA. It was risky to meet there, which is probably why he insisted on it.


  The Villa Borghese was thinly attended, allowing her to make her way through it with mininmal effort. The most famous park in Rome was more or less always the site of some crowd or another, but she wasn't there for them and only paid enough attention to be sure she wasn't attracting undue scrutiny.


  She was surprised when she noticed how close he'd gotten. A nondescript man in his late fifties was walking in her general direction, his sun-darkened skin and dark grey cap absolutely unremarkable. But his mind was *invisible* to her, and that caught her attention. She stiffened, expecting some sort of trap.


  "Relax," the older man winked. "I thought it would be prudent to make sure nothing happened to my grey matter."


  "I see." She didn't waste time denying anything. "Impressive illusion. I didn't know the Strafe armor had anything like that."


  "Let's just say I made a few upgrades, and leave it at that." He sat down on a nearby park bench. "Yvan will be back in fifteen minutes, so that gives us time to talk. How much of you is the CJ Brown I barely ever met, and how much of you is Mister Strings? I always wondered which of the CSV he had control of, but once Smith vanished and I heard about your rampage in New York, I had my answer."


  "Indeed." She sat down next to him. "Cheeky of you, doing this right in the heart of EUROPA's territory."


  "If you think this is cheeky, wait a few days." He said nothing for a moment, then launched into his spiel. "Rebus is off on his own games now. The CSV is firmly in my hands; if you want to use it, you'll need to work with me."


  "Really." The deeper voice of CJ Brown projected an entirely unique type of menace, different than did the quiet semi-whisper of Lana Smith, but it was there nonetheless. "I suppose we underestimated you, Derek."


  "That's nothing. Wait till you hear what we've got in mind...assuming that you've decided you want in?" She nodded, and he continued.


  After a while, she began to hum.


  It didn't seem to bother him.


  * * * *


  [June 25th, 2024 - 12:07 PM Khadam Local Time]


  Triton walked into the Medical Bay and stopped at the base of an elaborate cylinder he'd spent the better part of two days tinkering with. Inside it, Gerhardt Durst stood, or at least gave the appearance of it. Like all the former members of Doublecross's Light Brigade, Durst (better known as Zone) was now composed of sentient hard light, a kind of living hologram.


  "I don't think this booth is doing anything."


  "It may not be." Triton checked the readings. "To be honest, without Doublecross's notes...which he may not have kept anyway...I'm flailing in the dark when it comes to the Matter/Energy conversion. I have no idea if I *can* change you back."


  "Great." Zone sat down on the shelf in the cylinder. "I hate this."


  "Well, once we take over Khadam, we'll have access to Technomancer technology; the best off-world tech available. We'll have a better chance to correct your condition then." The armored gauntlet touched a wall panel, and the cylinder slid open. "In the meantime, you might want to get ready. We'll be moving as soon as the Pranir and Technomancers realize that Arnold Zugmann can't save them."


  Zone nodded, and walked out of the room. Triton watched him leave, cradling the Trident in his right hand. He still hadn't come up with a good name for it; once, that would have been very important to him. All the trappings had to be in place, after all. In fact, despite his grief, he still felt that way.


  It was just that he wasn't as excited about the game as he used to be.


  At that very moment, while Triton was considering names for the Astro Spear (he though that either Tristar or the Star Trident were the most likely) his plans were continuing apace.


  In that metropolis of technology known as The Upper City, a series of monitors were filled with scenes of violent upheaval. The large central screen showed a Scytharian Posse being torn limb from limb by a horde of mutated once-humans, each more twisted and unnatural than the last. The smaller monitors to the left showed the "Zugmann Bank" in flames as a group of menial laborers, each marked by the symptoms of some unfathomable disease or a toxic syndrome unique to Khadam, ran amok in the streets.


  It was the same in each. Ghat was flying apart at the seams.


  "This is intolerable." A hissing voice issued from the throat of Savagely-Murders-His-Rivals, a Pranir Snakeowl who had grown accustomed to rulership. He was one of the oldest of his kind of Earth; it had been he who had lead the first Pranir mission to Khadam in the wake of the catastrophes of 1998, and he was one of the few of his kind who could speak human languages without the aid of a translator device. "At this rate, we ourselves will be endangered soon."


  "Too many changes too fast." This voice was not that of a Pranir at all, but rather belonged to a former human. All that was left of his human body was his brain, however, and that was encased in a cybernetic shell of such massive sophistication and brute power that for decades he has been known merely as Alloy. "First the recent Ebola outbreaks, then the weather playing hob with our shipments, now the subjects of the Vivarium run amok while Shadowmonger agents play the provocateurs. Things have accelerated beyond our ability to predict."


  "We always anticipated the Shadowmongers would move against us." Another Pranir, a younger one who had but recently ascended to the head of his Trade House, spoke up, the mechanical voice of his translator sounding disturbingly similar to Alloy's synthesized voice. "It need not be a calamity, if we are resolute."


  "Smells-Good-Markets is correct." The man who walked out into the center of the room was enormous, easily one of the largest human beings in the world. Easily more than seven and a half feet tall and thick with corded muscle, Arnold Zugmann's only concession to his age was his thick mane of grey and silver hair. It made him look distinguished, like an aging lion...an appearance furthered by the many feline traits that had been spliced into his genetic makeup. "We need to respond in an appropriate manner. My grandfather always said that violence, like all tools, needs to be applied with skill and care, but need not be feared."


  "I believe," Alloy spoke up, "he also said 'Heil Hitler' quite often, and I see no more point to recalling that saying of his than any other."


  "I agree with Arnold." This was from the oldest man in the room, a seemingly-ordinary old man of asian descent who seemed shrunken and fragile compared to the others. Yet the silence that followed his statement marked him for who he was; Dr. Huang Sheng, the Bio-Mancer. A genius with DNA, and only living human being to have seen the writing on the wall in 1998 in time to actually *reverse* the Bose transformation, making himself a mundane human being. And so he'd weathered the end of his world. "All we need do is act."


  "I respect you more than any other human, Huang, but you are wrong." Savage, as the humans on the council called the elderly Pranir, spoke. "We cannot act. We do not have the power to act; our 'allies' in Rome are occupied with the death of one leader and the installation of another, our Scytharian Posses are stretched to the breaking point by the chaos in the Vivarium, and now violence has spread here, to the Upper City. We have no more resources to apply to the problem."


  "There is one," Huang answered. "Arnold and I have suggested it already. Why not? We provide them shelter from their enemies, after all. There is history to support it."


  "A history wiped away by angry gods," Alloy spat through his speakers.


  "The past is past," Arnold Zugmann, the de-facto President-for-Life of Khadam, ended the debate. "We must act, or be swept aside. I say we ask them."


  "I say nay." Alloy stood to his full baroque height, his many gleaming appendages making him look like some vedic sculpture.


  "Nay," Savage agreed.


  "I vote yes." Smells-Good-Markets twitched the hairs on his long body.


  "As do I." Dr. Huang leaned back, his wizened body garbed in dark robes. "Three to two. The Technomancer Council has spoken."


  "Nothing good can come from this," Alloy seemed to slump. It was hard to tell.


  * * * *


  [June 25th, 2024 - 4:44 PM Cairo Local Time]


  A caravan cut across the Sahara, slowly making its way through the ancient oases as caravans have done for centuries. There would be no easy way to tell the special difference between this one and all the others. Only if you approached it, and even then only if you were one of the few born with the Magene, could you tell the difference.


  The caravan leader was an Anchor, and a powerful one.


  And he was even more than that.


  "Iskandar." A tall man of coptic ancestry rode up next to the lead camel. "How long until we reach the primary site?"


  "Two weeks, Horsaiset." It was not a name so much as an honorific, but it was all they were allowed to call him. His new cybereye, modified so that it appeared mere flesh and blood at first glance, sent a pulse of red light out into the swirling sand. "From there, we will head to Abu Simbel, as you instructed."


  "Very good." Smiling, he looked back at the caravanserai. "How fares our passenger?"


  "She sleeps."


  "Make sure she remains so, at least until we camp for the night. If she awakens, the sands could peel the flesh from our skin." "Horsaiset" smiled at the thought. "It's all coming together, Iskandar. Soon, it begins."


  "Pino would be amazed."


  "Yes." The smile muted somewhat. "I expect he will be."


  * * * *


  [June 25th, 2024 - 5:02 PM Khadam Local Time]


  "Trite," Conflicto looked up from his console. "Incoming call from Zug-Man."


  Derek considered trying to get Conflicto to stop calling him that, but he knew the effort wouldn't be worth it. Instead, he merely sighed.


  "Open it up."


  The holographic system...another gift of Doublecross, Derek smiled to himself...created a very convincing three-dimensional image of Arnold Zugmann right in the center of the Flying Bridge. Also visible around the image was an interesting background effect, making it possible to see what environment the man was in by walking around the image, looking at the walls and floors of the area. It was as if a cylinder of the Palace had appeared within Skyhaven.


  "President-for-Life Zugmann. I haven't heard from you in a while. To what do I owe the honor?" The irony dripped from Derek's words; Zugmann had made a point of ignoring the CSV when they arrived near the Khadamite border.


  "I have no time for games." Zugmann's poise was immaculate; even as the Upper City was beseiged by Shadowmonger- corrupted Scytharian Androids and the enraged test subjects of the Vivarium, he acted as if he was in control. "I come to you with a proposition."


  "Do tell." Labyrinthe closed his eyes, screening out the conversation; it wasn't important *what* they said. What was important was, for the first time all day, the CSV now had a powerful, heavily encrypted radio beam linking them to the depths of Zugmann's sanctum, where the Pranir and Technomancers no doubt were trying to wait out the storm. He concentrated on the Palace, ignoring the misgivings his participation brought to the surface, and found what he sought, a sympathetic connection to the palace that his magic could latch onto.


  Now all he had to do was tell Triton.


  If he didn't, the plan would probably continue apace, but it would be more difficult. There was still a chance for him, he realized. All he had to do was *leave*. As it was, he knew that Solar Max would eventually come looking for him, outraged at what the man would see as his treachery. Yvan didn't think he'd be able to convince the "hero" that it hadn't been his idea to kill those guards.


  He opened his eyes and nodded to no one in particular.


  "...as we have been very magnanimous in ignoring your encroachments into our territory, we..." Arnold Zugmann didn't get to finish his sentence.


  As the Technomancer Council looked on in horror, the President-for-Life of Khadam vanished, to be replaced with a group of four people in garish costumes. They recognized each immediately: CJ Brown, the woman now calling herself Burnout, wearing a set of red and black leathers and a pair of elaborate gloves that connected to a flatpack tank on her back by means of flat metal cables running up her arms, smiling as flames licked the palms of her hands; Yvan Viau, the infamous spatial mage Labyrinthe, in a cloak that defied logic as it folded about him; Eugene Kwan, better known to the world as Conflicto, in his orange and yellow costume pointing an elaborate video camera at first one, and then another of them.


  And in their midst stood Triton, his bearing quiet and menacing inside the elaborate power armor he wore, the crackling collapsed-iron weapon in his hand the infamous Astro Spear.


  "What have you done with Arnold?" Dr. Sheng was the first to regain his composure; he had, after all, lived a very long time.


  "He's secure. I simply wanted..." Ten Scytharian Oblivion-units, complicated artifical life forms composed of elaborate energy fields generated by swarming robotic units barely larger than an ant, responded to the intrusion. A hybrid product of microtechnology and the energy-matrix creatures developed two generations ago, they lacked the weaknesses of those purely-energy predecessors. They moved in unison, attempting to overwhelm the four CSV'ers as quickly as possible.


  Burnout pointed a hand at the ceiling and a jet of flames rocketed out of her new gloves, totally missing the Scytharians...and twisting risibly in the air, it took on a serpentine menace and threatened to engulf the Technomancer Council and Pranir Representatives. The enforcers hesitated, conflicting priorities making their artifical minds hesitant.


  Conflicto grinned, and suddenly the swarms of matrix-bees began to squirm and fall from their place in the energy beings as their internal components caught fire, the friction on their few moving parts magnified a thousand-fold. Burnout amplifed the sparks, causing sheets of fire to leap from bee to bee. Six Scytharians dropped in a second, demonstrating that there's always a new weakness to be exploited.


  Labyrinthe gestured, and two more vanished, enfolded in a pocket of space that would trap them indefinitely.


  Triton waited for the last two, who had managed to avoid Conflicto's power, as they hummed towards him. He spun the collapsium shaft of his weapon, causing it to plunge into the heart of the closest Scytharian, and then discharged a gravitic pulse into the core, creating a pinpoint singularity within the creature. It had been War Star's most dreaded attack, and it was still as hideous as ever as it imploded the android and tore half of the other one away from its body. The damaged swarm, unable to create the energy body, fell apart.


  "...to have a few words with the *real* rulers of Khadam."


  Triton's emotionless faceplate, combined with the efficiency of the CSV in dispatching their protectors, made even the great Technomancers consider their situation.


  "Now, I could kill you all and just *take* power." Triton walked from the center of the room so that he could look at each of them in turn.


  "That's my favorite option, actually." Burnout, wrapped in flames that acted like pet serpents yet never touched her skin, sat down in Zugmann's chair. Alloy tried to stare her down; she merely began humming some atonal music that unnerved the cyborg.


  "You know, I think I like the new Burnout *much* better." Conflicto slid over to where she was sitting and directed the camera. "C'mon, smile pretty for the lens...history in the making and all." Labyrinthe shook his head wearily as Kwan bantered with the unsettling woman who'd taken Lana Smith's place. It disturbed him greatly to learn that one of *them* had been a puppet of Mister Strings the whole time, and even more so to see Kwan and Radner accepting her so readily.


  "I could do that," Triton stopped in front of the oldest Pranir, aiming his words to him. "However, I know that Khadam would fall apart without you, and I have no desire to rule a disintegrating rump state until the Moslem Coalition or the European Union come in and finally cleanse Ghat."


  "So where does that leave us?" Huang Sheng spoke again, apparently taking on the role of Technomancer representative. "Here you stand, in our sanctum. Anyone else who has dared come here without our approval has died for it. And we are far from helpless..."


  "We're wasting time," Triton interrupted. "You may be able to attack us in new ways, but yes, you *are* helpless. The 'subjects' of the Vivarium have been breeding, and waiting, for *two decades*. There are more than five times what your census indicates, and they're *all* coming. And, on the other hand, the Shadowmongers are twisting your own imported technology to their benefit, making your defense a shambles. You need us as much as we need you."


  A faint sound punctuated the speech; a distant rumble, like thunder. No need to explain that Labyrinthe was piping the sound in. It made the point.


  "Support me, and I'll save Khadam. I think we've proved that we're more than capable of doing what Zugmann cannot." Triton popped the faceplate of his armor open so that they could see his face. "By all means, keep him on. Trot him out for ceremonies and what have you. I could care less. All I want...is the *power*."


  The four remaining members of the Technomancer Council, rulers of Khadam, looked nervously around the room.


  "...would appreciate..." Arnold Zugmann found himself standing on the bridge of Skyhaven, surrounded by strangers in garish costumes. It disturbed him.


  Still, despite that, he spun on one heel with inhuman grace and smashed his booted foot into the chest of the nearest one of them, a strangely fluid being who, even as it dropped, shifted its shape. His anger boiled over as he recognized Alpha-Rho-Twelve, a Khadamite shapeshifter, and supposedly his agent in the CSV.


  "Treason in one of our own?" Zugmann moved to cripple another of them, when a burning red light suddenly filled the area, and a glowing, vaguely man-shaped being who looked a lot like a Scytharian Atlas or Oblivion unit stepped between him and the woman.


  "Zugmann, old buddy...You just stepped into the Zone."


  Unimpressed, the President-for-Life let out a tremendous shout. Age had affected his enhanced vocal chords, but that one yell was enough to make all the humans in the room wince with pain.


  Zone ignored it and slammed a piledriver-like fist directly into Zugmann's midsection. His emulated ears didn't transmit pain signals, and Zone briefly wondered if there might be some advantages to the form he was stuck with.


  "You dumb bastard." As his target fell onto his back, almost too surprised to feel pain, Zone stepped forward and stomped down hard, shattering the man's hand. "Genetic ubermensch or not, nobody beats me in my own court."


  Then he slapped him; not hard enough to hurt the man, but enough to be infuriating, especially to a proud man like this.


  "That is enough, Gerhard." Caryatid stepped over to the light-being. "Help President-for-Life Zugmann to his feet...after all, we will need him in one piece, for the Press Conference."


  She bent to stare the beaten man in the face.


  "Unless he'd prefer the shapeshifter takes his role."


  Myriad walked up behind her, already swelling to his dimensions, long silver-grey hair flowing from her altering body. His eyes opened wide, and then, as if drowning, he coughed in pain.


  * * * *


  [June 26, 2024 - 1200 GMT (4:00 PM Khadam Local Time)]


  The fires were still smouldering in Ghat, but most of the violence had now dissipated. The art-deco silhouette of Skyhaven appearing over the Upper City was the first sight that seemed to defuse much of the Vivarium's outrage. The second was the almost unexplainable disappearance of the corrupted Scytharians in service to the Shadowmonger Council. They vanished as if smoke in a high wind.


  There was still much of that in Ghat. It was rumored that a black woman with a sinister glee animating her attractive features walked the streets all night, causing the fires to erupt wherever she walked and consuming anyone who dared challenge her progress.


  It was easy to believe such things in the hesitant hours between dusk and dawn, as Khadam waited to see what was happening in the Presidential Palace.


  In STRAFE headquarters, Dan 'Grind' Tracey was completeing the one task so arduous that it could even exhaust a nearly-perfect man such as himself.


  Paperwork.


  Lots and lots of paperwork. Reports on the Manhattan situation, even months later, still needed to be filed. Reports on Jay Teller's experiences in Porta Genetico needed to be surveyed. Reports on recent activity, like the Pit breakout and a strange "exodus" of Chinese paranormals to cities on the coast, the funeral of a close friend to mark down and of course the seemingly contradictory reported sightings of Lorenzo Archangeli.


  In the past three months, Rebus had been sighted in Novosibirsk, in disputed territory between the EU, China and the Moslem Coalition; in New York, where as "Odin" he'd apparently kidnapped the vigilante known as Warden; and in Japan, where he'd blown up the Token Hakubutsukan, stolen a top secret EU project in optical data encryption, and evaded EUROPA agents Arc, Ymir and Oni. Ymir's report on the situation indicated that Warden was somehow involved; apparently Rebus had played some sort of elaborate game with the man.


  It all made Dan rather uneasy. Archangeli was devious and intelligent; whatever he was up to was no doubt rooted somehow in his strange obsession with mythology and puzzles.


  He'd just about decided to investigate it more thoroughly when Jennifer Kleinvogel came running into his office.


  "Dan!"


  "What?" He slid from his seat with liquid grace.


  "Come on...you *have* to see this."


  In the Plaza of Unification, another fancy title for the courtyard outside the Presidential Palace, an uneasy mob had gathered. Its makeup was diverse.


  Most of it was composed of the poor dregs of Khadamite society who were forced to work in the various "industries" of the nation. Many had "donated" a kidney or a lung or even an eye to their Pranir overlords; for while humans with the Universal Donor tendency were the best choice, almost any human being was a good match for *some* unscrupulous Santari who needed a transplant.


  Making the crowd seem even more disturbing were the various no-longer-humans from the Vivarium; the Badgers, semi-humanoids who'd been infused with mustelid DNA, the Bull-Men, the Gatorkin, and things that couldn't even be that clearly identified. A sea of horns and fangs and hooves and the occasional tentacle, all waiting in ill-humor. They'd run riot all the day before, and they were ready to do it again, knowing that they could overwhelm the Scytharians with sheer numbers and freakish strength.


  Those same Scytharians, from the primitive flesh and metal cyborgs to the advanced energy forms, all quivered in anticipation. They had been commanded to stand aside and only offer violence in kind, not to press anything. This left them confused and bewildered.


  Up on a balcony, a scene so familiar it could have come from a Leni Refeinstahl film, a group of people strode out to the lip and addressed the crowd. Their images and voices were projected onto a large screen above them, and broadcast as well onto the world's computer and satellite networks.


  "People of Khadam." Arnold Zugmann's smile was patently false; everyone who saw the enormous man speak knew that. Yet he was not the most important person on that balcony, as was evidenced by the slump of his shoulders and his whole bearing. "A new day dawns. Please, join me in welcoming the new Chancellor of all Khadam...the man who will lead us into our new and glorious future."


  Silence for a moment, as if the words were burning his throat.


  "I give you Triton."


  In Berlin, the Viktualienmarket erupted into frenzied celebration. Crowds of Vogue Ghouls from every gang, from the big ones like Der Zepter to the smallest, groups like Todthaus and Le Fluers du Onoshi, had gathered there after news of the CSV's brief appearance had spread. Now, red-painted Vernichtung Teufel youths howled and drank heavily with their former rivals in Der Zepter, unified by their shared adulation and the ascension of one of their idols.


  In Rome, EUROPA headquarters was more subdued.


  General Pushaparaja sat at his desk, staring unblinkingly as some of his worst fears for the world came true. The leader of a group directly responsible for one of his people's deaths...and the loss of another to his own demons...now sat at the helm of a nation that had already proven to be a threat to the whole planet. He was beyond anger; his was a more gentle determination to set things right.


  At the Chicago, Illinois sector headquarters of ASH, this news was just another blow in a stream of them. The losses suffered at the hands of a vengeful Santari, the death of one of their own and crippling of others, then the painful escape of a captive at the Cavity casting doubt onto one of their own, and now one of their most infamous failures returning to haunt them. Solar Max sat alone in a darkened room, the helmet of his armor cradled in his hands like the skull of an accusing revenant. He wasn't sure which was worse...that he felt responsible for all this, or that he didn't feel *worse*.


  In Manhattan, the man known as Rex Umbrae smiled at Arnold Zugmann's humiliation. The hate he felt for the man was obvious in his stare, as obvious as his own expectation that his connections in Ghat would remain uninterrupted by this change.


  The emotions at STRAFE headquarters were entirely different.


  "That smirking son of a bitch." Tony Drake found himself so angry that he could barely stand up.


  "Tony, chill out." Jay Teller tried to placate his friend, but it wasn't easy. On the screen of their monitor system stood a man in a gleaming blue and gold suit of armor, the repainted Strafe armor that seemed to mock them with its very name. As they watched, the man inside it reached up with one hand and removed the helmet.


  Derek Radner's smug, grinning features looked even more insufferable in high-definition FractalView video.


  "People of Khadam. I have little to say. So I suppose I'd better just say it." He strode to the very edge of the balcony, seemingly unconcerned that anything might threaten him. Of course, with Skyhaven now moving into position over the palace, he was doubtlessly protected by unseen measures.


  "In the past, you have been used. Treated as expendable labor or organ banks, thrown aside as failed experiments. No one, from your leaders on down, has done anything to lift your suffering. Well, that time is at an end. No more experiments, no more forced labor. Khadam is your nation; I will lead it, and you, to your rightful destiny."


  The membership of STRAFE watched in horror as the crowd erupted into cheers. They were experts in gauging propaganda; what Radner was saying might be such, but it was obvious that the crowd reaction was genuine.


  "My God." Dan Tracey couldn't believe what he was seeing. "They love him."


  "Of course they do." Richard Hendrick, the mundane agent who headed up STRAFE's Affiliated-Field Experts, raised one grey eyebrow. "He's young, good-looking, and he's promising them a better life. He's everything Zugmann isn't. It sure as hell doesn't hurt that he's like a return to the old days, when Khadam openly supported Super-Villains and prospered because of it."


  "But..." Kleinvogel swallowed her words; what was there to say? It was happening right in front of them.


  All they could do was watch.


  "I could lie to you and say that I have changed my ways, but I have not. Others label me a 'villain' and I wear that badge proudly; like Napoleon, like Alexander the Great, like Devastator, I know that in the end I shall change the world. People with that kind of ambition are always a threat to the small-minded."


  Triton held the Collapsiron spear above his head, a gesture more suited to another time, but he was not surprised by the howls of the crowd. Obviously as he'd expected. They so desperately needed something to rally behind, and he was becoming it. Tell them they're no longer slaves, and they'll work harder than when they *were* slaves.


  "Khadam's destiny is not to be isolated and vulnerable. Khadam's destiny is not to be at the mercy of theocrats and bureaucrats. No, our destiny is to unify, to accept all of our people be they alien or mutant, paranormal or not, and in that strength we shall become strong. I will provide that unity, and I know that you will rise to provide all the strength Khadam requires."


  His smile dropped away as he looked directly into the camera. He touched his nose for an instant; only a few people knew what that meant, but those that did knew that the next words out of his mouth were intended for one man.


  "And then, Khadam will take its place in the world...its rightful place. *Our* rightful place. I thank you, everyone who helped build my resolve and hone my abilities. Be assured, I will give you the rewards you deserve. _All_ of you."


  The transmission ended.


  * * * *


  [June 26, 2024 - 1753 GMT (9:53 PM Khadam Local Time)]


  The celebration raged on in the streets. It was almost as chaotic as the uprising had been, save that this time the destruction was absent, or at least muted. Mutants swarmed out of the Vivarium and celebrated with those who had managed to escape the expermentations of the Technomancers. Even a few Scytharians were seen to join in.


  The new Chancellor of Khadam took it all in.


  "Triton." He turned and saw Arnold Zugmann standing twenty yards away from him. Even though he knew his smile was invisible to the other man, still he grinned at the impotent fury in the man's rigid posture.


  "Mister President. I'm honored you could visit me."


  "Save that for your dupes."


  "Dupes?" The mirror to Triton's left rippled like water, and the Viau twins stepped through, along with C.J. Brown. "Oh no, President Zugmann. That was always *your* mistake. We intend to treat the citizens of Khadam with respect. It will make taking over the world much, much easier."


  Zugmann blanched as the true depths of Triton's mania broke through to the surface. He was so shocked he barely noticed as Burnout sidled past him and leaned against the epaulet of Triton's armor.


  "Well, I just walked the Vivarium again. The people...and the things that wish they were people...are very excited about your new reign. I'd say we have their support."


  "Yvan?" Triton looked over at Layrinthe. "Do you concur?"


  "They are yours. Most are happy to have any change at all...some are downright enthusiastic at the idea of a 'super-villain' in charge. It's as if King Arthur showed up in London."


  Zugmann sputtered at that. Caryatid, finally noticing his presence, turned to him.


  "Are you still here?"


  "We can fix that." Labyrinthe gestured. The President (if in name only) finally understanding the totality of his defeat and the reaches of his nemesis's ambition, did the only thing he could.


  He turned and left.


  "Excellent." Triton turned his attention away, out onto the city. *His* city. "How are we on restoring the black markets?"


  "Yvan and I should be able to do that in a few days, with Tiara's help." Claudette smiled. "And then?"


  "Like I told Zugmann...and then, the world." He savored the feeling of victory. His enemies were many, and he knew it. Yet, at that moment, as the darkness of night was lit by the lights of the Upper City and the fires of the Vivarium, he knew he'd finally achieved his goal. He was the undisputed leader of the CSV. He was the de facto ruler of the most technologically advanced nation in the world.


  He was the most famous Super-Villain in the world.


  Now let the games begin.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Tony's back! (And there was much rejoicing...how does he *juggle* such a large cast? I couldn't do it justice. [He's a long-time Legion of Super- Heroes fan, huge casts are no biggie to LSHers. - Editor Lad]) Whatever he does, we know it'll be good, so stay tuned!


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


  AUTHOR'S NOTES:


  Sometimes, the bad guys win.


  In real life, of course, the bad guys win entirely too often. In fact, it often seems as though they win more than they lose, but that's a cynic's point of view. The truth is, the real world is a hell of a lot more complicated than that, and it's a good thing it is.


  But we're talking about fiction now, and specifically the fictional world that sparked this three issue run on CSV. Why, you may ask, would I be eager to write about a group of evil bastards?


  And I gotta tell you, I really was eager to do it, too.


  The reason is because in ASH, the bad guys have really done a lot to make the fun of writing happen. It's an old saw that you can't have a good story without interesting villains, and it may not be true in all things, but by God it's true in the world of Superheroes.


  The bad guys steal the show.


  The bad guys get to be absolute *bastards*. Once, Marc Singer and I were discussing a villain he was creating for an RPG he and I play in, and we came right out and admitted it.


  "His power," Marc said, leaning over the table and smiling in his seraphic way, "is Super-Bastardy."


  This led to a whole exchange of possible origins for the character.


  "He was launched from a planet of bastards, and when exposed to Earth's yellow sun..."


  "One night he was sitting in his study, trying to decide what to do about the death of his parents when he was a child, when a bastard came flying through his window. 'That's it!' He exclaimed. 'Criminals are bastards!'"


  "He was summoned by a dying alien and given a ring, making him a member of the Interstellar Bastard Corps."


  "While attending a science exhibit, he was purposefully bitten by a radioactive bastard."


  Of course, you might be saying now, none of those possible origins apply to this story. You'd be right.


  But by God, sometimes the bad guys win, and as the man said, criminals are bastards.


  And bastards get to do all those horrible, bastardly things we all wish we could do, in the secret bastardly heart we keep hidden within.


  It's been a blast. Thanks a lot for reading...you beautiful bastards.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic /ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION


  



  [June 13, 2024 - Ottawa, Ontario Sector]



  There was a knock at the door.


  Scott looked up from where he lay on the aerogel mattress, wondering if he should answer. It might break up the monotony of this stripped-bare room, a room he hadn't left more than a few times since the funeral. Everything flammable had been removed, and he still wasn't feeling up to decorating it. The starkness suited his mood.


  "Scor...Scott, may I come in?" asked a voice on the other side of the door. A woman's voice, which sounded familiar.


  A decision had to be made. He sighed. "Who is it?" he croaked, his throat still somewhat sore from the solid hour of screaming he'd done after the press had gone home and he'd had time alone.


  "It's Juliana...Julie. George's sister."


  Scott thought for a moment. One of the worst things about grieving was that people tried to cheer you up, or tell you they knew how you felt. And they didn't know. Maybe they once did, but you can't *remember* sorrow. It's just something you feel and then try to forget as fast as you can.


  But Juliana knew how he felt. Or close enough.


  "Come in, it's unlocked," he grunted, propping himself up on his elbows.


  Juliana slowly opened the door and stepped in. She was dressed almost plainly, certainly not how you'd expect the wunderkind of modern fashion to look. She took a quick glance around the room and set down the large canvas bag she was carrying.


  "You know, if you locked your door, people wouldn't steal all your things," she smirked.


  Scott chuckled despite himself. "I'd offer you a seat, but there's nowhere to sit. Except the bed, but, er, it needs washing. If you can wash fireproof aerogel."


  "That's okay," she smiled weakly. "I, ah, brought you something," she picked up the bag again. She paused, then blurted out, "I cope by working. And it took a big challenge to help me cope with...you know. I heard your powers just jumped up a notch, so you'd burn through your old costumes, and, er...here." She put the bag on the bed next to Scott with a soft whoosh of aerogels compressing and the rustle of fabric. The bag sank into the mattress far enough to indicate its contents were pretty heavy.


  Scott reached in and pulled out a dark, featureless helmet, like a fencer's mask made to take an artillery shell. It was smooth except for a vent on the top, which Scott guessed was to make sure it didn't launch off his head from fire pressure.


  "Spacecraft 'glass' tinted so you don't blind yourself when you flare up. There's room for the usual radio gear," Juliana explained. "Although the radio'll need to be made fireproof somehow."


  Next was a bodysuit of some kind of mesh, very light blue in color. "Weird material," Scott observed. "What is it?"


  "New generation heat shield ceramics, woven. Pulled a few strings with EuroSpace to get it. The rest is titanium armor...melting point should be high enough for you to get away wearing it. And..."


  "And it's bulletproof," Scott hefted the chestplate, tinted a medium grey with light blue flame patterning. "Definitely a thought that counts."


  "It should fit you okay, I used your last set of measurements. Unless you've lost weight since then...?"


  Scott snorted. "I haven't eaten since George died. No appetite. Haven't had more than a few sips of water either."


  Juliana's expression changed to one of shock. "How?"


  Scott sat up all the way, and didn't look at all like someone who'd been fasting for days. "The doctors say I'm running on pure paranormal energy now, looks like. Wherever the energy comes from for my fire, now it seems to be feeding me directly. I get a little thirsty now and then, but...well, not having to eat suits me fine right now."


  Juliana sat down next to Scott. "I could have used that ability when I was a kid...I got sent to bed without my dinner so many times. George was the good one, I was the terror."


  "Well, except for the time George decided that the creek out back needed a bridge...a structural engineer he was not. Good thing the water only came up to his chest."


  Juliana laughed, then suddenly stopped. "Wait, he *told* you about that? He made me swear up and down I'd never tell another soul after I helped him hide the evidence and clean his clothes...."


  "Well," Scott hesitated. "I guess he did. Can't remember when, though. Probably some night when it'd gotten late enough and we were both deep enough into a twelve-pack that Deep Dark Secrets started coming out."


  "I guess so, although I can't picture George getting that drunk. Or drunk at all, actually. Come on, try it on," she nudged the bag. "I want to know if I need to make any modifications."


  Scott feigned a scandalized expression. "But you'd see me changing."


  Juliana smirked. "Mister, I'm a fashion designer. I've seen plenty of men and women changing clothes. But if it'll make you feel better, I'll wait outside."


  With that, she stood and stepped out into the hall.


  The funny thing was, he finally *did* feel better. But not because she'd stepped out...because she'd stepped *in* in the first place.


  * * * *


  [June 16, 2024 - The Cavity, Nevada Sector]


  Solar Max stepped into a room still somewhat in disarray. Most of the debris had been moved away from the computers and monitors, but a few of the vital pieces of equipment were still damaged, their backups being pressed into service. Meteor and Peregryn followed him.


  "Sorry about the mess," Warden Anderson frowned. "The Conclave of Super-Villains really knew what they were doing when they broke in." He gestured to one of the technicians, and a series of still images came up on the monitors. "These are our best enhanced pictures right now. That one clearly shows Derek Radner without his armor's helmet on...but we don't know if he was initially leading the raid, because of this," he pointed to an image of Triton brutally killing a figure wearing one of the other black armors the CSV wore at Haven six months before. "This is the first good image we have of them, by the way...our best guess is that whoever Triton killed was keeping our security system backups from coming online."


  "Doesn't sound like a power possessed by any of the CSV, unless your secsystem's vulnerable to Anchors," Solar Max ventured. But he knew it was a little too much to hope that Triton had killed Rebus.


  "No, it's not. But we also have some sound records, and the one wearing Sultry's suit is referred to as Tiara, among other name-switches," the warden noted. "A large part of their tactics seemed to revolve around us assuming they had the wrong powers, and STRAFE's report indicated that these armors were initially intended for such a switch-around. They must be recruiting new members."


  "They are," Meteor nodded her head. "They were using some of the less inviting parts of Khadam as testgrounds for their recruitment drive."


  "Well, there you have it, then. We've sent out the remains of the dead CSV member for analysis, but the face was pretty heavily damaged by Triton's power trident. We'll forward you copies of the security tapes to see if you have any idea who these new members are."


  "I have a question," Peregryn interjected. "There seems to have been a great deal of damage here that cannot be explained by the presence of the CSV alone. The initial reports indicated that the paragang prisoners had been released as well. Why were we not brought in earlier to assist?"


  Warden Anderson's expression darkened at this. "Look, the CSV may have been too much for us to handle, and they obviously had some help in figuring out the layout, but we're perfectly capable of dealing with the other prisoners here, whether they're in or out of their cells. And frankly, none of you is trained in our protocols. There's a strong possibility you'd have only gotten in the way of the cleanup operation. You'll note that the only prisoner to escape was the target of this raid, the Viau woman."


  Peregryn, utterly unperturbed by the older man's intensity, replied, "I was not only concerned with that, warden. I also wish to study their method of arrival and departure, and the longer I wait, the weaker the traces."


  Anderson hmphed. "Well, we know what room they were in when they left, but they were careful to blast the security cameras there before doing whatever it was that they did. We suspect Viau's brother was with the group when they arrived, but he seemed to be absent later on. He might have pulled them out remotely, however."


  "Please take me to the place."


  A few minutes later, the four were in a room in the Extra-Security Wing, where the stench of death still hung despite the powerful disinfectants used to scrub down the walls and floor.


  Peregryn sat in the center of the room and concentrated for a moment. "A great deal of magic has heen used in here, but I think I feel a familiar clastic. I cannot tell where it went, but someone teleported out of here magically."


  This earned a snort of derision from the warden.


  "More importantly, it's the same method used by Channel's killer," Peregryn added.


  "Damn!" spat Solar Max. "I knew the CSV was behind that. Maybe the murder was an initiation test."


  "It's not your fault," Meteor tried to console him. "None of us have been able to capture Labyrinthe."


  But it was, JakZak thought. And I have...and I let him go. Trading the lives of the people who would have been killed by the Anchor Virus for the lives of the dead guards and dead prisoners in here.


  * * * *


  [June 26, 2024 - Chicago]


  "And then, Khadam will take its place in the world...its rightful place. *Our* rightful place. I thank you, everyone who helped build my resolve and hone my abilities. Be assured, I will give you the rewards you deserve. *All* of you."


  A hush descended over the room, and Tom muted the television as the national news talking heads came on to pontificate on the implications of this bold move, the ascension to power of Triton, leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains. He ran a hand through his mussed and dirty hair in irritation. Tina had buzzed his room at the ungodly hour of seven in the morning to insist he come down to the rec room to see the news.


  Solar Max stormed out of the room, heading for his quarters. A few of the support staff left to return to their posts, or to call relatives. More than a couple were justifiably worried that they would be caught in the blast radius when Triton decided to "reward" ASH.


  "Bad enough when they were *just* a band of incredibly powerful psychopaths," Tina Li sighed. "Now they have the backing of a technologically advanced nation."


  "And a space program," one of the security guards added, casting a wary glance at the ceiling.


  Tom shrugged. "It could be worse. Haven used to be run by dozens of incredibly powerful psychopaths."


  "And there used to be hundreds of powerful superheroes," Tina countered. "And the 'good' aliens used to make sure the 'bad' aliens didn't do too much to meddle in our affairs. Khadam is swarming with Pranir, and it looks like they're actually willing to let Radner lead the country with their blessing."


  "Well, maybe Triton'll be satisfied for now with playing politics," another support person ventured.


  Tom snorted. "And maybe Hitler will be satisfied with the Sudetenland. I don't know Triton personally, but from what I've read he's bought into the whole myth of the grand supervillain...a myth I can tell you was false. But that's not going to stop him from trying to leverage his new power into world domination."


  Tina frowned. "I did know him. Not well, but I know that Derek simply doesn't know when to quit. I hope for their sake that the rumors about the Moslem Confederation's shoddy treatment of supernormals are false. They're going to need all the supers they can get, and soon...."


  * * * *


  [July 5, 2024 - roughly 120,000 km from Earth]


  As beautiful as the sky was in space, JakZak was starting to get a little tired of it. If he'd had the luxury of relaxing in orbit, maybe it would still fascinate him, but he'd been under a gee of acceleration for the past four hours. Eighty minutes speeding up on the way out, eighty minutes slowing down to a stop, then eighty more minutes rocketing towards Earth so he could match speeds with an incoming asteroid.


  "We got lucky on this one," DSHA Director Evans had told him. "Once a month we give the Keck telescope in Hawaii over to rock-hunting, looking for Near Earth Objects that might hit us. After that near miss in '22, the funding became a lot more available for it. The Keck has picked up a rock on an inbound trajectory, and this one *will* hit, assuming it doesn't vaporize. We have a good guess on its mass, but we can't tell from here or from the orbital telescopes what it's made of. Snow or rock will probably not make it to the ground, or will be so reduced it won't do any real damage. But if this is a nickel-iron asteroid, it will hit the Mediterranean hard enough to generate tsunamis thirty feet high. And I think you can agree the Mediterranean doesn't need more of THAT."


  So, after a crash course in astronavigation and the space operations of his inherited armor, JakZak had been given an intercept course to fly. They were cutting it pretty close, he'd arrive only about an hour or so before the asteroid's projected impact.


  "Your first job is to tell us what it's made of," Evans had explained. "Your armor has mass and size sensors built in, according to the Professor, you just need to get within a few klicks and activate them, we'll be watching the telemetry."


  The rock was within view now, and it definitely was a rock, not ice. "Control, I'm sending telemetry now," JakZak said, activating the sensors.


  "Acknowledged. Analyzing now...."


  JakZak stopped accelerating at full gravity and drifted closer to the rock. Out this far, gravity was negligible, and the nullgee systems of his armor kicked in automatically. It was odd, how he could actually move as if he were standing on a surface under normal gravity. The suit sensed his movements, interpreted them and sent impulses to microjets that dotted the suit, tiny vents almost too small to see with the naked eye. The propellant was carbon, which the suit pulled from the carbon dioxide he exhaled as part of the breathing system. He mimed pushing against a wall, and saw a small black jet against the moonlight behind him. Fortunately, he was in Earth's shadow, so the Sun wasn't blinding him.


  "Solar Max, this is Control. You're going to have to move the rock. Its specific gravity is thirty point five."


  "What?" Nothing was that dense in nature, not counting neutron matter.


  "We think it may be a form of naturally Collapsed metal, probably iron. If you think you can swing it into a stable orbit, the boys down here would love to study it. But priority is keeping it from hitting the Mediterranean."


  "Acknowledged, Control."


  "Solar Max, this is Director Evans," came a second voice. "I've been authorized to give you an abort option if the rock's too heavy to swing completely out of the way. We estimate only minimal environmental damage if the rock hits the Sahara. For political reasons, we'd prefer it if you avoided territories controlled by the Eurasian Union or the Moslem Confederation. Do you understand? There will be *no blame* attached to you if you have to drop it in the Sahara, so long as you avoid the Eurasian Union and Moslem Confederation territories."


  JakZak nodded slowly. The Sahara was split among three powers. The Eurasian Union had the western reaches and some of the northern coast, the Moslem Confederation controlled the eastern section...and the rest was under the control of Khadam. He'd just been given permission to orbitally bombard Khadam. "Understood, Director."


  Evans continued, "Control is going to tie your sensors into theirs and give you a realtime estimate of where the asteroid will hit if you stop pushing at that moment."


  A targeting reticule. Great.


  But...it was tempting. Like in that old movie, you won't find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy in all the world. With Radner and his delusions of greatness running the country, Khadam could start trying to expand again, conquering territory like during its failed push in the '00's. Khadam was funding the "businessman" Rex Umbrae who now held Manhattan under his thumb. Khadam helped run organlegging missions like the one that had cost Arin her sanity. Khadam was home to the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  Tempting.


  Solar Max had finished closing with the asteroid. It was a dull grey, and parts of it looked disturbingly like the Collapsiron that made up the Astro Spear, the weapon that now served as Triton's scepter of leadership. This thing wouldn't explode on impact...it would punch right into the ground like a bullet, sending earth and rock fountaining.


  "Control, how big a hole would this make if it hit the desert?"


  Without a pause, Control replied, "Roughly one point two klicks in diameter. Dust cloud big enough to alter weather patterns to the east of it for a couple weeks."


  JakZak started to exert his power on the asteroid. He felt stronger than ever, maybe because there was so little natural gravity to fight against. Even so, this was a big rock compared to things he'd moved before. The only thing comparable was the Galactic Warrior Corps ship he'd helped shunt through hyperspace a year ago. And that was a completely different kind of task.


  The red pip moved across the map of the Mediterranean Sea, skimming past Malta and past the ruins of Haven. It moved slowly, but surely. Given half an hour or so, he might even be able to guide it into orbit, although he'd have to share that orbit for a while...there wouldn't be enough time to slow himself for a normal descent.


  The pip passed over Tripoli, and JakZak realized that if he really wanted to put it in orbit, he should have been moving it southeast, not southwest. Did he really want to drop it on Khadam? It was a nice straight line...Malta to Tripoli to the Citadel of Khadam.


  JakZak caught himself musing that George could probably slow it to a near stop in seconds by turning all its kinetic energy to something else.


  George.


  The pip was centered over Khadam now, after several minutes of controlled exertion.


  "Control, I'm exercising abort option. I'm going to stay with it a few minutes more to make sure it doesn't hit any of the proscribed territories. The landfall estimate has some wiggle room, I'm guessing."


  It was Evans who replied. "You guess correctly. You've just saved a lot of lives today...and down the road, too."


  But...had he?


  The red dot wavered slightly as the scale of the map changed to allow for more precision, but it never left the official borders of Khadam....


  * * * *


  [July 5, 2024 - roughly 60,000 km from Earth]


  "Control, I'm ready to start my braking phase," JakZak finally said, after fifteen minutes of relative silence. "My onboards confirm that the rock will not hit the Mediterranean, or any territories belonging to European Union or Moslem Confederation nations." In fact, the red dot of the landfall estimate now held steady on the location of the Citadel, the palace fortress of the rulers of Khadam.


  "Our telemetry concurs with that assessment, Solar Max," came the slightly staticky reply. "It should land at...."


  The signal degenerated completely into noise. "Control?" He wasn't yet at the Van Allen belts, so the signal should still be clear...JakZak was suddenly jolted from his thoughts by a warning light in his helmet. Something was coming up in front of him!


  Solar Max turned and put his visor on maximum magnification, looking where the sensors said the bogie was. There! No details yet, just a purplish hydrogen plasma flare. And he was catching up fast.


  "I've done caught me a claim jumper!" came a familiar voice over the radio.


  "Triton," Solar Max hissed between gritted teeth. The source of the radio interference was pretty obvious now. Only the link between the two armors was now working.


  "Back off, Zachary. This asteroid is the property of the sovereign nation of Khadam. Once I do a little prep work, Labyrinthe can fish it out of the drink and we can start mining Collapsiron!"


  Solar Max was taken aback, as Triton slowly came into view. "You arranged for this asteroid to hit the Mediterranean just so you could get Collaspiron?"


  "Nope, but it's happy coincidence. The entire world's supply of Collapsed Iron, up until today, was the Astro Spear, which I own. When a Pranir told me about this rock, I knew I didn't want to lose my monopoly. Of course, I could always boost my rep by claiming to be responsible for the rockfall, but I do have a more responsible public image to build now."


  "You'll have a country to REbuild in twenty minutes or so, Radner," Solar Max snarled.


  There was brief silence. "You don't have the balls. Wait, scratch that...cliche villain mistake number 23. Any time you tell the hero he doesn't have the guts to do something, he does it. To you. With a blunt spoon if possible. Okay, maybe you have the balls. But I'm the guy with the jamming field, not you. And now my people know it's been redirected, so they'll be ready to re-redirect it."


  With that, Triton arrived, shedding a bulky booster rocket he'd been riding in order to match speeds with the incoming asteroid. He held up the Astro Spear, which spat out three angry prongs of plasma.


  "Call me a sucker for drama, but I just can't pass up the chance to fight you here, on an asteroid heading for Earth, with almost a million lives at stake, if only *I* save them from the dastardly Solar Max," Triton chuckled. "Or are you Challenger now? Same super, different dimension? Think of how much more interesting the Academy would have been if it'd been run by the Professor's 'evil twin.'"


  JakZak took a "step" back in uncertainty. "How did you know about the Professor being Solar Max?"


  "The Professor may not have aged gracefully, but when I saw the face of Challenger in the ruins of Haven, I knew in a heartbeat who he was. Nose isn't the only one who can solve mysteries, Zachary."


  "You're right on that one. I know about your involvement in George's murder."


  Now it was Triton's turn to be taken aback. "Hey, I can't claim that one, and I wouldn't anyway...nowhere near my style. Anyway, I was busy with internal politics that day. But, hey, if you really want a dead superhero on my record, I'm more than happy to oblige!"


  With that, Triton pressed several buttons on the Astro Spear and launched an eight-pronged attack, a variation on the "Celestial Canopy" used by the 'Spear's original owner.


  As the flares arced towards him, Solar Max twisted gravity and sent them in eight different directions. "Too easy, Rad...."


  Then he reeled back as Triton flew past, smashing at his face with the bulk of the Astro Spear.


  "You said it, Zachary," Triton taunted. "Let me guess, this is your first time in null gravity combat? Thanks to Labyrinthe, I've had hours of training fighting in microgravity."


  "Who needs training when you have cybernetic space armor?" Solar Max retorted as he literally sidestepped Triton's followup attack. It was an odd sight, to see one man moving as if he was standing on solid ground, while the other was properly in his microgravity element. Then Solar Max launched a tidal ripple at Triton, which hit the supervillain like a truck. Only the antigravity systems of the armor kept the wave from passing straight into Derek Radner's body and pulping his internal organs.


  "Not bad. But you're not the only one who can play with gravitational stresses now!" Triton exclaimed, pressing all the buttons on his weapon at once.


  Only the slight visual warping betrayed the presence of the newly created miniature black hole. Solar Max created an antigravity wave to deflect it, but he also fired thrusters and got out of the way at the same time. No way was he going to let Triton catch him twice with a feint.


  And he ran straight into the almost invisible mesh of wire Triton had extruded from his onboard systems.


  "Heh. Suit can't compensate for the fact you're still thinking in terms of up and down. And I don't repeat myself if I can help it," Triton sneered as he fed an electrical charge into the net. Only a quick burst of omnidirectional antigravity got the net off before it could start seriously damaging the systems of Solar Max's armor. "Nor do I rely on just one weapon."


  "Neither do I," Solar Max replied, opening a pinhole warp to the Sun and firing a beam of intense sunlight straight at Triton.


  The energy started to sizzle on the refractory coating of the Strafe armor that Triton wore, but then it was pulled into the Astro Spear.


  "On the other hand, this one weapon is pretty damn good," Triton chuckled. "Handy for sucking in light," he laughed at a private joke.


  "Suck this," Solar Max thrust straight at Triton, and he could feel the CLANG as the two armors slammed into each other. The Astro Spear was pinned between them, but it was obvious this wouldn't last...Triton's armor enhanced his strength considerably, while Solar Max's armor only did so well enough to compensate for its own mass. So Solar Max held his hand up to the faceplate of the Strafe armor and pushed.


  A fine spray of carbon shot out of the minithruster mounted on his palm. In the atmosphere, it wouldn't have had any effect, dispersing instantly in the breeze. But it clung to the electrostatically charged Triton, covering his faceplate in inky blackness.


  The net effect seemed to be zero, and Triton hurled the hero away from him contemptuously.


  "Cute move, Zachary, but I don't see through the plate...it's just for show. These horns," he pointed to the wickedly curved golden spikes on his helmet, "collect all the data I could ever hope to have and turn it into a virtual image inside the helmet. Nothing to blind." Then he pointed the butt of his weapon at Solar Max and triggered a plasma wave.


  Solar Max let the plasma wash over him, ignoring the yellow lights that started to blink in his helmet. "There's more than one way to blind."


  It was a trick Solar Max had never tried before, but it was a regular part of his predecessor's arsenal. Rather than focus on grabbing the light and heat of the Sun, he instead reached out for the violent magnetic prominences that dotted the solar landscape...and brought one through a warphole to drop right on top of his enemy.


  The magnetic pulse, stronger at this close range than the Strafe armor had been designed to resist, ripped through systems, causing visible arcs of power across the suit.


  "Ow," Triton replied, with some genuine pain. "Nice trick, but I'm still online."


  "But your antigrav isn't."


  With that, Solar Max held out both hands and smashed into Triton with a wave of high gravity. Triton fell, slamming into the only solid ground for thousands of kilometers...the asteroid. The Astro Spear fell from his stunned grip and smashed against the equally invulnerable surface.


  Triton struggled, but found that his systems were too damaged to overcome the intense gravitational field now holding him to the surface of the asteroid. The Astro Spear was tantalizingly close, held down by those same forces, but too far away to reach.


  Solar Max paused and "righted" himself, small puffs of carbon moving him into a position facing Triton. "There. I may not hit anything but desert with this rock...like you said, your people may move it off-target...but at least you're going down with the ship."


  Triton mustered as much bravado as he could and sneered, "Not satisfied with potential mass murder, you've gotta throw in a little personal murder, Zachary?"


  Solar Max paused, his eyes narrowing to slits behind the large bug-eyed visor of his armor. "Radner, you plotted the nuclear annihilation of millions. You helped engineer the deaths of dozens of Anchors in Las Vegas. You released a pathogen that killed thousands before we stopped it, and could have killed millions more. You personally murdered one of your own men in the Cavity. God only knows how many died in your takeover of Khadam. And despite your protests, I know you had something to do with George's murder. I would bring you to justice, but you'd probably have the World Court blown up to cover your escape."


  "Now there's an idea," Triton muttered.


  "This isn't a joke, Derek. In seven months you've managed to achieve your big dream. You're a supervillain. A monster ready to join the ranks of Hitler or Stalin or Devastator. This isn't murder.


  "This. Is. Justice."


  Solar Max paused to look towards the growing sphere of the Earth. "Be thankful I can't bring myself to just crack open your armor and be done with it...you might actually be able to escape this. I'm giving you more of a chance than you gave New Jerusalem. Or Perth. Or Havana. Or Monaco. Or Las Vegas...."


  As Solar Max continued the litany of Triton's targets, he started to brake at 2G. The asteroid pulled away and quickly shrank out of sight, on its way to the planet below.


  One last, staticky burst of defiance came over the radio. "Of course, you realize, this means war...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The first shot in the ASH/CSV War has been fired, and things are going to get worse before they get better as we enter the Pyramid Scheme!


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


  Author's Notes:


  There really is an asteroid slated for a near miss with Earth in 2022, Tony Pi found it on the web while looking for likely places Labyrinthe would seed with Berlin Wall fragments.


  The excerpt from Triton's speech on June 26 was taken directly from CSV #13, written by Matt Rossi (who also helped inspire some of the action in the final scene this issue).


  For those who haven't read all the backstory, the ASH Universe's "supermetal" is actually a class of metals. "Collapsing" a metal involves altering the band structure bonding in that metal, bringing extra electron levels into the game. This increases the density and strength, with variable effect depending on the original metal. Collapsium is the generic term, and is sometimes also applied to Collapsed Lithium (which is no stronger than aluminum, but is useful in some scientific pursuits). Collapsed Aluminum, or Collapsinum, is the strongest material that can be made by Terran superscience. Collapsed Iron, Collapsiron, is beyond Terran superscience, but has been created by some extradimensional scientists, like those working for WarStar. Collapisum is stable in the presence of Anchors, suggesting that it could be made naturally and that it does not violate any natural laws simply by existing. The asteroid here is only partially Collapsed, so it would probably break into a buckshot of Collapsiron if subjected to enough force. Pure Collapsiron has a density of about 60 grams per cubic centimeter and can survive being next to a supernova. Collapsinum has a density of about 20 grams per cubic centimeter, and can survive anything short of a thermonuclear device of about a megaton yield. However, a laser of the right frequency can "erode" Collapsinum. That frequency varies with the batch, and is a closely-guarded secret of the manufacturer.
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  Excerpt from 'Memoirs of a Super-Villain' by Derek Radner


  I love the idea of the deathtrap. It's an essential, diabolic, *classic* weapon in the repertoire of any supervillain worth his salt. During my unfortunate incarceration at Leavenworth, I invented many. They were little treasures I could hoard against future use. I even had names for them: the Effervescent Bonegrinder (for Nose); the Infernal Cuisinart; the Imploding Nautilus, to name a few. I even got to use the Squab Roast on Mount Placid, though Kleinvogel escaped that.


  I did not expect to be caught in one myself, sentenced to die by a "superhero".


  Solar Max had detected the collapsiron meteor that I wanted to mine. Labyrinthe had lured it to Earth, and it would have splashed down "safely" in the Mediterranean. A portal later, it would have been transported to Khadam. 'VakHak' Taylor wanted to aim it straight at my empire and obliterate it.


  The gall of it all! He would become a mass murderer just to rid the world of my CSV. The man was teetering on the brink of morality. He had no compunction against locking me down with his gravitational tricks to the surface of the meteor, aiming to dust Africa lightly with the mist of my molecules.


  I had lost, he cackled.


  Had the hero defeated the villain?


  Would supervillainy once again bow to the might of "right"?


  No! I would not give 'LakNak' that satisfaction. I owed it to Angeline to survive! It was the only immortality I could give her...and I would give her the world we should have ruled together. She would be remembered the world over for what she could have conquered.


  It was not my time to die.


  It took me a brief moment to formulate a new Rule in Radner's Laws of Supervillainy [Law #41 in Appendix 2 - Eds.]: Villain or hero, there is always a means of escape from any deathtrap. All I had to do was find one.


  If only I could grab the AstroSpear and activate a gravity pulse! I might have been able to crush the meteor further, and use it as a heat shield. Of course, the only flaw in this plan was that the collapsiron AstroSpear might survive the impact with the ground, but even wrapped in my Strafe armor and a force field cocoon, whatever excess kinetic energy slipped through would still pulp my skeleton.


  It didn't matter anyways. The AstroSpear was out of reach, pinned to the meteor by the gravity trap, just as I was.


  A second possible course of action was to fire the Strafe armor's inertial flight system to convert the energy of the downward fall into tangential propulsion. It would have made a grand Orbital Lair...a Starhaven, if you will...but there were too many variables and too little time to plot out the vectors. That was the trouble with technology, you could do so much with it, if you had time to calculate all the variables involved, and time was something I couldn't spare.


  Yet the answer was there. Technology. I had become overdependent on technology. First the Strafe Armor, and now the AstroSpear. They weren't even mine to begin with. Had I forgotten that my true prowess wasn't in all the neat toys I owned, but in my inborn talents and wits? A deathtrap for Triton demanded Triton ingenuity.


  Science lesson, dear reader. The asteroid was passing through the Van Allen belts, which meant that the rock was being charged by all the ions in these radiation belts. Since electric force was a lot stronger than gravitational force, all I had to do was charge up my body with my own electrical power, creating a like charge.


  Like repels like.


  The electrical force repelled me from the surface of the meteor, and I was free! I used the Strafe armor rockets to alter my trajectory, braking myself before I too became a falling star. But soon, the asteroid would hit the atmosphere, and punch right through the heart of Khadam, and there was little I could do about it.


  "INCOMING!" I shouted on the Conclave frequency.


  It was all up to my cronies to put our defense plan into action. I had expected an underhanded attack like this. They would have less than seconds once the meteor hit the atmosphere to react.


  And react they did.


  * * * *


  All my Conclavers were on the roof of the highest tower on the Citadel, watching the skies for their imminent doom when I signaled them. They gathered around a small-scale model of Khadam on the floor, hands joined.


  Gerhard Durst, a.k.a. Zone, had extended his zone of power to the top of the tower, enveloping everyone in his red light. "Places everyone!" he barked. "Caryatid, Labyrinthe, go!"


  The brother and sister team fell into meditation, hand in hand, and a small piece of the Berlin Wall shaped to resemble the meteor rose into the air in front of them. Glyph had inscribed a sympathetic sigil upon it, using magic to link the pebble to the meteor. Whatever affected the model would now affect the real thing. While their powers were at that moment weak against the celestial instrument of doom, as distance closed their power would rise. The gamble was that their combined power would be reach a level that was enough to divert the meteor before it cratered Khadam.


  They chanted. (Translation from their native Quebecois French below):


  "Heavenly spirit, comet bright,


  Thy flame and flesh embodied twice.


  Done unto one, the seed of night,


  Mirrored in the heart of iron and ice!"


  The mock meteor floated high, and began to spin and streak towards the model of Khadam.


  Zone snapped another order. "Conflicto! Spiral! Now!"


  Conflicto seized the floating fragment with his extrasensory tactile touch, and mapped a friction coefficient gradient onto the space immediately around it. By placing uneven air friction on the rock, Conflicto generated a sort of sideways "lift" as air passed more smoothly and quickly over one side than the other. From there it was just a matter of basic aerodynamics. Spiral's power added spin to the meteor, further increasing the aerodynamic forces. They had less than two seconds to pull off the trick, once the rock hit the atmosphere.


  The mages drew strength from the linked circle.


  The tower glowed with Zone's light.


  In the streets of Khadam, those who looked up saw a shooting star fall to the east, a Lucifer tumbling from the heavens. The ground shook, a tremor that heralded a new Age, and a sandstorm rose that would do Sultry proud.


  Then, all was silent.


  Conflicto broke the silence with a wisecrack: "You know, if I die I'd want it to have been hit by a meteor. I mean, what a way to go!"


  Caprice rolled her eyes. "Eugene, I'm surprised they haven't given you a Darwin Award yet. You're long overdue for one."


  "Really? Is that anything like the Nobel Prize?" He grinned with a mischevious glint in his eye that suggested he not only knew what the Darwin Award was, but that he'd personally tried several of the "remove yourself from the gene pool" stunts for which it had been presented. "Besides, Darwin deserves the Darwin award to trying to mess with Da Boss," he chuckled.


  * * * *


  Labyrinthe finally located me and returned me Earthside, where I called an emergency meeting of the Conclave of Super-Villains in my new War Room.


  "This attempt on my life and country cannot go unpunished!" I smashed the podium in anger. "There will be retaliation."


  "Might I suggest a plan of attack?" said Caryatid. She clicked a button on her remote, and the map projector showed a holographic image of Earth. Khadam territory was marked in fiery red. The image zoomed in on Sector Quebec, in particular the island city of Montreal. "This is my home. This is my land. I do not care for the Anglos who dominate it. We will take it for our own."


  Zone snorted. "You wish an assault on a city in the Combine? We'd never be able to hold it. Even if it comes to siege...."


  "Our group there, the Sans Rouge ['without red' - Eds.], still answer to us," said Labyrinthe. "Quebec will become independent, with Khadam's help. Even if it means destroying the city."


  "Yvan!" Caryatid shook her head at her brother. "Let us not talk of destruction of any part of our land, if we can help it."


  "But Zone is right," I said. "We cannot hold a siege of a city an ocean away. Without Labyrinthe, it would fail, and our enemies would exploit that weakness by seeking to remove him. No. Any conquest must happen in Africa first." I gritted my teeth. It would mean confrontations with the Eurasian Union and the Moslem Coalition rather than the Combine.


  "There is a way," said Glyph carefully, "that might satisfy both of you."


  "Pray tell," I said, intrigued.


  "We steal the city itself."


  And we listened to her plan.


  * * * *


  [Sunday, July 11th]


  "Tiara to Triton. I'm in position."


  "Good. Distraction in thirteen seconds," I said.


  I kept an eye on her with a little modification to the Strafe sensors and the Conclave pin she wore. The scene played out in a little corner of my vision, and I could almost feel what she felt through the patchlink between my cybernetic implant and the Strafe helmet I carried in my arms.


  A drop of sweat fell from Ursula, Princess of Monaco's upturned (and presently image-masked) nose. Of course, she was hanging from an elaborate harness in the sub-basement of an enormous secret vault hidden beneath the Vatican Grottos at the time, and she'd been aware that the stress of the cables pulling across her upper body would be extreme, so a little sweat was to be expected. But so was some movement, so she'd chosen to plant herself in a spot away from the motion detectors.


  Unfortunately, the only such place was at the apex of the special collection's vault, leaving her some eighty-five feet from the floor. It had been the work of four hours just to insinuate herself in place, clambering through ducts that forced her to dislocate most of her ribs and both shoulders at times.


  But she was a professional.


  These things were to be expected. You dealt with them, and then you achieved the objective. Since her birth had left her unblessed, or uncursed depending upon your opinion, with the Magene she was forced to develop other attributes. For example, a mastery over her body that allowed her to ignore the pain of her frail human flesh.


  She was the best in the world. If today's heist went off, she was about to prove it.


  "Get ready, Tiara. Distraction in five," I said.


  "Understood."


  She smiled, knowing that the great game was at hand.


  Inside the Basilica, and in St. Peter's Square, crowds of the faithful were praying at the first Sunday Mass after the anniversary of Ragnarok.


  Until I entered.


  Dressed in full armor and accompanied by four men in immaculate silver grey Sylvester Business Suits with earphones and mirrorshades, I, Derek Radner, the new Chancellor of Khadam walked into the Basilica. My helmet was cradled in the crook of my arm, and the elaborate cloak I wore trailed behind me, a deep crimson and azure. I was loving it. I strode right to the front of the building and stood right before a disbelieving Swiss Guard and a stammering Pontiff.


  "Please, your Eminence, continue. I would sit, but as you can see, I'd probably crush a pew," I said.


  Underneath Vatican City, Tiara was far from idle. Her skill with alarm systems served her well; as the alert from above came down and the three armored protectors of the secret vault received word that the Pope was in danger, she activated part two of our plan.


  The guards were ordered to stay at their posts, but Tiara knew they would be. The distraction was intended merely to engage their attention for a few seconds. While they looked at their helmet readouts in shock, she usurped the security program with a special palmtop and designated the Swiss Guardsmen themselves as Triton, using an energy scan of my armor I'd given her the day before.


  The vault activated its secondary defenses, disguised and powerful Scytharian Titan-Killer units that strode out of their alcoves, where they had been masquerading as Etruscan terracotta statues.


  While Tiara smiled and hung from the ceiling, the guardsmen and the androids wiped each other out. The screams of the guards, the howling of particle beams, the bright flashing lights, all were a nice background as she worked on part three, ensuring that her commands released all of the rest of the security before purging the system and deactivating it. Then, seeing that two Titan-Killers remained, she designated them as me, and they obligingly destroyed each other. So far, there was no video of her, and that was how she liked to keep it.


  Then, as the powerful magnetic clamps buzzed and the great seal released, she reached up with her right hand and pulled the release latch on her harness.


  Dropping to the floor was the easy part. Activating the inertial shock-pad was simple, and it cushioned her fall in proportion to the distance she dropped. By the time she reached the floor, she was barely falling.


  Then she walked up to the vault. As she expected, the dropping of the magnetic seal had engaged the mechanical safeguards, and it was quite secure.


  She reached into the bag strapped to her hip and withdrew the multi-purpose tool she had designed for just such an eventuality.


  Humming, she fell to work.


  To say that all hell was on the verge of breaking out would be practicing understatement. The Swiss Guards and Cas Ierulli-Kiris...formerly Castor of EUROPA, now Aegis of the Swiss Guard...stood stiffly, each preparing an attack but unwilling to be the first to throw it. I stood defiantly right in front of the Pope, waiting patiently and saying nothing. Finally the man who was once known as Cardinal Stagliano cleared his throat.


  "How dare you disturb this sacred event?"


  "I wasn't aware that wishing to participate in the remembering of an event that killed my predecessors would be so terribly disturbing, your Eminence." I did not allow my smile to flicker. "After all, I am a head of state now, and my duties include representing Khadam in the rest of the world."


  The guardsmen sputtered. But, before the Pope could say anything to that, he stiffened and blanched visibly.


  "Of course, there is also business to conduct, while I'm in the vicinity. Don't get all trigger happy, it's just something I think you should hear." I let them stew some more. I nodded to a servant, and he slowly produced an audio disk from his pocket. He handed it to Aegis with infinite care.


  Aegis looked to the Pope for instructions, and the Pope cleared his throat. "We will hear this message, Chancellor. No harm need come to anyone, agreed?" said the pontiff.


  "Naturally. Take as long as you want to ensure that it is authentic and harmless." It would only buy more time for the princess.


  When they were certain that the disk was safe, they played it. It was a recording of my space battle with Solar Max, all of it. I particularly liked this part: "There. I may not hit anything but desert with this rock..." came Laktak's voice clearly. "Like you said, your people may move it off-target...but at least you're going down with the ship."


  "Not satisfied with potential mass murder, you've gotta throw in a little personal murder, Zachary?" came my voice. I mouthed the words, then let the conversation run to its finish, letting the Pope and those in the crowd who understood English absorb what they just heard.


  "Let us talk about Solar Max and what he intended to do. You heard it all. He intended to destroy me and my nation with a meteorite, no doubt with sanctions from the Combine. Surely this is no less than a declaration of war!" I shouted to the cameras that surely would have appeared by now, capturing my speech for posterity. "I demand that the United World take action and discipline Solar Max immediately, or else...."


  Tiara had finessed the final locking mechanism and triumphantly opened the door to the vault.


  Inside the majestic chamber was a single scroll, its ancient papyrus so brittle yet practically reeking of power.


  She smiled, and whispered into our link: "I have it."


  She paused only to leave her trademark: a single pearl.


  I bought her more time to escape. "Until the Academy of Super-Heroes deals with its errant leader and issues a formal apology to Khadam, I will consider his actions a formal declaration of war, and will of course retaliate as we see fit."


  Aegis sneered. "You should be punished for your sins, Triton. Why should the world care that a hero sought to deal justice to one who rightfully deserves death?"


  I laughed. "Look who's talking, Castor. How are you any different from me? I hear you're responsible for many deaths among your classmates, and instead of facing justice, ran off to the Vatican."


  "I am atoning for my sins," he replied, his voice wavering. I felt my own Magene power starting to surge, just as his eyes began to dance with electrical fire. The bastard was mirroring me. Going for "burnout"? No, he wouldn't be able to manage it, not with the Pope's Anchor effect around.


  If Labyrinthe had already recovered my AstroSpear, I might have crushed Aegis with a gravity pulse. But it was neither the time nor place for an overt attack. All I wanted was to give Yakquack no end of grief. It was time to leave.


  "I leave it to you to mete out your brand of justice, Pope-Eye." I twirled my cape, and walked out of there.


  * * * *


  [later, back in the War Room]


  I called for another war conference.


  "Your Spear, Triton," said Labyrinthe as he warped the symbol of my power back into my gauntlets. He had an indecipherable smile on his face. I felt its heft again, and was pleased that it had survived the impact unscathed. I activated the AstroSpear, turning it again into the three-pronged symbol of my power: the trident. I hadn't settled upon a name for it yet...Seastar, Tristar, AstroTrident. But I would find the right name for it.


  "What's so funny?" I asked, returning my attention to Yvan.


  "The desert will soon be in bloom," he announced to the group.


  My heart leapt, for a moment thinking that the impossible had happened, that my beloved had somehow survived. But I'd seen her body...or what was left of it. I scowled in an attempt to hide my momentary expression of hope. "What, exactly, do you mean by that?"


  "Triton, are you aware of the history of this place?" he swept out an arm to encompass Khadam. "The ancient history?"


  "I...I guess I never gave it much thought. Too far south to be part of Carthage, too far north to be part of the old African trading empires, right?"


  "Too far north a thousand years ago, yes. But not two thousand years ago," Yvan explained, nodding to one of the other CSVers at the table. "Glyph pointed out the relevant historical information to me...from about 500 BCE until about 500 CE, there was a trading empire known as the Garamantes that stretched across the old southern edge of the desert. The Romans tried to conquer them twice and failed, later derisively labeling them nomads and bandits in what you might call 'sour grapes.' They used a great aquifer to irrigate the dry soil, using a rather impressive system of channels and so forth. Then the water ran out, or so they thought, and the Garamantes vanished."


  I arched an eyebrow. "The point, Yvan?"


  "The point is magic, as it often is," he smirked. "And this is where Glyph's studies truly fill in the truth of the matter. After his humiliating defeat at the hands of the 'nomads and bandits' of the Garamantes, a Roman general hired a wizard to curse his enemies. The curse was powerful, but long in taking hold. Over centuries, the rich waters of the area sank out of reach, hiding under bedrock as the curse worked its way. It seems that while the curse had weakened over the years, it continued to draw water from any nearby source and hide it, creating perhaps the world's largest source of groundwater."


  "And TikTak punched a hole in the rocky shield!" I crowed.


  "Precisely. The old irrigation systems are even functional in some areas, and already the desert is being inundated with water and silt. It could become fertile in a few years...far less if we help it along by transporting in topsoil."


  I laughed. "So! An unexpected gift from ShakWak Taylor!" My Khadam was growing into the legend I intended it to be.


  "We have the book, Conclavers. We have a new source of water. We have a collapsiron core that aches for invention. And soon, we will have Montreal."


  "Oui," Labyrinthe agreed. "But there is still the chance of failure. The Academy of Super-Heroes will seek to stop us."


  "Oh, I'm counting on it. Perfect time to unleash our little deathtrap, Yvan, the one I call Terminal Icecapades.


  "I will teach Solar Max what irony means." I sneered. "He tried to take my life with a meteor...I can only retaliate in kind." I pointed at Zone with my AstroSpear. "Assemble our strike force, Gerhard. We have a city to take."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  The foundations of the Pyramid Scheme are in place, and the balance of the world is about to shift. See ASH #29 for the next piece of the puzzle in the Pyramid Scheme!


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


  Author's Note:


  Matt Rossi III wrote the scenes of Tiara in the Vatican, Dave Van Domelen was responsible for the whole Garamantes explanation, and I (Tony) wrote the rest.


  For those who haven't heard of them, the Darwin Award is given yearly to individuals who have gone above and beyond the call of duty in taking themselves out of the gene pool. The most famous example (which turns out to be a false urban legend...the Darwin folks ain't perfect) is of a man who strapped rocket boosters to his car and slammed into a cliff at close to the speed of sound. One has to figure that in the ASH Universe, that sort of stunt wouldn't even make it onto the nomination card. For instance, had the world lasted long enough, Conan O'Brien would have gotten the Darwin Award for taunting Thor (see Dvandom Force Annual #2).


  And thus begins the Pyramid Scheme, which will be the greatest crossover ever in ASH!
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION



  



  WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE:


  The Academy of Super-Heroes was still recovering from the assault of General Kasca's Revanche, with Essay crippled by her crucifixion, when Channel was assassinated. All signs pointed towards the Conclave of Super-Villains being responsible for Channel's death, although in reality they were framed by the Lord of Living Light, Doublecross. These events left ASH, including their leader Solar Max, somewhat emotionally raw.


  Meanwhile, after lying relatively low for some months, the Conclave of Super-Villains burst back onto the scene with two major events. The first was breaking Claudette Viau (Caryatid) out of the Cavity, killing or injuring a large number of guards and inmates in the ensuing chaos. The second was seizing control of the rogue nation of Khadam in the wake of Doublecross's own bid for power there.


  Neither of these events sits well with the Academy of Super-Heroes, especially Solar Max. As part of a deal he made with CSV member Labyrinthe to stop the Anchor Plague, Solar Max gave Labyrinthe access to information about the Cavity...so now he feels partly responsible for the deaths caused in the breakout of Labyrinthe's sister. And now he sees the CSV in control of a major world power? He doesn't know all the details, but Solar Max has a strong suspicion that had he never made a deal with Labyrinthe, the CSV would not now be in power in Khadam. And, as far as he knows, Channel might still be alive.


  So, when given the power of life and death over Khadam in the form of a Collapsiron asteroid he was tasked to deflect, Solar Max gave into temptation (and the subtle urging of his government contact) and aimed the rock at Khadam. Triton arrived as part of his plan to claim the Collapsiron, and the two briefly fought before Solar Max got the upper hand and pinned the supervillain to the asteroid.


  If you haven't done so already, go see what happened next in CSV #14!


  * * * *


  [July 6, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  A figure in red and gold armor landed silently on the roof of the ASH building in downtown Chicago. It was a cloudy night, no stars were visible. Nor did Solar Max think he deserved to see the stars. Not ever again, not after what he had just done.


  Midnight had slipped by minutes ago, if not silently, then no more loudly than it ever did in Chicago.


  He'd done IT hours ago. It had taken only an hour to return to Earth safely, but then there were debriefings and sitreps and all the earnest activity that surrounded the accomplishment of something terrible but not completely unexpected.


  Khadam had survived, the Conclave of Super-Villains had been able to divert the rock into the desert. It hadn't been the Mediterranean splashdown that JakZak had been sent to avert, but neither had it been the end to a great many problems. Instead, it was the beginning of many more.


  He opened the roof access door, which had unlocked in the presence of a transponder in his armor. Pulling off the sweat-reeking helmet, he slumped down the stairs quite loudly, but without a word. He simply didn't have the energy to soften his footsteps.


  Radner had also survived. A spy satellite diverted to watch the asteroid had recorded his escape.


  JakZak had kicked over a beehive without, apparently, harming any of the bees. They were just mad now.


  He entered the outer room of the quarters he and his wife shared at the Chicago base and started to peel off the heavy combat armor. Carbon scored it in places, not from re-entry but from the maneuvering jets built into the suit. Someone would clean it.


  But who could clean his soul?


  He'd been prepared to...FOUGHT to be able to...commit mass murder. The fact that he was encouraged by his superiors didn't make it right. The fact that maybe three quarters of the population of Khadam was guilty of capital offenses on Earth or on other worlds didn't make it right. Even the likelihood that Khadam's destruction would save millions of lives in the long run didn't make it right.


  He had merely tried to smother one evil under a larger one.


  The bedroom door opened slowly, hesitantly. He couldn't bring himself to look Sarah in the eyes, but he heard her step slowly over to where he sat.


  She knew.


  Or at least knew enough to figure out the rest. Moving slowly was one of the hardest things in the world for her to do...normally she'd be at his side in the blink of an eye when he got home, with a smile and a kiss.


  Slowly, silently, she walked behind his chair and took his shoulders in a careful embrace.


  Too tired to keep up the walls any longer, JakZak broke into tears....


  * * * *


  [July 7, 2024 - The ruins of New Ilium, Turkey]


  Every day the walls crumbled a little more, Hector reflected. The blast of the D-Gates opening that fateful day twenty six years and two weeks ago had torn a hole over there, in the north wall of the city. An attack by elements of Turkey's army a year later had leveled most of the east wall and put holes in the south before they realized there was no one to kill, nothing to steal, just a lone man in a tower that their guns could not penetrate.


  The tower still stood. Built with powerful stone-shaping magic and advanced technology, it would not fall before the end of the world, unlike the more mundane outer walls.


  Too bad the end of the world was rapidly approaching.


  Hector picked up the tattered letter again, as if by strangling the unliving paper he could convince it to say something else. But the words would not change. Mad Pino's son was coming close to completing his father's plans.


  The world had survived the gods. It had survived the new Conclave of Super-Villains, an organization even more corrupt than the old Conclave which Hector had left in his youth. It had even survived the meteor that had lit the southwestern sky the night before. But would it survive the insane ambitions of the Archangeli line?


  Perhaps better to meet a clean end now, rather than whatever gruesome fate Lorenzo had in store for his fellow Anchors. Bombs, plagues, killers... it was clear even without the letters from his old friend in Rome that the self-styled Rebus was "thinning the herd" of Anchors.


  "If only I could have followed Arn..." he mused aloud. "I might not have lived this long, but it would have been a better life to have."


  Hector went to the wall and lifted a sword in its scabbard from its pegs there. It was a razor-thin rapier that could slice through stone walls, thanks to its Collapsinum construction. Arn, the WarStar, had commissioned it for Hector, a badge of office when he elevated the Anchor to second in command of the armies of New Ilium. It had never tasted blood, the battle that finally came was on another world, a world that Hector's Anchor would not let him travel to.


  Perhaps it was time for the slim blade to taste blood for the first and last time. He unsheathed the sword, light despite the density of its metal, for it was barely thicker than a sheet of paper.


  As he stood in the dim light of his study and pondered the blade, Hector was startled by a boom of thunder and a flare of energy from the ruined courtyard. Could it be? Even an Anchor was not immune to the caprices of fate or the twisted humor of irony....


  Still holding the sword bare in his hand, Hector raced down the stairs with an energy he hadn't demonstrated for over a decade. A D-Gate had formed in the courtyard. He was positive of that fact. Twenty six years did not much dim the memory of such a thing as that.


  But who would it be?


  Arn, come to visit his old friend? An enemy of Arn's looking for revenge? Perhaps the sword would taste blood other than Hector's this night.


  He leapt from the doorway as soon as the heavy blast doors had opened wide enough to admit his slender frame. The D-Gate was still roaring, and a figure was carefully pushing across the interdimensional threshold. Too small to be Arn, who had been built like a modern-day Hercules, but still formidable.


  But wait! On the figure's chest glowed a familiar emblem, the crest Arn had worn! But...different.


  As the D-Gate closed and Hector's eyes ceased to be painfully dazzled by the energy it cast off, he realized that this newcomer was quite a bit smaller than Arn ("only" about two meters tall), with a slim frame, almost feminine.


  "Who goes there?" Hector demanded, fighting to keep the quavering of his voice down.


  The woman, for that is definitely what the stranger was, stepped forward and sized Hector up. Then her eyes landed on the sword and she squinted for a moment, as if trying to decide if Hector was who she thought he was.


  The decision was made. She got down on one knee and bowed, laying a great mace down between her and Hector. He didn't need to try and lift it to know it was made of Collapsiron, the superdense metal that the Astro Spear had been forged from.


  Finally she spoke, in a rich contralto. "I am Polla, the TerraStar. My father, the Emperor, sends his greetings, Hector Rodriguez."


  * * * *


  [July 11, 2024 - CNN Worldwide Broadcast]


  "Let us talk about Solar Max and what he intended to do. You heard it all. He intended to destroy me and my nation with a meteorite, no doubt with sanctions from the Combine. Surely this is no less than a declaration of war! I demand that the United World take action and discipline Solar Max immediately, or else...."


  The images taken at the Vatican showed Triton, a grand cape flowing from his shoulders and the helmet of his armor tucked under one arm, playing to the cameras with thinly-disguised relish. The final freezeframe of the Chancellor of Khadam shaking his fist shrank to the upper right corner of the screen to reveal a news anchor.


  "For the second time in just over two weeks, the self-proclaimed 'First Supervillain of the modern age' has seized the spotlight on the world stage," said the anchor, carefully keeping a professional neutrality in his voice and features. "While public opinion is fairly strongly against the rogue nation, this incident has served as a potent reminder of just how much power the supernatural population of our world has, and InstantPolls indicate that a majority of the Combine's population is at least uncomfortable with the actions of Solar Max, aka Jonathan Taylor."


  The image shifted from Triton to Solar Max, a file photo from the New Year's Eve events in Las Vegas. A scroll across the bottom displayed polling numbers for various questions.


  "In just a moment, Chancellor Ruiz is to make a statement regarding the charges brought by Triton...we go there now live," the anchor amended, and the image shifted to show the nominal leader of the Combine standing in his press room behind the "bouquet" of microphones that was traditional, if no longer necessary.


  "Ladies and gentlemen of the press, thank you for coming to this conference. I will be keeping my statements brief, please hold any questions until the end."


  An expectant hush fell over the room.


  "Chancellor Radner," Ruiz's expression darkened slightly, as if he rankled at the fact that his own Chancellorhood was barely better than a figurehead position, while the man he was speaking about had the true power that a Chancellor should have. "Chancellor Radner has accused Solar Max, the leader of the Academy of Super-Heroes, of an act of war against his nation. He has further implied that the actions of Solar Max were unauthorized, and that Solar Max should be handed over to him for punishment. He is wrong on all counts."


  A murmur spread through the room, with a cynical undertone. Ruiz continued.


  "Chancellor Radner may wish to examine the history of the nation he has risen to lead," Ruiz smirked. "Since 1998 there has existed a state of war between Khadam and the nations now comprising the European Union, resulting from Khadam's attempted invasion of the French Riviera. While the invasion was repulsed, the state of war was never officially ended, nor was there so much as a ceasefire signed. The Treaty of the Hague in 2014 between the European Union and the North American Combine included terms that extended this effective state of war to the Combine as well. Hence, the actions of Solar Max could not constitute a provocation of war, as a state of war has existed between the North American Combine and Khadam for nearly a decade. Furthermore, by not only harboring but elevating to leadership a convicted felon and wanted murderer from the North American Combine, Khadam has elevated the tensions between our nations."


  Ruiz paused to sip from his glass of water. "Furthermore, the actions were fully authorized," he held up a data cube, the holographic successor to the compact discs still used in many homes. "Once our tracking satellites detected the incoming asteroid, it was quickly identified and determined to have previously been on a non-Earth-intersecting trajectory. It had been moved so that it would land in the Mediterranean, generating tsunamis that would devastate coastlines already battered by Hurricane Triton. Solar Max was authorized to redirect this asteroid to Khadam, the nation responsible for aiming it at Earth in the first place.


  "To summarize, it was Khadam that chose to escalate the state of war existing between themselves and the other nations of the world. Solar Max was duly authorized to mete out what might be considered poetic justice. I will now open the floor to questions...."


  The room erupted in sound and fury.


  * * * *


  [July 19, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  Peregryn stood as Essay drifted out of the examination room in her self-made hoverchair. She'd been continually modifying it, since it was always at hand to tinker with, and it had gotten surprisingly nimble. It even folded up to pass through narrow doorways, then "relaxed" once through.


  "What do they say?" he asked, nodding in the direction of the room she had just left. He did not add that he had already been given a private briefing on the doctor's findings a few minutes ago.


  Essay shrugged. "A couple of the usual _locuras_, some self-esteem issues, some post-traumatic stuff. Nothing I needed a doctor to tell me. And nothing I think would be keeping me in this chair," she slapped one arm of it in annoyance. "How's Arin?" she asked, in an obvious attempt to steer conversation away from places she didn't want to go.


  Peregryn went along with the ploy, though. "She's improving, physically, although still recovering from the starvation she experienced during the accelerated pregnancy. Mentally, she's adjusting better than expected. Her odd association with the satyr seems to actually be helping her. She's still fairly conflicted, but, to be honest, this is the strongest I've seen her spirit...ever." When others talked about seeing a person's spirit, they usually meant the outward expression of personality and attitude. But Peregryn used ther term in a more literal sense...all things had spirits, even the unliving stone. And Arin's spirit burned far more brightly than he'd ever seen it.


  "And Christopher?" Essay asked, referring to Arin's son.


  Peregryn shook his head. "Anchored at all times. Fortunately, one of the Anchors employed by this facility was on maternity leave and volunteered to wet-nurse Christopher." Arin was still in no condition to nurse her own child, given the wracking she'd suffered. The baby's control over time had manifested in utero, causing him to start aging rapidly, coming to full term in hours instead of months and draining what he needed from his mother. "But unless someone is able to create a device to interfere with the child's powers, he will have to be raised by Anchors, or with Anchors always present."


  "Pobrecito," Essay muttered. Then, as if discussing someone else's problems had given her the courage to face up to her own, she fixed Peregryn with a stare and asked, "So what do I do now? The doctors say I should be healing on my own, but I'm not. The shrinks say I might be healing more slowly because of 'unresolved issues,' but that doesn't really help me. Got any magic tricks that might help?"


  Peregryn paused. He knew what the unresolved issues were, or at least had been able to assemble a pretty good idea from what the doctors had told him. The fact that *he* had been told was in itself a large clue. If he was right, he could help.


  But if he was wrong, he might just make things worse for everyone.


  Mentally, he sighed. Magic was so simple...five laws, five clastics to break them. Pay as you go or build up a stock of favors. But the human heart was far more complicated, and it had always scared him at least a little.


  Still...


  "Yes, I think I do."


  * * * *


  [July 20, 2024 - Ottawa, Ontario Sector]


  "...yes, I said *well done*. I have complete confidence in the chef's ability to prepare it that way without drying it out," Scott said, slightly exasperated. As the waiter left the table, Scott shrugged and rolled his eyes. "Is it so wrong to want a steak that's not dripping with blood?" he asked Juliana.


  "Oh, don't make such a fuss, Scott...now that you're finally willing to leave your apartment, are you going to make it so I can't take you anywhere?" she replied, rolling her eyes in a mockery of his own gesture. "Besides, I try to avoid anything that was dripping with blood at any point in the preparation. Not everyone has a paranormal metabolism to burn off all the bad stuff."


  "If I recall correctly," Scott mused, "that didn't stop you in high school."


  Juliana mock-frowned. "Is there anything you and my brother *didn't* talk about?"


  "Retro-Country music. After all, what more needs be said about that?"


  The two chuckled for a moment, almost forgetting for that instant the death that had brought them together. At least, Scott reflected, they weren't just sobbing in each others' arms all day like some bad melodrama.


  "So," Juliana took a sip of her water. "How are things going regarding Khadam? Should I be planning an extended trip to Australia?"


  Scott shrugged. "Nothing. A little bluster here and there, but nothing overt. Either Radner has let the power go to his head, or all this talk of war is a smokescreen for something else. So we sit and wait. Except for JakZak. He sits and broods. Poor guy."


  "Is he in trouble?" she asked, suddenly concerned. "I thought he had the full support of the government?"


  "Oh, yeah. He's not in danger of being hauled up on charges or handed over to Khadam as a peace offering. But he's been a wreck since he dropped the rock. I'm kinda glad I've been staying out here in Canada, he can't be easy to be around right now."


  Juliana snorted indignantly. "I don't think he has anything to feel bad about. I was in Monaco that week, and I certainly wouldn't have appreciated being killed by a tidal wave when that asteroid hit. I agree with the Chancellor. Poetic justice."


  Scott shrugged. He could point out that even the executioner feels some pangs carrying out his duties. Or that knowing you're capable of mass murder, regardless of the reasons, has got to tear a hole in your gut. But none of that would have done anything but ruin the mood of the evening, so he let it drop. "So, where're you headed next?" he asked, to change the subject slightly. "I suppose I could give you a threat assessment for it," he grinned.


  "Well, it's back to the studio in Paris for a few days, then I have a show to manage in Montreal. I can probably make it back here on the 29th or 30th if you haven't gone off to save the world by then...."


  * * * *


  [July 23, 2024 - Little Blue Lake, Wisconsin Sector]


  The cabin was small and simple, but it did have a few amenities. Like the deep pile carpeting in one of the bedrooms, a room Peregryn had converted to a meditation chamber years ago when he was still at the Academy. The cabin, like all the property within twenty miles of the Academy, had been bought by the government back in the 1980s when the Northwoods Correctional Facility had been built...no one wanted to live near a super-prison. Even though the former "Pit" had been converted to a school, the government kept ownership of the property for security purposes. As the son of a government official, however, Peregryn had been able to acquire title to it on his eighteenth birthday. He claimed he needed a place away from the mystical "din" of the Academy to perfect his craft, and eventually someone in charge had agreed. When his schedule permitted it, he would bicycle (or travel by mystic means) to the small cabin on the tiny lake and study in private.


  Now the privacy served a slightly different purpose.


  "What sort of spell?" Essay had asked, back in that waiting room in Nakoma. When he told her, and explained what "tantric" meant, she had been shocked initially. But she had accepted that the main problem seemed to be one of nervous sensation, and of all the magicks Peregryn was aware of, none so well suited an increase in sensation as the sexual spells of tantric magic. Now that she'd had a few days to think about it, she'd agreed to try it.


  Now she sat on the carpet, her legs sprawled like those of a doll, unable to move or feel. "So, bring girls up here often?" she joked.


  He paused in the middle of painting a mystic sigil on her left knee. "I simply wanted to avoid any problems that 'fallout' might cause. This isn't a style of magic I've used before, and it can have unpredictable results. Especially if we were to try it in the middle of a crowded city...with a satyr living down the hall."


  He bent back to his task as she chuckled, glad he had started at the waist while his resolve was still fresh. While the tank top and bikini bottom she wore weren't particularly revealing, he found it more and more... distracting...as he continued the work. Despite the reputation he knew he had as a "cold fish," now he felt like one of the many fish that had been cooked in the cabin's kitchen over the years. And it wasn't the unseasonably warm summer...the t-shirt and shorts he wore were mainly to avoid marring the sigils with the hem of his usual cloak or robe. This heat was internal, not something that the fire elementals in his service could protect him from.


  Finally he finished the last symbol, painted on the sole of Sara's left foot. If she'd had any sensation in her legs, she might have been tickled and jerked away. But no reaction yet.


  "So...nothing yet," she said, echoing his thoughts.


  "Well, now you need to...charge...the spell. As you get more aroused, the magic will activate, which should create a sort of feedback loop. The effects may not last long, but if it works at all I'll have something to base future spells on." He stood to leave the room.


  "Wait. I can't feel anything below my waist...how do I get things started?"


  Peregryn felt his face flush and tried to keep his voice level. "Arousal is primarily mental," GODS is that right, he thought. "It's not what's below your waist so much as what's above your shoulders...and that's working perfectly. As the spell begins to work...other options...should present themselves." He paused and swallowed, his mouth and throat dry. "If you need me, I'll be in the front room, meditating."


  Before he could turn to go, Essay said, "Wait."


  She lifted off her top slowly, almost reluctantly. "I...I think I need you now. If...if that's okay with you," she asked, blushing. He realized he'd never seen her blush in all the years he'd known her. But then, neither of them was much given to that sort of thing...they'd gingerly danced around each other for years now, neither willing to let down defenses enough to admit how they felt.


  The defenses came crashing down. Any thought Peregryn may have had of leaving the room vanished with them.


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Sarah was starting to wonder if there was some sort of curse associated with leading a team of superheroes these days. Rapsutin of EUROPA was crippled in the New Year's Day incident. Grind had been going totally obsessive, from what Jen Kleinvogel told her. And now her husband was in a deep funk that she just couldn't shake him from. He wouldn't even tell her all of what was bothering him...said that the less she knew, the better off she was.


  Times like this she just wanted to haul off and hit him a few hundred times, slap some sense into him. "The less you know, the better." RIGHT. Pull the other one, it explodes. When she promised "for better or for worse," she'd meant it. Sometimes men could be just so...


  A commotion down the hall broke her train of thought, and she dashed down to see what it was. Maybe it was someone she COULD hit a few hundred times. At least it would be a distraction.


  There was a small mob of people surrounding Peregryn, who'd been gone with Essay for nearly a week now. She guessed Essay was in the knot of people as well, but only the lanky mage could be seen over the heads of support personnel and a few ASH members who seemed to be congratulating the pair.


  She tapped someone on the shoulder and got him to move aside. Essay was standing, on her own, at Peregryn's side!


  "Essay! You're on your feet!" Sarah squealed in delight. Then she caught the way Essay and Peregryn were standing together, and her grin turned to a sly smirk. "At least some of the time," she added.


  Essay shot her a confused glance, while Peregryn did his best not to look embarrassed. Odd that *he* should pick up Sarah's drift first.


  "Oh, don't play coy...I'm just glad you two are *finally* together. I swear, every time the two of you were in a room together since, gods, the first time you met...well, it's been like waiting for the other shoe to drop."


  "It was that obvious?" Essay asked.


  "To everyone but you two, yeah," Sarah nodded her head and grinned. "Anyway, looks like whatever spell Peregryn thought up worked," she gestured at Essay's legs.


  Essay leaned in and stage-whispered conspiratorially, "Don't tell Scorch, but it turns out all I needed was to get laid."


  There was a ripple of laughter, and Peregryn sputtered, "Well, it was a little more complicated than that..."


  "You're telling me...I didn't know some of those things were possible!" Essay chuckled. "But seriously...yeah. There really was nerve damage that should have been healing. _Dios_, I'd healed from worse after a spill from my homemade motorcycle when I was 15. Use whatever psychobabble you want, I was messed up in the head, and I was keeping myself from healing. Like I didn't think I deserved to be whole."


  "It's possible that traditional counseling would have helped her get over this," Peregryn interjected, "although it would have taken months or even years. This seemed more...efficient."


  "And a LOT more fun," Essay added, reaching up to kiss Peregryn on the chin. "Took a couple days to figure out the spells and get everything healed right...and then a couple more days just because," she grinned wickedly.


  Sarah smiled. If only all problems could be solved so easily.


  Suddenly, klaxons sounded and the building's PA crackled to life. JakZak's voice came over the system loudly and clearly.


  "Everyone report to duty stations, ASH members to the briefing room. The balloon has gone up...the CSV is attacking Montreal!"


  In the fraction of a heartbeat it took her to reach the briefing room, Meteor reflected that some problems simply wouldn't go away quite so easily, but that hitting them several hundred times just might do the trick....


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


  Next Issue:


  First, go read CSV #15 for the first part of the Battle of Montreal! Not everyone's going to be walking away from this one! Then come back here for the finale of the first ASH/CSV battle in "Polar Glare"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Triton's speech as seen on CNN was taken directly from CSV #14, written by Tony Pi.


  Little Blue Lake is a real place in northern Wisconsin, and my family vacationed there for a couple weeks each summer from 1978 through 1983.


  [Later note: The date reference in Hector's scene to "26 years and two months" was incorrect, and has been changed to two weeks rather than two months.]
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  Step Two of the Pyramid Scheme


  



  [Cover shows a giant cross on a mountain burning with a purpleflame, with Burnout, Labyrinthe and Caryatid standing on thearms of the cross, channeling the flame to strike down Scorch,Peregryn and Meteor. The small golden pyramid-shaped thermometertracing the progress of the arc is now a fraction more red.]


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


  Pawns, Players and Protagonists


  REBUS / Lorenzo Archangeli / Anchor, highly trained


  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity


  CAPRICE / Erin Vail / Power mutation


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical sigils


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Twelve / Shapeshifting


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Spiritual Magic


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic torque


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / Master thief


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control


  ZONE / Gerhard Durst / Zone of power


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


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


  [NEW YORK CITY, July 26, 2024]


  Out of the starless sky came a single shooting star, falling silently towards the courtyard of the former United Nations Building in New York City. It was an unholy weapon that obeyed the will of only one man, and it struck as it was programmed to do. Moments before it kissed the earth, its head flared forth a programmed burst of plasma, cutting deep into the stone the encircled triangles of Khadam. It then embedded itself into the dead center of the circle, a sword in the stone awaiting its master.


  A bright tesseract burst open next to the AstroSpear, and a gauntlet claimed the weapon and pulled it free. The horned figure stood with his mage to the right, and his pyrotic to the left.


  "Now *that*," said Chancellor Radner, "was an entrance."


  In a lavish penthouse in the Upper West Side, Cockatrice and Bathory laid entwined in sleep among furs and silk, surrounded by little paper cartons of Cockatrice's Chinese take-out. It was said that Lady Bathory was a light sleeper by nature, and at the slightest scent of trouble she would awaken, ready to tear apart the intruder, even if it was one of her own creatures. Yet Tiara had prepared for this, wearing a full-body neutrasuit that masked all personal scents. She insinuated herself into their bedchamber with utmost silence, knowing the deadly consequences of stirring either the ice bitch or the carnivore. It was almost too easy, this job. Yet it wasn't the break-in that thrilled her. It was the very nature of the threat, the danger of death, that challenged and invigorated her.


  She found Bathory's hairbrush, and with the fur tangled there and a chopstick, she fashioned a delicate paintbrush. It was the scent of the henna that concerned her, but she decided to mask that with a leftover packet of soy sauce and hope for the best. She dipped the paintbrush into the henna, and with utmost care began to touch the ink onto Cockatrice's cyanide-blue skin, on her left eyelid, the way Glyph had taught her.


  Rex Umbrae's guards had quickly surrounded the triumvirate, and aimed their measly weapons at them. Labyrinthe drew up his cloak in uncertainty, but Burnout simply waved her hand dismissively, and the guards could not stop themselves from saluting the trio with the muzzles of their guns. She did not force them to pull their triggers, however. "Umbrae," she said coldly, knowing they were watched, "come pay proper tribute to the Chancellor of Khadam."


  Even though Cockatrice's eyelids fluttered at times, and Bathory burrowed deeper into her lover's arms, they slept through Tiara's visit. With one last stroke, Tiara completed the perfect sigil. She smiled to herself. All those lessons in oils, watercolor, calligraphy and forgery paid off.


  Before she departed, she left a fortune cookie that held a single painted pink pearl and the fortune, "Revenge is a dish best served cold."


  Later, they would tell of the summit in different ways in the streets of New York, depending on whether you asked Barnes, Hooks, or Gush. That a dusty red carpet was rolled out for the Chancellor of Khadam was agreed upon in all the tales, and the fact that the King of Shadows himself arrived at the doors. But some say that Rex Umbrae was the first to extend his hand, and others say he knelt before the Chancellor to pledge his allegiance. Others doubted the mighty Lord of Manhattan would bow down to another man of his own volition, and that Burnout forced Umbrae to fall to his knees, while still others say that the Chancellor broke the stalemate and walked down that red carpet and into Umbrae's fortress.


  If the gossips disagreed on the manner of their meeting, imagine the tales they told of the bribes and tithes and deals with the devil that happened that night. It was said that Manhattan would become the Khadam of the West; others said that Umbrae was promised the Chancellorship of the North American Combine when the Conclave of Super-Villains ruled the world. Imagine it, and it was rumored to have been said in that conclave of villainy. Ah, the truth would be a tale onto itself, for another time, another place. All that mattered was on that night, a treaty was signed, and that Hooks learned from reliable sources that Rex Umbrae gave four canopic jars out of his Ancient Egypt collection to the ambassadors of Khadam.


  * * * *


  [Montreal, Quebec Sector - July 28, 2024]


  [Montreal South, 17:04]


  Some idealist in the North American Combine had assigned her the codename "Noire", thinking a francophone name might appease to the Quebecois population, but her real name was Sara Jane Howard. Noire had the misfortune of being an anglophone Marshal assigned to the wrong place at the wrong time. She wasn't ready for this: it had been hard enough trying to track down the resistance movement run by the Viaus, the Sans Rouge, almost entirely on her own, relying on her ability to turn into a silhouette. When reports came in about the Berlin Wall monument in Old Montreal opening up and spewing Khadamite soldiers, she knew she couldn't handle it alone.


  Back at the Academy, those inseparable buddies in her class..."Exodus" and "Retrospect"...came up with the idea of a CSV lottery: whoever met the Conclave first and lived took the pot. They'd called it the Tontine, though technically it wouldn't be one unless only the last survivor claimed it. At the time it seemed like a harmless game, and ten of them had jokingly signed up for it.


  But it wasn't a game anymore, and she hadn't the strength to fight an army. She triggered the alarm immediately, hoping that the Academy of Super-Heroes would arrive soon. All she could do was watch from the darkness, hidden as a shadow in the blasted colonnade in Old Montreal, as the Conclave of Super-Villains brought forth their forces to conquer the city. Maybe she could learn something that would help. Maybe she could pick off a straggler or two with her sidearm, save one or two people who needed saving.


  Maybe even win the pot.


  * * * *


  [Montreal North, 17:15]


  Scorch looked down at the fireproof case in his hand, and wondered why he hadn't dropped it somewhere already. After all, the single red rose inside wasn't going to be much use now that his reasons for flying to Montreal had changed. What he'd planned as a surprise visit for Julie had turned into a combat mission minutes after he'd taken to the air, when Solar Max had radioed him on the emergency band. Good thing he'd gotten the radio installed in his helmet, or he'd have walked into an invasion blind.


  The cross atop Mount Royal was just coming into view over the horizon, and Scott finally sighed and dropped the case into the St. Lawrence as he skimmed along near the surface. Time to focus on the mission.


  "Just scout it out," JakZak had told him. Not that he needed the warning. Triton may be a madman, but he's not stupid, Scott noted. There wouldn't be anything short of overwhelming force present on the island of Montreal, and even with his new higher power levels he wouldn't stand a chance against the entire CSV.


  Time to take off, he decided. He couldn't get any useful information without coming into view, and he didn't want to be in range of rifleshot, no matter how bulletproof his new suit was.


  Scorch turned a sharp 90 degrees and arced up into the sky like a flare, clearly visible despite the bright afternoon sun. He could see where the invaders had already been because of the smoke and ruin in their path. Not exactly orderly troops, but reports said Triton was getting most of his support from the mob, not the regular troopers. He could make out two main targets right away. A large contingent had moved up Mount Royal in the center of the city. Another group seemed to have fought its way towards the Olympic Stadium.


  Julie's fashion show was at the stadium.


  Scorch fought down the rising fear that this realization brought. He couldn't do anything about it yet. He had to gather information...and stay out of fights.


  "JakZak, do you read?" he asked.


  "Affirmative, Scorch," came the reply, and Scott sighed in relief. The jamming field that was keeping any news from getting out of Montreal didn't reach this high.


  "We have major troop movements on the ground," Scorch reported. "They're heading for several locations around the city, including the Olympic Stadium and the top of Mount Royal."


  "See if you can get a closer look at the top of Mount Royal," Peregryn's voice broke in. "It's a powerful geomantic location, the Viaus may be planning something."


  "Gotcha," Scorch said, then dove towards the cross, hearing the static rise in his ear before the radio cut out entirely.


  Time for a strafing run, he mused.


  At top speed, he was close enough to see what was happening on the mountaintop within seconds.


  Triton was standing around, and had just seemed to have noticed him. A number of troopers stood guard, and a woman Scorch didn't recognize was burning huge sigils in the ground with an acetylene torch.


  "You misspelled that one!" Scorch shouted as he cut loose with his blue-white flames. They spilled off an invisible barrier, and Triton seemed to be laughing as Scorch peeled away at several hundred miles an hour.


  Scorch quickly regained altitude and opened his commo channel again. "You're right, Howie. Someone's drawing magic symbols on the ground. But they've got a forcefield up, I can't get to them."


  "Don't try, we'll be there in a few minutes to back you up," JakZak warned. "Just hold position for now."


  Scott cast a nervous glance at the stadium. The troops had just about reached it, to judge from the carnage he could see.


  He wasn't going to bury another Sylvester.


  Another few seconds, and he'd landed in the center of the catwalk built in the middle of the stadium.


  Everything seemed totally normal, except for two things.


  One, no one was reacting to his presence. Even at something as flashy as a fashion show, a man on FIRE usually invited comment.


  Two, there was a strange clay pot of some sort nearby. It looked egyptian, and that raised his hackles immediately.


  "And now, modeling the latest in titanium and ceramic weave, is the hero formerly known as Scorch!" cooed a voice from the PA system. It was followed immediately by tuneless humming...humming that the entire audience seemed to have picked up.


  "Oh...SHIT."


  "Getting stage fright?" A woman asked from behind him.


  He whirled around to see a black woman with mid-length hair, bleached and dyed to look like flame. The body belonged to C.J. Brown. The mind belonged to...


  "Mr. Strings! Let them go!"


  "Or what?" Burnout taunted. "I control flames. You can't touch me. Assuming I don't just take over your mind."


  The crowd had started to stand and move towards the stage, humming ominously.


  Suddenly, there was a sharp crack, and Scorch stood over the prone form of Burnout. She rubbed her jaw where Scorch had punched her.


  "Fine. No fire. I'll just hit you until you let them go," he growled.


  She grinned, as if she'd been kissed instead of punched. "Why, Scorchy! You mean you'll kill C.J. with your bare hands? You 'heroes' are getting a lot more brutal these days!"


  "Let. Them. Go." For emphasis, Scorch kicked Burnout with a titanium- reinforced boot.


  "Unf! Wait...you're *not* doing this out of hate, are you?" she fixed him with a stare. The crowd paused in its motion, but some had already climbed onto the catwalk. "You LOVE someone in my latest batch of...ACK!" she shouted as Scorch grabbed her by the collar and hauled her to her feet.


  With an armored gauntlet and enough strength to break concrete, Scorch backhanded Burnout.


  She spat out a tooth. "Fine. You want her, JOIN HER!"


  Humming filled Scott's head, and he dropped Burnout and reeled back. It was like having his brain crumpled into a little ball and tossed in the trash.


  And then, suddenly, it was over.


  "Imposshible!" Burnout spat past a split lip. "You don't have the will to deny me!"


  "You'd be surprised," Scorch snarled, steadying himself. Then he launched a barrage of flame.


  * * * *


  [Montreal South, 17:18]


  IMSETY THE MAN


  It was a small jar with the golden head of a man to cap it, an ancient thing that hungered for Labyrinthe's liver even as he held it. He was poised on the tip of the iron fleur-de-lys in the St. Lawrence River, what once had been the Jacques-Cartier Bridge before he and Claudette used their first magic to twist it into a symbol of their pride, defiance, and love. He meditated, spoke the ancient Egyptian phrases to feed it a part of his spirit.


  The ritual called for them to sink their essences into their desired domain, and the path of least resistance called for sites which already were imbued with their passions. The Magene-twisted symbol of Quebec held a part of the Viaus' powers, and inspired his compatriots to rally for independence even under the tyrannical rule of the North American Combine. Their resistance movement, the Sans Rouge...literally 'without red', the color most associated with the former nation of Canada...had been despondent, leaderless since the CSV's debut. Yet, with Claudette's return, the Sans Rouge were quick to rally to the twins' cause. Claudette had the kind of charisma that created fanatics, and Yvan had little doubt that her magery had much to do with the esprit of their followers.


  Now, the troops were moving out of Old Montreal, at a slow but steady pace. The gateway was small, as the Berlin Wall segment that provided the link to Khadam had to draw upon power from the whole of the WorldMaze to stay open. The graffiti which were on the old Wall made it possible for Glyph to effect this with a complex pair of sigils. Labyrinthe could not spare his own power to maintain the gate.


  He sensed in the distance spatial distortions that signaled the arrival of Solar Max, and likely the rest of the Academy of Super-Heroes. But they would be too late to stop him here. It was a fait-accomplait, a done deal. He had already sunk his essence here, and would only need to join his teammates Sans Rouge at Dorval. Zone and his troops could hold the gate until the completion of the ritual. He could see Zone's red glow even from where he stood.


  He bent forward and kissed the steel. "Pour vous, Papa, Maman."


  Then he stepped off the iron flower and vanished into a blossoming tesseract.


  * * * *


  [Montreal North, 17:24]


  DUAMUTEF THE JACKAL


  St. Joseph's Oratory is a lovely structure that looks out over northern Montreal. It almost forces one to silently respect the craft that went into its building.


  Almost.


  "Yeeeeeehaaaaa!" Conflicto yelled as he scraped along a wall on his latest toy, a hodgepodge of spare parts and power sources with "Conflicycle (TM)" painted along the side. "Gimme another spin!" he shouted.


  A bored look on her face, Spiral reached out with her power and sent the Conflicycle (TM) into what looked like an uncontrolled end-over-end.


  Conflicto yelped with enthusiasm and bounced the front wheel off a solidified chunk of air, wrestling it back under what passed for control.


  Caryatid sighed, knowing better than to waste breath telling Eugene to be quiet. Arguing with him would be far more disruptive to the ritual than his hijinks were. And he did possess just enough sanity and sense of self- preservation to stay clear of where she labored over the jackal-headed canopic jar. He knew what would happen if he crossed the circle she'd commanded the spirits to defend. Being ripped apart by frozen winds and then hurled off the high platform she was using for the ceremony might qualify as an extreme sport in the mind of the CSV's jester, but he knew to stay clear.


  "Scouts report we have incoming!" Spiral suddenly shouted, holding a hand over her ear to better hear her the communications bud over the racket Conflicto was making. "Two figures, one is definitely Peregryn!"


  Caryatid suppressed the urge to curse. The most likely member of ASH to actually stop her, and he could potentially undo her work if given time to concentrate on it. "I don't care how you do it, keep them busy!" she shouted after finishing a ritual phrase that started the process of pouring her essence into the artifact.


  "You got it, Rob!" Conflicto replied. "Conflicycle (TM)...HENSHIN!"


  What had looked like a random pile of droid parts assembled into an offroad cycle frame now unfolded into a suit of armor that clamped around Conflicto, albeit leaving gaps and generally looking even uglier than his normal costume. The wheels sat over his shoulders like hoverfans and extruded spikes. "HEE-WHACK!" he crowed. "It worked!"


  "Someone needs to sue you for trademark infringement," came a voice from the top of a low wall. It was Lightfoot of ASH, in his white and silver suit. Next to him, dressed in flowing robes, was the mage Peregryn, who wore an elaborate golden headdress.


  "Careful, Lightfoot," he warned. "Invisible elemental spirits are surrounding Caryatid. You deal with the other two."


  Before Conflicto could even blink, his armor lay in pieces scattered around the Oratory. By the time he could blink, however, he'd managed to eliminate the friction around his feet, and grinned as Lightfoot slammed into a wall after slipping up.


  "Spirits of the air, I hereby release you from your bounds! Return to the far north that is your home!" Peregryn incanted, and there was a sigh of air as the chill that filled the Oratory roof was dispelled.


  Then Peregryn found himself spinning around rapidly, his robes tangling his feet.


  Caryatid stood and smiled. "You're too late, mage. Spiral, Conflicto...hold them here as long as you can!" With that, the Quebecois mage took to the air.


  Peregryn could only narrow his eyes in anger as he fought to regain his footing....


  * * * *


  [Mount Royal, 17:25]


  THE CROSS


  Triton's first clue that Solar Max had arrived was the solar flare washing over the mystic circle Glyph had erected. When the heat and light faded, the familiar armored figure was hovering just out of reach.


  Triton took off his helmet so Solar Max could see his grin.


  "Hello, Challenger. Not arresting me anymore?"


  If the barb hit home, Solar Max wasn't letting it show. "Whatever it is you're doing here, Radner, you're not going to get away with it."


  Triton laughed. "Such a lovely cliche. I suppose next you'll tell me I have the right to remain silent?"


  "You HAVE no rights, 'Chancellor.' Not in the Combine. Or did you spend all your time in Civics class plotting robberies?"


  Derek feigned shock and horror. "That's RIGHT! By making myself a Khadamite citizen, I forfeited all human rights in the Combine. How could I forget such an important point? Then again, it won't matter much shortly, since I won't be in the Combine, I'll be back in Khadam."


  "What makes you think I'm letting you leave? That forcefield won't keep me out for long, and I think I can keep Labyrinthe from fetching you."


  "Something of a challenge, then, Challenger? But I don't have to move from this spot." He put his helmet back on. "Pardon the rudeness, but I'm tired of shouting. Radio is so much more civilized. Like our last conversation."


  "Enough riddles, Radner. You're not Rebus," Solar Max growled over the radio.


  "Oh, I have not yet begun to riddle you, Challenger. Riddling you with bulletholes would certainly be nice, but I'll settle for words right now. When is a radio conversation like a Greek invasion?"


  "Huh?"


  "When it's a trojan horse, dum-dum. Have a nice life."


  Suddenly, Solar Max shook like a man in the grip of a grand mal seizure. Triton reflected sadly on the fact that his lovely little virus's brainwashing feature, the one that had turned the original wearer of his armor into a psychopathic killer, only worked with the right hardware. Hardware Solar Max's armor lacked. Still, his armor was no longer under his control. And he was stuck in it.


  Triton laughed heartily as "Solar Max" turned and flew straight for the Plateau area...like a missile.


  * * * *


  [Montreal West, 17:27]


  QEBEHSENUEF THE FALCON


  Dorval Airport had a special significance to the Viaus. Its infamy as the site of the dramatic debut of the CSV aside, it also held the duty-free shop where the twins' mother, Isabelle Comeau Viau, once worked before her untimely death. Thus, it was chosen as the center for the spell that Labyrinthe had to perform, and the Sans Rouge had been asked to secure the area.


  But Labyrinthe was late, and the Academy curs early.


  Gaston "Polaire" Lapointe was one of the seven paras in the Sans Rouge, aside from the twin leaders. He was also the only one left standing among the seven. The Green Knight and the newest ASH member...a woman named Breaker...had dispatched the others more rapidly than he expected, forcing their way past the gauntlet of resistance fighters and into the store. The Green Knight had smashed the flyer Etienne "Aigle" Bernard into a bank of liquor bottles in the duty-free shop. Claudette had demanded that they hold the position and defend the funny hawk-headed jar until Yvan arrived, and no one ever said no to Claudette. Not even Yvan. But could he and the two armored CSVers hold the giant and the teke at bay?


  There was no time to debate it. He summoned rage within his mind and transformed into a polar bear, drawing the heat in the room into himself. The room temperature dropped below zero almost immediately, and he hoped the shock would disorient the heroes. He launched himself at the Green Knight and hoped that the CSVers would save him from certain defeat. After all, his power was all for show...he was restricted to human strength, and only used the ursine form for intimidation.


  And he was thrown by huge hands towards the canopic jar he was supposed to protect. He roared in pain, but knew he would hurt even more if he changed back.


  The one called Myriad sent a tendril of her protoplasm out of her suit to snatch the jar out of his way. He crashed into the display counter and laid sprawling across glass shards and maple syrup. "No so fast, American," she said. "You cannot prevail against us. Khadam will triumph."


  "Try that again without the jar," said Breaker. An invisible force gripped the jar in Myriad's "hand", but Myriad's pseudopod held firm and played tug-of-war with the fragile vessel. The jar was about to break when the other woman...Caprice shouted, "ROCK, PAPER, SCISSORS! " and pointed with two fingers on her left hand at Breaker, and an open right hand at the Green Knight. Suddenly, the battle for the jar stopped. Breaker looked surprised that she lost her grip. The Green Knight had it worse. At Caprice's gesture, he had liquefied into blood, and sloshed out of his suit.


  "Sal!" shouted Breaker. But the blood, though strangely animated like Myriad's protoplasmic body, was unable to respond to her.


  Myriad tossed the jar to Caprice and slithered out of her armor. She grew in size, turning into another, fiercer polar bear than Gaston was.


  "Let me show you how it's done, Quebecker," the giant bear growled, and advanced on Breaker with gigantic paws outstretched.


  * * * *


  [The Plateau, 17:28]


  "No, I'm fine," Lightfoot insisted.


  Peregryn raised an eyebrow. Tom Dodson's face was livid with bruises, from being smashed into walls and floors by both Conflicto and Spiral's powers. He almost definitely had broken a rib. But he was healing visibly, most likely an effect of his powers. Still, at the moment he was NOT fine. Only the fact that Peregryn had brought along Loki's Snare had let them come out of that conflict quickly enough to have a chance of following Caryatid. It would take Conflicto and Spiral several minutes at least to escape that seemingly simple rope net.


  "You're not fine. You need at least a few minutes to heal. Land and..." Peregryn was cut off by a red blur that smashed into Lightfoot with a horrible crunching sound.


  Peregryn cut and turned as quickly as the air elementals carrying him could manage. The dust was settling from the smashed house Lightfoot had been plowed into.


  Solar Max was beating Lightfoot into unconciousness.


  Peregryn didn't waste any time wondering why. There were too many possibilities, given the abilities of the Conclave of Super-Villains. He pulled a slat of wood from his sleeve, upon it inscribed the Japanese word for lightning. One of the tablets Raiden's worshippers had left behind in 1998, and part of the mystic arsenal Peregryn had been slowly building for years.


  He threw the wooden slat at Solar Max, and it transformed into a bolt of lightning in flight.


  The armored hero arched his back and fell over, then desperately started struggling to remove his suit.


  As soon as the helmet came off, JakZak shouted, "Hold it! Don't shoot! The armor's been infected with a hostile AI, help me get it off!"


  With quick, efficient motions, Peregryn removed as much of the armor as he could. This did explain why Solar Max had been using physical force and not his powers...the armor had no weapons, and no access to Solar Max's gravitic powers.


  JakZak was covered in bruises and burns. The armor must have been keeping him distracted with shocks and other pains, so he couldn't interfere with the armor's actions.


  Despite his injuries and his nakedness, JakZak's first priority once he was free of the armor was to go to Lightfoot's side. "He's still alive, thank God," he blurted out. "But he's out for the count...his powers won't be able to accelerate his healing until he wakes up on his own. Fortunately, his Safsuit's force fields kept him from taking anything too permanent."


  Peregryn finished drawing a hasty magic circle. "Place him inside this, I can keep him protected until we have time to return to him. But time is short, I need to be after Caryatid."


  "In a second. Sorry, Tom," he said to the unconscious hero. "But I need to borrow your suit." He touched a control at the back of Lightfoot's neck, and the suit peeled open like a banana skin. He picked up the suit and wrapped it around himself, and it sealed back up. Then he gently moved Lightfoot into the circle on a cushion of nullgrav. "Okay, let's go."


  * * * *


  [Old Montreal, 17:30]


  "They're pouring out of a gateway," said Meteor, returning to Essay's hoverchair in at the edge of Old Montreal after a swift recon. She tapped at a coordinate on Essay's map. "Blasted most of the structure around them so they'd have space to maraud. No sign of Labyrinthe. Took out a few of theirs," she continued, rubbing a sore wrist, "but I think their forces get stronger the closer we get to the center."


  "Is there a device that is sustaining the gate?" Essay asked. "Destroy that and we'd cut off their backup."


  Meteor nodded. "Not technological, but there seems to be a slab of rock that supports the gate. If we can get close enough to destroy it...."


  Breaker's frantic voice came through on the emergency channel of their communicators, interrupting them. "Meteor! Sal's down! Need backup, NOW!" The channel went dead.


  Meteor looked at Essay, who only nodded. Essay guessed at what Meteor was thinking: the rookie was in over her head, if the CSV had already taken down Sal Napier. Two heartbeats later Meteor was gone, in a blur of yellow and green.


  Essay checked the charge on her chair's plasma cannons and activated the electric shield. There was an easier assault route...top-down. She might not need the hoverchair anymore, but it was chock full of weapons and damned useful in a fight like this. She angled her chair and tapped out a trajectory. She braced herself for the boosters to fire.


  Then, she was airborne.


  By the time her meteoric descent was noted, it was too late for the Khadamites in the red-lit square. A few fired energy rifles at her, but the electric shield deflected the plasma charges. Her own plasma weapons burped superheated gas at the gateway, some sort of monument. But while small chunks of concrete were gouged out of the gateway, the damage didn't seem to have any effect on the gate's functioning. Time for something a little more drastic. Good thing she *didn't* need the chair anymore....


  She adjusted her trajectory to target the gateway dead-on, then twisted out of the chair seconds before impact. Essay fell safely, cushioned by the impeller belt she wore, while the hoverchair collided with the gate with a resounding crash, liberating the energy of a fusion bottle. The gate collapsed, and the resulting explosion rocked the block, knocking the Khadamite soldiers over. A wave of mystical energy washed over her, making her skin tingle. The block was still partially intact, but whatever had turned it into a mystic gateway was no longer working.


  Nor was her hoverchair. She smiled to herself, not terribly sorry to see the symbol of her former infirmity gone, and sprung to her feet. Plasma gun in hand, she began to fire upon the Khadamites who were still lucid enough to rise to their feet, felling the soldiers with her blasts.


  "This will never do." A figure coalesced from the red light that filled the area. She fired the plasma gun at it, but the man-shape ignored it. It glowed brighter, and the soldiers she felled were rising again to their feet, ignoring their pain and burns. One of the gene-experiments rushed at her with immense speed, bolstered by the red light, and slammed into her. The two of them broke through a car windshield, and Essay's breath was knocked out of her as the impeller belt short-circuited.


  The creature was about to smash her face in when a strange shadow fell over them, nullifying the red light effect. Essay's opponent suddenly lost its gift of strength, and thrashed in pain. "Sorry I'm late," apologized the shadow.


  "I know. You were out of your league, Noire," said Essay, using the Marshal's codename. She tossed the creature off her, but as it touched the red light again it was revitalized. "_Maldito!_ They're like zombies! Can you nullify that _pendejo de luz_?"


  "I can't get close enough to him. I've tried." Another apology, but useless. Once the Khadamites began firing at them, she had no defense left.


  The glass shards that jabbed at Essay's back gave her an idea. Quickly, she scooped up the glass fragments and pumped them into the blunderbuss-like barrel of her hand-cannon. "Eat glass, Red!" The plasma belched as she pulled the trigger, and the shards of glass sprayed out as a mist of glowing pellets, each no larger than a grain of sand, but rapidly cooling into optically perfect teardrops in flight. The light-man screamed as he was refracted by the glass, and the red glow faded into blackness. With the disappearance of the glow, the Khadamites tumble back onto the ground, roiling in pain.


  Essay spoke into her communicator. "Gateway destroyed."


  * * * *


  [Olympic Stadium, 17:30]


  HAPY THE BABOON


  Caryatid felt the commotion in the Olympic Stadium several heartbeats before she could see it. Strange...she would have expected a great deal more flame in a conflict between Scorch and Burnout. Perhaps they recognized the futility of using fire when neither could be hurt by it. Or maybe Burnout... Mr. Strings...was toying with her opponent.


  No matter. Claudette only needed Scorch distracted for a few minutes while she performed the ceremony that would place her essence into the baboon-headed canopic jar and sink that jar into the earth. How Burnout chose to carry out that task really didn't concern the mage....


  "I'm getting bored with this," Burnout sneered through a split lip. "Surrender or I start killing my puppets."


  His face unreadable behind the ceramic helmet he wore, Scorch simply replied, "No."


  "No?" Burnout cocked an eyebrow in surprise. "You're supposed to be one of the heroes, Scotty. Sacrifice yourself to save others, that sort of thing. Or has Channel's death turned you all grim and gritty?"


  The temperature started to rise, and blue flames leaked out through the ceramic weave of Scorch's armor, looking for all the world like wings of fire. "If I thought surrendering would do any good, I might consider it, Strings. But you've played your hands too clearly, bitch. You'll kill them all on a whim regardless of what I do. You're INSANE. You can't be trusted to keep any bargains. So no...no surrender." A few of the humming models started to swoon, along with older members of the audience.


  "Stop that!" Burnout shouted, reaching out with her power and trying to snuff Scorch's flames. The fires wavered, but the heat in the stadium continued to build. "Do you want to kill them before I can?"


  "Heatstroke. Some of them will need to be hospitalized, and maybe one or two might die, but you can't command an unconscious person to kill herself."


  At a mental signal from Mr. Strings, the remaining puppets started to lurch into action, but they quickly dropped as if their strings had ben cut.


  "Now, Strings...the advantage is mine," Scorch said with more than a little anger in his voice.


  "Correction, salamander," came a voice from behind him. "The advantage is ours!"


  He turned just in time to see the mystic bolt that slammed into his side, knocking him off the stage and onto a pile of unconscious bodies. He barely had the time to snuff his own flames before landing in a stunned sprawl.


  Caryatid turned to Burnout. "I'm done here. Come, we must reach the others to perform the final ceremony."


  "NO!" Burnout snarled. "I want him dead!"


  "How?" Caryatid cocked an eyebrow. "I don't plan to waste any time or energy on him, and you cannot hurt him with flames. Come, before he recovers."


  Burnout scowled, and for a moment Caryatid felt fear grip her heart. Would Strings be foolish enough to try and dominate a teammate, just to get petty vengeance? Claudette had cast spells to protect herself from mental control, but there was no guarantee they would work if Mr. Strings truly wanted to take over. And, as one of the original Ankh Killer triumvirate, Claudette knew more than most how dangerous the spirit of that young girl could be.


  "Fine. I can destroy him later, at my leisure. Damn...I wish we HAD been behind Channel's death," Burnout spat.


  Caryatid nodded and lifted the two into the air.


  * * * *


  [Dorval Airport, 17:31]


  QEBEHSENUEF THE FALCON


  Meteor sped through the streets of Montreal at her highest speed towards Dorval Airport in the west. She hoped she would not be too late to help the rookie out of her predicament. It would be too soon to lose another teammate, she thought.


  She gingerly danced over the trail of unconscious bodies left by Sal and Cristina up the ramp to the departure level of the airport terminal. She heard the tail-end of Christina's scream from the duty-free shop and raced into the brightly lit room. She shuddered from the strange coldness that pervaded the shop, but ignored it to survey the situation as quick as possible.


  Labyrinthe floated in mid-air in the center of the store, holding a falcon-headed jar in his hands. A polar bear laid among the remnants of a broken counter. Sal's empty suit lay in a pool of undulating blood, with Sal himself nowhere to be seen. Was it Sal's blood? A CSV armored figure laid unmoving on the ground, its chest adorned with the symbol of a half-face. Finally, Caprice was clad in CSV armor, standing over an unconscious Christina with a rifle pointed at her throat.


  The speedster evaluated her options. First, save Christina. Two, stop Labyrinthe. Three, find Sal.


  In the blink of an eye, Meteor acted. She ripped the rifle out of Caprice's hand and swept-kicked the villainess into a display case of colognes and perfumes before she knew what hit her.


  One down.


  Hardly taking time to breathe in the escaping odors, Meteor stood herself in front of Labyrinthe and swung the rifle at top speed like a baseball bat. The rifle met with distorted space, which was trying to force the rifle out of Meteor's grasp. But Sarah pushed her speed to her limit, slowing down the unfolding event. She had barely enough time to adjust her swing, catching the golden falcon by its beak and slicing it off the canopic jar. The rest of the clay jar shattered from the impact, and she heard the beginnings of a sigh of surprise from the mage. Labyrinthe was trying to stop the pieces of the jar from falling to the floor with distortion tendrils, and Meteor knew she had earned some extra time.


  Two down.


  But where was Sal?


  At her frantic speed, it took three seconds too long for her to register the fact that Christina was no longer breathing.


  Sal and Labyrinthe were going to have to wait.


  Meteor scooped up Christina with as much care as she could manage while operating at her accelerated rate, hoping that she hadn't hurt the girl by doing so. It didn't even register with her that the "girl" was maybe a year younger than Sarah was.


  "Come on, girl, don't do this to me. Not today, not ever," she whispered, even though her voice would be a compressed burst of noise to Breaker. She slid into the hallway and spied the safety of an abandoned foreign exchange across the way, where the bulletproof glass might afford them some measure of protection. She laid the rookie down on the ground, shut the door and slowed to human norm. She removed her helmet and leaned down to perform artificial respiration on her teammate.


  In her haste, she did not take any note of the henna tattoo over Christina's left eyelid, an ibis drawn most perfectly.


  Christina blinked open her eyes, and as she did so, her eyes took on a pale, pale blue, and her skin flared into a cyan glow, while her hair blanched with a speed that rivaled Meteor's reflexes. Realizing that she had made a fatal error, Meteor threw herself into a frenzy of speed, but she had met those death-darting eyes and it was too late. Fast as she was, she wasn't faster than light.


  The sympathetic sigil over Myriad's eye, painstakingly painted by Tiara under the guidance of Glyph, transformed Myriad into a perfect replica of Cockatrice.


  The power held but an instant, but in that brevity, the transformation was perfect.


  Cockatrice's deadly power surged through the conduit that was Myriad and caught Meteor with in its web of transmogrification.


  Where Meteor half-stood, her face more in surprise than panic, her body twisted to race out of the path of harm, there was now but ice.


  Beautiful.


  Unmoving.


  Ice.


  TO BE CONTINUED!


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


  Next:


  The Battle of Montreal continues in ASH #30, "Polar Glare"! Then come back here as the Conclave of Super-Villains licks its wounds and turns its sights towards a bigger target....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Tony: Since Agent Jo Ridley was in fact an NPC from my _Wild Cards_ campaign, I borrowed some PCs from the same campaign to fill the ranks of the Marshals: Sara Jane "Lady Jane" Howard (created by Mike Oeder), "Exodus" (created by Devin Mitchell), and "Retrospect" (created by John Hall). "Polaire" was my character from a Villains and Vigilantes (tm) game from grade 9, but that name sounds much better than "Polar Paw", which was the original name I used!


  Dave: "Henshin" means "change" in Japanese, and is often used in anime where robots transform. The transformed Conflicycle (TM) bears an uncanny resemblance to the Motoslave suits from Bubblegum Crisis, hence the trademark infringement comment Lightfoot made.
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ??


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ??


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / INJURED


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ??


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


  [June 23, 2022 - Isle Royale, Lake Superior]


  I don't think I've ever been this nervous...unless you count the day I proposed to her...and I hope I'm never this nervous again. I can control gravity itself, but I can't keep my stomach from flip-flopping every time I look down that aisle.


  Dan's at my side, offering as much support as he can. I joked that he was the natural choice for best man, since he's the best man alive, Mr. Perfect.


  Of course, the man holding the ring had to be the one who made it, although he'll pass it to Dan once we get to that part of the ceremony. Terry "Cutter" Holdridge took a raw diamond Howard drew from the ground and then carved it expertly using his paranormal ability. Too bad Terry never figured out how to use his powers in a fight...I'm going to miss him this fall. But not everyone goes into the grad program, and I'm sure Terry'll be happy working in the jewelry industry.


  I cast a nervous glance at the minister, a distinguished elderly man with the ironic last name of Priest. I think he's Baptist, recommended by Sarah's mother. Reverend Priest spares me a knowing smile. I'm sure he's seen more nervous grooms than I've seen paranormals. But this is probably the first nervous paranormal groom he's seen.


  The music starts, and my heart races. I'm sure her heart's trying to leap out of her chest too...if only because she's having to walk so slowly to let the bridal party keep up with her! Standing still, or even moving at a sedate pace, is not something my Sarah's very good at.


  For all that, though, it seems to be moving terribly quickly now. We opted for the traditional "Hollywood" vows, since neither of us was really sure we wouldn't mess up anything more complicated once we got to the altar. Not that this natural clearing really had an altar per se, but it was as beautiful as any cathedral even without the traditional trappings.


  I said the words without even thinking about them, although only because the true feeling in my heart was stronger than any words could really convey. Then it was her turn.


  "...for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, 'till death do us part."


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2024 - Montreal, Quebec Sector]


  [Dorval Airport]


  Two minutes ago, Solar Max, wearing Lightfoot's SafSuit, had diverted to the city's airport to follow the warp trace of Labyrinthe's teleportation. Peregryn had continued on towards the peak of Mount Royal, where Triton's new pet mage was working some sort of spell.


  One minute ago, Labyrinthe had teleported away...but Meteor's com signal, originating from the airport, winked out.


  Ten seconds ago, Solar Max arrived on the upper concourse to see a statue made of ice, a statue that had once been his wife.


  Now...silence.


  He'd endured too much already, this was simply more than he could stand. Jonathan Zachary Taylor stood mute and paralyzed for several long heartbeats.


  He didn't notice "Breaker" trying to sneak up behind him.


  He didn't notice a second Breaker, this one bleeding from a cut forehead and wearing all but the helmet of a suit of CSV armor, slam the first into a support pillar with a golden shaft of power.


  His entire universe was the frozen figure before him, half-twisted in a vain attempt at escape. The unnatural cold permeating the airport didn't even register on his senses, nor was he really grateful for its presence, even though it kept the remains of his wife from melting.


  A small, detached part of his mind told him whose power had been used to perform this deed. He even had his suspicions regarding how it was done.


  But most importantly, he knew who was ultimately responsible.


  In a grief-filled howl that froze Christina Li to the soul, he finally broke his silent shock.


  "TRITONNNN!!!"


  * * * *


  [Mount Royal]


  Yvan Viau appeared atop the central peak of the island in a whirl of fabric, his face contorted in annoyance.


  Triton was all smiles, however. "Labyrinthe, Glyph tells me the trap has been sprung. So...how does Meteor look as a comet?"


  The Quebecois mage sighed. "I would not know. She took Myriad to 'safety' out of my sight after shattering the canopic jar. The ceremony has been broken, Triton. And the Worldmaze has been disrupted as well, someone has destroyed Glyph's sigils. We must abandon this plan."


  Triton shrugged. "Well, it would have been nice to take the city, but at the very least we've let them know they're not safe from us anywhere. And we've certainly gotten some personal licks in," he grinned devilishly. "Start rounding up our core people. We can worry about evacuating the troops later."


  Yvan nodded. Each of the genetic misfits that followed the CSV into Montreal carried a small grain of the Berlin Wall. Not enough for a safe teleportation, but enough for Yvan to locate them...and unsafely teleport them, if need be.


  "Zone, Myriad and Caprice aren't responding," an elite Khadamite shock trooper said.


  "Zone was at the gateway," Triton mused, "so whatever took it out had to deal with him first. No great loss, I suppose. Yvan, what about the..."


  He stopped in mid-sentence and looked to the west.


  A second Sun had risen behind the mountains and hurtled in their direction.


  "Never mind," Triton amended, "I think I know what happened to them. Glyph...will it hold?"


  The swarthy young mage shook her head.


  "Right. Get us out of here, Yvan!" Triton shouted.


  Then the top of Mount Royal ceased to exist, consumed by the ravening plasma of a solar flare.


  * * * *


  [Dorval Airport]


  Everything had gone black, quiet and numb. Sal couldn't even feel where his own body was...did the CSV'er have sensory deprivation powers?


  For some amount of time, Sal tried to move, tried to do anything that would generate a sensation. He had no idea how *much* time passed...he couldn't feel a heartbeat in his own chest to measure time by, and he knew that sensory deprivation did odd things to the mind.


  At least he still had his memory, his ability to think. He wracked his brain for a clue about what happened to him. Who among the known CSV members could have done this to him?


  Then he felt something. It was like...a ripple? He couldn't really describe it, but it was as if he were a pool of water, and something was making waves in him.


  Sal went with the feeling, and found he could ripple more. But he couldn't ripple in one direction...he decided that must be the floor, or down. Maybe it was a wall and he was sideways, but he went with "down" for the moment.


  If he could ripple, he could flow, or even stretch.


  Sal tried to spread out, rippling outward as hard as he could. He felt additional barriers...some were flat, like walls, others were irregular.


  One was moving.


  He flowed over the moving object, felt every nook and cranny. It was a woman, wearing armor. CSV armor, he suddenly realized.


  She struggled, but Sal tightened his hold. He had a pretty good idea what had happened to him now, even if he couldn't figure out the exact mechanism. He was in some sort of liquid form, and this woman was probably responsible.


  He could feel vibrations. She must have been shouting, but he couldn't figure out how to turn the sensation into hearing yet. She had her helmet on, though, so there was no danger of her drowning in him.


  Unless he found a seam and popped the helmet off, which he proceeded to do. Now the screaming was louder, and he flowed into the armor, carefully avoiding her face. He didn't want to get swallowed, after all.


  Once inside, he *squeezed*. He felt her body deforming under the pressure, felt the stacatto snaps of each rib as he increased the force on her chest.


  She stopped struggling.


  Now what?


  * * * *


  [Dorval Airport]


  Breaker looked in horror at what had just happened. The roof of the concourse was gone, vaporized in an instant. Only the armor she was wearing kept her from being fried in the backwash...fortunately she'd gotten the helmet back on in time, but she hadn't had time to stuff her long hair back into the suit...the filters couldn't quite scrub out the smell of burnt hair as her tresses had instantly shortened to whatever was still inside.


  The shapeshifter didn't look very good. With a twist of nausea, Tina noted that "pan-blackened" was the best adjective to use.


  Then the shapeshifter started to move, and Breaker almost threw up inside her borrowed armor. Burnt flesh and charred bone peeled sickeningly away from healthier tissue, and organs started to regrow with disturbing speed.


  Suppressing her nausea, Breaker caught the CSV'er in a telekinetic bubble. Then she turned back to Solar Max, who had finally dimmed to the point where she could look directly at him.


  And past him.


  A mushroom cloud rose from the direction of Mount Royal, shielded behind another mountain. Somehow, Solar Max had "snapped" his solar flare like a whip to cleanse Mount Royal of the CSV presence she knew had been there.


  Miraculously, the devastation that had been enough to blow the roof off the concourse and tear the top from a mountain had bypassed one small area right next to Solar Max. The ice statue that had been Meteor was untouched, shielded by what must have been a massive gravity warp bubble.


  Solar Max, wearing Lightfoot's costume, sank to his knees, then fell flat on his face, unconscious.


  "Now what?" Breaker muttered.


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2024 - Montreal]


  Sara Jane Howard sat and stared at the gun and badge she held in her hands. She was the first NAC Marshal to see serious action, the first to work alongside ASH, the first to face the Conclave of Super-Villains. And now she was probably going to be the first to be kicked out of the Marshals, assuming she didn't just turn in her badge first.


  She'd been assigned to Montreal because her ability to turn into a shadow made her well-suited for investigation work. Claudette Viau's old terrorist organization was still around, and the Powers That Be wanted Sara, as Noire, to ferret them out while they were still lying low.


  Not a totally stupid plan, she reflected. The Sans Rouge did have paranormals, but none who could hurt her, and none that could stand up to even the standard sidearm she now held in one hand. If it had been left at that, she'd have had a fairly interesting year, maybe gotten a medal or two.


  But if she'd known the Conclave of Super-Villains was going to invade Montreal, she would have requested a different assignment.


  Sara chuckled ruefully at that thought. If ANYONE had known this would happen, all fifty of the Marshals would have been dropped in Montreal, plus ASH, STRAFE and a few divisions of the army.


  But it had just been her, for that terrible long hour before ASH showed up and saved the day...paying a terrible price in the process. Meteor turned to ice. Lightfoot beaten almost into a coma. Green Knight turned into a living puddle of blood...although he'd managed to gain enough control of his new body to take down the Conclaver responsible, and word was he'd revert to his normal form given a few days away from her.


  Sara had tried to save people where she could, and the late afternoon shadows had given her plenty of hiding places. But she'd been forced to watch far more people die at the hands of the Khadamite mutations than she'd been able to save. She only had so many bullets, and one gun won't stop a ravening mob. She'd done all she could.


  And maybe if she told herself that enough times, she'd believe it.


  She'd made a bet with friends in the NAC Marshal training program, a sort of pool they had incorrectly called a Tontine. Whoever faced the CSV and survived first would collect the pot.


  Sara had faced the CSV. She hadn't been killed.


  But had she really survived?


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2024 - New Ilium, Turkey]


  Polla, daughter of the man this world knew as WarStar, turned off the television and stood to stretch. Her impressive two-meter-tall frame bent from side to side, and her fingertips brushed the room's ceiling.


  "So, what do you think of the North American Combine's propaganda machine?" Hector Rodriguez asked from the desk where he tapped out instructions on a small computer.


  "It reminds me of my childhood," she replied, running a finger over a framed portrait of her father standing side by side with Hector, when both were much younger. "One of the many truths my father brought to the succession war was that propaganda is a very effective weapon. Our information sources had so long been used in passive censorship, keeping the populace happy and obedient, that few were ready to shift to an active role. In peacetime, what you conceal is more important than what you reveal. But in a war, you cannot afford such a defensive stance, either with weapons or with words. That," she gestured at the television, "reminds me of the early efforts to put the information services on a war footing. Somewhat clumsy, but earnest. They're admitting something bad happened, but losing no time in blaming it on the enemy."


  "Oh, but concealment is important as well," Hector looked up from his computer. "You may have noticed they didn't really say how the top of Mount Royal got sheared off. They just called it battle damage, and implied that the Conclave of Super-Villains was to blame."


  "But it was not their direct action, was it?" Polla quirked an eyebrow.


  "No. One of the 'heroes' of the piece, Solar Max, blasted the entire top fifteen meters of the mountain off. If his aim had been a little off, or his blast a bit wider, he would have killed hundreds of innocents. According to my sources," he tapped the computer screen, "if he hadn't passed out from the strain, he probably would have kept going. And there's no way they could have put a good spin on THAT." He nodded towards the television. "You might want to check back in a few hours. Once The CSV has regrouped, they'll no doubt be putting their own spin on things, which should tell you about them as well."


  "Do your sources have anything more on the man who stole my father's Astro Spear?" she changed the subject.


  "Triton? Well, he didn't directly steal it, if that's what you're wondering. It passed through a few hands before Triton salvaged it from the bottom of the sea. I still haven't found out how he recharged it...from everything your father told me, it would take a massive power source to bring it up to even minimal functionality, and he's been using the black hole generators, so he's put in more power than the minimum. Triton is supposed to be able to generate electrical power himself, but it would take him months to recharge it on his own."


  "Let's assume for the moment that it is fully operational. Best not to depend on an uncertain weakness," Polla noted. "I think I will keep an eye out for Khadam's 'spin' on these events...it should help me understand its ruler, and figure out how I might go about recovering the Astro Spear...."


  * * * *


  [August 1, 2024 - Manhattan, New York Sector]


  "I've gone over the place a dozen times, Bathory...nothing of mine is missing," Cockatrice snarled tiredly, her pale white hair looking slightly frizzed as she tossed a cushion to the floor.


  The bestial Bathory's eyes narrowed to slits as she cast a suspicious eye over the room for the hundredth time in as many minutes. "The Laughing Oyster is a thief. A catburglar. And according to what Umbrae's pawn just told me, THIS," she held up a pink-dyed pearl, "is her calling card."


  "Maybe the Oyster just broke in on a lark, to prove he could? Count coup on the most dangerous people on the island?" Cockatrice suggested.


  Bathory frowned. "Not impossible, I suppose. She'd be taking an awful risk, though," she added, stressing the choice of pronoun.


  Cockatrice rolled her eyes. "Okay, why do you think the Laughing Oyster's female, already?"


  "I may have been asleep when it happened, but there's no way a MAN could have entered the room without my telepathy picking him up. Trust me on this," she smirked.


  Cockatrice narrowed her eyes pensively. "You know, there's a lot of people who might pay good money for that piece of information."


  "And I thank you for giving it to me for free," came a third voice from the wall.


  Both women spun to face the wall, and Bathory reflexively slashed at the fine mahogany paneling with her claws.


  The gouges quickly healed, and a man's face formed out of the wood.


  "It's that damned ASH wizard!" Cockatrice shouted.


  "You know ASH is banned fom Manhattan, Peregryn," Bathory purred dangerously. "And you're DEFINITELY not welcome in my bed chambers."


  "I am not actually present," the wooden face explained. "This is an astral sending, intended for Cockatrice. Please close your eyes for a moment, Cockatrice, and I will show you why the Laughing Oyster invaded your chambers."


  Cockatrice cast a questioning glance at Bathory.


  "Go ahead. If he meant to ambush you, he wouldn't have announced his presence," the werewoman shrugged.


  Slowly, Cockatrice closed her eyes. A hand emerged from the wood and waved in front of her face.


  A strange mystic sigil glowed on her left eyelid. Bathory hissed.


  "What are you doing, mage?" she demanded.


  "Just revealing what has already been done," the wooden face replied. "The Laughing Oyster painted a sigil on Cockatrice's eyelid, a sigil which was rendered invisible once complete. The Conclave of Super-Villains must have hired her, as they used this sigil to draw upon Cockatrice's power some days ago."


  Cockatrice's eyes flew open and smoldered coldly. "Those bastards."


  But Bathory chuckled.


  "What's so funny?" Cockatrice demanded.


  "Isn't it obvious?" Bathory smirked. "Someone in the Academy of Super-Heroes got turned to ice by your power. The wizard here needed to know if it was your power or a simulation. And since it's the real thing, I'd wager his next move will be to offer us some sort of amnesty if you help him figure out a cure, is that correct?" she turned to the nearly fully-formed wooden figure that now stood apart from the wall.


  "That was the original plan, yes. But now that I've observed you closely for the past hour, Cockatrice, I don't think that will be necessary," Peregryn replied.


  "You've figured out how to cure my victims?" Cockatrice asked, a dangerous edge to her voice. The fact that there was no way to reverse the effects of her icy gaze was one of the things that made her so feared. The prospect of losing that advantage didn't sit well with the paraganglord.


  "No. I've determined how to remove the power itself."


  With that, an aetherial hand detached itself from the wood and thrust deep into Cockatrice's chest. She screamed as the fist withdrew, holding a pulsing sphere of pure cold. Bathory leapt forwards and shattered the wooden man, but this had no effect on the aetherial figure standing before them now.


  Cockatrice slumped to the ground, her skin losing its cyan tinge and her hair darkening to a dishwater brown.


  Peregryn looked down at the shuddering figure for a moment, then said, "I will remain silent about this. If you wish to maintain the illusion that Cocktrice retains her powers, by all means do so. Farewell."


  With that, Peregryn departed with the sphere of quasi-elemental power that had once been a part of the woman known as Cockatrice.


  Cockatrice sobbed silently from the pain and loss as Bathory gathered the woman into her arms protectively....


  * * * *


  [August 3, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "What I Did On My Summer Vacation," Nate Walker sighed, plugging the connections into the empty suit of alien space armor. "Dragged down to Chicago during a heat wave while my friends hang out in Marquette, asked to fight an AI that's infested Solar Max's armor. Whee, yay."


  "It's the price you pay for being the best there is at what you do," Lightfoot smirked. He stood nearby, his arm in a cast and his chest all taped up under his shirt. He could have speed-healed the injuries, but he knew from experience that when he tried that with broken bones, they didn't heal quite straight. So it was up to time to fix the snapped ribs and shattered radius. "And you didn't think your special permission from the Academy to work with ASH would *only* involve glamour jobs, did you?"


  "Well, I did kinda hope," Nate muttered. "Done with the interface, I'm going in. If I start to seize up, hit that button. It won't sever the connection, but should shake things up in there enough to give me an opening and get the hell out."


  "Right," Tom nodded.


  Nate, aka Netwalker, focused his power on the armor and felt himself moving into the onboard computer.


  He was shocked to see a burning city waiting for him.


  Normally, the cyberscape was blank and formless until he chose a filter of some sort, a way to interpret all the data and processes symbolically for him. His favorite was an art deco metropolis, with systems as buildings, packets as cars or trucks, and so forth. But the AI had forced a filter on him as soon as he'd arrived.


  Netwalker activated his shell program. He'd been working on some original programs lately, being a little uncomfortable using LNHers now that one of the writers was part of his social circle. A suit of grey, blue and yellow battle armor formed around his body.


  ++Blastrex shell online++


  Blastrex looked around him, and recognized the city. It was Chicago. But not the Chicago he was in out in the real world, not quite. It was the Chicago of about 1990, back when the original ASH had been based there.


  And it was burning.


  ++Hostile detected++


  Blastrex looked up to see another armored figure in the skies. The horned armor was all too familiar, but the colors were the original scheme, not what they'd been recently replaced by. It was Strafe, the evil version from the original Conclave of Super-Villains.


  Tidbits of history clicked together in his memory. In 1989, the Strafe of his own world had almost died saving Chicago from destruction. In the Curseworld of 1989, the evil Strafe had destroyed Chicago himself.


  Whatever AI Triton had injected into Solar Max's armor must have been based on the Curseworld Strafe's own operating system, which supposedly drove its wearer insane. No wonder Solar Max had almost beaten Lightfoot to death in Montreal, with that AI controlling his armor.


  "DEATH TO ALL!" Strafe shouted, his voice amplified yet totally free of distortion. He was the lord of this domain, after all.


  Strafe dove from the skies towards Blastrex.


  Blastrex activated his scanners and nervously stood his ground while they fed him data. Despite what his eyes told him, Strafe was just a computer program. Incredibly advanced for its day, but that day had been forty years ago. It showed some signs of being reinforced with more modern programming, but the core was still ancient by comparison to some of the "AIngels" coming out of Khadam lately.


  He raised his arms, each bulky with the mass of "energy weapons" on them. Strafe would hit in less than a second.


  Blastrex fired.


  Strafe unraveled with a tortured scream.


  The city vanished.


  Blastrex lifted his faceplate and blew the vapors from his weapons. "I am the law," he smirked.


  * * * *


  [August 5, 2024 - Metapsych, Baffin Sector]


  Gene Clark, wunderkind head of MetaPsych, shrugged. "You're clean, Scott," she said, although her tone made it obvious she didn't have a clue why. "All the other victims Aaron brought in from the stadium had at least some 'fingerprints' of Mr. Strings on them, including Miss Sylvestri. But there's no sign of her psychic hobnail boots on your brain."


  "Will Julie...Juliana be okay?" Scott asked, trying in vain to keep his voice from showing his dread. In vain, because Gene was such a powerful telepath that his emotions must have been like a bullhorn blare to her.


  Gene nodded. "We've had a LOT more practice than I'd like in dealing with Mr. Strings's victims in the past few months. We've finally isolated the common hooks she sinks into her victims, and can fully free them once she's no longer actively concentrating on them. Assuming we find them, of course. But thanks to your actions, none of the controlled people got out of the stadium, so we were able to ID them all and get them fixed up. Julie included," she smirked kindly. "Strings is still insanely dangerous, a psychic disease of plague proportions. But at least we have a cure, if not an inoculation. And that brings me back to you, Scott," she stood and crossed to him.


  "How did I keep her out of my head, in other words."


  "Yep," Gene nodded. "From what little we've been able to track down on her, it seems that while Strings is limited in the sort of people she can use as hosts, she can temporarily control just about anyone, regardless of their emotional states or strength of will. She can't take over Anchors, and there's evidence suggesting she's unable to control a trained telepath or someone with similar mental disciplines. But you're not a trained telepath, nor have you studied anything remotely like our skill set. The scans we did to look for Strings-marks didn't find any kind of defense, in fact, other than a generally strong will. Nor did someone sneak some Thetan Bodies into your head while we weren't looking."


  "And I DID feel SOMETHING," Scott noted. "Like an overwhelming humming in my brain...so she did get in the front door."


  "Right. Otherwise we'd suspect that Juliana stumbled on an anti-psi material when she designed your new helmet. We did test it, though, just to make sure, and it has no impact on psionic powers. Peregryn was wearing the Headdress of Horus, which would have protected you if you were within his line of sight, but you weren't even in the same part of the city at the time."


  Scott shrugged. "If I have any more ideas, I'll be sure to let you know, Ms. Clark." He paused uncertainly. "Um, anything you can tell me about Solar Max?"


  Gene sighed and shook her head. "Nothing new. The artificial intelligence that Triton introduced into the Solar Max armor *was* designed to brainwash the wearer, but Max's armor didn't have the cybernetic hookups for that. There's no outside influences on Mr. Taylor's brain. His problems are purely his own, and there's not much we can do for him here. He's been through the grinder lately...I hope the counselors at Nakoma can help him. Poor guy. All the guilt over dropping that asteroid, then his wife gets turned to ice while he's forced to nearly cripple one of his teammates. I wouldn't wish that on anyone, even on Triton."


  Scott snarled. "I would."


  * * * *


  [August 13, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The room was cold, both by necessity and because of what was in it. It had to be cold, because it was being used to store the icy form of Meteor, held in a deathlike suspension by the effects of Cockatrice's gaze, as channeled by the shapeshifter Myriad. But it also now held the quasi- elemental power of Cockatrice, and would have been frigid even with the heating turned on full blast. The sphere of mystic cold hovered over Meteor's head, bathing her and the other two figures in the room with an intense chill.


  Peregryn sat cross-legged at Meteor's feet, his eyes rolled back in their sockets as he sought answers with his mystic senses. The thin robes he wore gave no protection from the cold, but the amulet around his neck ensured he would come to no harm.


  Solar Max stood in the corner, wearing his armor against the cold, his body quivering with contradictory impulses. He longed to hold Sarah to him, will the life back into her. But he knew that if he even touched his skin to her body, she might melt under the heat of his emotions. Even a fingertip's touch could translate into a wound if she were ever restored to flesh and blood. So he stood silently, wrapped in his pain, listening to Peregryn's shallow breaths and waiting.


  Finally, after several hours that felt like lifetimes, Peregryn shuddered and drew a deep breath before standing.


  "Well?" JakZak asked.


  "She's alive."


  The icy hand gripping JakZak's heart started to unclench, but then stopped. "But?"


  Peregryn sighed, his breath forming a small cloud in the frigid air. "But I'm no closer to finding a cure for this than I was back in December, I'm sorry. If she had been transformed in such a way that her humours were put out of balance, I might be able to repair the damage. But all her vital humours have been *removed*, replaced with ice. Her spirit clings to the body, but weakly. I can keep her from moving on to the next world, but that will only buy us so much time. It might be best to let her die."


  "NO," JakZak almost shouted. "There has to be something you can do to save her!"


  Peregryn stepped back a pace. "What I have to do now is rest, I'm sorry. I've done all I can for the moment, and I'm exhausted. Please."


  A tense moment passed, then Solar Max sighed. He seemed to lose several centimeters of height as he stepped away from the door. "Fine."


  JakZak stood there for several long minutes after the mage had left the room. Finally, with a last backwards glance at his wife, he stepped from the coldroom and shut the door tightly.


  He wasn't sure how long he wandered the halls before the PA crackled to life. "Solar Max to the conference room," came Sal's amplified voice.


  JakZak guiltily turned his radio back on as he headed towards the conference room, he'd forgotten he'd turned it off while Peregryn was working. He stepped into the conference room, where the Green Knight was replaying a news tape. Sal moved with exaggerated care...his experience as a living pool of blood had left him with the irrational feeling that he was about to fall apart into liquid at any time.


  "What's up, Sal?" JakZak took off his helmet.


  "JakZak...before I tell you, you have to know this comes from the top. Senate's orders. So don't go off half-cocked."


  JakZak frowned. Everyone had been walking on eggshells around him for days, scared he'd try a repeat of his stunt in Montreal...or worse, his stunt in orbit with the asteroid. He didn't *think* he was that far gone, but would he have even realized it if he was? "Fine. What *is* it?"


  "The Conclave of Super-Villains has invaded Egypt."


  "WHAT? I want a scramble..."


  "No, JakZak," Sal interrupted. "We can't."


  "Why?" His voice was heavy with danger and rage.


  "The Moslem Confederation is insisting that both the Combine and the Eurasian Union stay out of its affairs. And that they'll consider it an act of war if we go, even to help defend them against the CSV," Sal explained. "They're already...unhappy...about the climate problems Rockfall brought on," he added reluctantly, not wanting to twist the knife.


  "And I'm still on inactive status," JakZak sighed, slumping heavily into one of the chairs. It creaked under the weight of his armor, but held. "Damn."


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


  Next Issue:


  The Conclave of Super-Villains continues its conquering ways, but diplomacy is keeping the Academy of Super-Heroes from doing anything about it. Or is it? Be here for "Time's Error" next issue!


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


  Author's Notes:


  You'll note I was kinda vague about the status of the CSVers. That's intentional. If you want to find out what happened to them, go read CSV #16. }->


  Blastrex is a character created by my brother for an old V&V campaign. The armor is visually based on the F.I.S.T. armor from that game, but with a different color scheme and some modifications to the wrist weapons to make them sleeker. For those who care, he had Invulnerability, Armor B (ADR 100), Flight, Advanced STR B and Power Blast, all in his suit, plus Advanced AGL A. He was later rebuilt in Champions as well.
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  Editor's Note:



  The Pyramid Scheme crossover runs through many titles at once, but not all of the titles will run through all the same thematic "steps" of the story. So don't worry, you didn't miss an issue...STRAFE did not have a "Step One" for the Pyramid Scheme.


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


  [Badakshan, Afganistan. August 2, 2024.]


  Fire rains down on the Q'el-eh-Fatah valley and the helicopters are circling in for the kill. Terrorists scramble for the cover of assault vehicles or fortified guardboxes but the copters move too swiftly, mowing down rows of turbaned men, illuminating the compound with the destruction of another missile battery. Only the squat, brutish bunker at the center of the compound remains unbroken, its muddy brown stones blending seamlessly into the mountain behind it. The bunker has flown the flags of the Moslem Coalition, the Soviet Union, even the British Empire...but in 2024 it carries no flag at all. It is now dedicated to the service of a single man.


  This man has trained his followers well; they attempt to man vehicles or arm rocket-launchers in the hopes of mustering a counter-attack. None of them attempt to flee the valley, or even to take cover in the bunker, whose great metal doors roll shut. Instead they return fire against the helicopters, screaming curses as they die.


  Nobody on the ground notices as one copter disgorges a lithe, well-muscled young woman in black commando gear. She hovers beside the transport and surveys the carnage beneath her. Although she wears bulky goggles, the North American Combine's satellite imaging is able to capture her face, frozen in a moment of anguish and disgust.


  [AGENT: KLEINVOGEL, JENNIFER.]


  Then she begins ferrying the rest of her commando unit down to the valley floor, two at a time, dodging the streaks of missile fire and tracer bullets. The first two passengers, both men, hit the ground running. The larger, mahogany-skinned man takes several rifle bursts in his chest but keeps moving, vaulting into a foxhole and punching the terrorist who shot him, his face contorted in an expression of agony...


  [AGENT: DRAKE, ANTHONY.]


  ...while the shorter man wears a harness covered with guns, which he draws and fires with blinding speed. He empties the clips almost haphazardly, yet every bullet seems to find its mark: terrorists holding bazookas, APC drivers, even the gunslits on the guardboxes. A decommissioned Makarov tank, unable to raise its turret enough to hit the helicopters, begins rolling towards the gunman instead. He dives directly in its path, rolling under the treads and out of the field of fire of its stuttering machine-guns. He pops up behind the Makarov, leaps onto its back, and begins pumping shots inside through the gunslits and air vents. After a few shots he finds the onboard ammo magazines and leaps off, framed against the tank's internal explosion.


  [AGENT: TELLER, JASON WILLIAM.]


  Kleinvogel lands with her other two passengers; the five agents regroup and charge through the opening left by the demolished tank, pushing for the bunker. Teller's bullets and Kleinvogel's gravity-enhanced bodyslams fail to dent the dusty metal doors.


  Undaunted, a short, emaciated young woman...her build and timid demeanor almost suggest she is still a young girl...calmly steps through the stone wall. Several seconds later, the bunker doors slowly scrape open. The young woman waits in the antechamber, looking guilty; she is standing in the center of a circle of dead guards, all of whom appear to have shot each other quite by accident.


  [AGENT: SMITH, LANA. "FADEAWAY."]


  The agents run through the bunker, their images captured on a succession of black-and-white security cameras. The few terrorists who remain in their path are felled swiftly and with a minimum of force. The agents search each room, kicking in doors, scanning the contents, tossing in grenades when they are done. This procedure carries them to the very heart of the bunker, deep inside the mountain, where several terrorists in robes...long white ones, covered in gold hieroglyphics...guard another locked steel door. The fanatics fire on sight, until the agents dispatch them with ease.


  Smith starts to walk through the door, but the fifth agent waves her back. "He's too dangerous," he says, in a deep and resonant voice. "You shouldn't go in alone." The man crouches down before the keypad lock...a unique design, one which has both upper and lower case letters and the numbers 1 through 8. The fifth man furrows his perfect features in an expression of anger and determination.


  [AGENT: TRACEY, DANIEL. "GRIND."]


  Tracey ponders the lock for several seconds, while the sounds of combat thunder through the bunker walls. Then he snaps his fingers and says, "Chess coordinates. The key is a series of moves."


  The other STRAFE agents watch him cautiously. It's been less than a month since Tracey's obsession with Rebus peaked, and they still don't know how he's going to react under the pressures of a field encounter...whether he's going to be the kind of leader they need. But when Tracey types "e4 e5 Nf3 Nc6 Bb5 a6 Ba4 Nf6 O-O b5"...the opening known as the Archangelsk variation...the door swings wide open. The five STRAFE agents charge in, fists and weapons at the ready.


  They find themselves staring at a holographic image of Lorenzo Archangeli, Rebus, which bows politely and then winks out as the projector's battery dies.


  The stone cell is completely empty, except for the holographic projector and a small chessboard with 28 chess pieces, arranged neatly into a pyramid. The penultimate tier is missing, creating the effect of a floating capstone, or the eye on the back of an old paper dollar. Tracey growls, "I should have known it wouldn't be this easy."


  Then he sees the piece of parchment lying on the floor next to the chessboard. Dan Tracey picks it up and reads, "The Sphinx at Gizeh...."


  * * * *


  [Stuttgart, Germany. August 2, 2024.]


  The vogue-ghouls scream, but there's nowhere to run. The paranormal gang members wear tight-fitting leather and latex, often painted to resemble the color schemes of famous twentieth-century villains like Devastator or present-day ones like the Conclave of Super-Villains...which does not endear them to the EUROPA agents crashing through every door and window in the industrial loft. Ymir chills them a few extra degrees when he freezes them; Rasputin makes his illusions just a little more malicious so they'll beg for mercy.


  Hotspur simply swings through the windows, kicking two vogue-ghouls in their chests. "T'think que yaz Geisten 'sider yeselves rebels," he shouts, in thick Eurolac. Hotspur remembers that it was a fight with vogue-ghouls that got him suspended from EUROPA, but he reins it in this time, only heating their guns and blades until they're hot enough to sting. As the ghouls drop their weapons, Harry Keane lets his fists do the rest. "Yaz nicht rebellin' 'genst fuck-all," he says, and he decks them.


  After the brief and lopsided fight is over, the magnetic ghost of Saori Taya, Oni, drifts through the walls to approach Claire Auger, the EUROPAn known as Arc. "No sign of the Princess," Oni says, "but I think you'll want to take a look at this."


  Arc jogs through the decaying hallways, trying to keep pace with Oni; sometimes Saori forgets that not everyone can phase like her. Oni leads Arc into a large, trash-strewn room, where she stops short at the sight of Rebus. The holographic image bows politely and then winks out as the projector's battery dies.


  In front of the holographic projector, surrounded by trash, Rebus has left a small chessboard. The black side is represented by fourteen pieces; the white side has thirty-two, but they are all pawns.


  Then she sees the piece of parchment lying in the debris next to the chessboard. Claire Auger picks it up and reads, "The Sphinx in Thebes... Massachusetts...?"


  * * * *


  
    "There was a woman in a steel-built city who had all that


    money could buy, she had gold and dividends and trains


    and houses, and she had pets to play with, but she had no

  


  
    sphinx."

  


  
    --"The Sphinx in Thebes (Massachusetts)"

  


  [Monte Carlo, Monaco. August 5, 2024.]


  At sunset, the promenade was filled with tourists, sightseers, sunbathers going to and from the beaches, gamblers taking quick and desperate breaks from the casinos. So many couples lined the embankment that nobody paid any attention to two more strolling arm in arm, the women wearing stylish Silvestri summer dresses, the men fashionable white suits. It looked for all the world like a normal double date.


  But this date was made possible only by the mutual interests of STRAFE and EUROPA. Still, Jen knew Teller was secretly thrilled to be working with Claire again, even if he tried not to show it. And she supposed this romantic stroll could almost be considered quality time with Dan...if only it didn't involve Rebus....


  "The poems come from Lord Dunsany," Dan explained. "So do the chess puzzles, oddly enough; we found the 32-Mover while you got Dunsany's Game."


  "Do you think he's planning something involving this Dunsany?" Claire asked, in excellent, lightly accented English.


  "Doubtful," Dan said. "Dunsany was just a writer...although the Lovecraft influence doesn't bode well...." He shook his head to clear that thought. "I suspect Rebus chose the poems and chess problems for some confluence of content. We need to work on interpreting them."


  Claire nodded in agreement. "I'd already considered that. I think the woman in my poem..." she had no doubt it was left for her, "could represent Princess Ursula. Wealthy, demanding, and in grave danger."


  Dan frowned grimly at the analysis. He didn't mention that there was another, darker interpretation of the poem...that the woman might not signify Ursula but Claire herself, trying to decode the Sphinx's riddles and paying the ultimate price for it. "You were looking for the Princess of Monaco in Stuttgart?" he asked, changing the subject.


  "That's right. Ursula's been missing since March...not entirely unusual, she's apparently prone to impromptu trips on her daddy's credit line. But this time there haven't been any bills...and when Interpol checked out the princess's Alpine lodge, they found this." Claire passed Dan a glossy photograph: a tiny pearl, painted pink and placed on a neatly folded pair of Gaussner ski gloves.


  "The Laughing Oyster," Teller commented, with sudden interest. He knew he was no good at figuring out Rebus's mind games; in fact, some tiny part of him was a little worried that Dan and Claire were bonding over it, even if Dan was no longer the No. 1 Eligible Paranorm. But the Laughing Oyster had captured everyone's attention with daring heists pulled all over the Eurasian Union, heists that might have been termed "impossible," had the Oyster not succeeded at them so spectacularly. "I thought he'd been quiet these past couple months."


  Claire shrugged her shoulders. "It is possible he's sitting on this latest caper...as the crown princess, Ursula is worth more than all his previous thefts put together." Then Claire pulled her lower lip into a pouty frown which Jay found incredibly fetching. "But there haven't been any ransom demands. We can't figure out how he's making any money on this one. And now Rebus enters the picture...perhaps he's stolen the princess from the Oyster..."


  Dan shook his head brusquely. "There's a simpler explanation," he observed, "and in some ways a worse one. The Oyster's crimes ended three weeks before the Conclave of Super-Villains raided our super-prison, the Cavity, with a new membership. They had to have a very skilled thief on hand to crack that facility. Additionally, reports from ASH indicate that the Laughing Oyster was involved in the Montreal incident last week."


  Jen jumped in. "So if we want to find Princess Ursula..."


  Dan finished her thought. "We find the Conclave. Or more accurately, we find whatever it is they're *stealing*. And I have a theory about that as well..."


  "The missing chesspieces?" Claire asked. Teller alone looked confused, so Claire explained. "I compared Rebus's chess problems, and in both of them he's taken out all the bishops."


  Dan nodded, allowing only a faint smile to curl the corners of his mouth...which Teller knew to be a sure sign of praise. "That's right. My question to you is, do you have any idea what the missing bishops could mean? What kind of theft it's supposed to signify?"


  Claire hesitated...prompting Teller to blurt, "Oh brother, it's EUROPA business, isn't it? C'mon, Claire, what do you know?"


  She glared at him, then looked up and down the promenade to make sure they weren't being observed. Then she reached inside her purse and activated a small white noise generator. Then she tilted her wide-brimmed hat forward so her lips couldn't be read by satellite imaging.


  "Jay, If you tell *anyone* that I told you this, I will hunt you down and kill you in the most sexually humiliating way possible. Preferably involving ferrets. Rebus used to be part of the original Conclave, the group of anchors, where he went by the name Sphinx. Among that group's leaders were his father, Devlin Marx and...Pius XIII. The Pope."


  "The POPE?" Teller shouted. Or rather, he tried to...he got to "The P--" and Dan Tracey's hand clamped over his mouth. "Quiet, Jay," Dan commanded. "Claire, are you sure?"


  "Positive," she said. "We never had the chance to investigate, because Pius died soon after...and I understand Rebus had some indirect involvement in *that*...but I've done some digging and I found that Cardinal Stagliano was a protege of Pius's. A very *close* protege. And a member of the Conclave."


  "So the current Pope, the Bishop of Rome, is also connected to Rebus," Dan mused. "And where did Triton and his Conclavers visit less than a month ago...?"


  Teller pulled Dan's hand away and said, "The same place we're going next...."


  * * * *


  
    "Time dallies like a fool at her feet when he should be


    smiting cities. [...]


    There are temples all about her that he has forgotten to


    spoil."

  


  
    --"The Sphinx at Gizeh"

  


  [The Vatican. August 7, 2024.]


  The cavernous marble hallway held centuries of religious icons and artistic treasures, but the six agents remained focused on the backs of the two Swiss Guards who were leading them to meet the Vatican's new chief of security. The STRAFE team wore their militaristic black dress uniforms; Claire wore the more sedate and friendly blue of EUROPA. The rest of her team was still chasing after Princess Ursula, but Claire was now convinced the Laughing Oyster was in fact a red herring. She'd come to Rome because she wanted to make sure at least one EUROPA agent was present for the real action.


  The guards showed them into a large, well-furnished private office where they met Castor Ierulli-Kiris, Vatican Chief of Security, formerly of EUROPA. And when Claire saw the pained look on his face, she knew her uniform... indeed, her very presence...had been a terrible mistake.


  Without missing a beat, she said, "It's good to see you, Cas," but the young man didn't answer. Instead he rose and leaned across his large desk to shake Dan's hand.


  "The name is Aegis now. Captain Tracey, I never had the chance to thank you for your touching words at my brother's funeral."


  "I wish I could have said more. Your brother was a brave man. Aegis, I think we all know each other well enough to be direct. We have reason to believe that the Vatican is either being targeted or has already been robbed by both Rebus and the Conclave of Super-Villains."


  Aegis leaned back in his overstuffed armchair, idly toying with some of the many insignia on his overdecorated black-and-yellow uniform. "Yes, I've read your report. I'm happy to inform you that the Vatican has not been robbed, but if those swine should come we'll be ready for them. We appreciate your warning."


  Claire was slightly shaken by Aegis's blase demeanor. "Nevertheless, we'd like to know if you have any idea what they might want to steal. It's our best hope of capturing them..."


  "We prize our privacy here, Ms. Auger. We also have some of the finest security on the planet. Let us handle our own matters. And if that will be all, then good day." He buzzed for the Swiss Guards to reopen the doors.


  "You can't just brush us off like that!" Jay blurted.


  "I'm chief of security of a sovereign state, Mr. Teller," Aegis said, coldly. I can do pretty much whatever I please."


  "But dammit, we need your help! These pigs murdered your own *brother*!"


  "I am AWARE of that, Mr. Teller!" Aegis's face turned bright read as he leaped out of his chair. "I am aware of a great *many* things..." he looked, with contempt, from Teller to Claire, Claire to Teller.... "Get out of my office at once. Get out of the Vatican."


  The six agents barely spoke as the Swiss Guard escorted them out of the building. Teller shuffled his feet, unable to look at Claire. He knew she didn't blame him for what happened with Aegis, but it was awkward just the same. Once they were back in the streets of Rome, he sighed and said, "Well, that was a bust."


  "On the contrary," Dan said, "it couldn't have gone more perfectly." And as they watched, he reached down and peeled the top layer of skin off his right hand.


  * * * *


  
    "If she ever finds his secret we will put out his eyes, so


    that he shall find no more our beautiful things -- there are


    lovely gates in Florence that I fear he will carry away."


    --"The Sphinx at Gizeh"

  


  [The Vatican. August 8, 2024.]


  It was a vault in the truest sense of the word. A very long, very high chamber formed by the extension and intersection of row after row of worn Gothic arches, cut long ago from the rock at the foundation of the Vatican. This vault had held banned books and heretical screeds of every kind: the pagan atrocities of the ancients, the condemned treatises of Galileo and Bruno...even, some had rumored, the forbidden Sixth Clastic of Simon Filius himself. The Vatican's current rulers had improved considerably on the vault's secrecy by adding a vault of a different sort...a thick metal cube set into one wall and protected by a heavy steel door. The door was in turn protected by closed-circuit video cameras, motion detectors, laser tripwires, and eight of the most advanced guards on this or any other planet.


  None of the security measures detected the tiny, girlish face which poked out of the vaulted ceiling, scanned the room, and receded back into the rock.


  Lana Smith rose a dozen or so feet before she found open space; she had to partially solidify her vocal cords if she wanted to talk. Lana poked her head up in an unused vestry and spoke into her headset mike. "I found our room," she whispered. "It's filled with goons, though...weird glowing guys who look about as solid as me."


  "Your headset camera caught it all," Dan Tracey answered. He was in the security operations center, stepping briskly over the bodies of watchmen who'd been chloroformed into a dreamless sleep. "And I'd love to know how the Vatican got hold of Scytharian Titan-Killer units, but that's a question for another day. Take your team and go in." He typed several commands into the security console, setting the vault cameras to record the last five minutes on an infinite loop. "The guards won't be a problem."


  "I still can't believe we're doing this," Claire said, looking very uncomfortable. "Breaking into the Vatican. I'm damned to Hell forever."


  "If it's any consolation," Dan said, "I can think of a couple of Popes who'll be waiting for you."


  In the vestry, Jay Teller and Jen Kleinvogel stepped out of the shadows and grabbed Lana's wispy hands. Closing her eyes, Lana ghosted and pulled them down into the rock with her. A few months ago, she thought, she never would have tried to ghost this much mass for this long...she'd worry too much about losing it and solidifying and getting stuck here forever, caught in a stone scream...but that, she reminded herself, was the old Lana.


  She reemerged through the vault's sharply-peaked roof, tugging Jen and Teller after her. Normally she would have sunk quickly through the open air, but Jen activated her antigravity sheath, leaving them bobbing around the ceiling like three languid balloons.


  Teller glanced at his watch. When it clicked over to 17:00:00, he whispered, "Okay." Lana let go of them and rose back into the ceiling while Teller and Jen adjusted the lenses on their bulky Spectra Goggles. Soon they could see the laser tripwires, glowing vermillion with infrared light. Jen slowly drifted down, negotiating the maze of light without touching or interrupting any of the beams. Teller rode down on her back.


  While Jen sank through the three-dimensional labyrinth of light, Teller drew a bead on a numerical keypad at the far end of the vault. With a plastic popgun. Dan fed him a sequence of numbers over the headset; when he had them all, Teller tugged for Jen to hold level. He squeezed the trigger four times, sending four plastic balls hurtling silently across the vault. They struck the keys, opening the outer door and deactivating the vault's internal security.


  Except for the Scytharian guards, who saw the volley of toy projectiles and zeroed in on the source...the two intruders hovering outside the high-security storage unit. Their photonic computer brains sent alerts to the security center...not knowing no one there was conscious to hear them... while their energy bodies charged up, preparing to fry the invaders.


  Then Dan Tracey, Tony Drake, and Claire Auger ran breathlessly into the room. Tony jumped through first, taking a Scytharian laser beam squarely in the chest...and giving Dan time to lunge for the nearby security console. Dan pulled off his glove in mid-flight, exposing his right hand, which he then slammed onto a large glass plate. The console scanned his handprint.


  IERULLI-KIRIS, CASTOR.


  The robots paused, unsure whether to shoot the intruder or acknowledge their master. Dan typed a hurried command, in flawless Latin, and the guards snapped their arms to their sides, awaiting orders.


  "Another victory for the Tesla Branch," Dan said, peeling the fake skin off his hand. Its predecessor had recorded every millimeter of Aegis's chilly handshake; this one had duplicated his prints perfectly. Dan had sent Lana to scout the Vatican well before their meeting, and had known exactly which security measures he'd have to defeat. "You all right, Tony?"


  "Fine," Tony said. The blast had torn a perfect circular hole in his uniform, but hadn't damaged his skin. Tony never even got sunburns. "We're at just over eighteen minutes."


  Dan typed in another set of commands and activated more of Aegis's overrides. The inner vault door rumbled open. "Right," Dan said. "Let's take a look at this treasure."


  Teller stepped inside and saw that Lana was already there, as planned, only she was shaking her head with disappointment. The vault held nothing more than an airtight glass case, which held a velvet cushion, which supported a small pink pearl painted with a tiny, mocking smile.


  "Looks like Kilroy Was Here, chief," Teller said. "We've got nothing."


  "They'll have records." Dan's fingers became a flurry of motion as he typed commands into the security console. "The Book of Thoth...?" He quickly shoved in an optical disk and began downloading.


  The rest of his team was pacing around the vault, either admiring the architecture or trying to glean some infinitesimal clue from the violated case. After a few moments, however, Jen perked up and marched slowly but purposefully to Dan's side. "There were eight Scytharian units in here, right?" she whispered.


  Dan's voice turned. "Yes..."


  "Well, there are only seven now."


  Dan looked up. She was right. He calmly lowered his goggles and began scanning through the spectra. Jen did the same.


  They saw Teller, Tony, and Claire kneeling around the pedestal, while Lana gazed at the old wall paintings. They saw them as shining purple ghosts, basking in ambient ultraviolet radiation. They saw them as pulsing red heat images...which were joined by a fifth blob, running rapidly towards Dan and Jen.


  Before either one could react...even Dan...something batted the sides of their heads. Both STRAFE agents collapsed under an electrical jolt, their Spectra Goggles reduced to static. "Intruder!" Dan gasped. "Goggles on!"


  "Well this is ironic," Teller muttered. He dropped his goggles into place, fiddled around for infrared...and was felled as a loose stone hurtled into his face. Tony was stunned as his goggles were yanked off his head and then twisted around his neck, pulling him to the ground. Lana's instinctual ghosting proved counterproductive, as she felt something dive *through* her.


  Claire didn't waste any time trying to spot the intruder. She simply ran for the far end of the vault, which lay at the end of the ghost's path of destruction. Claire had a little stored momentum, which she used as super- speed. But she reached out with her mind's eye and found another source of energy, a lithe humanoid figure moving at top speed for the far wall and its small ventilation shaft...Claire expelled her energy in a burst of strength, leaping across the vault and tackling the ghost.


  Their impact with the cold stone floor only made Claire stronger. It also dislodged the ghost's holographic generator, revealing a svelte young woman wearing a black CSV uniform with a white chest emblem, shaped like a crown.


  "I'm tired of these games." Claire pulled off the thief's facemask... and discovered she was pinning herself. The stunned expression on the thief's face must have matched her own; the woman had a second, smaller holo-generator mounted somewhere around her neck and attached to a miniature camera. "Let me guess," Claire said, not appreciating the joke. "The Laughing Oyster. Peregryn was right about your gender."


  "It's Tiara now, actually." She nodded down at her emblem.


  "So you were piggybacking on our own break-in?" Dan asked.


  Tiara noticed Dan, and smiled coquettishly at him with Arc's stolen face. Neither Teller, Claire, nor Jen were particularly happy about that. "Well, yes and no. I was in here several minutes before you were. You might have made a lovely diversion for my escape, though." She examined his form- fitting outfit. "And I do mean lovely."


  Dan ignored the comment and inspected her holo-generator. Fiddling with the settings, he pressed a button...and briefly looked like a Scytharian Titan-Killer. "Nice trick," he said. "But what's the point of breaking into a place you've already robbed?"


  "That's my question as well." All seven heads spun around...with Tiara lifting hers as best she could...to see Aegis entering the vault with several humans in bulky armor. Their gold and black colors and chevrons marked them as Helvetians, elite members of the Swiss Guard; and they were pointing their weapons at everybody.


  "I see we've captured a member of the esteemed Conclave of Super- Villains," Aegis observed, "and some even more politically useful prizes." He stared spitefully at Claire.


  "I should warn you," Tiara announced, barely able to contain her glee, "I have diplomatic immunity. And you'll find that the Vatican honors it."


  "That gift from Chancellor Radner," Aegis replied, "will only help you *outside* this vault." He planted his right hand on the security console, activating the Scytharians. Only five of the Titan-Killers blinked into attack formation; two units, whose metallic components were particularly battle-scarred, remained inert. "You are all under arrest," Aegis announced, "and your interrogation begins here. Titan-Killers, begin recording."


  Dan pointed to Aegis and the Helvetians. "Titan-Killers, detain the intruders." His voice was an almost-perfect match for Aegis's. The Scytharians, now obeying two men identified as Castor Ierulli-Kiris, blinked and quivered under the conflicting orders.


  "I don't have time for this nonsense." Aegis scowled, and the six enemy paranorms went wild: Claire rocketed off Tiara with an excess of speed energy, Lana began fading into near-invisibility, Jen Kleinvogel shot around the room like an erratic comet, unable to control her direction or speed. Aegis was unleashing one of the most devastating paranormal powers on record, pushing the other paranorms towards burnout. And duplicating their powers.


  The only other beneficiary was Tiara, who, unfazed by the attack, rolled to her feet and grabbed her holo-generator from Dan Tracey's quivering hands. Her body disappeared behind a screen of empty space.


  Dan Tracey forced his muscles to stop spasming, and took one step away from Tiara.


  "Helvetians, switch to auto-targeting!" Aegis screamed. "*Shoot her*!" But even though the Helvetians could see her heat signature, shooting Tiara proved to be another matter entirely. The bulky armor suits didn't move well through the narrow vault, and every time they could draw a shot, they were interrupted by a wildly careening paranormal. Tiara ducked and wove between the stone columns, using them to block several bursts from the Helvetians' energy-cannons. Above them, the vault ceiling shuddered.


  Dan Tracey took another step forward. And another.


  Aegis tried to pinpoint Tiara's holographic distortion with Jason Teller's keen vision, but he'd somehow lost her. His Helvetians were still spraying the room wildly, hitting more columns with each second. Then Aegis switched to the ratiocinative powers of Daniel Tracey, and noticed there were now seven flailing STRAFE agents...one of whom was rolling into an air vent. "She's switched images, shoot her!"


  But he didn't have time to point out which one, as Dan Tracey stepped forward and punched him solidly in the face. Aegis dropped, and the overwhelming flood of sensory information that had comprised Dan's burnout, eating away at the edges of his self-control, finally ceased. "Let's get out of here!" Dan screamed. "Titan-Killers, execute program alpha!" The Scytharians, responding to the subroutine Dan had uploaded into the security console, instantly grappled with the Helvetians.


  Dan pulled Jen and the other dazed agents to their feet and led them to the far end of the vault. "After her, after her!" Claire converted her kinetic energy into strength and smashed open the far wall, exposing an ancient air shaft. The ceiling trembled again, sending chunks of masonry tumbling to the ground. Behind them, power-armored guards wrestled with shimmering photonic killers, spraying stray shots everywhere.


  "Come on, come on!" Dan herded his agents into the air shaft, then dove through after them. He could see Aegis ducking out the door at the opposite end of the vault.


  Then the final columns snapped, and the entire ceiling collapsed.


  * * * *


  
    "We will kiss thy painted face, O Sphinx, if thou wilt


    betray to us Time."


    --"The Sphinx at Gizeh"

  


  They emerged, coughing and covered in dust, from a metal grate in the floor of one of the collonnades which ran from St. Peter's Basilica down to Bernini's colossal, elliptical Piazza San Pietro. While the other agents pushed back a crowd of startled tourists and strictly ornamental Swiss Guards, Dan reached down and pulled up Lana. The tiny girl was exhausted after ghosting the agents through multiple walls and floors.


  "Captain," Tony said, carefully avoiding Dan's real name, "we're nowhere near our getaway."


  "No," Teller shouted, "but we're near *hers*!" He pointed between the columns to a sleek black Ferrari accelerating straight down the middle of the piazza, scattering tour groups and pigeons everywhere. The car weaved around the center of the piazza, which held...and here Dan knew they were all victims of some monstrous cosmic game...an ancient Egyptian obelisk.


  The STRAFE agents ran across the piazza, trying to catch up to the Ferrari. The Ferrari wound through the crowded ellipse, swerving to avoid any barricades or pedestrians. Jen took to the air and tailed the car, setting off every flash bulb in the piazza; the other agents vaulted over the plaza barricades just as the Ferrari reached the Via della Conciliazone and darted in the direction of the river Tiber. A _Carabinieri_ squad car ground to a halt in front of the STRAFE agents; its high-pitched and melodic siren momentarily amused everyone except Claire, who wrenched the doors open and began pulling out policemen. The agents hopped inside, and the squat orange-and-white police car groaned after the Ferrari.


  Following the hovering black dot of Jen's antigravity sheath, Dan effortlessly weaved the car around overloaded city buses and friars who stumbled into traffic. "I don't mean to distract you," Tony said from the back seat, "but we've got company."


  A half-dozen black sedans pulled out of the internal roadways of the Vatican and surged after the police car. "Of course," Teller said. "Because STRAFE never does *anything* with one bullet when one hundred will do." Grumbling, he rolled down the window and drew his guns.


  "No civilian casualties," Dan cautioned him.


  "I got it, I got it." He leaned out the window and sized up his shots; taking out the cars would be easy, but on streets this crowded, they'd almost certainly hit someone before they stopped.... "Where's a conveniently- overturnable fruit stand when you need one?" he groused.


  "Coming right up," Dan said, through clenched teeth. He wrenched the wheel hard to the right, pulling them off their pursuit of the Ferrari and down a side street barely wider than the car. Half the Helvetian sedans took the bait and followed them. As Dan tilted the car on two wheels to squeeze past a parked delivery truck, Teller saw his chance.


  He sat in the open window, leaned across the roof of the tilting car, and opened fire straight down into the street. The bullets ricocheted off the cobbled pavement, bouncing back up into his best estimate of the truck's fuel tank...and as they passed it the truck exploded, falling on its side and blocking the Helvetians in the narrow alley. Burning fruit rolled out in every direction.


  Dan spun the car through a tiny, heavily crowded piazza...centered with another obelisk...and blasted his musical siren for all it was worth. They rocketed down an avenue of astonished nuns, then pulled up alongside the Tiber, just before the Ponte Vittorio Emanuele II crossed it. Dan fell in behind the three other Helvetian cars on the broad embankment; now Teller had room to work his magic.


  "Yee-HAH!" he shouted as Dan drove between two of the cars, giving him a prime opportunity to cause some blowouts. He hollered again as he took out the engines of the cars and watched them recede into the background. And then he kept on screaming, even though there were no cars left to shoot, because suddenly he was seeing everything in too much detail, he was seeing the lines of angle and force that connected everything, he was seeing the feverish edge of burnout...Aegis bobbed up from behind the star-shaped Castel Sant' Angelo, soaring on borrowed power.


  Combining Jen's speed with Claire's kinetic energy battery, he easily caught up to Jen and tackled her in midair. The black Ferrari rolled smoothly underneath them.


  "Jen!" Dan shouted. "Damn." He stopped the car; the agents, except for the delirious Teller, all hopped out. As if in response, the Ferrari skidded to a halt on the center of the bridge and Tiara hopped out as well.


  Aegis floated above them, holding Jen in a brutal hammerlock with Claire's strength. "Surrender, all of you!" he screamed.


  Claire looked at Teller's quivering body. "I don't think so." She grabbed Lana and hurled her straight at Aegis. Lana grabbed Jen, and then both ghosted through Aegis's grip. Dan, Claire, and Tony stayed close to the car, each warily adopting a fighting stance.


  "Whatever we do," Claire whispered, "we've got to keep him from taking Tony's invulnerability."


  "No," Dan said, "we'll *make* him take it." He grabbed Teller's guns, aimed them at Aegis, and prepared to fire.


  As anticipated, Aegis dropped Arc's strength and poured all his concentration into duplicating Tony's invulnerability; he wasn't personally familiar with Lana's powers and so didn't take the more expedient route of letting the bullets pass through him. But Dan never fired those bullets. He held back as Tony ran across the roof of the _Carabinieri_ car and sailed into the air. Fighting to keep his perceptions straight, resisting the rush of burnout, Tony twisted into a kick and drove his feet square into Aegis's solar plexus. Tony felt the unyielding tension of a steel-hard chest shudder up his shins; his own power had protected Aegis from the damage.


  But not the pain.


  Aegis, expecting complete invulnerability, was completely unprepared for the pain that exploded through his torso. He and Tony tumbled to the ground as one, and when Tony landed on him, he wasn't protected by anybody's power. Aegis passed out. Tony, still fevered from the near-burnout, collapsed on top of him.


  Then all heads turned to Tiara, who was poised delicately on the side of the bridge. She saluted them...and waved to Dan...and fell gracefully off the side.


  The agents ran to the edge of the bridge. Tiara had fallen onto a speedboat, unmanned, which was taking a preprogrammed route down the Tiber. As the agents watched, two hydrofoils extended from the hull and the boat began planing away downstream. "I'll see you later, _caro mio_!" she called to Dan.


  The STRAFE agents, and the one very worried EUROPAn, heard more sirens and ran back to their stolen police car, dragging Tony inside. "I guess this was a bust, too," Jen said.


  "Not exactly." Dan slammed the car into high gear and plunged into central Rome. "We got a name."


  The Book of Thoth, whatever that was.


  Dan was afraid he had some ideas.


  



  
    "And yet I fear that in his ultimate anguish he may take


    hold blindly of the world and the moon, and slowly pull


    down upon him the House of Man."


    --"The Sphinx at Gizeh"


    Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett,


    Eighteenth Baron Dunsany
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  [Adams Morgan, Washington D.C. August 10, 2024.]



  Colonel Richard Hendrick stepped out of the unmarked car and back into the humid swelter of a D.C. summer afternoon. Swinging his head north and south he surveyed 18th Street, not so much to see if he was being watched... although that was a factor...as to see what had become of the neighborhood. The bars and restaurants and ethnic grocery stores were returning to Adams Morgan, repopulating the street in a slow recovery from the misfortunes of the Godmarket. If anything, there were more African businesses than he'd remembered, gradually engulfing and converting the old Latino shops. But that was more a sign of the turmoil half a world away that was creating record numbers of African refugees, because D.C. still hadn't fully bounced back. Even in the middle of the day, Adams Morgan's off-hours, the streets should have been lined with *people*.


  "Is it clear?" Dan Tracey asked from inside the car. His generation had never seen cities where the streets were never empty.


  "Yeah," Hendrick said. Too clear.


  Dan climbed out of the STRAFE car with Jen Kleinvogel, his teammate and now girlfriend...Hendrick couldn't exactly say he approved of that, but it was better than watching Tracey obsess over catching Rebus again. The young man led them across the street to an unassuming rowhouse. The ground floor held a bar, now long closed, its name lost to time and the elements.


  Dan sidestepped the bar and arrowed towards a small door, beside which stood a column of buttons. Only one button was marked...a tattered, faded label which read M. ADAMS.


  "This guy can't *really* be named Morgan Adams," Jen said, in disbelief. "I mean, Adams Morgan, Morgan Adams...he's got to be kidding."


  "He's the real thing," Hendrick said succinctly. He pressed the button once, and the door buzzed in return and admitted them without comment. All of the mailboxes in the tiny, closetlike lobby were empty. They marched single-file up a long and narrow flight of stairs.


  At the second-floor landing, Dan knocked once on the single door. A distant, muffled voice from inside said "It's open" without much vigor or feeling. They stepped inside.


  The room was long and high-ceilinged, filled with sleek black Nineties Paramodern furniture which was dwarfed and covered by forty years of memorabilia. Awards and citations jostled for wall space with celebrity photographs; tables and couches were coated in a thick loam of ceremonial knicknacks and yellowed letters.


  And weapons. Lots of weapons. The room was strewn with weapons both functional (guns of every size, shape and caliber served as paperweights and bookends) and non- (an old, ornately painted crossbow rested haphazardly against a wastebasket). Seemingly the only empty space in the room was a small circle underneath a coat-stand, which in respectful isolation held one single black trenchcoat.


  Sitting underneath it in an overstuffed armchair was a man in his mid-sixties, salt-and-pepper hair over a cream complexion. Jen's first impression was that he was black, or Latino, or white. With possibly a little Asian mixed in.


  While she tried to label him, Dan produced a badge and said, "Mister Adams, we spoke on the phone. We're agents of the Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated-Field Experts of the North American Combine."


  "And this," Hendrick said to Jen, smiling, "is Morgan Adams."


  "STRAFE." His voice was a soft, tremulous thing, almost lost in the clutter of the room. "I knew a Strafe once," Morgan Adams said. "A nasty fellow."


  "A supervillain once bore that name," Dan explained patiently, but Adams wouldn't hear it.


  "Yes he did," he said, interrupting Dan, "but that wasn't the one I knew. He was sort of a rival cop on the same beat, and his agenda didn't always match mine. Tell me," he said softly, "exactly why should I talk to agents of the Combine?"


  "Mister Adams, if you'll excuse me..." It was a tone of voice Dan and Jen had never heard in Hendrick before. He was hovering deferentially on the edge of his seat, right by Adams's side, quivering like a kid in the presence of his favorite pop star. "I believe my father knew you. He was John Hendrick..."


  "Hendrick?" The old man perked up. "Steel Jack Hendrick? Yes, he did know me! Worked with me once, too, on the Golden Claw case...." He waved idly at some of the pictures and citations; only he and Hendrick seemed to know which. "So his boy hooked up with the Combine, eh?"


  "It was during the...the troubles. To keep the peace." Adams nodded with approval; as one of the few adventurers of the 1990s who didn't have any paranormal abilities, Dan knew, Adams had also worked long and hard to hold the line after the Godmarket.


  "Mister Adams," Hendrick continued, "my father told me that you didn't have any love for the law...but he also told me that you never hesitated to help people in need, and right now, we need your help." Adams snorted at that, and was about to say something else until Hendrick blurted, "It's about the Book of Thoth."


  And Adams fell silent. Hendrick cleared his throat and said, "It's been stolen from the Vatican. We believe both the Conclave of Super-Villains and Rebus are interested in it, but we don't have any idea what it *does*. Captain Tracey's researches have indicated you encountered it once, and we figured, well, since you're a local...." His voice trailed off. "A, uh, local hero..."


  "The Book of Thoth," Adams repeated. All passion and anger, all emotion of any sort, had vanished again. "Yes, I remember it. I remember it very well. That was back before the Godmarket; back before everything changed.


  "It was the dying days of Capricorn, in 1996...


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


  MORGAN ADAMS


  in


  BLACK CAPRICORN DAYS


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


  It was the dying days of Capricorn, in 1996 when two feet of ice and snow smothered D.C. for a week and a half. Back then the mayor couldn't move snow to save his life, unless it was lined up on a mirror, so life in the nation's capital had come to a very soft and quiet halt. But life will go on, and the first night anybody could get out the streets of Adams Morgan were filled with people drinking, people partying, people eager to get on living again.


  I was bundled tightly as I walked up the busy strip of clubs on Eighteenth Street, but my neighbors recognized me anyway, because the trenchcoat was my signature apparel. The African immigrants waved hello, the local brothers flashed me gang signs, the Latinos hailed me in Spanish and the Jamaicans in patois...hell, even some of the white barhoppers would nod their heads in salute. Everybody extended me membership in their little group because nobody really knew where I stood...and that was the way I liked it.


  That was what I liked about Adams Morgan, too. The neighborhood ran right up against Sixteenth Street NW, the city's north-south axis and dividing line. Sure, the official axes are North and South Capitol Streets, but look a map sometime and you'll see...the Capitol has drifted too far over to the right. If you know what I'm sayin'.


  No, Sixteenth was the true dividing line, and the city planners knew it...even put Meridian Hill Park up there to mark the spot. But there was another dividing line in D.C., too, a more capricious and invisible one that started up at the natural border of Rock Creek, dipped around the beatnik barrios of Mount Pleasant and joined Sixteenth for a while, slowly faded south and east towards Logan Circle and then drew a nice neat box around downtown, the federal city and the Mall before plunging into the Potomac River, shutting out most of Southeast entirely. This line wasn't as neat and orderly as Sixteenth but it served a far more important function...it divided the houses of Mr. Have from the fields of the Have Nots. It was invisible but it was *real*, as tangible as the sudden switch from crumbling rowhouses to hipster coffee shops, and on most days it was tearing D.C. apart.


  But it got a little fuzzy around Adams Morgan, and that was another reason I loved the place so much. So I nodded to the crowds and took a stroll through my neighborhood, my little piece of the city, where a person could be any race or no race at all.


  Suddenly there was a noise like a jet engine overhead; everybody stopped what they were doing and looked up. It was the Elite Regiment, making all the racket as they crossed town to fight some menace to God and Country. Strafe led the formation, his newest cybernetic implants leaving a trail of super-heated air in his wake.


  They flew over in about two seconds...the same amount of time it took Adams Morgan to forget them and go back to whatever it was doing. Gulping down booze and lighting up reefer.


  "Hey, Morgan!" said Julio, an eleven-year-old kid I knew who liked to tag the Marie Reed Elementary School with his gang's colors. "You gonna help the Regiment kick some ass?"


  Right then they were probably fighting some alien conqueror or genetic monster bent on destroying the White House, the flag, and mom's apple pie. Or just some uppity Negro from Southeast who was stirring up too much trouble down in the projects.


  "You know they could never kick enough ass to keep up with me, Julio."


  In fact, it was just about time to start kickin' again.


  I'd spotted the tails all the way back on U Street, but I walked a good couple of blocks north of Marie Reed to make sure Julio was out of the way. Wouldn't do for the school to suddenly become graffiti-free. So I sauntered past Ronnie Miller and his crew, who were toking up on a stoop even in this weather because his aunt wouldn't let him smoke it inside. When I was sure I was being followed by the leader-man...a nebbishy guy in a bow tie...I strolled around a corner, easy as I pleased.


  Except instead of walking down Kalorama I tucked myself up into the nearest windowsill. Nebbishy guy came rushing around the corner and found himself the lucky recipient of one hundred ninety pounds of flying Morgan Adams. Nebbishy guy sprawled out on the pavement; cushioned my jump nicely, too.


  His spill brought the others running...only two of them, fortunately, and wearing bow ties like their partner, but they had five hundred pounds between them and all of it muscle. They filled the sidewalk like linebackers and tried to bum-rush me. So I hopped onto a parked and booted car, and did some booting of my own...alligator-skin to the nearest thug's face. I turned the kick into a cartwheel, planted my hands on the car and flipped right over the offensive line, crunching down onto the packed snow behind them.


  By the time they turned around, the same thug caught a palm-strike right up the tip of his nose. I heard the cartilege break and he staggered backwards, gushing blood like a fountain. His partner swung at me and I ducked, stepped in under his arm and grabbed it, moved to flip him over me...


  And didn't budge him. The guy wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug. "That wasn't too cool, brother," he hissed.


  "Ain't you heard?" I grunted. "I got no brothers." I swung my legs up and over his head. I was too close to kick him, so instead I threw my legs past his shoulder and threw off his center of balance...he slipped on the ice and fell on his back, with me landing on top of him. The fall levered me right out of his grip; I jabbed him in the solar plexus and hopped off. And he *got up*, ready for more...


  "That's enough! Ismail, Omar, that's enough!" The nebbishy guy got up and waved off his thugs. Ronnie Miller and his crew had come charging off their stoop to back me up, but I waved them off too. Omar, the nastier goon, stepped back...but didn't look like he wanted to.


  "Mister Adams, there has been a misunderstanding," nebbishy guy said, as he frantically re-fastened his bow tie. "We came here to hire you."


  "Well you got a funny way of showing it. Or do you shadow all your prospective employees?"


  "We had to be certain it was safe, Mr. Adams. We'd prefer to have this meeting in private..." he cast a disapproving gaze at Ronnie's crew.


  "I'm feeling safer here," I told him. "So start talking."


  Nebbishy guy cleared his throat. "Mr. Adams, I'm Brother Malik Abdul-Baraka." Or _abd' al baraka_, I thought. Servant of Power. "I am the personal representative of our spiritual leader on Earth, the great Minister..."


  "I know the Minister," I said. "Dude wanted a million men down on the Mall last fall, and not one sister. They supposed to stay at home knitting they own veils?"


  Brother Servant...Brother Nebbish...swallowed heavily and said, "We are not here to discuss the Minister's politics. There has been a murder, Mr. Adams, of a scholar whose work was vital to our ongoing strength. We wish you to find those responsible."


  "I thought you had your own in-house people for that." I nodded to the two Brother Thugs.


  "Normally we prefer to handle these matters ourselves, yes. But in this case we need the flexibility of an outsider." His eyes cast up and down my features, looking for some clue as to my true background. Suspicious that I wasn't as black as he'd thought I would be. Wondering just how *much* of an outsider I was. "You see, the murder involves a place of...a different faith."


  I tried not to raise my eyebrows, but inside, alarm bells were ringing. It made sense, though; neither real Muslims nor the Minister's special variety had any love lost with the pantheons of mythological gods that were descending on Earth. "You do realize," I said, "that this drives up the price considerably."


  "We are prepared to pay up to one hundred thousand dollars for the name of Brother Khalil's killer. And the return of his research." He added the last bit *too* casually.


  "Make it a half a million," I said, and when he agreed to *that* I knew I had just stepped into some serious shit.


  "One last thing," I told him. "You boys follow all of Islam's taboos, right? Fasting? No alcohol? Veils for the sisters?"


  He flashed me a weak smile. "When they cooperate, yes."


  "Well then I'll tell you what." And with this I stepped up into Brother Nebbish's smug and overzealous face: "I'll take your case for half a million dollars. *And a nice pork dinner.*"


  The PYRAMID was one of a string of storefront churches up on Georgia Avenue. South of it you could find the Nommo Cradle or the First Temple of Shango, which regularly sent storm clouds across the street to mess with the Methodists. New religions were springing up everywhere, and in D.C. their owners...who ranged from visionary reformers to fly-by-night charlatans...had all gone crazy for Mama Africa. I couldn't really blame them; in the last couple of years, Mama Africa had gone crazy for *us*.


  The Godmarket hadn't kicked in full swing, but the gods were starting to return to Earth. They mostly played the parts of superheroes and villains, but we took notice of their divinity...and the best and boldest gods were all Egyptians. Hell, maybe that's why I always dug ASH a little bit more than the Elite Regiment.


  And maybe that's why higher up on Georgia, all the churches leaned towards the gods of the Nile. As I walked up the street, prophets and barkers shouted the praises of Isis and Heru to everybody who passed. Everybody but me, alone in my swirling leather trenchcoat.


  Maybe they could tell I was working for the Muslims. Or maybe I was marked for something else.


  A human body had been outlined in front of the PYRAMID, with spray paint instead of chalk because it was drawn on packed-down snow. The outline lay right under the main entrance, and under the giant plaster pharaoh's head above the door. The pharaoh's vacant stare belonged on a Macy's float, not a temple. I snorted and pushed through the door, setting a dozen chimes to ringing.


  The inside smelled strongly of jasmine. I stepped into a long, dark hall lined with wooden pillars, lit by a lone oil lamp at the far end of the room. The dancing firelight illuminated the astrological symbols on the ceiling, the silent Egyptian figures carved into the pillars. And it silhouetted the woman who approached me.


  She wore a close-fitting white cloth, suspended by two little spaghetti straps that dangled precariously over her shoulders. The cloth covered her from armpits to ankles, but against her silhouette the thin fabric was almost transparent. When she stepped forward, the small braziers at the door illuminated her face...she had tiny, perfectly chiseled features, surrounded by locks of hair wound with long rows of beads, and bits of gold and lapis lazuli. Her left eye was painted with a lazy Egyptian design; it looked far better on her than on white Goth chicks. She looked North African or Arabian, with light brown skin and dark eyes of unfathomable depths. "Greetings, brother," she said. I'd been called that twice in as many days; this time, I didn't mind the familiarity. "I am Dendera Athor, priestess of the Eye of Ra."


  I smiled. "Well, Dendera Athor, priestess of the Eye of Ra, I'm Morgan Adams." I slipped her a business card...with home phone and pager. "I'm sorry to trouble you, but I'm here about the murder that happened outside your church."


  Her inviting smile became an exasperated sigh. "Are you with the police?" She scanned my card, but it only said _MORGAN ADAMS: Deeds Done, Problems Solved_. "We've been answering questions for two days..."


  "I'm not with the police, Miss Athor. I'm sort of a private troubleshooter..." oh, how I wanted to tell her I was some kind of local hero, "...and I'm investigating Mr. Khalil's death. Did you know him?"


  "Yes, I did. I'm afraid that's why the police were here for so long... unless they just want an excuse to close us down. If you'll please follow me." She led me down the hall, gesturing to a carving of a slender woman. The woman, unlike Dendera, was bare-breasted. "As you can see, we worship the Egyptian pantheon here, particularly Hathor...the goddess of maternity and the Utchat, or Eye of Ra."


  She took me back into the church...or rather, into a large kitchen filled with people eagerly eating a warm stew. "Motherhood means more than just worshipping the right goddess, Mr. Adams. It means caring for those around you."


  She showed me the soup kitchen, the overcrowded homeless shelter, the impromptu medical clinic. I wondered what they did for supplies, until I saw Dendera kneel over a frostbitten man and begin chanting in some strange, melodic tongue. The design around her left eye glowed, and the homeless man began to thaw.


  "I use the gifts of the Utchat to help all those in need, Mr. Adams. Even the Muslims who condemn us. Brother Khalil seemed a good man."


  "Why did he come to you?"


  "He sought my help in translating an artifact. A papyrus scroll called the Book of Thoth, rumored to contain powerful spells."


  The Muslims, dabbling in magic? It didn't make sense. "And he had this book?"


  "He had very detailed photographs of it. I suspect he had access to the original. And...." She hesitated for a moment, then said, "When my husband found him outside, after he'd been...well, there were bits of paper all around his body. Very old, brittle paper. Clutched in his fingers."


  So he'd been trying to bring the Book to the PYRAMID. But at the time, all I could think about was--"You have a husband?"


  She beamed at me, quite innocently. "Oh, yes. Here he is, in fact." She brought me to a very average-looking man, white but dark-complexioned, who was bandaging a patient's foot. "Mr. Adams, this is my husband, Pino. And right there is our pride and joy." She pointed to a small boy of about five or six sitting in the corner. "Our son."


  It was my own damn fault. I should have realized that a priestess of Hathor would see motherhood as more than just a theology. But I just stammered like an idiot and said, "He...he looks like his father."


  "You mean Italian?" Dendera said. "Or *white*? Appearances can often be misleading...but then, the famous Morgan Adams should know that."


  "You know who I am?"


  "Only by reputation," she said, mischievously. "But I suppose I wanted to see for myself. And now I have." She showed me back out the front door.


  I stood frowning over the black outline of Brother Khalil, shot down at her doorstep.


  I've never felt at home down in "monumental" D.C. It's not just the people inside those white marble and sandstone buildings who put me off; it's the buildings themselves. You get down the Mall and this vibrant city, this wonderful city, my *home* city becomes invaded by colossal edifices from some other reality. The cherry blossoms make them look so pretty, you can almost forget those cold stone fortresses have no place for all the little human concerns like money, drugs, food, sex, *life*.


  No wonder the Egyptian gods, returning after thousands of years, wanted to make Washington, D.C. their new home. The place was already a necropolis.


  Nevertheless, the Library of Congress can be a handy place to do some research. I was leaving the Jefferson Building...named after that great defender of liberty who did the freaky-deaky with Sally Hemings...trotting down the shallow stone steps, pulling my trenchcoat tighter against the cold, when I saw a white limousine pull off Independence Avenue and stop right in front of me. So I ran for the nearest trashcan.


  Two burly bruisers...a lot like the Brother Thugs, in fact, but white and wearing chic collarless shirts...started to climb out of the car. I dove behind the trashcan and ripped two guns out from under it...guns I'd duct-taped there before entering the high-security library. I pumped four bullets into the car's bulletproof windows. The bruisers recoiled back into the limo, and everyone else in the Federal City ran from the crazy Negro.


  "Step out of the car alone," I said, to the tinted windows of the passenger compartment. "I know who you are and I know what your involvement is." The limo's license plate was meaningless, but the serial number emblazoned across the rear bumper, and the "MI" designation that kicked it off, was a dead giveaway. "I want to know how Brother Khalil ended up with that book."


  The rear door cracked open. "What a strange coincidence," said the cultured voice which rose from inside. "So do I."


  A young, handsome white man slid out of the limo, holding his gloved hands high where I could see them. He had mildly longish hair, tied back in a ponytail that would be considered rebellious in a boardroom and nowhere else.


  "I'm Devlin Marx," he said, "of Magnum Industries."


  And, according to my researches, he was the guy who'd paid five million pounds sterling at Sotheby's of London for the Book of Thoth.


  I set up a meeting after hours at the PYRAMID. Marx, Dendera, and me. Dendera said she'd close up the shop, send Pino out to babysit their son for the evening. I drove Marx up there; he'd ditched the corporate limo and the bodyguards at very little prodding from me. "Don't want Magnum Industries to know how you've been spending their money, huh?" I asked him.


  "You don't know the half of it," he said. "It isn't just Magnum Industries that's missing the Book," Marx told me. "I also purchased it on behalf of another group I represent...a group called the Anchorites."


  Any hints of a smile vanished from my face. "Bounty hunters," I grumbled. They were all Anchors...people who naturally repressed super powers and other funky stuff...and as such they commanded a high price whenever supers or magic were involved.


  "You've been a bounty hunter, too," Marx said. "What difference does an Anchor make to you?"


  It meant the Muslims *knew* they were tangling with the Anchorites, I thought, and they'd hired me because I had no powers to be Anchored, and they didn't tell me. But Marx didn't need to know that.


  And frankly, Anchors pissed me off on general principle. I had to get by in a world of gods and monsters, and *I* wasn't born with any special powers, and in that respect the Anchors were just as dumb-ass lucky as the supers. Marx didn't need to know that, either; but I told him anyway.


  "We can't help how we're born," Marx sniffled.


  "Damn right," I said, "it's what you do afterwards that counts. And the Anchorites are some of the most cold-hearted mercenary bastards I know. So tell me, mister man with two bosses, what on earth would the Anchorites want with a book of *magic*?"


  "The Anchorites are not all of one mind, Mr. Adams. The faction that asked me to acquire the Book may not be in its right mind at all. I'm hoping this local contact of yours can shed some light on their plans."


  The tenements of Georgia Avenue made Marx visibly uncomfortable when we parked, but to his credit he buttoned his lip and marched into the PYRAMID like a guy who could take care of himself if need be. He didn't have to, because with me at his back the drunks on the streetcorner just shouted "Hey, Morgan" and "Wassup, Morgan?" and maybe a little "What you doin' with that cracker, Morgan?" I smiled Marx through the gauntlet and we stepped into Hathor's bosom.


  Dendera smiled at me, but stopped short when she noticed Marx. "You're an Anchor," she said.


  Marx was taken aback. "You can tell?"


  "The Utchat can't sense your aura. It's the same feeling I get when my husband is near."


  "You're married to an Anchor?" Marx said, sounding very afraid of the inevitable answer.


  "Yes, I like the feeling of normality, of groundedness, that Pino gives me."


  "Pino? Pino Archangeli?" Marx sat down heavily on a nearby wooden pew. Nearly collapsed onto it, in fact. He looked up at us and said, "He's one of the Anchorites. And the man who demanded the Book of Thoth."


  Okay, so Pino had played us *all* for fools. At least we didn't take too long putting two and two together once we'd found out. All the pieces clicked together for me as we burned rubber across town, to some Anchorite- owned residence where Marx said Pino might be hiding out.


  Pino used Marx, and Magnum Industries' bank account, to snag the Book when it went up for auction. Then he used the Muslims to translate the thing without anybody else knowing about it...and, when they couldn't decipher it, steered them towards his own wife. Brother Khalil must have figured out what it could be used for, and tried to run to Dendera. But Pino was waiting for him: killed the poor son of a bitch on his wife's doorstep, and then calmly called it in to the police. By not telling Marx he'd gotten it back, the Book was firmly in his hands now...so the only question was...


  "What can he do with it?" I asked Dendera.


  She was holding up amazingly well for someone who'd just learned her husband was living a lie. "From the fragments Khalil showed me," she said, "it was primarily a book of spatial clastics...spells for teleportations and space warps. But the rituals were so crude, so blunt, I can't imagine they'd be of use to anybody."


  "I can think of a lot of uses for teleportation," I said. "Bank vaults, military bases...but somehow Pino doesn't seem that small-scale."


  "Teleportation's no good if you don't get there in one piece," Dendera explained. "The makers of the Book knew how to banish things but not necessarily how to retrieve them." She leaned against the window and stared at the streetlights receding past us. "Just like Pino did to our marriage."


  Holyrood Oaks was a private estate in Georgetown, right next to the U.S. Naval Observatory. It was built in the late nineteenth century by some crazy senator who had a jones for collecting Egyptian artifacts; I like to think I would have figured Pino was hiding there even if Marx hadn't ratted him out. The only thing that might have tripped me up was that in 1996, Holyrood was property of the U.S. government.


  The guy who checked my car at the gate was a federal agent, not an Anchorite-rent-a-thug, but I showed him my opened wallet without missing a beat. He nodded his earphoned head and waved us in.


  I don't know what he saw, but to me the wallet still held a library card and a really lousy DMV photo. We'd shut Marx in the trunk, against his wishes, so Dendera could work the spell without interference. "Who did he think we were?" I asked her.


  "Only the Eye of Ra knows for sure," she said, with an enigmatic smile that made her look even cuter. In that moment I knew Pino Archangeli was not only a bastard, but also a damn fool.


  I parked up by the house, a low-slung Prarie Style mansion with an ugly postmodern museum gallery grafted onto the back. Marx climbed out of the trunk. "So much for our spell protection," I muttered. Just what I needed: back-up that canceled each other out.


  "That's all right," he said, "I've got this instead." His leather- gloved hands were snapping together a small crossbow, and loading shafts decorated with Egyptian symbols. Shaking my head, I led the way with my Glocks.


  The house guards were well-tailored men whom Dendera fingered as Anchors. Blows to the back of the head still knocked them out. Once inside, we heard the sound of chanting echoing from the gallery. Padding up to the gallery door, I nudged it open and peered through.


  And saw Pino Archangeli and several other older white men, dressed in white Egyptian robes, standing against the gallery's glass walls and smiling with patronizing approval. A couple of business-suited men, Feds from the haggard look of them, sat in low Egyptian chairs and looked very confused. In the center of the room, another man in Egyptian robes stood chanting over a large papyrus scroll. A black man.


  Brother Malik Abdul-Baraka, in fact.


  I didn't even have time to be astonished before the doors were yanked open from within. I was staring up at six and a half feet of blue military uniform and gunmetal cybernetic implants. Strafe of the Elite Regiment.


  Before I could react, he grabbed me by the throat and hauled me into the room. I didn't shoot at him; that would have signed my death warrant. Anyway, he shook me so hard, the Glocks flew out of my hands.


  With his free arm, Strafe pointed at Dendera and Marx and a crackling electrical field shot out of his fingertips. Dendera was lifted into the air in a force field that reeked of ozone; the ions just vanished into a haze in front of Marx, their containment field removed. Marx pointed his crossbow at Strafe, but never fired...he was under the guns of the Anchorites, the Feds, and my old friends the Brother Thugs. He pointed his crossbow up at the ceiling, and had it wrenched out of his hands by Pino himself. "Bring them inside," Pino commanded.


  Strafe dragged Dendera and me over to the glass wall. The Anchorites held Marx a few feet away, where none of them could dampen the cyborg's powers. "Pino," Dendera pleaded, "what are you doing? Why did you lie to me?"


  "Dendera, my darling, spare us your sentimental-romance simperings," Pino said. "Our marriage always was a sham. You wanted stability, not love. And I wanted...a successor."


  A smaller set of doors off to the side of the gallery pushed open and a little boy with Egyptian robes and a freshly-shaved head came running into the room. He saw his parents and happily said, "Mother! Father!" Even then, he was still totally innocent, you see. Happy little Lorenzo Archangeli.


  If I had known then what he would become, I would have put a bullet through his head.


  Except I was being held by Strafe. So was Dendera, though at a nod from Pino the cyborg dropped the electrical field and lowered her to the ground. Keeping up appearances for the kid, I guess.


  My mind was searching for a way out, and finding only dead ends. I had to get everyone talking. Pino was too smart for that, so I turned to my zealous little friend Brother Nebbish. "Why are you doing this, Baraka?" I said. "Rejecting your own faith...cooperating with the white man...."


  Even with hieroglyphics-covered robes replacing his suit and bow tie, Baraka still projected the same self-satisfied smile. "So *now* you decide you're black. Too late, 'Brother' Adams. Mister Archangeli has told us all about you."


  Pino leered over me. "Yes, just who do you think you're fooling with that atrocious 'Morgan Adams' pseudonym? Trying to pass yourself off as something you're not. You might as well admit you're a ghetto bum named Howard Shaw...or a homosexual named Dupont Scott...perhaps even a white man named Woodley Glover." He smiled at his own insufferable cleverness.


  "I woulda gone with Chevy Chase if it wasn't already taken," I muttered.


  "Ah, the vaunted Adams wit. Where has it led you this time?"


  I looked up at Pino. "Just when I keep thinking I have you figured out, you pop a new twist on me." That got him smirking a little, so I said, "You tried to enlist Brother Khalil at first, didn't you? You needed someone who wasn't an Anchor to work the Book. And when he ran to your wife, you killed him and went back to his masters. Though you didn't get to them until after they'd hired me." He nodded, like a teacher encouraging a particularly slow student, and I hated him even more. "So what common cause could you possibly have with the Brothers? What could *either* of you want with a book of magic?"


  "Regardless of our religious beliefs, Mister Adams, we both understand that true power lies in its application." Pino stepped forward, twisting my head until I was looking out the gallery's glass wall. From the heights of Georgetown, I could see the whole city tumbling out beneath us.


  "My lovely wife's translation was quite correct, Mister Adams. The Book only contains crude spatial clastics. Crude enough to crack Washington, D.C. right down its own neatly demarcated dividing lines...and split the city in two."


  I thought about it for a second. Then I laughed out loud. "That has got to be the stupidest plan I have ever heard!"


  "It's only stupid until it *happens*, Mister Adams. And then Washington will be in fact what it always has been in mind. Two cities." He leaned in close, bathing me in his heady, minty breath. "With no danger of *yours* infecting *ours*."


  "In Hathor's name," Dendera said, "*why*?"


  "Because it is long past time for the Anchorites to diversify, my dear." He paced around to Marx as he spoke. "This ritual is being conducted as a little demonstration to some prospective friends in the Capitol...who have graciously lent us a mansion and the remarkable Mr. Strafe to insure that all goes well." Above me, the cyborg grunted uncomfortably and looked to the Federal suits, who nodded for him to keep holding us. "You see, the government would be quite happy if its Washington had a little...insulation from the District's more quarrelsome and unfortunate residents."


  "And the proud black men of the District of Columbia will thrive without the constant oversight of the slavers of Washington!" Brother Nebbish shouted proudly.


  So all the assholes were happy. There were just two little problems: According to Dendera, no one actually knew where the banished D.C. would *go*. And the line that marked it off, the line that would cut it loose from Federal Hell, ran right through Adams Morgan.


  My city.


  Strafe's hand was still planted on my shoulder. So I tucked into a ball and kicked my feet into his midsection, doubling him over more from surprise than actual pain. Then I rolled back and kicked him straight into Devlin Marx and his nest of Anchorite guards. And Strafe keeled over...because without amplified muscles or supertech servomotors to hold him up, those cybernetic implants are probably *heavy*.


  "Keep on him!" I screamed at Marx. I shouldered Pino aside and bolted for the center of the room. Baraka was chanting in badly phonetic Egyptian, trying to complete the ritual.


  He stood a chance, too. Ismail and Omar, the Brother Thugs, were advancing on me, ready to finish what I'd started two nights before. Omar was cracking his knuckles and smiling.


  I looked around the room for help. Dendera was using her Utchat to confuse the Feds, while Marx struggled with Strafe and his rival Anchors. Behind me, Pino was aiming Marx's fancy crossbow straight at my heart.


  He fired as I leaped into the air. I caught a crossbow bolt in the thigh, split-seconds before I drove a flying kick into Pino Archangeli's face. He hit the floor with a very satisfying thud. I caught the crossbow as it tumbled out of his hands, spun, and squeezed off two more shots like the thing was a pistol. One bolt went through Ismail's broken nose, the other through Omar's bulging neck. Both Brothers went down.


  Baraka was chanting faster now, trying to finish the ritual before I got to him. He hid behind the scroll like it would protect him. I mean, hey, ancient relic of Mama Africa, you know? That had to count for something.


  *My* city.


  I fired one last bolt. It whizzed over the brittle papyrus and drilled into the center of his forehead. He died, the zealous little smirk finally wiped from his face.


  By this time, the other Anchorites had dragged Marx off Strafe. Marx and Dendera were captives again, and the cyborg was pointing his palms at me. The hum of his engines told me this time, he'd just shoot a jet of plasma.


  So I cooly swiveled the crossbow until it pointed at the bloody face of Pino Archangeli. Little Lorenzo screamed "Father!" and I tried to block it out.


  "Let's end this now," I said. "Your ritual's finished, Pino; you don't have anybody to run it anymore." Dendera and I both stared defiance at him, and nearly everyone else in the room was an Anchor.


  Pino nodded to the suits. "I'm sure my colleagues from the government would be happy to..."


  "With no Muslims," I said, "they've got no scapegoats if things go horribly wrong." I turned my gaze, but not my gun arm, to Strafe and his bosses. "Do you really want to work with this guy, after all you've seen?"


  The suits said nothing, but the fading hum of Strafe's engines spoke volumes. They withdrew to a far corner of the room, waiting to see how this would play out.


  "You'll go to prison, you know," Pino told me. "You've killed three times as many people as I have."


  "I could make it *four*," I said, staring down the tip of the bolt at him.


  "Then we all lose." His Anchorites clicked off their safeties.


  "Okay," I said, "here's the deal. We all walk away. Marx gets his book back. The government gets to pretend it was never here, which it would do anyway."


  "And I get Lorenzo," Dendera said, breaking free of the Anchorites. She ran to her nervous son and pulled him into a hug.


  Pino stared up at me. "Spoiling a little ritual is one thing, Mister Adams. But a man's *son*..."


  "The lady gets him. And you never bother either of them again...or else I'll be seeing you."


  Pino rose, slowly, wiping the blood from his chin. "Oh, Mister Adams, you can be most assured of *that* regardless."


  But nobody moved as we backed out of the museum. Dendera grabbed the Book and her son, and Marx covered us with a sub-machine gun, and we ran like hell for the car.


  Marx was edgy, but ecstatic. Hell, Magnum Industries probably *wanted* D.C. to be surrounded by urban mayhem...they'd sell more weapons to the Pentagon that way. Marx offered to pay me the fee I'd never be collecting from the Muslims. Even the pork dinner.


  As for me, well, a couple days earlier I would've been thinking about how Dendera was suddenly single. But the whole getaway, I heard her explaining to little Lorenzo how his father wouldn't be seeing him anymore. And I knew that no matter what she said, no matter what Pino had done, I would always be the reason why.


  We left her at the gate at National Airport...soon to become Reagan National Airport...with a few hastily-packed bags and a check from Magnum Industries and our fondest wishes. Some of which would never be fulfilled.


  I remember that night as clearly as if it happened yesterday...as if it were still happening right now. I can still see Dendera, pausing on the other side of the metal detectors, holding her son's tiny hand. She turned back with a soft, warm look that said she knew what I was thinking, that maybe she'd been thinking it too. That maybe it would have worked out, if...well, I'm just guessing at that, and anyway her kid was tugging on her arm. She looked at me, and blew me a kiss, and then she boarded the plane.


  I never saw her again.


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


  Morgan Adams fell silent. He had grown more animated as he told the story, filling his voice with inflection and mood, throwing in accents for his rapidfire street talk or the cold patrician tones of Pino Archangeli, even jumping out of his chair to act out parts of his fights. Nothing had stirred him so much as the description of Dendera Athor. And then, as he'd finished the story, his passion had waned and his voice had fallen once again, until he sank back into his chair, old and alone.


  "So the Conclave stole a scroll of spatial magic," Jen said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. "I can guess what they were trying to do in Montreal, then. Good thing they failed."


  "And now we know why Rebus is interested as well," Dan said, springing up and pacing around the cluttered room. "He's been caught up in the struggles over the Book of Thoth for nearly thirty years."


  "More like the other way around," Adams said. "In the end, the Book was just a prop. It was all about the kid. And Pino..."


  Dan leaned forward, now as eager as Hendrick. "Mister Adams, if there's anything you can tell us about the Archangelis..."


  "Anything to put this whole sorry business to an end." His deep brown eyes sparked to life again. "Anything to deny Pino his last laugh. Yes, Mister Tracey, I'll tell you anything you want to know..."


  "Oh, I'm afraid I can't allow *that*." The voice was hard-edged, feminine, and thoroughly artificial, emanating from every pane of glass in the large bay window that overlooked 18th Street. Something was vibrating the window so adeptly that it could recreate the voice of Tiara, the Conclave's queen of thieves. Before Adams or the STRAFE agents could react, several seemingly innocuous knicknacks exploded, emitting clouds of a thick greenish gas.


  Adams succumbed almost immediately, first choking for breath and then passing out; Hendrick didn't last much longer. Without gas masks or any other sort of precaution, the agents were helpless. Holding her breath, Jen activated her antigravity sheath and flew towards the bay window, trying to create an exit. Dan reached for her and shouted "NO!", filling his lungs with the gas, but he was too late...as Jen smashed through the window, she also passed through a powerful electrical field. She fell unconscious to the sidewalk below.


  Tiara strolled in through the front door, wearing a CSV outfit, complete with environmental seals. Dan lunged for her, but she somersaulted out of the way...she was nowhere near his league as a martial artist but she deftly evaded him, especially in the choking gas. Every attack sent him tumbling into another pile of Adams's memorabilia.


  Finally, Dan lurched towards her. "What...do you...?" His eyes rolled up and he fell at her feet.


  Tiara carefully placed a tiny painted pearl on the small of his back, then sauntered over to the sleeping body of Morgan Adams. Her words, sounding weird and distorted through the costume's gas mask, were heard by her alone. "I thank you very kindly for your stories, Monsieur Adams. You've allowed me to do the impossible." Grunting, she heaved him up onto her shoulders. "To steal history itself."


  



  TO BE CONTINUED...


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


  Next Issue:


  A tale of Morgan Adams's second encounter with the deadly Pino Archangeli, as more secrets are revealed, in "Burial"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This is one of those stories that's been percolating around for a long time; and somehow, in some strange way, the Pyramid Scheme was the right place to put it.


  I'd known, ever since I came up with "Morgan Adams" as a throwaway reference in STRAFE #7, that I wanted to do a story with him that was fundamentally about D.C., even down to the geography. To that end the story's geography is as accurate as possible, right down to the Pyramid and the mock names Pino gives to Adams...each one comprised of two different D.C. neighborhoods, traffic circles, or landmarks, whose demographics roughly match Pino's callous labels. And yes, there really is a Chevy Chase.


  The only name I made up is Holyrood Oaks, which replaces Dumbarton Oaks (where, conspiracy buffs take note, the United Nations treaty was signed). It's a very atmospheric museum, but it focuses on Pre-Columbian art rather than Egyptian, so I decided to give it a name change to go with its altered inventory. Holyrood Oaks sounded good; then, a few minutes later, I checked my trusty map to verify Dumbarton Oaks' location, and what should I see sitting right across the street from it...? Holy Rood Church. Coincidences like that tell me I'm onto something, so I stuck with the name.


  The rest of the story, I tried to make as true to D.C. as I knew how. The snowstorm of '96 was very real, and just the fall before, Louis Farrakhan had told the crowds at the Million Man March all about how D.C. was designed by a Masonic architectural conspiracy, its monumental alignments forming lines of satanic power. That somehow warped into the Book of Thoth, the spatial clastics, and Morgan's thoughts on the *true* lines that divide D.C. This city is on the rebound, but those lines are as real as ever.


  As most of my stories end up incorporating some obsessive referencing of pop music, I figured this one would be awash in funk...the soundtrack I had running through my head as I imagined Adams stalking up and down these hallowed streets like some multiracial Richard Roundtree (and yes, I wrote this long before the new _Shaft_ movie came out). Somehow the music never got in there, except for the title which I lifted from a Jamiroquai song and a very odd reference to a Paul Simon tune. So much for my imagined funk soundtrack; but I recommend reading this story with your own. Heck, I'm surprised I didn't come up with a Morgan Adams theme song.


  Finally, I also wanted to work in a cameo by one of the original Strafes at some point, and this was again the perfect story...although it's a shame Dave changed the name of Strafe's team (for the best of copyright reasons), since the Elite Regiment used to be called the Capital Patrol. Given that he and Adams each represent two different attitudes toward policing and living in our nation's capital, the resonance would've been perfect. But if that's the only thing that didn't work out in this story, I'll be a happy man.


  Be sure to read the next issue, in which we get a little more Morgan, a little more Pino, a lot more STRAFE, and a major revelation about the Pyramid Scheme....


  Editor's Note:


  Just a bit of backstory. The original Strafe was a member of ASH, and ended up sacrificing himself to save Chicago (as mentioned in ASH #30). His successor was a government agent and cyborg, who was originally part of a project to create Anchor-proof superagents. However, during the years leading up to the Godmarket, that original idea was abandoned in favor of amping up his power levels as high as they could go.


  And the original ASH did have a lot of Egyptian avatars. Aside from Horus and Set as seen in WarStar #4, the avatar of Nephthys also hung around occasionally.
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  Excerpts from _MEMOIRS OF A SUPER-VILLAIN_, by Derek Radner



  [July 30th, 2024 - War Room, Khadam Citadel]


  It was a classic convention, the gathering of super-criminals to plot the conquest of the world. And so we convened in our dastardly conclave, ostensibly to do this thing.


  I stood before them, straightening my cape. Here, in the War Room deep in the heart of Khadam Citadel, I preferred to dress the part of Chancellor. While my Strafe armor inspired awe and fear, I no longer wished to dwell inside that shell full-time, not after Tilt and PsiDF/X trapped me against my will inside a similar shell. Instead, I chose to wear billowing clothes that befitted a head-of-state. Admittedly, it was a calculated move to let everyone see my facial expressions, so that I could manipulate them with the raise of an eyebrow or the knit of a wrinkle. Despite the fact that I was garbed in "normal" clothing, I was far from helpless. I had concealed my old force-field belt in the sash I wore, having miniaturized some parts and improved it since my first foray back in the Academy days. There were no buttons for it: I learned my lessons after Teller neutralized me with a frakkin' dart.


  I surveyed the room. All active Conclavers except Tiara were present, as were members of the Technomancer Council: President-For-Life Arnold Zugmann, the biomancer Dr. Huang Sheng, the Pranir named Savagely-Murders- His-Rivals and the cyborg called Alloy. I was disdainful of most members of the Council, with the possible exception of Alloy: despite the man-machine's open protest against my CSV, I knew it would be wise to let him coordinate the Khadamite soldiers. My tactical oversight in Montreal was letting Zone overreach his abilities to command the invading force. While Zone had the tactical knowledge, a good general must know superior strategy, and Alloy would fill the shoes vacated by Zone.


  I activated the holographic display. Images of past and present members of the Conclave of Super-Villains burst onto the surface of a holographic sphere. Each cell was bordered in green for Active, yellow for Captured, black for Deceased and red for Rogue. I tapped a series of keys on his hovercontrol and the statuses of Myriad and Caprice flipped from green to yellow, while Zone's image became framed in black.


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


  CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS


  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity / ACTIVE


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control / ACTIVE


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / Master Thief / ACTIVE


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control / ACTIVE


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils / ACTIVE


  LABYRINTHE / Yvan Viau / Spatial Magic / ACTIVE


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque / ACTIVE


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control / ACTIVE


  CARYATID / Claudette Viau / Spiritual Magic / ACTIVE


  REBUS / Lorenzo Archangeli / Anchor, Highly Trained / ROGUE


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Twelve / Shapeshifting / *CAPTURED*


  CAPRICE / Erin Vail / Power mutation / *CAPTURED*


  PERYTON / Viktor Von Wright / Monstrous transformation / CAPTURED


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Manipulation / DECEASED


  PSIDF/X / F.X. Darwin / Psychogenic Illusions / DECEASED


  TILT / Lance Spencer / Machine Control / DECEASED


  ZONE / Gerhard Durst / Zone of power / *DECEASED*


  DROYD / DR-01-D / Robotic Intelligence / DESTROYED


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



  The room was uncharacteristically silent. But I waited for the tension in the room to finally snap, and fingers and accusations flew like gnats.


  It was time for the blame game.


  Conflicto whined loudest, and drowned out the mutters of others. "I lost my Conflicycle!" He fiddled with a cog from his broken cyberbike. "Ah, the memory! I remember when Conflicycle morphed for the first...*gawp*" Eugene suddenly stopped bemoaning his loss. Spiral was making spinning motions with her index finger, and her power had snagged Eugene's chair and was spinning it out of control. He had to grab on to the arms to prevent himself from flying across the room. When the chair finally stopped, Eugene stood shakily, raised a finger and said, "One ver-ti-go, s'il-vous-plait." He slumped back into his seat.


  "Mon Dieu, l'enfant terrible learned some French." Caryatid nodded her thanks to Spiral, who winked. "But Triton is right: Montreal *should* have been ours. We lost the Sans Rouge and suffered irreparable damage to Mount Royal." Almost as an afterthought, she added, "Myriad and Caprice were also captured." She glared at Labyrinthe. "It's all your fault, Yvan. You left your defenses open, as usual. If Meteor had not disrupted you, Montreal would be sitting in Ghat right now."


  "Hardly my fault!" said Labyrinthe in his own defense. "By then I had already sunk the hooks of my essence into Dorval. It should have worked, but something else went wrong." He looked to Glyph for some support. "Maybe there was a flaw in the ritual?" The glass full of water in front of him trembled as though there was an earthquake, even though there was none.


  "Are you doubting my translation?" answered Glyph. "The ritual was flawless. It was Solar Max who disrupted the process." She gestured at the Book of Thoth lying on the red silk cushion embroidered with silver symbols in front of her. "You have no idea of the power in this scroll. Beyond that simple spatial dislocation spell, it contains ancient Egyptian tectonic clastics. We can raise or sink a *continent*."


  "Put me down f'r one Conflictica," said Eugene, raising a shaky hand while trying not to throw up. "Mid-Pacific right next t'Maui."


  Zugmann grunted. "A continent? Impossible. There must be a catch."


  "Impossible? No. Extremely difficult? Yes," admitted Glyph. "Easier if we also had the Crown of Thoth, buried at the northeast corner of the smallest pyramid of the Orion's Belt trio in Giza. But it's not necessary."


  Caryatid frowned. "But the magnitude! No mortal mage...or even a cabal...can afford enough life-energy to manipulate continents. Where does the power come from?"


  "You just need the right foci." Glyph tapped in her own command into her hovercontrol. A holographic map of Egypt replaced the roster, and an overlay of red squares pulsed over the satellite imaging. "The pyramids of Egypt were designed for secret Thothian sorceries. It has been known since twencen that the pyramids are Earthly reflections of the ancient Egyptian sky. The Belt of Orion, for example, is represented by the Pyramids at Giza, with their size correlating to the brightness of the stars. With the proper preparations and sacrifices to the deepest of Earth's spirits at Giza, we will be able to inject Thothian magic into the ley lines of Earth, affecting the crust of the world. So long as we control the heart of the pyramids, not even Peregryn can stop us." She stopped, almost out of breath from excitement.


  "Imagine it!" I shouted. "We can terrorize entire continents, threaten any nation with a fault-line. Bid adieu to California, Japan, the Moslem Coalition. All we have to do is conquer Egypt, and WE WOULD BE AS GODS!"


  The glass in front of Labyrinthe shattered, drawing everyone's attention to the mage. "There's still something not right," insisted Labyrinthe. "Call it intuition."


  "And when have your instincts ever led us anywhere but back to square one?" his sister chastised him. "You're hiding behind your cowardice again, Yvan."


  "No, he's right." The eastern doors hissed open and in walked Tiara. Evidently, she had been listening through an earpiece to the commotion in the War Room. "Derek, I've been thinking about the theft of the Book. It seemed almost...*too* easy."


  "And where were you when we were all busting our asses invading Quebec?" asked Spiral.


  "Watch your language, Anya. That's no way to talk to royalty." Of course, I had no such compunction when it came to Zugmann, but I'd always had a soft spot for the faux-royalty of the Eurasian Union. Kings, queens, princesses were the stuff of legend, and I wax nostalgic for times past. "Are you suggesting that the Vatican *let* us steal it?"


  Tiara scoffed at the notion. "I doubt they had a clue we were coming. But my intuition tells me there's something wrong, and I intend to investigate it." She was not asking for his permission to go: no one, not even the Pope himself, could tell Princess Ursula what she could or couldn't do.


  I nodded. "Go. No harm in being absolutely sure."


  "What about Myriad and Caprice?" asked Spiral. "Shouldn't we rescue them?"


  "Why?" I said, a thin smile breaking on my lips. "The Academy of Super-Fools would most certainly be waiting for us. Consider them lost, for now."


  Spiral grumbled. "Is this how we would be treated too, if we were captured? Simply left behind? We've intercepted reports that Myriad's all but burnt to a crisp by that solar flare. You had offered us 'Understudies' full status in the CSV, and I thought that meant solidarity."


  "I am not abandoning them, Anya, only waiting for the right time." I shot a glance at Caryatid. "That is why I assigned Tiara to pay a little visit to an alpine prison in the German Alps."


  I snapped my fingers, and the eastern doors hissed open once more. A towering man-beast stepped through the portal, his monstrous bulk impossible to ignore. I tapped a preprogrammed key, and the roster reappeared hovering over the meeting table. Now Peryton's image was no longer framed in yellow, but in bright green.


  Conflicto whooped and fell out of his seat. "MOOSE!"


  On cue, Peryton spread his wings and roared.


  I smiled at the range of expressions on people's faces: astonishment, suspicion, and confusion. Always follow Supervillain Rule Number Five: Stay one step ahead of your enemies...and two steps ahead of your allies.


  Enough of the theatrics. There was another reason to convene them all. There was a traitor among my Conclavers, and I'd just begun my molehunt.


  * * * *


  [August 3rd, 2024 - The Chancery, Khadam Citadel]


  In the privacy of my Chancery in the Citadel, I poured myself a cognac, propped my feet up on my desk. There were several reports I had been waiting for anxiously. The first report frustrated me: the Technomancers were making very little progress in mining the collapsiron meteorite that we salvaged. I sketched down a couple of ideas on that front, based on my musings at the Academy about how to mine the collapsed gold statue of Phaeton that used to stand in Chicago. Next, I browsed through the various proposals for the greening of the surrounding desert, using the newly liberated source of water. It would have been easier if Photosynth had elected to stay behind, but it was futile to try tracking down a photonic being. I suspected she had probably fled to the Congo or the Amazon. The rest of the reports were so dull that I refilled my glass, kicked back and contemplated the problem of Rebus's mole.


  It all started with the jailbreak of Caryatid, when I had to undergo the humiliation of being trapped inside a suit of the armor I'd built for the original expedition to Haven. Doublecross thought he had killed me, but instead he had murdered PsiDF/X, who had stolen my prized suit. Somehow, Rebus knew I was still alive...and that meant someone who was with me in the Cavity was reporting back to him.


  I had let the matter slide for the past while, but being who I was, I had to be sure I would not be backstabbed again by someone in my own organization. Not with the stakes at hand. Surely Rebus had every intention of subverting my newfound power.


  Who couldn't I trust? Everyone. The only ones I could even think of rely on were Labyrinthe and Conflicto. That left a lot of people on my list. First of all, I left Burnout/Mr. Strings at the top of my list of suspects, simply because she could be using any of the Understudies as a puppet. I have since modified the sensors in my armor to scan for her psychic signature, which would detect any of Strings' active links. Also, I've added a little psi-disruptor to my armor and my forcefield belt to prevent her or any other telepaths from scanning or controlling me.


  Did I dare trust Tiara? Not by a long shot. She might be royalty, but I didn't invite her in the first place, and it wouldn't surprise me if she had a history with Rebus even before the CSV had been formed.


  And Glyph? Though she was quiet and studious, I wouldn't rule out a connection between Rebus and Glyph. Look at their codenames: a rebus was just a collection of glyphs or pictograms.


  Caprice had been all too random and unpredictable. She seemed to choose even simple things, like what to eat for dinner, totally haphazardly. What drove me crazy was the way she switched dialects whenever she felt like it. She had lost her Texan twang a week after she joined, picked up a British accent for all of two days, switched to Valley Girl just in time for Easter. You get the idea. She would be easily swayed by the likes of Archangeli.


  Spiral was my top candidate for Rebus's spy. Lorenzo had spent much time in Russia with the KGB, and Anya would have been a perfect mole.


  That left Myriad, who also switched loyalties with ease.


  Perhaps worst of all was Caryatid. She had too much control over Labyrinthe, yet I knew so little about her. She was a fanatic mage of a different breed from her brother. All I could depend on was that Yvan loved her and she would use that to manipulate him shamelessly.


  So, seven and a half suspects and they were all women. If that article in Para Magazine on Rebus's charade as Odin was to be believed, Lorenzo was as good with seductions as he was with puzzles. Any one of them could have been turned.


  Of course, I was not bad with puzzles myself.


  I began my scheming to uncover the traitor even before the Montreal battle. A week ago, I requested a private audience with Tiara in my Chancery. "Your Highness," I said with the sincerest face I could muster, "I cannot allow you to participate in the upcoming battle."


  "Oh, don't sound like my father, Derek; you're younger than I am. He forbade me from rock climbing lessons, can you believe that? Too dangerous, he said, for a princess of your stature. Frail my a..."


  "Assumptions like that don't belong in the CSV," I interrupted. "I'm totally confident you are quite capable of handling even Nose by yourself."


  She waved aside my praise. "All this flattery makes you sound like a peon. What are you really after, Chancellor?"


  "I just need you to take a brief excursion to EUROPA headquarters. I need to know where and how they're holding Peryton, and I haven't the time to hack past their security."


  "Ah. So you're finally rescuing the poor man."


  I grinned. "Not exactly."


  * * * *


  [August 7th, 2024 - somewhere in the Sahara]


  While the rest of my team watched via satellite feed from the safety of Skyhaven two hundred kilometers away, Labyrinthe deposited Spiral and me next to the giant conch embedded point-down in desert. The biodevice had a spiral design, and it gleamed bright with a strange clash of pink and steel in the light of the sun. "Outside the Conclave, no one knows that my Angel is with us no more," I told her. "And it will serve us in the upcoming war to maintain that illusion. You were her Understudy, and now we have the resources to make that impersonation far more convincing."


  She scratched at the neckline of her new suit, a swirl of pink and black. "This suit itches," she complained. "And it feels like flesh."


  "You'll need the biosensory suit when you're in 'Eddy', to see, sense and steer. Dr. Sheng reverse-engineered the suit and the shell from a splice of your Magene and Conflicto's, to make use of his extra-sensory powers and your telekinetic torque."


  She looked at me in disgust. "Ugh. You mean I'm wearing Kwan's skin?"


  "That's one way of putting it." Given that Sheng was the principal engineer, the suit was half-alive, as was the shell.


  "I'll feel like such a slug crawling into Eddy." She put her hand on the shell, getting ready to climb in. "Why Eddy?"


  "What else might you call a tornado machine?" I smiled. "Slip in. Give it a spin. It'll magnify your telekinesis and generate a column of rotating air. You can still communicate with us through your ankh pin, and your awareness should extend throughout the entire cyclone. Eddy is semi-telepathic, and will respond to you like a ba...like a puppy."


  "It's a good thing I don't get dizzy." She slipped inside.


  Labyrinthe nodded and teleported us a safe distance from the conch. I watched the shell in the distance begin spinning, and a column of air lifted the shell five meters off the ground. The sand swirled into a tower of destruction.


  "Do you think she'll realize it first, or Conflicto?" Yvan asked.


  I broke into laughter. "That they're parents, but don't know it? I don't know, but I wouldn't want to miss the fireworks when they realize it." I looked again to the tornado, and couldn't help but think of my Angel. "I miss her, Yvan."


  "I comprehend," Yvan answered.


  "Tell me, Yvan. We've been working together for months, and I've come to respect you. I count you among my most trustworthy advisors."


  "I suppose I should be honored," answered Labyrinthe. "And I, too, have found you a most capable leader. I only wished I was not forced into this alliance in the first place."


  I shrugged. "Rebus has his games."


  "Oui. That one is a viper."


  I almost took Yvan into my confidence then, placed my trust truly in him, but for the fact that he was forevermore a Viau. I could not trust one twin without the other, and Claudette had earned not one whit of my confidence. She held too much control over her brother, and he hadn't the will to betray his twin if he needed to. That made him useless as a confidante. In retrospect, perhaps I should have cultivated his independence from her. Things might have turned out differently then.


  So, I did not share with him my suspicions, and instead changed the subject. "Come, Yvan. There are other weapons to attend to, if we are to start a war in a mere six days."


  * * * *


  [August 13th, 2024 - battle bridge, Skyhaven]


  On August 13th, Khadam invaded Egypt.


  My first plague for the Moslem Coalition came out of the west: thousands of robotic Sandcrabs that burrowed out of the ground, catching the Moslem Coalition forces in the western reaches of Egypt by surprise. Within the first two hours, three MC military compounds had been reduced to burning ruins. The way was open for our armies to march towards the Nile, under Alloy's command. Spiral and her tornado symbiote joined the ground troops, sweeping away the Moslem Coalition tanks and forcing their aerial forces out of the sky.


  The rest of the CSV and a platoon of the best Vivarium-bred soldiers waited aboard the new and improved Skyhaven. Skyhaven's original engine was gutted after Arc threw the AstroSpear into it, so I recently refitted the zeppelin with a secondhand Scytharian stardrive. The stardrive provided the energy I needed to double the size of Skyhaven via the solid light projectors installed by Doublecross. Turn an aircraft carrier upside-down and hang it from the clouds, and you'd begin to understand the majesty of our fully-armed mobile command center.


  "Take us to Giza," I said to Burnout.


  She winked an acknowledgment, and hummed nonchalantly as she corrected Skyhaven's course. "There's panic in Cairo, I'm happy to report. Amazing what a little humming can do. My puppets say that the Moslem Coalition has thus far refused assistance from the Combine and the Eurasian Union. Looks like you won't get Round Two with Solar Max, Derek."


  "Then by the time the MC changes its mind, they won't have a chance to oust us." I nodded to Peryton and Conflicto, who had his vidcam at the ready. "You two. Recon time." Peryton grunted, and hefted Conflicto by the waist. I opened a hard-light tunnel that dropped straight down and Viktor slid into it, Eugene yelping like a puppy as they fell towards the desert.


  "Viktor's not very vocal, is he?" Glyph asked.


  "No. But he's finally over his acrophobia," said Yvan approvingly.


  "It seems so, doesn't it?" I concurred. "Ah, just like the good ol' days. Only now we have armies and bigger toys to play with, hm?"


  One thing still troubled me. Tiara had been gone far too long. I knew she could take care of herself, but why no word? Had STRAFE captured her...or worse?


  * * * *


  [August 24th, 2024 - Giza]


  The Moslem Coalition could not prevail against our well-planned assault. Part of their downfall was the fact that their society was antagonistic to the Magene-born, a prejudice that crippled them in the battle for Egypt. Neither did they have the Anchor Effect which once preserved the People's Republic of China from foreign paranormal threats. With their refusal to let the Eurasian Union and the North American Combine help, they were forced to rely on normal technology. Only the actions of an underground paranormal movement in Cairo managed to sabotage our efforts to any significant degree. However, if our plans were to succeed, it was paramount to keep Giza unassailable. Thus, over the past ten days, we brought in reinforcements from Khadam, using both Vivarium and robotic troops to stiffen our beachhead.


  I won't go into the details about the war; that has been adequately covered in the textbooks. Instead, my motives for being in Egypt changed when I finally heard back from Tiara.


  Skyhaven had been anchored to the smallest major pyramid at Giza, and we were preparing the site for the tectonic ritual. I had just finished my conversation with Burnout about her puppets' efforts to free Caprice and Myriad.


  "They've moved Caprice to Leavenworth, your alma mater," she joked. "She's harmless there, and I could probably free her in a pinch, if they weren't waiting for me. Too many MetaPsychos prowling around. Same with Myriad, only they've basically pumped what protoplasm Solar Max had left of her uncrisped into a container and shipped it to Baffin Sector, from what I could glean."


  I shrugged. "We've no use for dead matter."


  I watched her leave, then gazed up at the noseless Sphinx. It reminded me of Grind and Rebus. They were two sides of the same coin: both brilliant, possessed of a unique gift, but one used his abilities for good and the other evil. And both were irritating pebbles in my armored boots. I was shaken from my reverie by an unexpected icon of a crown at the bottom of my eyes- front display. I turned off my armor's vocoder, and switched to the invading coded frequency. "I won't ask how you hacked past my defense programs, Tiara. What news? I was beginning to think you'd deserted us."


  "It's not so easy getting into the war zone. I've been trying to get a message to you for weeks, not that you'd like what I've discovered much," Tiara's voice came over the channel. "I've been dodging STRAFE and EUROPA, not to mention the anonymous interceptions of my messages to you. I had to hijack this Combine spysat to even beam you this message."


  "Make it brief? I'm in the middle of a war, you know."


  "Your nemesis found out who I really am, by the way. You should have told me how cute he looks when he's frustrated, Derek."


  "A cold corpse makes a poor husband, princess."


  "That scroll you have? It's a fake planted by Rebus, who stole the real Book of Thoth. I suspect he's the one running interference."


  "Then...it's all been a hoax. No tectonic magics." What game was Rebus playing at? More importantly, was he playing *my* game? "What of the Germany assignment? Any update?"


  She chuckled. "As you expected. Rebus paid a little visit to the Alps five days ago, and picked up that package you left."


  "Excellent! At least some plans haven't gone awry. Keep me informed." I had thrown Rebus a game, and he took up the challenge. I knew he could never leave a puzzle well alone.


  I terminated the link and surveyed the landscape, and rotated my sensor view to target Glyph. She was approaching from the excavation site to the east, wiping dirt and sweat from her brow.


  "The Crown of Thoth isn't here, but we think it may have been removed to Akhenaten's temple complex at Karnak during his reign, during the purging of the old gods. I suspect it may still be there. We could begin the ritual, but I think we should at least see if we can find the Crown. No need to jeopardize our persons recklessly, with this much power converging."


  Did she know the Book of Thoth was a fake? She was our expert in Egyptian hieroglyphics, and should have fingered a forgery. But then again, Rebus was also an expert in ancient Egyptian and was possibly the only person alive able to perpetrate this hoax. A fake would account for Yvan's doubts about the authenticity of the ritual. I was certain now that she was our traitor.


  "Yes, let's hope. We'll take sections of the Nile by week's end, and plunder Karnak for whatever artifacts it may hide." I decided to give Glyph more rope to hang herself, while I tried to unriddle Rebus's intent for luring us into Egypt.


  * * * *


  [September 2nd, 2024 - Karnak, Egypt]


  They tried to lob nukes at us, the fools.


  Conflicto could have detonated them against a wall of ultradense air. Burnout could have prevented the explosives in the warheads from setting off. But it was Labyrinthe's show, and he opened a pocket microcosm and forced the missiles into it. When they exploded inside, he siphoned the heat and radiation into space.


  When they next tried to push their troops across the Nile, the Vivarium troops showed them that certain genetic aberrations like horns and scales were in fact advantageous in battle. I'd even raided the sewers of the Vivarium for the most powerful muck-dwelling mutations, and they were creatures of extreme terror in the waters of the Nile.


  While our troops fought off the Moslem Coalition forces, our Conclave scoured the land for the elusive Crown of Thoth. Caryatid summoned and questioned a host of animal-headed spirits, until one told her a crown had been buried under the eastern obelisk of an Old Kingdom tomb, long since fallen, forgotten and built over. However, the spirit would not reveal where the tomb was, even under compulsion.


  Thus, we evacuated our men from the ground, as the Viaus prepared a powerful magical feat as only the twins could do. Labyrinthe held his sister's hand, and they simultaneously slapped the ground with their free hands. An tremor spread from their mystic epicenter, tumbling walls and crumbling them into a vast choking cloud of sand. Then, as the dust settled, particles clung to ancient memories of the city that predated Karnak, and below Skyhaven was now an urban mirage of dust. It was clear that the obelisk we sought was to the northeast.


  I commanded Spiral to stay on Skyhaven while the rest of us convened at the tomb. Glyph inspected some hieroglyphs of floating sand, and nodded.


  Labyrinthe opened his arms and closed his eyes. The ground erupted, and a white crown flanked with red feathers floated up, softly glowing with golden light.


  "The Atef Crown," Caryatid said in wonder.


  "Let's not be hasty," Glyph said. "Let me authenticate it first, Yvan." Labyrinthe floated the headdress towards her.


  "Stop, Yvan. Give it here." I raised the AstroSpear and pointed it towards Glyph. Labyrinthe raised his eyebrow, but obeyed me and gently placed the Crown in my other hand. "I wasn't sure if there would even be a crown, but it appears there is. You've been playing us for fools, Zephirah."


  Glyph looked at me in apparent confusion. "What are you talking about, Derek?"


  "Ladies and gentlemen, we have a traitor in our midst," I announced smugly. "Myriad, kindly arrest Ms. Reuben on the charge of treason."


  Amidst gasps of surprise, Peryton morphed back into the familiar form Myriad used when at rest and wrapped tendrils of protoplasm around Glyph. Glyph struggled but to no avail.


  "What *is* going on?" asked Burnout.


  I laughed. "It's such a rush knowing something you don't, for once." I quickly recounted my reasons for suspecting a traitor. "So I asked Tiara to find out where Peryton was being held, and to lay low during our Montreal run. She was not to rescue Viktor, however, only to leave sensors to see if anyone would pay a visit to him.


  "I then asked Myriad to fake her own capture. Ever think about her name? Myriad, which means thousands. And of course, her designation: Alpha Rho Twelve."


  "Alpha Rho Thirteen, now." Myriad corrected. "Twelve was left as a protoplasmic shell for Solar Max to find, while I took the form of burnt flesh."


  I nodded. "Thirteen, then. She rendezvoused with Tiara, then assumed Peryton's form and returned here. I knew that if there was a mole reporting to Rebus, he or she would report Peryton's supposed return to the CSV. And in fact, Rebus did investigate, and took the 'package'...the real Peryton... to show that he accepted my challenge. That meant that Caprice couldn't be the mole.


  "And then Tiara told me that the Book of Thoth we have is a fake. No wonder the spell to take Montreal failed...it never would have worked in the first place. You've been trying so hard to get us to Egypt. To the Pyramids. Now to the Crown of Thoth. Why?"


  Yvan interrupted. "But that's not the Crown of Thoth."


  "What?"


  "I've been studying Egyptian myth, trying to figure out the ritual. Thoth wore two sorts of headdress, but he is a moon god," Yvan explained. "His crown is really the lunar disk and crescent. Though he also wears the Atef Crown, what you have in your hand is more closely associated with Osiris, the resurrected King of the Dead."


  So. Rebus had maneuvered us into doing his dirty work for him, some convoluted plot that involved the Pyramids and the Crown of Osiris. I thought about everything I knew of my erstwhile ally. His obsession with the Egyptian motif. His betrayal of the Conclave. His hatred of Anchors. Even his Odin impersonation in Manhattan.


  Then, everything started to add up.


  "My god," I breathed, "he's finally trying for it." I fired up the AstroSpear and raised it over Glyph. "BUT HOW?" I was ready to impale her if she did not answer my question.


  Under the collective scrutiny of the Conclavers, Glyph finally dropped her innocent facade. "All I know is that he needs us, and the Crown," she sneered. "He has told me little else."


  I inched the plasma flames closer to her. "Tell me more, or I destroy the crown or you, in either order."


  She threw me a wicked grin. "Do either, and Rebus will kill her."


  My stomach churned. I wanted to ask who she meant, but I already knew the answer. My Angeline was alive, and it was like my heart had started beating again after a long withering, and alive, alive, I felt alive! Then, I realize that I had no proof, that she may just be bluffing to save her own skin, that Rebus may steal away my breath again if I touch a hair on Glyph.


  "But I saw her die," I said, my voice wavering. "The bones...." But I knew Rebus had been toying with me for months, holding what I held most dear as a trump against me. I could feel the gazes of my Conclavers piercing into me. I let my helmet block the sight of conflicting emotions gnarling my face.


  "You have what he wants, and he has what you want," said Glyph. "He is willing to negotiate with you, like civilized men."


  And murder my Angeline like a cold-blooded savage, if I deviated from his grand scheme. I impaled the AstroSpear into the ground, and steadied my voice. Like a house of cards, my empire was about to fall. I could not afford to show weakness now.


  "Tell Monsieur Archangeli to meet me for dinner tomorrow, eight sharp," I said in my most casual voice. "His trap or mine?"


  ============================================================================
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  Triton dines with Rebus and play their deadliest game yet, in "PYRAMID SCHEME STEP 4: Nine to Rule"!
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / PSYCH LEAVE


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION


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


  [August 15, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  JakZak's armor was out somewhere in the western Sectors. Officially, it was so that the armor could be upgraded, and an improved AI system installed so that Triton couldn't try any more virus stunts on it. Unofficially, however, it was being done to tell JakZak he was grounded. The Combine had been willing to back his previous actions, but someone had finally decided that a mere status change to psychological leave wouldn't keep him from doing some serious damage if he really wanted to. And so, to keep him from doing something the Combine wouldn't be willing to support, he'd been grounded.


  Oh, he could still fly off to try and do something about the invasion in Egypt without the armor. But it'd take him a long time to get there if he had to go slowly enough to breathe, and without navcomputers, finding Egypt without going suborbital would be tricky as well.


  He stared at the graphics being displayed on the newsfeed as if he could change the course of the war by force of will alone.


  Not that his will, strong as it might be, was enough to stop the thousands of robotic "sandcrabs" Triton had used as his first wave. The Moslem Confederation didn't have any organized paranormal force, and their regular forces simply weren't enough to hold back the robots and genetic mutations Triton was throwing into the Nile valley.


  Even muted, the voices of the news commentators were still audible at the edge of hearing. They were speculating on the "odd" nature of Khadam's assaults. Some of the battle plan was classic blitzkrieg, of course, but Triton didn't seem to be interested in holding territory, with one notable exception.


  Giza.


  The talking heads thought that Triton was merely feeding his ego, grabbing the most obvious national symbol as his first beachhead. But they didn't know what JakZak knew, information the Combine had done its damnedest to suppress. Triton wasn't playing normal warfare conquest games, he was trying to mystically seize territory, using the Book of Thoth. And the monuments of Giza would let him pull off...something big. Probably not what he intended, since he didn't have the *real* Book of Thoth. But Rebus's fake almost certainly had some real spells to it, to judge by how far the CSV had gotten in Montreal, and whatever the result ended up being...it would be BAD. The fact that it would be bad for Triton as well didn't particularly cheer JakZak up.


  He turned off the newsfeed with an aggravated sigh. So many things he couldn't do anything about. The weight of his conscience just kept pressing down on him, and he couldn't even distract himself from that guilt by worrying about other problems.


  He couldn't help in Egypt.


  He couldn't do anything for his wife, who was still alive, but turned to unmoving ice.


  He couldn't kill Triton or Rebus.


  He couldn't take out his frustrations on the CSV captives. Caprice knew almost nothing, and the shapeshifter had been totally unresponsive.


  He was tempted to escape into some sort of chemical refuge, but he knew he couldn't even do that. As Solar Max, he was too big of a national symbol not to be watched pretty closely, and if he tried crawling into a bottle, they'd just pull him out and send him to MetaPsych for treatment.


  And he *definitely* couldn't go to MetaPsych. Not now that he Knew Things. Whoever agreed to treat him would end up locked away afterwards in the remotest part of Baffin to keep him from inadvertantly broadcasting the truth about JakZak's role in Rockfall. He had enough training to keep those thoughts away from casual scans, but the kind of in-depth poking around that treatment would involve...well, it'd all come out.


  He slowly crushed the steel thermos mug held in his left hand. There was a pop when the vacuum seal was broken, but no sloshing, as he'd drained the coffee an hour ago.


  That had been one thing he could do. Train. Because there WOULD be a rematch with Triton, and if his alien armor was too complex to be modified for greater strength...then he'd have to modify himself. Weight-training for hours each day under self-generated gravitational fields of over ten gees, he'd already quintupled his strength.


  Showed what you could do when you had nothing else TO do and all the frustration in the world to work through.


  There was a gentle rap at the doorframe. JakZak turned to see Peregryn standing in the hall, his long hair slicked with sweat despite the fact he must have just come from the freezer.


  "Bad news," Peregryn said without preamble. He wasn't one to mince words, and he knew JakZak was in no mood to be danced around. "The ice power I removed from Cockatrice...it wasn't her true paranormal talent."


  "Seemed too easy," JakZak sighed.


  "Indeed. She must be a storage cell for quasi-elemental forces, with ice simply being what she had been filled with. The energy I removed tells me nothing of what happened to Meteor's flesh and blood body."


  "So find Cockatrice again," was JakZak's flat reply.


  "I already tried," the mage wiped a slick of sweat from his brow. "However, now that her power is in dormant mode, she is no longer a beacon to my senses as she once was. Cockatrice has gone to ground somewhere, probably a bolthole in Manhattan so that she'll remain safe from...well, us."


  Another thing JakZak couldn't do, he sighed. The agreement with Umbrae still held, despite Umbrae's "alleged" ties to Khadam, so ASH was barred from taking official action in Manhattan.


  He knew he shouldn't take his frustration out on Howard, the mage had done more to help Sarah than anyone else. But he couldn't find it in his heart to be gentle, either. He settled for a restrained snarl, "Do what you can, Peregryn. I'll be in the weight room."


  * * * *


  [August 20, 2024 - near Giza, Egypt]


  For millennia, the desert sands had shifted restlessly, attempting to conquer and hold lands that mankind thought it had claimed. But always it had advanced mindlessly, borne by winds natural or (more recently) unnatural. Mankind had reclaimed the land a until a generation ago, when the gods forced back the encroachment of Cairo and left this land to the sand and their eternal slumber.


  Now the sands were awake, their slumber broken, their motion directed by a conscious mind. But the mind was not their own. It belonged to a stranger to this land...to this world.


  Polla, the TerraStar, crept stealthily over the dunes and rocks, keeping the cloud of sand between her and any sensors or observers. She was deep within the lands claimed by Khadam, and had no desire to trigger a confrontation yet. Oh, she knew she had the power to deal with the robots and mutations Triton employed to hold territory that his Gifted had taken. But this was a scouting mission. She sought information, not battle.


  Personally, she didn't care if Triton conquered the world. In fact, it might make things easier for her...let him do the work, then destroy him and take the throne. Father would not approve, of course, but Polla knew he'd taken advantage of such easy paths himself. He simply had his old-world reflexes, and they tended to kick in whenever he dealt with Polla.


  On the other hand, the land murmured warnings to her. Something was afoot, and Polla didn't think Triton knew quite what forces he was setting in motion. If he destroyed the world rather than conquering it, that would certainly interfere with her own plans. And if he merely destroyed himself? Well, Polla wanted to know if that was likely, so she could at least recover the Astro Spear first.


  The horizon flashed, bright enough to stand out against the twilight sky. Polla felt the lines of the earth quiver, and heard a burst of static over the radio in her helmet. Someone was putting up resistance, someone Gifted. She sighed.


  The nations of the Moslem Confederation probably had enough powerful "supernormals" of their own to have driven off the initial Khadamite assault, but they refused to use such resources intelligently...or at all. Her father had often told her of the power of faith in war, but the Confederation was clearly a case where faith hindered an army. The Moslems considered the Gifted to be agents of evil, demons in human form. So the governments persecuted people they should have been courting, recruiting, training.


  Polla shook her head. What history Hector had told her since her arrival certainly gave the Confederation good reason to reject the Gifted, but the decision was costing them dearly now. The earthlines had stopped quivering...the isolated resistance had been quashed, where a coordinated counterattack against Khadam might have won through.


  She moved closer to the Pyramids, drawn by the sheer power they radiated. Whatever Triton had planned...it would not be small.


  * * * *


  [August 24, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  JakZak stalked through the halls on his way from the weight room to his quarters, taking random turns here and there to break up the monotony. He was starting to reach the limits of his body's ability to add muscle mass and strength. He'd never be on the same level as Aaron or Sal, but he could probably lift a small car over his head now if he needed to. Time to start thinking of ways to enhance his muscle power with directed gravitational fields. He'd need some empty space out of the city for that, though, in case things got away from him. The next time he saw Triton, he'd feed Derek that Astro Spear. Sideways.


  He found himself passing by the lounge, and there was an excited buzz coming from inside. He stopped by the doorway, just out of sight, and eavesdropped. He didn't feel very social, but he was still curious.


  "Now they're really entrenched," someone said. It sounded like it might have been Lightfoot. "Not even those nukes the Egyptians used to try and stop the second beachhead did anything."


  "Oh, come now," Breaker retorted. "We all know nuclear weapons are useless against a group like the CSV. If Labyrinthe hadn't voided them, half the CSV has powers that could have made them useless. It's the reinforcements that really bother me. A week ago, we might have been able to go in with EUROPA and dislodge the CSV, give the conventional forces enough breathing room to kick out the robots and the freak show. Now? No way. We'd have to totally destroy the Conclave and then spend weeks helping root out all the Khadamites."


  "Too bad I can only jump forwards in time," Lightfoot mused. "I mean, if I could take a ship full of us back to the 13th and just 'happen' to be hanging out in Cairo on vacation...."


  JakZak immediately started heading straight for the roof access, not waiting to hear any more. He wondered why he hadn't thought of it before? Probably because it was suicidal...just trying to LOOK back in time had nearly killed him once [Academy #6 - Ed.].


  But he was stronger now, in better control of his powers. And if he *did* die in the attempt? Well, his life sucked pretty hard right now, he wasn't sure he'd miss it.


  All he had to do was go back about a year in time, borrow a spacesuit, find Rebus and drop an asteroid on his general location. Anchor THAT, bastard.


  Of course, innocents would die. But countless thousands or even millions of those who had died as a result of Archangeli's machinations would still be alive. Triton would still be in jail. There would be no Conclave of Super-Villains, no Anchor Plague, no invasion of Egypt. No frozen Sarah.


  And no blood on the hands of the JakZak of the new timeline. Time would be changed, rendering the "current" Solar Max an extra. Maybe paradox would wipe him out. Maybe he'd just pop the seals on the spacesuit once he'd thrown the rock. The other him could live a happier life, never having to know he could be a mass murderer.


  He stepped out onto the roof and took to the skies. He needed to make sure that wherever he popped back into spacetime he wouldn't be in the middle of someone or something else. Arrowing northeast, he was soon skimming the waves of Lake Michigan, just above mast level for the sailboats that sometimes plied the shallows here. A pair of flying security cameras trailed him at a discrete distance like they had any time he went flying lately. Let them TRY to follow this time....


  Solar Max reached out with his powers and grabbed a piece of reality.


  He TWISTED.


  Reality TWISTED back.


  Everything went black.


  * * * *


  [The Past?]


  "Owwww...."


  JakZak tried to move and clutch his head in pain, but he couldn't. Not that he was restrained...it was just that trying to move sent lances of molten lead through his skull. At least, that's what it felt like.


  "Ah, you're finally awake," spoke a voice with a strange accent. The man apparently knew enough to be talking very quietly, and even the almost whispered words were painful to JakZak's ears.


  Something cool spread over his chest, and the pain receded.


  "The salve should ease your pain, but it will also dull your perceptions, so do not try to move much, you may injure yourself without knowing it," the man advised.


  JakZak slowly opened his eyes. It was like looking through a fog, but at least the dim light of the candles didn't hurt his eyes, as he suspected it might have if he'd opened them moments earlier. He hazarded a look around the room, but he couldn't see much, just flickering shadows of strange shapes and a hint of wooden beams in the ceiling. His host wore loose robes tied off with a crimson sash, but had rolled up the sleeves in order to work with something just out of JakZak's sight.


  "Do you understand me?" the man asked, turning away from his work table. "By your delirious mumblings I thought you might speak one of the spirit tongues, the one that sounds vaguely like what the Englander peasants use."


  "Yes," JakZak rasped, realizing his mouth was totally dry. "Water?" he gasped.


  "Drink this," the man held a small vial up to JakZak's mouth. "Just sip. It's a mixture of grape juices from my vineyards and a few herbal preparations...if I gave you water right now, you might simply bring it back up."


  JakZak was now awake enough that he was starting to see that something was wrong. This was clearly not 2024, so he'd traveled in time. In fact, it seemed like he'd overshot. A LOT. But this man knew a fair amount of modern first aid wisdom.


  He sipped at the contents of the vial, and he was instantly refreshed. The taste was a bit odd, but it was incredibly refreshing. "Thank you," he sighed, the croak gone from his voice. "Where am I?"


  "Ah, allow me to introduce myself, honored mage. I am Iago Montessi, master of this house and the lands around it, currently in exile from Florence, which is several days travel from here. Five days ago, I saw a falling star strike in the mountains above this house, and followed it in hopes of obtaining starmetal. Instead, I found you, naked and on fire, at the bottom of a crater. I immediately recognized you as a fellow practitioner of the arts...how else would one fall from the sky and live? I brought you back here and used my poor herbal arts to bring you back to health."


  Iago Montessi. Something about that name nagged at the back of JakZak's memory, but he couldn't remember why. But no one got exiled from Florence anymore, so he must have really overshot his mark. That strange accent must be very old Italian. "Signor Montessi, may I ask you what year this is?"


  Montessi arched one of his narrow black eyebrows. "I see...not only are you a mage, but you have broken the fifth pillar. No wonder nature exacted such a heavy price from you. It is the year of our Lord 1321."


  "Seven hund...?" JakZak exclaimed, then bit his tongue. The same nagging voice that told him the name Montessi was important also told him that he shouldn't trust the man too much. Too late, though, he sighed. "Yes, a heavy price," he agreed. "It will be some time before I can even try to break the barrier of years again." Something about knowing he was in the past was making him put on a costume drama speech pattern. He mentally shrugged. He'd probably be copying Iago's accent by the time he'd recovered enough to leave. "Why are you in exile? Your arts?" he glanced meaningfully towards the table.


  Montessi grinned and shook his head. "No, I was careful enough to keep *that* hidden. But I did not keep my loyalties to a would-be Emperor hidden...and I found myself exiled when Henry of Luxembourg failed to win his crown. My sons and I live here with a few servants while I want for the winds of political fashion to shift back, if they do within my lifetime." He grinned again. "Of course, I hope for it to be a very long lifetime. So...what is your name? I heard you mumble and scream a number of names during your fevers, even one I recognized, but I would guess you would not scream out your own name."


  "Ja...Jonathan Taylor." He paused, wondering if he should risk digging for more information while so completely at his host's mercy. To hell with it. "I'm also known as Solar Max. Do you have another name you are known by?"


  "My name in the Art, you mean? Well, perhaps I am guilty of the sin of pride on top of my other sins, but the spirits know me as Simon Filius."


  JakZak closed his eyes, feigning weariness, but desperately trying not to show the panic behind them as his heart leapt into his throat. Simon Filius, known also in the 20th Century as...Lord Ebon, the necromancer. One of the deadliest enemies humanity ever had.


  He was at the tender mercies of a man who, in later years, would make Rebus look like a kindly uncle.


  * * * *


  [August 23, 1321 - Italy]


  Wind blowing down out of the mountains ruffled JakZak's hair, which was starting to grow out after being burned off during his dramatic arrival in the 14th Century. From his position on the balcony, he could see Iago's sons helping bring in bushels of grapes from the vineyards. Giovanni had passed his tenth birthday during the weeks JakZak was recovering his strength here, and Bruno was eight. They were fairly serious young boys, but not dour, nor did they seem concerned that they lived in exile. Right now they were sharing some joke with one of the servants, and their laughter echoed across the mountain valley.


  So. Iago Montessi would one day become Lord Ebon, one of the greatest villains of the 20th Century. But right now, despite dabbling in what might be called Black Arts, he was a basically decent man, even God-fearing. His expression was occasionally tinged with sorrow, as if he knew that the price of his curiosity was eternal damnation. No wonder he sought immortality so eagerly...eternal life on Earth was certainly preferable to eternal torment in Hell, at least the way Montessi saw the cosmos.


  While still not at 100%, JakZak knew he could probably kill Iago without much effort. The alchemist relied on ritual magic, and really had no warmagics. Apparently, those were skills he'd learn during his centuries of entombment, with none to talk to but malevolent spirits whispering in his ears. Skills that would be used to kill thousands before the Godmarket, and unknown multitudes during Lord Ebon's quest to become one of the gods in 1998.


  It would be so very easy to kill Iago. To repay hospitality and perhaps the saving of his own life with murder. To leave two innocent boys fatherless. Just a few dead now, against thousands upon thousands dead seven centuries from now.


  And, of course, the little matter of killing what was left of JakZak's own soul.


  There was also the matter of Rebus. Iago knew an Archangeli in Florence, a member of the faction currently in power, and quite possibly Lorenzo's direct ancestor. According to Iago, this Archangeli was a thoroughly unlikeable man, but hardly a monster like his descendant. If JakZak could find this man and kill *him*, Rebus might never have been born. He didn't owe anything to his Archangeli, nor did the man have any children yet...that was part of the point, of course.


  But it had been three years since Iago was exiled, and Archangeli might have sired a son by now. Could JakZak bring himself to kill an infant?


  He sighed.


  He'd had too much time to think about this all. He'd wanted to arrive in 2023, blazing with righteous fury and kill Lorenzo before he could bring himself to realize he was killing innocents around Rebus. He'd been ready to become a monster himself, to slay a greater monster.


  But now he knew he couldn't take that last step. SHOULDN'T take that last step. Guilt had been driving him forward for weeks, but now that he'd had a little time to step away from his own life, he saw that he couldn't keep going along that path.


  There HAD to be a better way. A way to get a better future without sacrificing the past. And he had plenty of time to think of a better way. He had seven hundred years....


  * * * *


  [September 13, 1321 - Italy]


  "Jonathan, my friend!" Iago burst into the room, smiling broadly. He smelled of sulfur. "I have succeeded! I have deciphered the last portion of Simon Magus's books," he held up a lump of gold, "and the transmutation of the elements is within my power! I now have the last secrets unlocked, and can attain the transmutation of the body...immortality!"


  A chill ran down JakZak's spine. According to history as Peregryn had related it to him, the immortality potion put Montessi into a deathlike state for several months, enough time for the man to be buried at the church graveyard in a nearby town. Immortal but unable to overcome the power of holy ground, Montessi had been locked in his tomb for seven centuries, slowly going mad. Eventually he escaped, immortal and insane.


  "Iago," he put his hand on the man's shoulder. "Are you certain? A mistake could mean death...or worse."


  "I am as certain as a man can be," he nodded. "I have already prepared the potion, it needs only to age for a few hours before it is ready."


  "All the same..."


  "All right," Iago grinned, with that infectious smile of his. "I shall make arrangements with my servants. Should harm befall me, you will be master of this house in my name until Giovanni comes of age, or until I recover, should the harm not be fatal."


  JakZak relaxed, but felt guilty that he had even considered killing this man who would trust him with all he owned, with his own sons, even. But now he could change the future by helping, rather than hurting. Montessi would fall into his coma, but JakZak would keep the servants from burying the man. Iago had taught him enough Italian to make his case to the servants. And in a few months, Iago would wake up, immortal but still sane, and Lord Ebon would never come to be.


  And then, maybe he could try fixing up Signor Archangeli with a different woman...or better yet, convince the man to become a priest. Maybe he could pull a Scrooge on Archangeli....


  * * * *


  Iago removed the crucible from the embers using a long pair of metal tongs, setting the clay container on a stone slab to cool. "There it is, my friend. The secret of eternal life," Iago crooned, his eyes glowing like the embers of his hearth.


  In moments, the crucible had cooled enough for Iago's purposes, and he gingerly picked it up with thick leather gloves. He carried it over to a goblet of wine and dumped the steaming contents into the drink, which hissed and spat in reaction.


  "Wine, the blood of God," Iago whispered as he shucked the gloves. Then he picked up a small wafer of flatbread and crumbled it over the goblet. "Bread, the body of God."


  He lifted the goblet to his mouth. "Immortality, the essence of God."


  He drank, draining the goblet in a single breath.


  JakZak tensed, waiting for the "death" he knew would soon come.


  Iago set down the goblet. "Ahhhh...I feel the power! Life is flowing through my body! So much life!" He threw his arms wide and spun around in a circle, looking up at the ceiling as if looking through it. "Jonathan, I have never FELT so much LIFE! You...look shocked, Jonathan." Iago frowned. "I see...you expected me to die. You must have known, from seven hundred years in the future, that I would die now...and that this would leave all my secrets open for you to plunder!"


  The fire in Iago's eyes was no longer that of joy, but of anger.


  "Iago, I..."


  "No, Solar Max! Your mistake was in warning me today. I found a small error in my alchemical proportions when I rechecked, and corrected it. I might have died, but now I shall never die! BUT YOU WILL!"


  The stone of the floor rose up and wrapped around JakZak's body, threatening to crush him. He resisted only enough to stay alive, he didn't want to tip his hand too quickly. "Iago, I wanted to save your life, not take it! I was just surprised that..."


  "Spare me your lies, 'friend,'" Iago snarled. "Now that I have attained perfection, the elements respond to my commands without the need for sorcerous incantations or alchemical preparations. I am nearly a god now, and I will not let you stop me from attaining my destiny! Now I have the power to wrest the Book of Osiris from the Byzantines, and with it I shall become a god!"


  JakZak's heart sank. It wasn't the entombment that drove Montessi mad. He was insane from the beginning, he simply hid it with the skill of a psychopath until now. And JakZak had started the man's reign of terror 671 years early.


  Now he had to undo the damage he'd done, find a way to entomb an unkillable foe who was master of the elements.


  The stone shattered as JakZak flexed the "muscles" of his power for the first time in weeks. Shards that flew in Iago's...Lord Ebon's...direction simply veered away, as if unwilling to strike their master.


  There was no more time for words, as Ebon commanded the elements to assault Solar Max, who replied with command over reality itself. Fires twisted, grew and guttered. Air battered at Solar Max, tried to leave his lungs. The walls lashed out at him. But he endured, and sent wave after wave of crushing force into Lord Ebon's body.


  To no effect.


  His lungs burned. A shard of glass sliced through his leg, severing an artery and spraying the room with blood. The man who called himself Simon Filius simply smiled as Solar Max's anger washed harmlessly off his transmuted form. It hadn't had seven centuries to slowly decay, as it had when Tymythy Twystyd shattered it in 1992 and freed the malevolent spirit to possess others. Force was not enough, and JakZak could feel his life ebbing as blood pumped from his wounds.


  He needed magic to defeat magic, and cast about him. Through all the destruction, one wall had remained intact, the shelves holding Ebon's chemicals and books. It was important to Ebon...and more importantly, there was magic in that shelf's contents.


  Fighting the dizziness and blood loss, JakZak reached out and slammed Ebon back into the wall.


  "NOOOOO!" Ebon shouted as the jars burst and the fragile scrolls shattered into fragments. "I'll...I'll...what...have...you...."


  Iago Montessi fell to the floor, dead for all the world could tell.


  Giovanni and Bruno, along with one of the servants, burst through the remains of the door. Their mouths hung open in shock.


  "The spell...did not work," JakZak fought the rising red haze as he struggled to remember enough Italian to say what needed to be said. "Demon attacked. Be sure to bury...Iago...holy ground...."


  And with that, everything went black.


  * * * *


  [September 1, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Awareness returned with an all-too-familiar pain, and this time JakZak knew better than to try and move or open his eyes.


  "He's awake," he heard Aaron say.


  "I'm...back..." JakZak croaked.


  "You were never gone," Aaron replied, as the pain receded. JakZak opened his eyes to see he was in a hospital bed, surrounded by his teammates and some doctors. "You screamed out and collapsed into the lake, the security drones caught it all. We had you in the infirmary within minutes, you've been here for a week. I was just about to try and go inside your head and try to pull you out, like last time you knocked yourself into a coma."


  JakZak turned to Peregryn. "Maybe just my spirit went back in time. But I met Iago Montessi...you were wrong, Peregryn, the entombment didn't drive him insane, he was already insane. He wanted to use the Book of Osiris to become a god."


  Peregryn's eyes widened, as if coming to a shocking realization. JakZak realized it as well.


  JakZak's voice fell to a whisper. "Rebus wants to become a god."


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


  Next Issue:


  The pieces have all fallen into place, the horrible scope of Rebus's plan is made clear...and you'll never believe who shows up for dinner! Be here for ASH #32, "In Darkness Bound"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I arbitrarily set the historical sequence in late summer of 1321, wanting a time in the general realm of Dante's Italy without being directly on top of the main events of Aligheri's life. Imagine my surprise when I went to look up details during editing and found that Dante died September 13, 1321. So, of course, I moved the final fight scene from September 6 (where I'd initially set it) to September 13.
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  [STRAFE Headquarters, McLean, Virginia. August 10, 2024.]



  Downtime was a rare commodity in STRAFE Headquarters, group holidays even moreso. But Colonel Hendrick had ordered Jay Teller, Tony Drake, and Lana Smith to recuperate from their exhausting Vatican excursion while he, Dan Tracey and Jen Kleinvogel investigated some potential lead. They weren't complaining.


  The agents were congregating in their private lounge, where Jay and Tony were watching a Paraball game on the holographic display (Baltimore/ Washington Federals at the New York Neons, down by three runs in the top of the eighth). Tony had stationed himself in the easy chair while Lana hovered on the fringes of the group, sitting at a table full of chips and pretzels she would never dream of eating. Jay reclined on the couch, twined arm in arm with his girlfriend Claire Auger, the European superagent codenamed Arc. Both were ecstatic because the European Union and North American Combine had finally agreed to cooperate on the Rebus/CSV problem, and Claire was appointed special liaison to STRAFE for the rest of the case.


  Claire whistled as "Strontium" Sam Kelso belted another ball out of the park, increasing New York's lead to four. "Jay," she said, "explain to me again why this isn't as good as regular American baseball?" She nestled further into their mutual embrace. For one instant, Jay caught Tony's eye and looked mildly apologetic; the guy wasn't used to his romantic side being on such public display. Worlds Were Colliding, as Jay was no doubt thinking. At least, that's what Tony hoped Jay was thinking...he didn't want Jay to feel sorry for him because he'd waited too long on the whole Jen thing. Tony just wanted to write off the whole stupid crush. It wasn't like he'd had much of a chance against Dan Tracey anyway; the guy could go nuts for a month and *still* get the girl.


  Jay was happily working the remote control with a lightning trigger, zooming in and freeze-framing the game to illustrate his highly opinionated lecture. "Well, they claim it's the same as baseball, honey, except they're allowed to use certain powers for certain designated functions, but those powers deform the entire game. See, for example, New York has loaded their bullpen with telekinetics, which pretty much makes a mockery of the idea of the designated hitter..."


  "Designated hitter?"


  "That's a player who just comes in to bat when it's the pitcher's turn, but like I said that's pretty much irrelevant in New York's case. That's no big deal for the Feds since they're under American League rules, but it makes a huge difference in the postseason and a lot of regular season games thanks to the abomination that is interleague play."


  "Inter-league play...?"


  "Claire, stop," Tony interrupted. "*Please* stop. I know you're just curious but you're giving Jay a prime opportunity to mouth off."


  "And nobody wants that," Claire added, smiling.


  Jay pretended not to hear her, and continued to rant: "...even get me *started* on the infield fly rule, which is meaningless when you've got a three-dimensional playing arena; if your second baseman can fly then every hit becomes a potential double play! Now last year the Commissioner tried to modify the infield fly rule to take into account which powers were possessed by which infielders, but he was rightly marched out of town on the end of a sharp pointed stick." [For more on Paraball, see the Editor's Note - Ed.]


  "Pointed stick?"


  "That's a Tellerism, babe."


  "I know, I was just questioning its unusual lack of vivacity and humor."


  Jay's flustered silence set Tony bursting with laughter. "Claire, you always could trump him. I knew there was a reason I liked you!"


  Lana leaned ever so slightly into the center of the conversation and meekly said, "Seems like everybody's in the perfect relationship now." It was her first comment in several minutes. "I mean, the two of you, Dan and Jen..."


  "Um, Lana." Jay was trying to shut down the new line of discussion without specifying the reason why. "I wouldn't, y'know, I wouldn't say any relationship is *perfect*..."


  Claire proved considerably more adept. "And any successful relationship is built on the backs of a half-dozen failed ones." The unpleasant reunion with her old teammate Castor had greatly disturbed her.


  But Lana was undaunted. "Then those past failures just mean the future is all the brighter." She was staring, without making any attempts to conceal her staring, directly at Tony Drake.


  Claire sat up as if she'd been hit with a jolt of electricity. "Oh, Lana, there's something I've been dying to show you." Claire took the younger, tinier girl by her slender wrist and led her down the hall, hoping there was something, *anything* in her luggage which she could pass off as the latest Parisian fashion.


  Jay and Tony, on the other hand, sat motionlessly even after the women had left. The paraball game color commentary sounded tinny and faint in the quiet room. "Jay?" Tony finally said.


  "Yes?" Jay answered.


  "Was *Lana Smith* just coming on to me?"


  "I...I think so, yes."


  "Oh God." Tony buried his face in his hands. "Oh God. Has she forgotten the past eight months? She put a *bomb* in my *stomach,* I tried to *punch* her...is she *crazy*?"


  Jay raised an eyebrow. Tony sat up. "Okay, point taken," he said, "but what do I *do*, Jay? I mean, she's a single mother! Am I, am I being some kind of creep if I reject her?"


  "You're being some kind of masochist if you don't." His friendly advice was somewhat tempered by the fact that he was actually watching the game. "Bad news, man."


  They heard women's voices bubbling back down the hall. "Oh God! Oh crap! She's coming back! What do I do, Jay? What do I..."


  The paraball game was interrupted as Dan Tracey's voice rang through the room speakers, loud and clear. "This is Grind calling all team personnel. Report to the following coordinates *at once*. We have a Conclave of Super-Villains member sighting in Washington, D.C."


  Tony jumped into the air, pumping his fists. "YES!!!"


  * * * *


  [Elsewhere.]


  Morgan Adams woke up in a sturdy metal chair, held there by heavy metal restraints around his wrists, chest and ankles. The restraints looked like they'd been bolted to the chair fairly recently, and in fact he awoke in a workshop of some sort. The blacked-over window well told him he was in a basement, probably of a fairly large and expensive house, and the workshop was filled with tools of every trade from masonry to electronics. Mostly, however, the array of glass-cutters and lockpicks suggested the implements of a world-class thief. A woman sat across from him, hunched over a workbench, clad from head to toe in form-fitting black spandex.


  "How the hell did I end up in a home-improvement bondage movie?" Adams groaned.


  "Ah, so you're awake." She spun her stool around to face him, and wisely chose not to acknowledge the wisecrack. "I'm Tiara of the Conclave of Super-Villains, and I do apologize for the coarse accomodations. In fact, I apologize for having taken you at all, but you see, STRAFE and I are in a bit of a competition right now, and I had to make sure I got your information first."


  "Information? What...?"


  "The Book of Thoth, and specifically its association with Rebus. Lorenzo Archangeli."


  "I thought he was one of you."


  "Before my time. Apparently they're not on good terms anymore. And *you*," she said, hopping off her stool and sidling over to him, "are going to tell me why he's interested in this Book."


  "I'm not in the habit of helping my own kidnappers, girl."


  She seemed to pout underneath her mask. Adams figured she had to be young. "Fine," she said. "You don't have to talk to me. As soon as I'm done with my other project I'll be heading straight to Khadam, and then you can talk to Triton, or Caryatid, or Conflicto." She returned to the work bench, put on a jeweller's eyepiece, and started examining some kind of computer drive. "I doubt this will take much longer..."


  The girl was a good thief, but not a very good kidnapper; she'd left a clock in view. Apparently it had only been a couple of hours since his capture. He'd have to hope those STRAFE people were as good as they thought they were. "You sure we can't settle this right here?"


  "That's up to you," she said, pretending to be more interested in the hard drive. "What were you going to tell STRAFE? What else do you know about the Archangeli family?"


  "Well that's a long story," he said, staring at her, the computer drive, the workbench, anything but the clock...


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


  The year was 2010. Mexico had just been formally annexed into the North American Combine, and Combine troops had quelled the last of the Church Riots. The economy was picking up again and people were starting to move back into the cities. The chaos that had erupted in the wake of the Godmarket was finally beginning to subside, although the new era of peace was bittersweet at best. We were still left with the memory of all those who had vanished...and more than a few read the signs of a future doom in the children who were, for the first time, beginning to display paranormal powers again. I think we all knew that our hard-won normality wasn't permanent... just the calm between two storms.


  I had been working pretty much nonstop for the last twelve years, trying to quell riots, catch looters, right wrongs. Most places in the country it never got too bad, but it was always bad *somewhere* in the Combine. It's funny; I could have been king of the hill with all the paranormal adventurers gone, but I didn't particularly relish my new position. Nobody wanted to see lone individuals butting into situations anymore, not after the last wave of heroes had deserted them. Those goons in SPIRIT told me more than once to ease into retirement and mind my own business. They never understood that getting involved *was* my business.


  But in 2010, it started to look like I was finally done. I wasn't sure how to spend my retirement; most of my old friends were dead, either in the Godmarket or the troubles that followed. The only thing left for me was to sit down at my bay window and stare out over a city that was completely peaceful because it was completely dead.


  That was when Marx came to me...I was sitting in my room one night, lights out, watching a street that had been dark for a dozen years. Refusing to believe this was how I'd spend the rest of my life. Then I saw the limousine pull up outside. Even from the way he rang the buzzer, brusque and impatient, I knew it was Devlin Marx and I knew he'd only bring trouble.


  Marx hadn't changed much in fifteen years. He'd put on a little weight, and cut off his trendy ponytail, and he was wearing a black trenchcoat that looked exactly like the one I'd had when he met me. Otherwise he seemed even healthier and wealthier than before. And that was the first sign of trouble, because Magnum Industries had gone belly-up right after the Godmarket did. He had to be pulling his money in from somewhere else.


  "We have a problem," he said. "The Book of Thoth has been stolen again."


  "Then *you* have a problem," I said. I hadn't even risen from my chair. "You're the one who shelled out for it."


  So Marx stepped forward, dropped his voice to a low but intense whisper. "By Pino Archangeli," he said.


  And suddenly I was interested. Archangeli hadn't just tried to kill me and trash my city...although usually that was enough to get me interested... he'd also thrown away one of the most beautiful and caring women I'd ever known. I had heard that she, as a paranormal, had died in the Godmarket while he, as an Anchor, still lived and had reclaimed the son she'd tried to protect from him. One of those little ironies that tells us there is no justice in this world unless we make it so. It was high time somebody brought a little justice to Pino.


  But I didn't tell Marx that...I had to figure out what his angle was. "And you want to protect your investment?" I asked him.


  Marx huffed, losing his last veneer of patience. "You know it's more than that, Adams. The *last* time he possessed the book, he tried to crack your precious city in two." He paused. "And it's not like either of us would be unhappy if Pino Archangeli departed this earth."


  So that was it. I had never, ever taken a contract for wetwork...but plenty of people had tried to con me into one. "If that's your game, Marx, why've you waited so long? He must have lost the protection of the Anchorites ten years ago." That was because, in fact, there were no Anchorites anymore; hard to support an organization of power-dampening bounty hunters when there are no more powers to be dampened. They folded around the turn of the century. I'd been keeping tabs.


  "There's nothing to protect Archangeli anymore, right?" I gave Marx a nice big smile, flustering him even more. "So why is it taking you so long to bump him off?"


  "I'm *not* a killer," he muttered. "And he *did* steal the Book. If he should return it to me, fine; but if he should get in my way, I won't hesitate to kill him. Do you have a problem with that?"


  "Hell, no," I said, sliding a clip into my favorite Glock. "I want in."


  Because really, retirement was looking pretty lethal. And Pino and I had a score to settle.


  Tracking him down wasn't easy. First we tried his digs in Fiesole, a hilltop suburb outside Florence. He was long gone, but he'd been so kind as to riddle the villa with traps...and that was when I began to understand my place in Marx's scheme. Half of Pino's deathtraps were negated by supertech containment devices...devices which would shut down the second another Anchor traipsed by them, propelling a jet of flames or a ten-foot spear into their precious Anchor body. Marx needed someone who wouldn't trigger them, a nice little normal human boy to do all his dirty work.


  Pino had also left behind some hired help, mostly Anchors themselves, all sharing his fondness for ancient weapons and Egyptian decor. I was tougher than any five of them, even with my joints cracking and my muscles complaining, but they would have finished us through sheer numbers if Marx's own backup hadn't dropped in by helicopter and gunned down the whole lot of them. At this point my curiosity was piqued, so I did what any self- respecting investigator would do: chucked a grenade into Marx's men.


  It didn't go off. It was supertech, some photonic explosive I'd "borrowed" from a government warehouse years and years ago. And they were all Anchors. "So," I asked Marx, who was still in shock from my seemingly suicidal action, "am I really supposed to think the Anchorites are dead?"


  "They are," he said, guiltily. "We're the Conclave now."


  No, no, not the Conclave of *Super-Villains*...that's *your* bunch of yahoos. It seems the world's leading Anchors had planned ahead...reorganized in the wake of the Godmarket into a group whose aspirations lay far beyond bounty hunting. They were inserting people into positions of power, locating and taming the most powerful children in the next wave of superhumans. And wouldn't you know it, their leader was...


  "Pino Archangeli," Marx told me, not bothering to conceal his shame. "I didn't like it any more than you do, but times were desperate."


  "And it's a rare opportunity to control the world before the next crop of paranormals grows up, right? Spare me the excuses." I unwrapped a cigarillo and lit it, striking the match off Marx's imitation leather coat. "Thanks for getting me embroiled in another power struggle."


  I stalked off through the galleries of Archangeli's manor, only pretending to be fuming at Marx. I was really looking for any clue as to where that crazy cracker Archangeli had gotten off to. Because I wasn't hunting him for Marx.


  I found armories stocked with weapons of every style from Algonquin to Zulu...stored in that order. I found training rooms where those weapons had been used on a host of devastated dummies, including one that bore my face. I found rooms of games, *every* game of every culture known to man, each of them played and replayed by Pino and his son almost to the point of disintegration. And then I found the sanctum, the key room, concealed by a fresco which could only be unlocked by tracing the maze in a pattern of mosaic tiles. The painted wall swung aside, revealing the room where Pino Archangeli went to be himself, unfettered by any facades of family or society or basic human decency.


  And there I found the pictures....


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


  Tiara didn't notice the pause for a few seconds; she was busily fidgeting with the hard drive, and had been for most of Adams's story. She had two such drives sitting on her workbench and they commanded her attention far more than Adams did, until the silence finally registered. "What pictures?" she asked, still fiddling with the hard drive.


  "Pictures of Dendera. His ex-wife."


  "The one who'd died in the Godmarket," Tiara said.


  "No," Adams said, "she *hadn't*."


  After his full meaning dawned on her, she allowed him another moment of silence.


  When he spoke again, Adams said, "He must have known it was coming...the end of the Godmarket, I mean. With only a couple days to spare, he tracked her down to Cairo, and he...


  "He'd filmed and photographed the whole thing, in chilling detail. And I knew he'd done it just so he could leave the pictures for me to find, twelve years later." His voice was hard and unforgiving, his whole body animated by an all-consuming hate.


  "Marx told me it was a ritual. Archangeli had taken her out to the Pyramids at Giza and tried to sacrifice her so that when the big showdown came, the Egyptian gods would take him up as one of their own. It didn't work, of course; the crazy fuck was an Anchor. And so after it failed, he went back and told his son that the gods had taken his mother, and rejected them." He shuddered with fury, straining not against the chair's restraints but the weight of twenty-six years...an absolute barrier that would always keep him from saving her, and always throw that failure in his face.


  He shuddered in silence, until Tiara touched his shoulder and spoke. "Mister Adams, I don't mean to disturb you..."


  "Well you got a funny way of showing it." This time he *was* pulling against the restraints, with a sudden outburst of force she never would have expected from such a frail man.


  "Just get to the point," Tiara said. "The Book. The end game."


  "It wasn't the end game," Adams said. "It was only the beginning..."


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


  It started in Archangeli's compound in Egypt. The Moslem Confederacy hadn't quite gelled yet, and huge swaths of Africa were up for grabs for any warlord with a bankroll. Archangeli had a huge mercenary camp in the desert near Giza...so near to where he'd killed Dendera that I knew his own sense of perversity would lead him there. Marx gathered his forces and led a full- scale invasion. If in the past I would have chuckled to be part of a big battle between two armies wearing different-colored uniforms in an exotic desert compound...well, I had something more serious on my mind.


  We cornered him in his command center, a bunker buried underneath the sand. He'd designed the place like an old Egyptian tomb, as if we needed any more proof of his mania. We could still hear the sounds of fighting outside as Marx's followers traded gunfire with the last of the Archangeli faction. Pino had a giant viewscreen in his command center--don't they always?--which was split between two observers, a dispassionate Chinese man and a choleric Italian one in cardinal's robes. Marx wasn't bothered by their watchful expressions, one a calm butcher, one an agitated saint; he thought they were the only witnesses to the end of Pino Archangeli.


  We pressed him slowly back into the corner, Marx with his silly crossbow, me with my twin Glocks. Soon Pino was stuck, with the viewscreen off to one side and a long, narrow mirror at his back. Me, I was waiting for some outburst of violence...I remembered all those trashed dummies back in Fiesole...so I kept my distance.


  There was a loud, muffled _whump_ in the distance, and tremors that reached even through the stone. "That was the last of your guard towers, Pino," Marx crowed. "My faction's won."


  "You're a fool," Archangeli spat. "You think you can buy your way out of any problem...but one day your coins will desert you, Marx."


  "You brought this on yourself, Pino," Marx said.


  "This has been a long time coming." I smiled over my guns.


  Archangeli pressed one hand to the mirror behind him, with a softness and a sorrow that was almost tender. But he stared at Marx and me with utter loathing...with such contempt that he must have thought the victory was his and not ours.


  Suddenly I was lightheaded. The carved stone walls seemed to spin around me as I finally knew how everything fit together: why he'd stolen the Book of Thoth and why he'd left the pictures, why his command center looked like a tomb and even why that one detail just didn't fit. The mirror. The *mirror*.


  Marx's trigger finger was bright red, and itching to send the last bolt flying. "You don't have the will," Pino spat.


  I swung my left arm around, keeping one Glock on Pino but pointing the other at Marx. "Don't do it!" I shouted. "It's a scam!"


  "It's too late," Marx said, "he's already lost the Conclave." Above him, the Ambassador and the Cardinal nodded their tacit approval.


  "You and the Conclave will never be anything more than the merest pawns in my game," Archangeli crowed. "And as for you..." he turned to me, his eyes dancing with sick joy.


  "...she cursed your name as I finally slit her throat." And then he tensed his legs as if to lunge at us.


  "NO!" Marx bellowed with rage and I pressed the trigger, pumping two nine-millimeter slugs into his arm. But I was too late; the garishly-painted bolt flew out of the crossbow, arcing with deadly force across the scant yards that separated Marx's weapon from Pino Archangeli's chest. The impact knocked Pino backwards into the mirror, which cracked...


  ...exposing the horrified face of Lorenzo Archangeli.


  Our two observers peered down at the body and the spreading bloodstain with polite dismay. "Pyramid has fallen," said the Cardinal, sounding deeply relieved. "The Eye of Horus now runs the Conclave." They broke their connections.


  Marx wanted me to help him tourniquet his arm, but I was already into the secret room and trying to think of something, anything, to tell Lorenzo. But what could I say? The room was soundproofed; he hadn't heard a word his father said, only saw Marx kill him.


  Silent men wrapped in white drifted into the room. They were the last of Pino's acolytes, but they hadn't come to fight...Marx was their new master now, at least in name. They began to clean up the body, fulfilling Pino's final orders. Marx was full of big talk, already blathering about how he'd ship the Book of Thoth to the Cardinal for safe keeping, how he'd try to remove the Conclave's unhealthy Egyptian fixation and bring in some terminology from another mythology. Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.


  Marx also took the boy in his one good arm and promised to explain everything to him...apparently Lorenzo was also a member of the Conclave, codename Sphinx, and he had to be kept in good graces. Marx said he'd raise Lorenzo as his own son, but I knew the boy would never forget what he'd seen.


  So what if Marx told him what Pino had done to Dendera? Then the boy would just think he was a liar as well as a murderer. His eyes blazed with a hatred for Devlin Marx more intense than anything I had ever known or felt. And as for me, the guy who'd tried to stop Marx...I was merely a bug, a creature as irrelevant as I was incompetent. Even as I tried to explain what had happened I knew that to him, I would never matter again.


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


  "All those weapons and training dummies in Fiesole hadn't been for Pino," Adams said, "they'd been for Lorenzo. The sick bastard molded his own son into the perfect weapon. And for his final touch, he stole the Book of Thoth and lured me and Marx to Egypt...planning all along for us to kill him." Adams bit his lip. "And I didn't even have the satisfaction of doing him myself."


  Tiara had completely abandoned the hard drives and was listening intently, but she was still confused. "Wait, I thought you didn't want to kill him..."


  Adams snorted. "This was a man who was willing to kill hundreds of thousands of people for his own personal gain. A man who knew the Godmarket would claim billions and did nothing to warn anyone about it, a man who killed his wife when he knew she was already doomed, a man who warped his son into an instrument of terror and revenge purely out of spite. If Pino Archangeli was going to die anyway, I'd like to have been the one who shot him."


  "...Wow." Tiara didn't think any reaction could have done justice to Morgan Adams's anger, but that one seemed particularly insufficient. "Remind me not to piss you off."


  "*Too late*, girl. You've kidnapped and interrogated me, asked me to relive my greatest failure, and I'm damned if I even know why."


  Tiara breathed deeply, then tried to explain. "It's nothing personal, Mister Adams. The CSV has stolen the Book of Thoth from the Vatican, but it doesn't seem to work. I was sent to investigate it, and its history led me to you. If STRAFE hadn't been there, I might not have had to kidnap you at all..."


  "I think that's quite enough." The voice sounded from outside the interior door, which was suddenly kicked open...and knocked off its hinges... by Dan Tracey. The STRAFE field leader charged in, in full uniform this time, and said, "I won't tolerate a Conclaver blaming my people for *anything*."


  Tiara backflipped away from him, landing atop her workbench. "Darling," she lilted, "so *delightful* to see you, but I really can't stay and chat. Au revoir...." She reached down for the holographic generator on her belt, unaware that Lana Smith was phasing out of the wall behind her. Lana turned the generator intangible, slipping it off Tiara's belt and out of her grasp.


  Tiara leaped off the workbench, running for a rear exit which was knocked to splinters by Claire Auger, who was followed by Tony Drake and Jay Teller. To Morgan Adams, they were all just a bunch of kids in black and blue uniforms...except for the one girl he'd met earlier, who flew in behind Tracey.


  Jen Kleinvogel smiled underneath her mask and said, "This one's mine." She sprang across the room in an antigravity-assisted leap, then increased her gravity on the trip back down as she lanced towards Tiara. Tiara tried to tumble backwards...and rolled right into Morgan Adams, who toppled himself, chair and all, into the small of her back. Then Jen landed, kicking Tiara in the chest and thoroughly knocking the wind out of her.


  "I know you didn't need the help," Adams grunted from the floor, "but pride demanded I get a lick in myself."


  "You were great, Mr. Adams." Jen unfasted his restraints and helped him stand up without seeming to.


  "Took you long enough," Adams said in mock complaint. "I couldn't stall her much longer."


  "Actually," Dan explained, "I've been here almost the entire time...I only pretended to be knocked out so I could tail Tiara here. I was just waiting for back-up."


  Adams nodded his approval. "I can tell you work for Jack Hendrick's boy."


  Meanwhile, Claire had grabbed Tiara and was stripping gadgets from her uniform by the handful. "I have *had it* with your games," Claire growled as she reached for the mask. "I demand to know who you are and what you've done with...Princess Ursula?!?"


  Ursula Grace Caroline Maxine Stephanie de Grimaldi, Princess of Monaco and presumed captive of the Robin Hood of the Mediterranean a.k.a. the Laughing Oyster a.k.a. Tiara of the Conclave of Super-Villains, stared up at her captor. "Well, what do you expect?" she said hotly. "Haven't you seen Grace Kelly in _To Catch a Thief_?"


  Dan paced over to her. "So I guess that diplomatic immunity you were boasting didn't come from Khadam after all."


  "No, and I expect Father shall be quite cross when he finds out..."


  "The CSV has afflicted Monaco with bombs and a hurricane, so yes, I think he *will* be quite cross. In fact, wasn't the Laughing Oyster's first crime the theft of his wife's diamond and emerald wedding necklace?"


  "His *second* wife's," she corrected, lightly. "The tramp never appreciated it anyway. Her tastes run more to rhinestone."


  "Whatever," Dan said. "Your crown doesn't intimidate *us*, Ursula. Now, you were investigating your own theft of the Book of Thoth. What did you learn?"


  Ursula fell into a silent pout, so Dan spun on his heel and marched over to the workbench. While Claire clamped and handcuffed Ursula to the chair, Dan examined her handiwork. "Looks like two optical hard drives," he said, "and judging by the unusual design they're from Scytharian photonic units. I seem to recall two of the Scytharians at the Vatican weren't responding to commands."


  "I would have gotten more if you hadn't come along," she grumbled.


  Dan hefted one of the hard drives in his hand. "Well let's see what secrets they can give up." Within minutes, he'd deciphered their inner workings, networked them with Ursula's computers, and was examining the Scytharian's programming. "This is a complete mess," he said. "Someone's been in here, and done a lot of damage."


  "Rebus stole a powerful optic encryption system earlier this year," Claire said [see Warden Annual #1 and Time Capsules Annual #1 - Ed.]. "He could have easily overpowered the Scytharians' command systems with it."


  "But *why*," Dan said, sounding like a man who already had some inkling of the answer. His fingers flying across the keyboard, he accessed the Scytharians' memory files and networked them to a video player. "It looks like Rebus has tried to overwrite some memory, but he didn't have enough time to obscure it completely."


  "Or he wanted you to find it," Adams cautioned.


  "I've got them...yes!" The monitors began displaying security footage recorded by the Scytharian drones on July 5, merely one day before Triton's visit and Tiara's break-in. In the footage, the Scytharians stand by idly, seeing nothing as Rebus strolls into the sealed vault...removes a fragile scroll from its case...and replaces it with what appears to be an exact copy.


  Tiara's jaw dropped. "I didn't steal the Book of Thoth after all!"


  "So what does Rebus want with it?" Teller asked.


  Dan gave Adams a long, hard look. The two men appeared to reach some silent conclusion.


  "Nothing," Dan said, "just like his father. The question is, what does Rebus want the CSV to do with the fake?" He rose and walked over to Tiara. "What's in your copy of the Book of Thoth? What is the CSV trying to do with it?" She stared at him silently.


  "Well?" he asked. "Cat got your...*damn it*!" He punched her in the face...disrupting the hologram and revealing the empty pair of handcuffs dangling from the chair. A tiny painted pearl had been left on the seat. The superhumans scrambled through the house, but Tiara had vanished without a trace.


  "I'm so sorry," Claire said as they reconvened. "I thought I'd secured her properly."


  "We all did," Dan said. "I guess she's even better than I thought." He said it with grudging admiration.


  Dan turned to Adams. "Mr. Adams, I'm sorry we've dragged you into this affair. Under the circumstances, it might be safest if you accept our guard at STRAFE headquarters..."


  "I know what he's up to," Adams said. Dan blinked, and Morgan clarified, "I don't know exactly what he's up to with this fake scroll, but I do know what Rebus is up to. I'm sure of it."


  "How do you...?"


  "Something I didn't tell Tiara." He leaned forward, his voice dropping lower and lower. "Those clerics who came in to tend to Pino's body...where do you think they put it?"


  "A sarcophagus?" Dan guessed.


  "Close." By the time he reached Dan's ear, his voice was a whisper. "Suspended animation.


  "Pino's coming back."


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


  Next Issue:


  Aftermath and stuff...because the story continues in ASH #32, then the Capstone miniseries! Be there!


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


  Editor's Note - Paraball:


  Okay, Paraball. By 2024, there's several score paranormals out there who are law-abiding citizens, yet lack the powers, temperment or ethics for work as a member of ASH or the Marshals. A big chunk of them work in private industry and are pretty well paid for their work.


  However, in 2022, someone got the idea of bringing paranormals into professional sports. Since that someone owned a baseball team, he felt that would be a natural place to put paranormals. After all, contact sports like football or hockey would give certain types too much advantage and limit the pool of useful paras. Baseball had room for lots of different powers, and could cope better with the sort of primadonna that was unsuited for work in a team like the one the government was already planning.


  And so the Paranormal League was formed. Originally there were just two teams of seven players...but when two guys could cover the entire outfield, it wasn't such a big problem. The PL was part of Major League Baseball and shared all the same rules, but the two teams just played each other for the most part, except for some exhibition games against the big money teams, like Atlanta or Chicago.


  In 2023, the PL expanded to four teams as graduates from the Academy entered the game, along with some reformed paragangers. More money in "paraball," as it was called, than in 'ganging, although only those without actual criminal records were let in. More exhibition games were scheduled, and the league became more a serious proposition than a novelty act. They even had a post-season of their own, albeit a short one. It was decided that half the teams would play by American League rules, the other half by National League rules. Of course, these rules were modified slightly to take powers into account: any use of powers on the ball counts as contact (invoking various rules for balks, dead balls and errors), teleportation counts as leaving the basepath, should any high-speed speedsters join, they have to stay below 50 mph on the basepaths, etc. But these were mostly interpretations of the rules rather than additions to them.


  The 2024 season saw full integration into MLB play. AL and NL teams tended to resent having to play against the PL teams more often, but games weren't the runaways everyone feared. Not yet, anyway. Powers make up for a lot, but most "normalball" players had a major edge in experience and teamwork, and the PL teams have won only about half the games so far. The interleague games were also intended to help break ties in the standings for PL teams and determine home field advantages in the post-season. The PL will not be eligible for the World Series in 2024, but there's plans for a single game between the World Series winners and the top PL team in October. PL players are not eligible for the All-Star Game, however, or Jay would have personally tracked down the person responsible and applied a pointed stick.


  With the Academy starting to turn out larger graduating classes, and the government willing to let some Academy students join the PL at the end of secondary school, the Paranormal League is set to swell to eight full teams of 12 (with paranormal healing, there's no real need for a DL and little need for a deep pitching bench) for the 2025 season. There's talk of branching out to another sport, but it's hard to pry paranormals loose from the PL to start it. Off-season play isn't much of an option, as many PL players work other jobs (often for companies owned by their team owners) in the off- season. Additionally, the EU is considering sponsoring a team or two, mostly drawn from Japanese paranormals already trying to break into paraball.


  Of course, to get those 96 players, the PL had to take pretty much everyone who was interested and eligible. Maybe a half dozen of the players started out with reasonably good play skills, and none of them would have even made a college team if they didn't have powers (in part because they spent their teenage years at the Academy, rather than playing baseball at a competitive high school). And while the AL and NL are still 100% male, the PL is nearly half female (and one or two "none of the above"). If the entire PL were to get into a fight with ASH, it would lose pretty quickly. But on the diamond, it'd be another matter.


  And then there's the rumors that Rex Umbrae's thinking of sponsoring some sort of shootfighting league to compete for ad dollars and give the "pacified" paragangers something to expend their energy on....
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    The nine men's morris is fill'd up with mud


    And the quaint mazes in the wanton green


    For lack of tread are indistinguishable


    - William Shakespeare,


    A Midsummer Night's Dream

  


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


  LABYRINTHE


  One thing I've learned about traps in this business, is how fast things go wrong. Proof? Using me to catch Devlin Marx; using Lana to kill Peregryn and the STRAFEurs. Something must go wrong, and so it did with ours today: our prey had become the wolf. Seven against one, and still he's already knocked three of us out cold. He must have planned our takedowns from Day One, maybe even before. Such is his genius, and his madness. Did I expect any less? Non. After all, he was one of our own - and one of our best.


  * * * *


  ANATOMY OF A MUTINY


  [September 3, 2024 - Noetic Space]


  It was most sensible that the Conclave of Super-Villains should have secret meetings to discuss the problem of leadership, especially after the discovery of a traitor among us. Traditionally, a conclave met to elect their spiritual leader...while some of us began to campaign against Triton's leadership.


  The catalyst for the mutiny was clear. Rebus had Glyph betray us, using her to keep an eye on us. She alone knew Rebus had a trump card to beat Derek, namely, a hostage we all thought to have died in Doublecross's attempted takeover of the CSV. Angeline, better known to the world as Sultry, had been a "guest" in Rebus's house of mysteries since early this year. When Glyph told Triton, it was plain as day to us that Rebus had snatched away Derek's hard-won victory in finding his traitor. If there was one weapon that Monsieur Radner could not fend against, to use his heart against him. Oui, the poor man tried to hide it, but as Rebus knew, the best way to destroy a man who had loved and lost...was to rekindle a bare-thread hope.


  It was the morning after we caught Glyph, and after a gruelling session fighting over the disposition of the Atef Crown, Derek said he would prepare us for our inevitable clash with Rebus. He bade us to rest while he locked himself in his private lab, doing some last-minute preparations on some devices for our use. We were none of us pleased to be on the receiving end of another of Rebus's ploys.


  At least, not on the surface. It was the perfect time to plot betrayal, while Derek was busy preparing for a different trap, my sister decided. Claudette had intended to gather together everyone except Tiara, who was supposedly still in hiding somewhere off-continent. By everyone, she included Glyph, who had been incarcerated in Skyhaven's brig until Derek decided what to do about her. Every surface of the cell was covered with a micro-forcefield film, to prevent Glyph from etching symbols or using her body fluids to trace a sigil. Likewise, she was bound in a straitjacket to impede any attempts to cut a glyph on her own body.


  The conclave was held, not in any physical sense, by Claudette's summoning of the astral forms of all involved. We were drawn out of our bodies and gathered atop the zeppelin. It was the safest way to convene without Derek suspecting anything. Whereas I had a little familiarity with this experience, it was frightening to the rest. We were all in our idealized forms, except for Burnout. The girl...once the invalid Tyra Dumont...stood beaming with pride, whilst in her left hand, she manipulated a small marionette that resembled C.J. Brown. In her other hand was a spindle with thousands of red threads, thrumming to the vibrations of her invasive hum. I shuddered. It was the first time I saw the entity Mr. Strings in all of its malice, manipulating its puppets sans merci. I was only comforted by the fact that it did not seem to be capable of controlling mages such as my sister and myself.


  The others? My sister was a svelte giant amongst us, an aurora surrounding her head and her body armored in white marble. It was her Great and Terrible Protector aspect, and it was indeed impressive. Meanwhile, Spiral explored her fuller figure, marvelling at a body that had not starved itself to become a ballerina. She exposed her inner desire to be voluptuous and carefree of the foods she ate. Myriad was a sphere of protoplasm, perfect in shape...but within its matrix, faces and forms emerged and disappeared with startling speed. Glyph had taken the form of a divinely garbed reptilian humanoid, which reminded me of the Pranir, albeit scaled rather than feathered. What was her story, that would make that her ideal form? There was something about my fellow mage that none of us...perhaps with the exception of Strings...knew about. Eugene had taken the shape of a comely Asian male dressed in a suit of spinning rainbow paisley. It reminded me of someone. But who?


  As expected, Eugene made the most out of this, slip-sliding in and out of the hull of the airship in his ghostly state. "Wish I had *this* on ConflictoCAM!" That Eugene...if we'd let him have his way, he'd webcast his entire life...and ours...twenty-four hours a day.


  It took my sister to rain on Conflicto's parade. "Stop it, Kwan, or I will put your consciousness inside a toad."


  "Feh. You spoil all our fun. Learn to live, Cary!" He gave her the finger. I realized then who it was Eugene resembled: Derek Radner, if you gave merged his appearance with Conflicto's. There was a case of hero worship...or should I say villain worship!


  "We don't have time for this. Triton's not fit to lead, and we should replace him with someone who is. His obsession with his woman will be the death of us, if we followed his way," said Claudette.


  "You, Quebecoise? I don't think you've earned the post," mocked Myriad. Bad move, Myriad...my sister despised everyone who questioned her authority. I expected Claudette to chastise her, but the puppeteer beat her to the riposte.


  "No. She is right," said Mr. Strings. "He is driven by a need for vengeance now. Even through his facade I can taste the sweetness of it." She licked her lips. "If his anti-psi shield went down now, I could widen that breach in his willpower."


  Claudette nodded. "He makes mistakes when it comes to Angeline. His jealousy nearly led to your destruction at the hands of Doublecross. Are we going to follow him into yet another ambush?"


  "Dear sister...consider the alternative," I argued. "Do you propose we side ourselves with Rebus? The man's insane! He pretends to godhood, and betrayed us to that madman, Doublecross. At least Triton's driven by human passions, not by delusions." I could sympathize with Derek...wasn't I, too, nearly undone by my flirtations with Arc? "We should give him another chance to prove himself capable of leading us. Hasn't he won us Khadam?"


  She bit back. "And lost us Montreal. Reconsider your loyalty, little brother. Is it to be to our ideals or Triton's?"


  "I've not forgotten." On my deathbed I would fight to liberate my homeland from the North American Combine. She knew that. Did my sister now doubt my fervor? "But I'd rather achieve sovereignty by a Napoleonic conquest than praying for a miracle. That's what following Rebus would mean."


  "Still...I think Rebus's promise of power is honest," said Glyph. "I admit, I had my doubts at first, but he does have the real Book of Thoth with him. That alone would give us Africa without a fight."


  "There is one other alternative," said Mr. Strings, smiling with great wickedness. "Me." It hummed the old French national anthem.


  Spiral blanched, and Conflicto whined like a hurt puppy. "I don't think I can deal with the humming all the time," said Eugene, clutching his ears. "Really, can't you take a music lesson or a hundred?"


  Caryatid shook her head. "We'd still have to deal with Rebus, Tyra. I say we hear out Archangeli, see what he has planned. He certainly must have a grand scheme in mind, and it's up to us to capitalize on that. We should at least listen to what Lorenzo has to offer."


  Everyone seemed to agree with this, on principle, even I. Claudette sent us spinning back into our dormant forms, and I awakened in my bed with a sense of dread for the near future.


  * * * *


  [September 3, 2024 - Skyhaven]


  We were summoned to Triton's lab close to dinner time.


  Rebus had contacted us with a cryptic crossword, the type that was infuriatingly dependent on your knowledge of English puns and anagrams. Derek had solved it an hour ago, figuring out where Rebus wanted to rendezvous.


  "New toys, ladies and gentlemen," said Derek, handing out brand new equipment tailor-made for each of us, each emblazoned with the CSV ankh. "You'll find them helpful in the likely event that Rebus decides we are no longer useful."


  "Burnout." He showed her a pair of golden bracelets, and snapped one onto his own wrist. "Trigger this mechanism like so." He demonstrated by aiming his arm at a target on the far wall, and with a twitch, a dart flew forth and found its mark, igniting the paper. "Eight phosphorus darts in each, purely normaltech. Saw something like it in a TwenCen film once, and improved upon it." He tossed the bracelets to her.


  "Spiral." Derek gave her a belt with eight sets of bolas. "Pay attention. Trick bolas. From left to right, you have net bolas, smoke bolas, exploding bolas, flash bolas, tear-gas bolas, monofilament bolas, sonic bolas and forcefield bolas. All except the last two are normaltech."


  "You forgotcher Ebolas," muttered Eugene.


  "If Peregryn hadn't turned the Anchor virus harmless, damn him, I would certainly have added Ebolas," Derek answered. "Your turn, Conflicto. You'll be glad to know that I fixed your Conflicycle." Derek snapped his fingers and a panel slid open to reveal a brand new robotic bicycle. "Same design as before, only I've equipped this one with a simple AI linked to your communicator." He tapped the ankh pin on Conflicto's chest. "Voice- activated."


  "WOW! Conflicycle Too!" whooped Eugene. "You're the Main 'Lain, Tritey! Conflicycle, go go go!" The bicycle rolled over and stood itself next to him.


  "Don't call...never mind. Labyrinthe, a cape for you." He took a blue cape with a mesmerizing golden maze pattern and handed it to me. I put it on with a swirl, fastening it with the ankh pin. "Fireproof, insulated, and bulletproof. Twist the ankh's loop a quarter turn to the right, and the embroidered pattern will emit a hypnotic strobe. You can thank Doublecross for the inspiration and the technology."


  "Caryatid." He opened a second storage closet and took out a similar cape for Claudette, only red with female figures embroidered into the trim. "All the same amenities, only twist the ankh quarter way to the left, and the cape will become an invisibility cloak, good for ten minutes of stealth."


  "Myriad." Derek carefully handed the synthoid what looked like a black easter egg with a red ankh pattern. "Hold it inside you. In case of an emergency, break it. It will release a nerve gas that will paralyze humans and animals for a square kilometer. Again, it's only for emergencies, and if you go up against Peryton, you may well need it."


  "You've put a lot of thought into these," my sister said.


  "Of course," said Derek. "It's what I do. Skyhaven is yours for the evening." He turned to me. "Dress in your best, Labyrinthe. We've a dinner to attend."


  * * * *


  [September 3, 2024 - Alexandria, Egypt]


  To all appearances, Derek and I were two very well-dressed men about to attend a gala dinner. He did not wear his armor, nor did he bring the Astro Spear. I asked him why he decided against being fully armed.


  He shrugged. "It's difficult to eat through a faceplate. And with Rebus, if he wanted a full-fledged battle, he wouldn't have bothered with pleasantries. We'd all be dead by now, one way or another."


  "I don't doubt it. But why take me, Derek?" I asked.


  "Dear Yvan, who else might I begin to trust?" he replied.


  "It's because I'm your fastest way out, isn't it?"


  "My friend...let us not reduce each other to our abilities. You are not a tool, nor am I a heartless user. I value your company, particularly your taste in fine wines." He looked at me and winked. "Besides, you're used to the company of Anchors, and your tendency to shatter glass when nervous is a good indicator of how much Rebus is using his Anchor at any given time."


  "Ah. I am reduced to a barometer."


  "A prudent and powerful barometer." He took out his pocketwatch and shook his head. "Almost time."


  I smiled, and opened a gateway to the banquet hall in the Catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqqafa in Alexandria, the largest known Roman burial site in Egypt. Here, in the hall where the grieving would have paid their respects with a funeral feast, Rebus had set his own fete. I was amazed at the details the man must have gone to, to make everything seem authentic Egyptian in so short a time.


  There were four places to sit, and a Nine Men's Morris board sat empty to the side. As our host was not yet present, I knelt and examined the nine white and nine black pieces. The black pieces were replicas of the CSV: Triton, Glyph, Myriad, my sister and I, Spiral, Conflicto, Peryton and Burnout. The white pieces were representations of the Egyptian gods: Isis, Osiris, Anubis and the rest. I shuddered involuntarily and cast a glance at Triton. He bent down to look, and whispered, "No Sultry. Why?"


  Then, I felt my power dwindle uncontrollably. Rebus had entered the chamber with Viktor, in his human form. Viktor looked tired and angry, and who could blame him? We'd let him languish in his alpine prison for months.


  "Chancellor Radner! What a pleasant surprise," said Rebus.


  Derek shrugged. "I was invading the neighborhood, thought I'd drop by and see an old friend." They sat opposite each other. I glanced at Viktor and followed his example, sitting in the seats next to our wards.


  "You remember Viktor?"


  "How can I forget?" replied Derek, all smiles. "I'd always thought we'd see each other again, my friend."


  The German only grunted.


  Rebus clapped his hands, and two nubile women entered the room, bearing food and drinks in ancient Roman dishware. "Come, let us play a game of Morris whilst we eat."


  Derek scrutinized the women, as did I. They were armed with khopesh swords, and doubtlessly they knew how to use them. With Rebus damping the entire room, they might prove to be dangerous. But between Derek's Academy skills, his prison experience, and my guerrilla training, they would be insignificant compared to the real threat: Lorenzo Archangeli.


  "Wherever did you find them?" asked Derek, his finger hovering over the black pieces. He chose Conflicto and placed him on the board at a vertex.


  Lorenzo laughed. "My cultists? Amazing what help you can find these days, isn't it?" He plucked a grape from the plate before him. He picked up a white piece and made his opening move. "Even if they don't know they're working for you."


  "Didn't know you started a cult." Derek picked up Spiral's figure and placed it adjacent to Conflicto's piece. "Interesting pieces you've chosen. Playing with my villains and gods."


  "The CSV and the Ennead. Did you know that Nine Men's Morris was first played in Ancient Egypt?"


  "And now we're playing that game here. I see the irony."


  It was a game of words and innuendoes that they played on top of the game before them, one that neither Peryton nor I had the right to join.


  I exchanged glances with Peryton, and mouthed the word 'desole'. Sorry. I had never meant to leave a team member in jail for so long, even if he was an ally by force. He simply reached over and touched my shoulder, and it was enough for the both of us. He did not hold it against me, but from the way he looked at Derek, I could tell that Rebus had set Viktor's anger towards Triton. After all, wasn't Rebus's and Viktor's capture all Triton's fault, rigging Rebus's suit with a tainted air supply during the Haven affair?


  "Not irony. Destiny. Gods belong here." Rebus took Isis and blocked the imminent line that Triton would form next move. "As do we."


  They ate as they played, taking their time for each move, venomous innuendoes beneath each comment. I picked at my crocodile steak.


  Derek paused. "We could play this game all night, and I'd play it simply for the pleasure of it. But the game may be more interesting if we placed some things at stake. Say, a certain Crown for a certain queen?" He twirled Caryatid's piece between his fingers.


  "Ah, I am tempted to say, a tiara for a Tiara, but I doubt that is the woman you are talking about." Rebus touched the Anubis piece. "Let's suppose that the queen is suspended above a sarcophagus of filled with asps."


  "Let's suppose."


  "Let us also suppose that if I do not give orders to release her within ten minutes, she will sealed in said sarcophagus. Would that be worth a Crown to you?"


  Derek seemed unperturbed. "As much as I'd like to oblige you, my friend, I do not currently have it with me." He extracted a small device. It looked like a chess clock, but it had three buttons: red, yellow and green. "This is a radio transmitter," Derek explained. "You see, at the moment it's sitting inside a missile that may or may not explode."


  "Be a terrible shame to lose a queen so easily." Were either of them bluffing? I could not tell.


  "Be a shame to lose your chance at godhood," answered Derek.


  Rebus laughed. "So you've deduced it. Bravo."


  "What's the crown for? If I have it right, you need it to decipher the real Book of Thoth, hm? Turn it into the Book of Osiris? But you needed us to find the Crown, maybe even get Glyph to use it for you."


  "Brilliant. Chalk up a point for yourself, Derek. The question is, do you give me the Crown and join my side? We were allies, and should be again."


  Derek pressed the green button. "There's my answer. The crown's launched. Question: where will it land? In the deep Pacific? STRAFE Headquarters? Do I press one button to detonate it? Or land it safely with the other?" He poised his finger over the yellow button. "You're good at puzzles. Do I press this one?" His finger drifts over the red. "Or this one?"


  "You think I'm bluffing about Angeline?" asked Rebus.


  "Come, Lorenzo. We are, in all estimations, the two most brilliant criminal minds of this century. We each know what the other is capable of. What we'd sacrifice to reach our goals. What we *have* sacrificed. Sultry is already dead to me."


  "You lie well. But consider this." Rebus takes up the black figurine of Triton. He looked at me when he said this: "Join me and reap the harvest of a god. Defy me and face divine wrath instead." He snapped the figurine in two. "Tell the others they need not settle for mere conquest. I offer them more than simple material possessions. What's godhood worth to *you*?"


  "Don't listen to him, Yvan."


  I gulped. Was Rebus mad, or inspired?


  "Three lives are at stake. What will it be?"


  Derek stood, taking his transmitter in hand. "You threaten our lives? Kiss your godhood goodbye."


  "Oh, those are not the lives I speak of." Rebus wiped the corners of his mouth delicately. "Pity you'll never get the chance to learn a son's love, or a daughter's devotion."


  The words sank in, biting deep.


  Sultry was pregnant. With twins.


  That was when Derek lost it, kicking over the Nine Men's Morris, leaping for Rebus's throat. "YOU BASTARD! I'LL SKIN YOU ALIVE!" I had never seen Derek in a berserk rage like this. He had dropped his controller and I caught it with a reflex thought, an antigrav disk. It was scant seconds when I realized that my success meant Rebus had dropped his Anchor field, and that Viktor was transmogrifying into the beastly Peryton. And capable of snapping Triton's spine if I didn't pry him off Rebus immediately.


  I shunted the two khopesh women into a corridor, sealing it shut with a spatial twist. I couldn't port us out until Derek was no longer touching Rebus, but he was so inflamed that he had been able to throw himself bodily on the Anchor. "Triton!" I shouted as I faced Peryton, erecting a stasis wall to impede his charge. "He's not worth the death of your children!"


  Rebus executed an aikido throw and tossed Derek off himself and into me. I felt Rebus extend his Anchor field again, and I had to take Derek with me before the whole field took hold. "Rebus! Let us go and I'll convince him to give you the Crown," I pleaded. "Please, let Sultry live!"


  "LET ME GO, LABYRINTHE!" screamed Derek. He was trying to electrocute me even as I held him.


  "He's obviously in no condition to negotiate. But you are," said Rebus. "If you get me the crown and join me, Yvan, I'll spare the weather witch."


  "I'll do what I can," I said through gritted teeth, trying to think past the pain and form a wormhole back to Skyhaven. "Twins, Derek. You're going to have twins."


  With that, we made our less-than-graceful exit.


  * * * *


  [September 3, 2024 - Giza, Egypt]


  I landed us on top of the Sphinx, finally let Derek go and backed away.


  "Derek! How do I disarm the missile?!" I shouted. The remote control was still in my possession, and I had to save the crown.


  "I'm not letting him get away with this," he answered, his anger in every word.


  "You will, if you destroy your only bargaining chip," I said.


  He was still resisting my pleas.


  "You'll lose your chance at fatherhood," I added. I hated using what he once told me in confidence to manipulate him, but I had no choice. "Remember when I brought you to London, to track down Angeline's parents to tell them she was gone? [Author's Note: an untold tale of the CSV] You told me afterwards that if you and Angeline had had the chance to be parents, you'd never be as cruel as Winston Croft was to her. Are you going to lose this second chance?"


  Derek tore at his hair. "I said I trusted you. You betray me instead."


  "No! I have your best interest at heart. Always." I watched the chess clock tick down, the red flag almost about to drop. "What will it be, Derek?"


  Ten seconds.


  Five.


  "Press the yellow button twice," he said.


  I did so, and the clock stopped.


  He turned away and stared at his empty hands.


  "This is far from over."


  * * * *


  [September 6, 2024 - Skyhaven]


  We had to sedate him, but it wasn't enough. Derek sneaked out of the infirmary on two separate occasions. His first attempt was to put his armor on, the second to set Skyhaven on autodestruct. Luckily Myriad and Burnout stopped him from these foolish acts, and we tied him to his bed and increased his dosage.


  We mutineers met again, this time on the War Bridge to discuss the war and Rebus's offer. As per usual, the banquet table was brimming with food, so that Burnout could gorge herself to maintain her power. She seemed to be hungrier than usual. Conflicto played with the consistency of the foie gras and the caviar. "Wow. I love these Khadamite food replicators, but they don't exactly aim for taste, do they?"


  "No, but as long as it keeps me fed, I won't complain." Burnout bit into her anchovy pizza and began her briefing.


  Alloy continued to deploy troops in Egypt despite Derek's temporary incapacitation. Egypt still refused to allow any help from outside the Moslem Confederation, despite saber-rattling from both the Combine and the Eurasian Union. But no one seemed to want to talk about the progress of the war, only Triton's fitness for leadership. I filled them in on Rebus's mad plan.


  "Almighty Rebus," sputtered Eugene. "How's he going to pull it off?"


  Glyph smiled. "Something to do with the Book of Osiris. I'd stake my life on it. I knew I picked the right side."


  "While we've been thinking small," concurred Claudette.


  Myriad fumed, growing tusks in a display of anger. "You're all falling for a stupid personality cult. That Florentine will never achieve godhood."


  "He might if he does pull off his intended genocide," argued my sister. "He's been obsessed about slaying all Anchors. To what purpose besides revenge? Why, it might just fracture the Pillars enough to turn him into a god!"


  "He'd never pull it off," I countered. "He's already tried and failed."


  "But he can if he had our help," said Glyph. "That's why we must join him! He needs an Ennead, nine of us to help his ascension. We give it to him, and we will share in his power!"


  "You *too* can be a demi-god," said Eugene in a deep mocking voice, pointing his finger at Spiral.


  Anya pushed the hand away with a telekinetic twist. "I don't care much for pagan gods. They're gone from our world, so let us rejoice in that." She was Orthodox Russian, which meant that her faith, like mine, remained unshaken by the events of the Godmarket in the nineties.


  I nodded in agreement, as did Myriad. "I have no use for your deities."


  Burnout laughed. "It would only be an extension of our right to rule. As Triton said, we would be as gods. Only Rebus promises we *will* be gods. I say we take him back into our fold."


  "It is agreed, then," said my sister. "Five against three. Radner loses."


  Conflicto counted the votes on his fingers. "Uh...Labby, Spingirl and Goopy vote no, and Cary, Burnsy, Glyphomaniac and me vote yes. That's seven. I didn't fail math that badly!"


  "On the contrary," hummed Burnout/Mr. Strings. "I count as two. Count again. All in favor of reinstating Rebus as leader of the CSV, raise your hand."


  Everyone except me raised their hands, even Myriad and Spiral. I could hear them humming against their will. Mon Dieu, Mr. Strings had bluntly seized their minds, turning them against Triton. Only I was spared from her mind-control, thanks to my reputation as a wild mage. I was outnumbered.


  "Yvan." Claudette always said my name in a condescending tone whenever I disagreed with her on an important decision like this. "Don't spoil the party."


  I wanted Triton to stay in charge. But solidarity had always been the Viau way. If I did not join the rest, even though my true feelings were other, the group becomes less than the individual. I was a firm believer in cooperation within the group, and perhaps I could make them see their error instead of abandoning them altogether.


  Reluctantly, I raised my hand. "All right. Devil in the deep blue sea or the one-eyed devil, either way we're damned."


  "Call him on your black-cel, Yvan."


  I placed the call, using the secret number hidden in an encrypted math problem he'd sent us the day before. I turned up the volume on my black-cel so that everyone could hear.


  "Labyrinthe. Do you have it?"


  "Is she safe?"


  "Au naturellement. I do not kill for sport, contrary to popular belief. There was no need, given that the negotiations stalled. But what say you? Will you and your companions join me?"


  "I dislike betrayals, Lorenzo," I said. "But I did what I had to, to save his unborn. I just want you to know that."


  "Lucky for him, your heart was in the right place at the right time."


  "You'll get your crown soon."


  Suddenly, my black-cel was plucked out of my hand by an unseen force.


  "Et tu, Yvan?" said Triton, who then dropped his invisibility generator. Somehow he had freed himself and put on his armor. Derek put the black-cel to one of the sensory horns on his helmet.


  "So sorry, Rebus," he said. "I'm back in control now. You'll be dealing with me directly."


  "Derek, give me back the phone. You're not well. We can't jeopardize Angeline's safety."


  "I'm perfectly fine, and well aware what I can or cannot do, Yvan. The exchange will go down, but under *my* terms. We'll call you back." Triton crushed my black-cel with his gauntlet, setting off the autodestruct charge in it. The explosion was followed by dead silence.


  "No more talk of mutiny." He punched in new coordinates on the wheel- shaped navigation panel. "I am Chancellor Derek Radner, and I will be obeyed."


  God help me, I wanted to believe him. But I had seen and heard his ravings, and I still doubted he was back to his old self. And so I betrayed him again, sending Rebus the chess clock transmitter through a secret warp gate.


  I couldn't even trust myself now.


  * * * *


  [September 9, 2024 - Skyhaven, Khadam]


  "In case you had any ideas about simply teleporting the Crown out of there, think again," Derek said to me. "There's a sensor that detects distortions in the space-time curvature in there, and it must remain within a range I designated. Right now, my bomb's generating one such delicate field. If anyone anchors it, or tries to use spatial magics, say goodbye to the crown. Only I know how to disarm it safely."


  We were back in our little corner of paradise in Khadam, where Skyhaven hovered over the new lake. The crown was down there, and we were waiting for Rebus and his hostage to arrive.


  "We're on our home turf now. If Rebus decides to backstab us, our first priority is Sultry, not the crown. Understood?" A few nods. "When he arrives in an hour's time, Conflicto and Labyrinthe will take Sultry to a safe haven. Caryatid, Spiral and Myriad will help me take out Peryton and Rebus."


  "I don't think so," said an image of Rebus that sprang into existence on the bridge. "You're not the only one with hologram technology, thanks to my beloved Gimble. Give up, Triton. You've lost, and the Conclave is mine. Seize him. If he resists, kill him, but bring me the Astro Spear."


  "It's over, Triton," said Claudette. "Your reign is over."


  "I will detonate it if any of you make a move on me," warned Derek.


  "Your little trap is easy to solve," said Rebus. "I can think of three solutions already, and two solutions don't even involve Labyrinthe's power."


  "Yeah, well, can you do it with a toothpick and duct tape?" said Eugene, trying to make light of the situation. He seemed very nervous, but who could blame him?


  "It's over, Derek. Labyrinthe teleported the remote control you had to me earlier, and I must say it was ingenious...though your cryptography protocols were flawed. I'm afraid you can't detonate it by remote, now. I've shut it down."


  Triton laughed. "You want your crown, you'll have to catch me first."


  Myriad, under the control of Mr. Strings, surged forth and wrapped herself around Triton. "Surrender," she hummed.


  Triton turned his head towards Burnout, who seemed to be suffering from the strain of maintaining control. "Ah, Strings...it's a pity your body is so reliant upon the ingestion of nutrients. Pity that I rigged the food replicator three days ago to produce only levulose. Your stomach may feel full, but in truth, your energy levels are at a bare minimum." He was calm in his speech. "Furthermore," he continued, watching Burnout wince and grab her wrists, "hidden needles in your wristguards just injected insulin into your system. You are in no shape to control anything right now." Burnout collapsed to the ground, unconscious. "This one I call 'Hunger Strike'."


  Myriad also screamed and became liquefied, splashing about the floor of the bridge. The egg that Triton gave her earlier seemed to be spraying forth chemicals. "Ah, and Myriad. I have the files on your unique physical composition, and wouldn't you know it? There are some substances that you don't know about that can disable or destroy you. Methanaphth-4, for example, will incapacitate you for hours. I like to call this 'Magene Pool'."


  "He's rigged our devices!" Caryatid shouted. "Yvan, remove them at once!" I complied as quickly as I could, teleporting my sister's cloak and mine outside of Skyhaven.


  "Help!" shouted Eugene as the Conflicycle he was riding suddenly transformed into a suit of armor, sealing him inside. "Hrmphtt!" Conflicto tried to say. The forcefield bolas on Spiral's belt detonated, trapping her inside a bubble of force. A second later, her gas grenades exploded, filling the bubble with sleeping gas. She dropped like a fly. "'Faberge Surprise'."


  I pulled Eugene out of his suit, and crushed the Conflicycle into a ball of metal. "Not again!" Eugene whimpered.


  "Kill him!" shouted Rebus.


  Claudette fired bolts of mystical energy at Triton, which engulfed him. Yet they simply surrounded him in a blaze of light, doing him no harm. "How?!" exclaimed Claudette.


  Triton jabbed at Claudette with the Astro Spear, but she dodged it.


  Rebus's image stroked its chin in thought.


  "You're a hologram too," it concluded.


  "Oneupsmanship, Rebus. You may have holograms but I have hard light. Too bad all of you are trapped aboard a hard light generator. I'm not even on board, for your information. Catch me if you can." The hard light hologram tripled and advanced on us with Astro Spears raised. "Let's play the shell game."


  "Ghyah!" Eugene tried to make the floor slippery for the three Tritons, but they ignored the lack of friction. "I can't affect them!"


  Caryatid waved her hands and the steel floor curved up to manifest as a makeshift golem, but it was useless against the three figures, since they just shifted from hard to soft light and walked right through the obstacle. But the instant they were through, the tridents were very solid, and I took a gash to my right arm from one of them.


  The other Tritons were advancing on Glyph and Eugene. They didn't stand a chance, if I didn't act now.


  "Allons-y!" Let us go! I grabbed Glyph, Claudette, and Eugene, and teleported us onto the island in the middle of the lake. There was no way we could have beat Triton's hard holos while onboard his ship; Skyhaven would have turned into a deathtrap had we stayed.


  Our glorious, paranoid leader must have planned our takedowns long ago.


  * * * *


  [September 9, 2024 - Outside Khadam]


  We took a few moments to get our bearings.


  "Tabernac!" swore my sister. "Hunt him down. He must be going after the crown. It's his only insurance for Sultry's life. Where's that damn thing?"


  I closed my eyes and felt the lay of the land. Where was Triton? I tried to focus on the unique signature of the Astro Spear, and found it. "He's underwater, trying to get the Crown out of the missile!"


  "Do we stop him?" asked Eugene. "I mean, why doesn't he just trigger it and blow us all to Kingdom Come?"


  Claudette grumbled. "The essence of Radner is self-preservation. He may be power-hungry, driven by obsession, and unwilling to lose at all costs...except one. He won't commit suicide."


  Glyph nodded. "And he won't let us take it from him. I suppose he'll grab it and run. We'll have to catch him after he's taken it from the missile. He will try to use it to negotiate again, but why waste more time? Kill him now and take it."


  Claudette took command. "His first attempt will be to fly out using his armor. We need to corner him, then take him down. Yvan, can you trap him?"


  "I don't want him to run into a spatial distortion and accidentally trigger the explosives."


  "I can delay him a bit, but I can't shut him off entirely. Time constraint." Glyph began to trace a pattern in the earth. "The Minos Imprimature spliced with the Antaeus Brand will work here; the correspondences fit." She began to chant:


  "I cast Labyrinthe as Daedalus, master of the maze.


  I seize Triton, monster of the horns, and make him Minotaur.


  Make him Antaeus, trapped to earth's power.


  Let him be trapped to his fate in yonder Labyrinth."


  I felt her magic work to bind us to myth. The hedgemaze that surrounded our base became a magical trap, tapping into my power but not making spatial distortions as I usually did. What Glyph had done was cast Triton in the role of Antaeus, the strongman who was only powerful if he was in contact with the earth, and the role of the Minotaur, trapped in the Labyrinth in Crete. The effect was to make his armor work only while in the bounds of the Conclave's garden while he was touching the ground; he couldn't fly out using the Strafe armor.


  "You are of some use as a mage, after all," said Caryatid.


  We waited for Radner to finish disarming the missile below. My mass sense detected him moving along the lake bottom towards the east.


  "Time to slay a Minotaur," said Claudette with a smile.


  * * * *


  Triton was heading out of the lake, so Conflicto solidified the surface with his powers...so that he and Glyph could run across, and to impede Derek's progress. Claudette and I followed by air.


  "What are we going to do when we find him?" asked Eugene.


  "Get the crown. Doesn't matter if he's dead or alive," answered Glyph.


  We saw the hardened surface of the lake yield to a plasma blast, and gelatinous lakewater rained down on us. Triton stomped his way into the hedgemaze.


  "Yvan, head him off. Glyph, see if you can hide a few rune traps at some intersections. Conflicto and I will herd him into them." Claudette shot some mystic bolts into the hedge and the ground, calling up makeshift wood and earth golems. They shambled into the maze, while Glyph ran off into the maze that she doubtlessly had traced over and over again in her mind, given her preoccupation with patterns. Eugene veered off in another direction, speeding down the dirt paths like a hockey puck on Emp.


  I floated upward and saw our prey heading towards Conflicto. I couldn't warn Eugene over the CSV communicator, for fear that Triton might take note. My fears were compounded when I realized that Triton must have some way to monitor the whole maze, whether from the spysats, Skyhaven sensors, his armor's sensors, or hidden security cameras in the maze itself.


  Who knew if he had booby-trapped the entire maze as well?


  "Who's hunting whom?" I shouted into the communicator, both as a warning to my colleagues and a curse to Triton.


  Conflicto hurried down the path which would bring him into direct confrontation with Triton. As though he knew this, and planned for it, spikes suddenly extruded from the earth at the junction, and Conflicto saw them too late. "WHOA!" He did a backflip and landed on his bottom, just shy of the dangerous points. "Hey Tritey, let's not get deadly just yet, hunh?" shouted Eugene.


  Triton continued to the junction. "You use what you have." He turned away from Conflicto and stomped down the passage.


  "Then I'm gonna hafta trip you, boss," said Eugene. He gestured, and Triton slipped into the ground face-first. "YEE-HAH!"


  "That's it, laugh it up, Eugene." Hidden sprinklers in the hedges began to spray a fine mist into the length of the corridor Eugene sat in. Had Triton triggered some sort of poison? Conflicto's costume began to dissolve, and the kid started twitching like he was afflicted by St. Vitus's Dance, scratching everywhere that his yellow, red and blue costume coated. He was laughing uproariously to the chemical reaction with his skin.


  "STOP IT!!! BWAHHAHAHAHAHAH! PUH-PUHLEASE! AW GAWD, EVERYTHING TICKLES!"


  Triton's voice came across the CSV channel: "A catalyst in the mist I released triggered a chemical reaction with his costume, made of a fabric I designed. Get too close and we'll find out if you're boxers, briefs, or going commando like Eugene there, Yvan. 'Spandex of Nessus', I call it. Don't worry, the contact 'poison' wears off in a few hours."


  Eugene was going to be useless for the next while, then. Not a big change from usual.


  Triton pulled himself up, right on cue for a surprise assault by my sister's golems. An earthen fist sent him flying through two hedges before he slammed into the ground. The steel box containing the crown fell from his grasp.


  "My turn," said Claudette. "And I'm not pulling any punches, Triton!" She commanded the wood golems to grapple Derek while the earthen ones advanced on the box. Derek kicked backwards at the wooden beasts and ignited them with his boot rockets, and threw his Astro Spear at the golem with the box. It smashed into the thing and caused it to burst into thousands of fragments, and I could sense a high-energy antigravity bubble as the cause for its disintegration.


  He stomped forward and reclaimed the box and spear, then raced around the corner. Right into one of Glyph's sigil traps! When he touched ground at the intersection, a hidden pentagram revealed itself, cutting him off with mystical force. He tried to find a break in the pattern, to no avail. Firing his plasma bolts did no harm to pentagram.


  Glyph stepped out of the shadows. "It's useless, Derek. As long as the pentagram remains unbroken from the outside, you cannot move out."


  "Do you think I don't know that, the simplest of your tricks?" said Triton. "There's a limit to how much you can do given a small period of time, and I've a database that tells me what you're capable of. This one's easier to break than your more detailed works." He raised his right gauntlet and pointed his index finger at Glyph. "Bang."


  I saw nothing, but out of the ground everywhere came little mechanical hermit crabs that broke the earth, disrupting the pentagram and swarming over Glyph. She screamed but was overwhelmed, and their collective weight pinned her to the earth.


  "I laced the paths with dormant minibots, as a backup plan. Try more inventive canvasses for your art, next time, hm?" He strode out of the broken pentagram and past Glyph, unable to extract herself or use her body to sketch another ideogram, and disappeared. He had engaged an invisibility device, but it was easy to track him despite that; he left footprints as he walked.


  He was heading towards a corner of the maze where a fountain with the figure of a triton spewed water. I searched underneath it with earthsense, and found a hidden bunker with a suborbital craft launcher. "Tabernac. Claudette, to your left. Go!"


  Claudette flew towards the square. "Water, rise and destroy!" she commanded. A water elemental rose as summoned, and slammed into Triton. Triton turned off his cloaking shield and aimed his trident at the growing figures. He initiated a wormhole and struck at the water elementals, depriving them of their substance. "Alas, Caryatid, I am master of all things of the waves," he gloated. "All kinds of waves, including radio." With that, Claudette's black-cel triggered its taser function while in its holster, its power somehow magnified beyond what I'd seen it do before. "Oh, I took the liberty of boosting its efficiency a month ago," he explained as she fell crashing into the dirt.


  Damn. It was just me against Triton, and I don't know how he planned to take me out.


  * * * *


  He disappeared down a secret trapdoor in the fountain, but I had anticipated that, cutting him off before he could reach the suborbital craft. "It's over, Derek. You may have taken out the others, but you don't stand a chance against me."


  "Yvan, my friend. I know you were the only one to defend me. Thus, I don't plan to use any of my traps against you. Ever." He pushed me aside gently and entered the vehicle.


  "You know I can bring you to a halt. That vehicle isn't going anywhere. Don't make me force that crown from you." I could have snatched it out of his hands, but it still had some device attached to it. I could kill us both if I triggered it accidentally.


  "I know." He strapped himself in despite that warning. "If Rebus becomes a god, we're all as good as dead. But I know your loyalties are with me."


  "Don't bet on it. I side with my sister, as always."


  "Do you?" he taunted. "Remember the Ankh Killer? Haven't you figured out her identity yet? It was your sister."


  I was speechless. Claudette was the Ankh Killer?


  Sensing that I was struck dumb by this revelation, he filled in the blanks for me. "She faked her own capture by the CSV, when she and Rebus manipulated you to work for us. Oh no, she didn't care to inform you of her association with Rebus. She didn't trust you enough. She, Strings and Rebus had this entire scheme planned from the very beginning, using you like a pawn. That's who your sister is, Yvan."


  "Changes nothing," I said, even though I saw the truth of it: Claudette had lied to me.


  My own sister lied to me.


  "I'm sorry, Derek, I still can't let you take the crown."


  I waved my hand and twisted space.


  Where Triton once was, only a hole in reality remained. The Atef Crown and the Astro Spear appeared in front of me, symbols of my betrayal. After all, at the heart of the spear was the light being Doublecross.


  Even as my act triggered the explosive attached to the Atef Crown, I slowed the timeflow to a virtual standstill around it. It would take a while to separate out the crown, but for now I had it insulated against damage. Not so for this underground bunker. I set about the task of setting off its autodestruct, so that I could fake Derek's death. Rebus would have his chance at godhood, but Derek would live to see his children and perhaps even stop the madman. It was the only compromise I could live with.


  In the aftermath of the explosion, I went to gather my fallen teammates. They will live, and I will take them to Rebus, our new leader.


  But to them, Triton was dead.


  Vivre Triton.


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


  NEXT:


  Read "Pyramid Scheme: Capstone" for the ultimate clash between Rebus and those who would deny him godhood, then return here to pick up the pieces!


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


  Author's Note:


  Whew! We're almost at the end of the mega-arc. Everything started in CSV #0 is about to blow up in a world-shattering way, and I'm grateful for all the help from my fellow writers. But it ain't over yet, as we'll be working overtime to bring together all the blocks for the grand finale. What's next? Probably a crossover with Warden again, but when? I'm not sure, but when I have time to get to it, I promise it will be a scorcher.
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  [cover shows ASH, EUROPA and STRAFE gathered together, looking upat the viewer. A shadow falls across them, a shadow that seems tobe cast by a pyramid. The tip of the shadow falls between SolarMax, Grind and a third figure who is covered by the shadow andwhose identity is concealed. The pyramid marker on the lower lefthand corner is red except for a tiny gold capstone. "PYRAMIDSCHEME: STEP FOUR!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / PSYCH LEAVE


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / PROBATION


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


  [September 1, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]



  The room was cold and the dressing gown he'd waken up in didn't do much to ward it off, but JakZak didn't even notice the frigid temperatures. For the first time in months, the cold knot in his heart was gone, and that warmed him more than a parka or a roaring fire would have.


  "Sarah...I don't know if you can hear me, or if there's even a 'you' there to talk to...but if you can..." he trailed off for a moment and reached out towards the ice sculpture that his wife had been transformed into. He stopped short of touching her, but let his hand hover near her cheek.


  "I think I've finaly gotten a handle on the guilt. It's still there, but...I'm not being angry and stupid and *insane* about it anymore. Everyone says it was just a dream, but I know I spent some time in the past, living with the man who would become Lord Ebon. It gave me time to think about why I was spiraling into a cycle of revenge and hate...and I found I couldn't kill an innocent man just because he would eventually become a monster."


  He paused, his breath forming small clouds in the refrigerated room.


  "I'll make sure justice has its way with Radner...and Cockatrice, and everyone else involved in this mess. But I'm not going to kill innocents just to get to the guilty. That was a fever I was having, and it finally broke. Before *I* broke."


  He turned towards the door, taking his hand from Sarah's icy face.


  "I need to get caught up on what I missed, but I'll be back."


  Because he'd turned away, JakZak didn't notice the tear running down Sarah's face where his hand had been....


  * * * *


  [September 4, 2024 - Seattle, Washington Sector]


  "I don't see why you're so excited to be here," Juliana cocked an eyebrow at Scott. "You've been in space for real!"


  Scott waved his free hand to take in the restaurant at the top of the Space Needle as they waited to be seated. "But this is more than real, Julie! State of the art holofilm layers on the windows, Santari grav compensators retrofitted to give the illusion of acceleration, programmable vistas that don't exist within lightyears of Earth, or simply don't exist at all! Plus, the added benefit that I'm not expecting to be shot at or blown up at any moment, so I can relax and take in the view," he added, smirking. "I only get to go up into space on missions, and the view bites. Suborbital shells just have a single monitor to keep the passengers from feeling completely like spam in a can, and Galactic Warrior Corps cutters aren't designed for sightseeing."


  "Okay, okay."


  "And you work with clothes all the time, but I don't see you not enjoying the occasional shopping trip," Scott added with a devilish grin.


  "I get the point, Scott," Juiliana snarled playfully as she batted at him with the menu she'd just been handed. "Anyway, our table's ready."


  "Y'know," Scott mused as they were led to a window seat, "it says a lot about the popularity of this place since the renovation that a couple of celebrities like us have to wait for a table."


  Juliana shrugged. "I'm not that big a name, Scott. And you're not the kind of celebrity with lots of money to throw around in tips."


  "Shows how much they know," Scott put on a mock-snooty expression. "I may not be loaded, but I don't have to spend my pay on the basics. I even get my street clothes covered by the government, since they want to make sure we all look good in public. So my pay's all for extras. Like wining and dining a big name in the fashion industry."


  Juliana stifled a giggle in her menu, then opened it up. "No prices listed, you know what that means. And I expect to be wined and dined in a style befitting my rarified position."


  "It's all rarified atop the Space Needle, DAH-ling," Scott gushed back.


  Further conversation was cut short by the start of the periodic "space flight" simulation, and they spent several minutes oohing and aahing at the vistas that streamed past. Scott didn't seem to be fully involved, however.


  When it ended and the view returned to that of Seattle's cloudy skyline, Juliana sighed. "Okay, Scott. I can tell you're dying to talk shop. You've got that faraway look that has nothing to do with the view."


  "You've been following the news, right?"


  "Given that it might be the only way I'll find out if you're breaking a date, yes. This is about Egypt, I presume."


  Scott nodded. "Specifically Karnak, the temple city of Akhenaten. The CSV's rummaging around for objects of power to go along with the Book of Thoth...although JakZak thinks they might have the Book of Osiris instead. Not that I could really tell you the difference between the two. Anyway, they're doing the equivalent of archeology with bulldozers, magically smashing through thousands of years of history to get at the loot. Not only are the set on conquering the present, they seem intent on destroying the past!"


  Juliana blinked. "George's passion for history must have really rubbed off on you. I mean, I'd be more worried about what the CSV's going to do with whatever they dug up...but you're really incensed about the damage to Karnak, aren't you?"


  Scott paused and frowned. "Hm. I guess I am, aren't I. Funny, I didn't really used to care about that sort of thing...I guess I picked up the torch from George. Um, no pun intended."


  "None accepted," Juliana smirked.


  * * * *


  [September 13, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "It's good to see you back on active duty," Dan "Grind" Tracey greeted JakZak as the STRAFE leader entered the meeting room and took a seat next to Peregryn. His moderately short hair was slicked back by the rain he'd walked through to get from the helipad to the roof door.


  JakZak nodded. "I guess this is something all team leaders have to go through eventually," he referred to Grind's own bout of obsession a few months previously. "We can only hope Radner's having a bad day here or there too."


  Peregryn stifled a chuckle, causing Grind to raise an eyebrow. After a moment's thought, Dan nodded. "I see you and Essay finally found each other."


  The other two in the room knew Grind too well to be surprised by the deduction.


  "Anyway, to the task at hand," JakZak brought up the projector screens of the room. "Between Morgan Adams's story, your detective work in Rome," he nodded to Grind, "and some research I had Peregryn do based on my recent 'vision quest,' I think we have most of the pieces put together. Rebus has been manipulating events for years as part of some grand plot. The CSV and the original Conclave served as his pawns in this game...and to a lesser extent, so have we."


  Grind interrupted. "Before we go setting Archangeli up as some sort of unbeatable planner, it seems clear to me that his real talent has lain in quickly incorporating random elements into a rough plan. He hasn't been manipulating us so much as being quick to take advantage of whatever choices we ended up making. I'm sure he already had plans in place to keep us out of Egypt, for instance, but resentment over the so-called Rockfall was quickly added into his designs."


  JakZak's expression darkened momentarily, but he recovered quickly. "Do you have proof that Rebus is behind Egypt's stalling?"


  Grind nodded. "I was helped a bit by some information passed on by Morgan Adams, actually. He decided to un-retire, and went to look up some old friends in the Moslem Confederation. But once it was clear there had to be some interference, it wasn't too hard to find the proof of it. Especially since Rebus left a puzzle in the Egyptian civil service organizational chart."


  "In the spirit of 'once you know where to look,'" Peregryn called up some data, "looking into the Book of Osiris proved *very* fruitful. I'd never heard of it before JakZak came out of his coma, but it does exist...I suppose the veil of time was pierced after all," he grinned at JakZak. "Even if Lord Ebon wasn't melted by a bucket of water," he added, chuckling.


  Both of Grind's eyebrows went up at the joke. "I need to rectify the serious lapse in the rumor mill between ASH and STRAFE. Howard Henderson cracking a joke?"


  Peregryn shrugged. "I've simply found a new balance as my life experiences have expanded to encompass new aspects of life's mysteries. In any case, to resume...the Book of Osiris was written by a court mage near the tail end of the Old Kingdom in Egypt. As you both know, the pyramids were designed to channel a dead pharoah's spirit towards the stars, to join the gods. But this unnamed mage reasoned that the pyramids continued to accumulate mystical power after they had done their original job. In theory, a proper spell could channel this power for a new purpose: taking a living being and sending him to join the gods. Furthermore, once enough power had been accumulated by the pyramid, that being could take that power into himself and join the gods as an equal. Of course, just the energy required to channel a living spirit into the heavens would require a hundred years or more to gather, so the mage treated it as a purely academic exercise. After all, he'd be dead and in the afterlife long before even the Pyramid of Khufu would be powerful enough."


  "But four thousand years or so would be plenty," Grind added.


  "Four hundred might have been enough, back during the heyday of Egypt, then the locus of a great many forces. A wise apprentice took the Book of Osiris and sought to disguise it. The power of the spells contained within the papyrus was so great that he could not destroy the book, nor could he conceal that it was a thing of great power. So he disguised it as a copy of an older and cruder manual, the Book of Thoth. He bound the spell into an artifact which he then hid in what became a lost temple complex, later destroyed during Akenahten's reign. And so there were two copies of the Book of Thoth drifting about through the hands of mages. Both ended up in the possession of the Eastern Pope during the pre-Islam expeditions to the Holy Land, acquired during quests through Egypt for the Ark of the Covenant. As part of a rare bit of cooperation between the Churches, one copy was given to the Western Pope around 900 AD."


  "The real Book of Thoth," Grind noted.


  "Yes. That's my guess based on events of the past few months. Presumably, someone recognized that the 'fake' copy was more important, and it was retained in the Hagia Sophia," Peregryn continued. "This is where the Conclave enters the picture."


  "Wait. I thought the Conclave was a 20th Century invention of Anchors?" JakZak interrupted.


  "So did I," Grind nodded.


  "It wasn't called the Conclave then, nor did it involve Anchors. And had I not been looking specifically for the history of the Book of Osiris, I might not have made the connection either. Somewhere around the time the Templars were founded, a second order was chartered by the Pope to try and find ways to stamp out heretical magic. Real magic, not the false sorcery used as a pretext for eliminating political enemies when the Inquisition was founded. This group traveled the world, acquiring mystical artifacts. They destroyed those they could, hid the rest, and killed a number of mages, but there were few real ones to kill in those days. They spirited the Book of Osiris out of Byzantium before it fell, along with the most powerful of the artifacts hidden in the Hagia. As the creator's apprentice found, the Book of Osiris could not be destroyed, so it was hidden in the secret vaults of the organization. The order effectively died out in the 19th Century, and was little more than a gentlemen's secret society for a few centuries before that. The secrets of the order were passed down through the bloodline of the last member..."


  "Archangeli?" JakZak suggested.


  Grind shook his head. "I researched the family extensively. No involvement in anything like this before Pino."


  "Correct," Peregryn nodded. "In fact, the family's scion was named Calvin Piper. He was the sole non-Anchor involved in forming the Conclave, an organization that grew within the Anchorite bounty hunter 'trade union.' While never an actual member of the Conclave, he gave them resources and a mission: Piper saw in the Anchorites a means to bring his hereditary charge to life once more...for who better to destroy mages and their works than men and women who were anaethmas to magic by their very existence?"


  "I can fill it in from there," Grind nodded. "I did some digging after finding that nearly empty vault in the Vatican. The Conclave gained access to the Vatican when Pius became Pope, and with the strength of their Anchor abilities, they were able to destroy all of the forbidden works that had not been 'rehabilitated' over time. They used the freed up space to store the Book of Thoth, which Marx acquired in the wake of his first meeting with Adams. Pino, I presume, had managed to spirit away the Book of Osiris himself, intending to use it in his schemes. Move ahead to more recent years, and Rebus replaced the Book of Thoth with the Book of Osiris." He frowned. "But I'm not clear on why, yet."


  "The disguise was failing in bits and pieces," Peregryn explained. "Without the lost artifact, it could not be dismissed entirely, but being in frequent contact with Anchors had let some of the original hieroglyphs show through. He wanted the CSV to have a 'broken' copy for some reason. It would certainly explain why Montreal is still in the correct place."


  "And the CSV has taken over Karnak," JakZak noted. "They've been taking mainly mystical sites, and I'd be willing to bet that Karnak is where that key artifact lies." He paused as Peregryn nodded. "They have the pyramids. They no doubt have the Book of Osiris revealed by now. Whether the CSV is knowingly working for Rebus or, given Triton's rift with Archangeli, being manipulated by him, all the pieces are in place for Rebus to use the spell. If his father thought he could cast the spell despite being an Anchor, the son can think no less of his own chances. He intends to become a god."


  They'd all known that point before the meeting had started, but JakZak paused to let the import sink in.


  "And I doubt he'll be a forgiving god...."


  * * * *


  [September 15, 2024 - Ottawa, Ontario Sector]


  Aaron looked out the window at the sheets of rain. The city was almost as dark as night in the middle of the day, except for the occasional flash of lightning. The austere snow fields of Baffin were more inviting than the deluge outside the giant armorplas window. Of course, even on a sunny day he didn't feel very welcome here.


  Oh, the Canadians had demanded a more regular ASH presence in their state after the "Battle of Montreal," but that was a fear reaction. They wanted protectors, but they feared the protectors almsot as much as they did the marauders. Unlike America, where supernormals were tolerated, or Mexico where they were loved, Canada wasn't eager to embrace the "abnormality" that ASH represented. There was no open hostility, and most of Aaron's teammates might not have noticed anything, but it's hard for a telepath to ignore it when people think of him as a pit bull...a necessary defense, but nothing you'd want in your living room.


  -+Or your bedroom,+- smirked Paul. Paul had been dead over a year, and it had been months since Aaron found out that the voice in his head was just a collection of memories rather than a rescued spirit, but Paul still got a word in edgewise sometimes. It happened less often lately, as Aaron came to grips with his lover's death, but it was still there, a sort of angel on the shoulder. Or devil, depending on Paul's mood.


  "Come on," came a voice from behind him. He turned and looked down to face Breaker. "You need to get your mind off the climate. And I don't just mean the rain," she jerked her thumb in the direction of the training room. "Let's spar."


  "I don't know..."


  Tina reached up to put her hand over Aaron's mouth. "Don't patronize me. My scores in unarmed combat were practically in Grind's class at the Academy, and that was before the Premier died." Having been born in China, Breaker had unwittingly been affected by the global reach of the most powerful Anchor ever to live, the now-dead Premier of China. His death over a year ago had caused her minor telekinetic skills to blossom.


  "Oh, all right. I suppose you'd just drag me there if I said no."


  "Yep," she smirked.


  While the slightly stocky Chinese woman with bleached brown hair looked very little like Gene Clark, her self-confidence reminded Aaron of the MetaPsych director. Which made Aaron even more reluctant to spar with her. But he couldn't think of a good enough excuse to get out of it without making the rest of the week very unpleasant, so he followed.


  The training room had once been a bank vault. In fact, the entire headquarters had been converted from a failed bank building. The heavy door swung open easily under Tina's hand, although a faint golden glimmer hinted that her hand wasn't the only thing moving the door.


  They were both already in costume...being visible as "heroes" was part of the mission statement here...but Aaron pointedly put on a padded helmet, motioning for Tina to do the same.


  "So..." Tina opened, dancing lightly on the balls of her feet, "you think Solar Max has a chance in hell of convincing the UW to let us go into Egypt?"


  Aaron feinted, then ducked the kick that told him Tina hadn't been fooled by the feint. "I hope so. Politicians," he blocked a punch and then barely missed landing one of his own, "tend to believe whatever's in their best interest. I think they're looking for an excuse to send us in, actually."


  Tina nodded without breaking eye contact. Then she leapt up over Aaron's head in a telekinetically boosted jump. He simply amped up his leg strength and vaulted up to knock her into a spin. Her landing was ugly, but she was back on her feet almost instantly.


  "That's my read, too. But I think he really has to convince the MC observers, or we'll be fighting both sides in this war," Tina managed to land a solid kick on Aaron's side, sending him stumbling.


  Tina snorted and took off her helmet. "Okay, Aaron. You're sandbagging. I'm good, but I'm not so good I should be able to hit you with something like that. And *you* should have tagged me a lot harder when I *gave* you that opening in the leap. What's up?"


  Aaron sighed and took off his own practice helmet. "It's...I can't get into this. Last time I sparred with...another woman I know, it went badly. I lost control and almost killed her. I guess you remind me enough of her that I'm holding back."


  "Aaron Zander, master of mind over body, lost control? That's like saying Grind slacked off on something. She must have rattled you good. If I didn't know better, I'd say you were falling for this woman," Tina smirked as she put away her helmet and left the vault.


  -+You know, I think she has a point,+- Paul's voice whispered.


  * * * *


  [September 17, 2024 - United World Building, Australia]


  The silence in the Grand Chamber of the United World Building was a multitextured sort of quiet. The anticipatory silence of bated breath from the North American Combine representatives...even those minor enough to not know what was planned had some inkling. A nervous hush from the representatives of the various nations of the Eurasian Union, for they were on the border of Khadam's aggression and hoped a solution could be found soon. China's non-voting observers were silent simply because it was not their place to speak, mere months after the People's Republic had managed to wrestle the illusion of stability into place and ask for a seat in the Chamber.


  Of course, the united Moslem nations contributed a stony and hostile silence to the mix. While all the other politicians in the room knew that the Confederation fought more amongst themselves than anything else, it was also well-established that the Moslems closed ranks against any outside threat. Including threats to national pride. The other nations may not have been able to fathom why Egypt wanted to go it alone against Khadam, but they would never let Egypt be bullied into accepting unwanted aid. Especially from the man who brought climactic havoc to most of their nations so recently, when he dropped an asteroid on northern Africa.


  And now that very man was mounting the podium to break this many-hued stillness.


  "Representatives of the nations of the world, you are currently being given data that will prove what I am about to say. Some of you may already know some of this information, or have suspected it, but I bring you the entire picture today.


  "We have all been manipulated. In some cases for years. But by who and to what end? One man, Lorenzo Archangeli, has used us all as pawns in his mad quest for GODHOOD."


  The silence of the audience shattered. Fear, disbelief, excitement, shock...as many flavors as the silence had had, its absence had more.


  "While it was before my birth, I know most of you in this room have personal memories of the chaos and pain of the late 1990s. Archangeli has the means and the desire to bring all of that back, if we don't stop him. The best we can hope for is that he simply destroys all his enemies and then leaves our reality...but he has a LOT of enemies. The worst? That his success convinces the old pagan gods that it's time to return to Earth. We barely survived the last time that happened...we won't survive it again, not this soon."


  Very few eyes were on Solar Max. Most were reading the files that had arrived on their terminals, trying desperately to find some flaw in the facts, some reason to disregard the young hero's words.


  "This is no longer just a border war between two African nations...and it never was. This is a war to decide the fate of humanity, and we'd better start fighting it!"


  * * * *


  [September 18, 2024 - Somewhere in Northern Italy]


  "This is the BBC World Service with breaking news. Night has fallen in Canberra, but the United World has reached a decision. The international body will condone any actions taken to aid Egypt against the nation of Khadam and the Conclave of Supervillains. Immediately following this decision, the government of Egypt officially requested aid from the international community, admitting an inability to cope with the paranormal armies marching across its borders."


  Derek turned away from the radio to look at the eastern sky just starting to lighten with the dawn. The Sun wouldn't crest over the Alps for an hour or more yet, and the darkness in Derek's heart would not be dispelled any time this side of Rebus's death.


  "Rebus wants ASH in Egypt now. He pulls all the strings in that country...it's written all over their organizational structure. They'd never have asked for aid, even in the face of international determination to give it to them, if Rebus hadn't wanted it now."


  Tiara snorted. "Derek, you are seeing Rebus's hand in all things. He may be a master of manipulation, but he does not control the entire world!"


  "Not yet, no. But he does control what he needs to control. He controls my Conclave. He controls my Spear...and no doubt expected me to trap Doublecross in it, the bastard. He controls the right bits of ground in Egypt, and he has the Book of Osiris in his hairy little hands. He must be waiting for something, either a specific day or just the presence of someone in ASH or EUROPA, or he'd have become a god already."


  Tiara turned off the radio, which had shifted to political analysts pontificating. "I still don't understand how Rebus plans to do this. He's an Anchor...a strong one. How can he even get the spell to affect him?"


  "That's been puzzling me for a while as well. I think he figures he can overwhelm his own Anchor. Judging from the datafiles you managed to snag from the UWnet, I think the Great Pyramid may have enough accumulated power to ram right past Lorenzo's Anchor and do the job. He's got plenty of mages on his side right now to actually cast the spell, and he's got enough control to keep from interfering in their efforts. He's playing them all for fools, of course...I don't expect he plans to have any of his allies, willing or otherwise, survive the process. But they don't have to know that...and I suspect Miss Viau is too blinded by the promise of power to even consider she might be a sacrifice."


  "So...do we flee the planet in your pocket starship?"


  Radner shook his head. "I don't, at least. If Rebus manages to become a god, nowhere in all of creation is safe for me. I might as well plan to be at ground zero, so I have a chance of stopping it. But I need your help with something...once you're done, you can probably buy your way offworld before things get too bad...."


  * * * *


  [September 19, 2024 - New Jerusalem, Cyprus]


  The nation of Israel had changed much in the new millennium, but one thing had not changed: a strong committment to national defense. With the Moslem Confederation to the east, Khadam to the south and random monstrosities still wandering the wastelands of Greece to the northwest, the small military remained one of the best, man for man, in the world. The fact that the Khadamite army didn't really use "men" in the classical sense hardly fazed the troops getting ready on the island. Other forces were being marshaled as well, but the Israelis would form the vanguard, along with the supernormal forces now assembled in a secure bunker at one corner of the proving grounds.


  Everyone was in full battle dress. EUROPA had abandoned its usual tunics for body armor. ASH members were more motley, but all were as well protected as they could be. STRAFE relied more on not being seen in the first place, and wore stealthwebs developed by their Tesla Branch.


  And two other figures stood in battle dress. A pink-haired woman and an armored figure.


  "Before we formulate any specific plans," Solar Max started, "Delta Rose would like to make an...announcement."


  The pink-haired woman stepped forward. "As most of you should know, the Galactic Warrior Corps is responsible for keeping dangerous technologies from being used. Few things are as dangerous as your world's so-called gods, and it was a very near thing that we didn't take terminal steps to deal with them a generation ago. Make NO MISTAKE. We will NOT allow Rebus to become a danger to the galaxy." She gestured to the silent man in armor beside her. "My lieutenant is leaving now to take an encoded message from me to a secret GWC depot. He will return with a suitably final solution to this problem. If you cannot stop Rebus...we will destroy this world to keep him from becoming a god."


  Suddenly, a royal blue cloak rippled into view as it flew open, revealing another armored figure.


  "Well, isn't THAT a cheery thought?" Triton observed.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  The aftermath of the Pyramid Scheme...but first, read the Capstone miniseries for the resolution of the biggest event of 2024!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Astute observers may have noticed that every scene in this issue takes place inside, usually with darkness outside. It's a theme. }->


  Oh, and yes, Triton's cloak of invisibility is a lift from Escaflowne, at least in terms of the visual FX.


  



  Capstone #1 - "Summer"


  copyright 2001 by Dave Van Domelen, Tony Pi, Marc Singerand John Scheibeler


  An ASH Universe Event!


  



  [cover shows the Great Pyramid under a hot Summer Sun. The Sunis directly above the pyramid. Arrayed around the base aremembers of ASH, EUROPA, STRAFE and assorted soldiers. A lonefigure stands at the apex.]


  



  [September 22, 2024, noon - The Great Pyramid]


  "Let me teach you a game." I hook the glowing loop of optic fiber between my hands, seamless and perfect. It is a token of Gimble's genius, a toy but also much more.


  Mister Strings, alias Burnout, alias C.J. Brown...an enigma in her own right...sits lotus-legged across from me, the sun behind her, the crown of the Sphinx beneath us. "Cat's Cradle?"


  "Ayatori, Bast's Game, Clotho's Web: the ABCs of the Loop of Life. Or call it the Bast-in-net of the Sphinx." Whatever I call it, it all converges here, my schemes, my desires. "There are infinite games and infinite variations, but none so elegant or simple as this ourobouros."


  "The world serpent biting his own tail, consuming itself until nothing is left."


  I nod. "But to make infinity from nothingness..." I twist my left hand downward, so that the single loop becomes a lemniscate, the symbol of infinity. "Just a twist of the hand of fate and everything is within my grasp."


  "But what if I steal destiny's thread from you?" Her warm fingers slither against mine, and she plucks a pattern out of the loop, stealing the string from me. "It's a game for two, in most cultures. It is indeed universal, is it not? I've collected puppets of all Earth's races, and I find in their memories a variant of this game. Koreans, Navajo, Swiss, Zuni, Chinese, Tlingit...and I hear even the Pranir have a variant." She licks her lips. "Those memories are sweeter than honey." In her hands now is a Soldier's Bed, a rectangular shape she creates from my Cat's Cradle.


  "Of course. Kang Sok, Ssi-teu-ki, whatever we call it, this game is symbolic of the very purpose of life and death. Perhaps the Germans named it best: Hexenspiel, the Witch's Game. You make choices in this world, shaping it to your will. Others try to take it from you, but a sleight-of-hand will restore your authority." With a subtle caress that becomes a theft, I take the string from her. It is a Pa-tok-hpan, or in Korean, 'chessboard'.


  We play through Candles, Manger, Diamonds, Cat's Eye, Fish in a Dish, and Clock, before we start the more complex figures. The cord brightens as we force it through the Apache Door, Howling Monkey, and Wood Carrier Configurations.


  "Did you know that some primitive cultures believe the Cat's Cradle game can control the movements of the sun?" I ask her. "The Congo tribes believe the cradle persuades the sun to rest, while the Inuit try to tether the cat of the sun. But I have done their shamans one better. I have snared my Ra in the perfect balance of light and dark." For the loop is also a prison for my latest acquisition liberated from the Astro Spear, the photonic lifeform known as Doublecross, self-proclaimed Lord of the Living Light. "Strings cross, cross, doublecross."


  "You love metaphors, don't you?"


  "Guilty, as charged. Sometimes it's next to impossible to settle on just one. That's the paradox inherent in all games. You have infinite dilemmas, but you must choose only one path, one variation."


  I set my path now, weaving the complex pattern called Navajo Lightning into the string between my hands. I raise the lightning to the sky, Doublecross trapped in the optic fibers, my 'sun god' in the net of gold. Gimble's unique device reads the intricate pattern I have shaped for it and begins to hum and vibrate.


  "Beautiful harmonics," Tyra purrs. She cannot resist making it a duet, adding her voice to the song.


  "But remember, an anagram for 'harmonics' is 'sonic harm'." She smiles at my genius, and I crave such adoration. "Soon it will trigger a cascade of death and crescendo into a hymn for my apotheosis. Let this thunder herald my ascension!"


  * * * *


  [September 19, 2024 - New Jerusalem, Cyprus]


  I've made better entrances.


  No sooner had I unfurled my invisibility cloak than two things happened in rapid succession.


  First, Dan Tracey, the world's most perfect pain in the ass, knocked my feet out from under me.


  Second, a plasma blast shot overhead, right through where my head had been.


  "Hold it, Solar Max," Tracey said, in that insufferably calm way of his. "Triton is obviously here to help...he's been trying to hide for several minutes, if he wanted a fight he would have tipped his hand before now."


  I batted aside the offered hand and stood up. "I don't need saving, Nose." I pretended to ignore the snickering from the peanut gallery. At least the mood wasn't quite so tense anymore, though...I had distracted them from Delta Rose's sentence of planetary destruction.


  Kid Challenger wasn't too happy, of course.


  "If you knew he was there, why didn't you do anything?" Solar Max demanded.


  Nose just pushed the door of the command post open, to reveal a trio of Israeli soldiers outside. My Hebrew was a bit rusty, but it wasn't hard to guess that the special symbols on their helmets meant they were Anchors.


  "He wasn't going to be going anywhere. Besides, he could easily have eliminated the thirty cycle hum that his armor gives off if he really wanted to remain hidden," Grindstone-face shrugged. Frowning behind my faceplate, I cued up the subsonic sensors...sure enough, my armor hummed. Something to put on the repair list assuming anyone survived this mess.


  "Believe it or not, I'm not keen on the idea of the world being destroyed, either by our alien caretakers or by a mad god. And I'm *really* not keen on having to work with you people, but Rebus has left me no viable choice." I could see it on their faces, the desire to cut me with a clever retort, a desire held back because they knew as well as I did that we *had* to work together. "I can see that you have most of the puzzle, but not all of it. Although I'm impressed that you managed to figure out so much..."


  "Enough smirking, Radner," Solar Max snarled. Geez, freeze a man's wife solid and he carries a grudge. "What do you have to offer?"


  "A time. Archangeli plans to ascend to godhood at the equinox: September 22, 2:35 PM local time. We have three days, gentlemen...the clock is ticking."


  * * * *


  [September 20, 2024 - High Earth Orbit]


  From his position looking down the well, Scott Ritter, also known as Star Knight, paused to drink in the view of his world. Below him, the blue-green planet swathed in clouds never failed to impress him with its beauty. It was because of this planet that he'd agreed to Delta Rose's proposal. It was because of his love for his home that he became a member of the Galactic Warrior Corps.


  It was because of that agreement that he was now committed to destroying the planet he so loved.


  "Scott, is there something wrong?" The voice in Star Knight's ears belonged to Ego, his onboard AI. A Santari creation, Ego was there to assist Scott in operating his cybernetically-controlled power armor, as well to remind Scott of the rules and regulations of the GWC. The single year of on-and-off training he'd gotten him might qualify him to be Delta Rose's lieutenant, but he still knew less about the job than a raw cadet.


  "No, no, nothing wrong, Ego. Just taking one last look, that's all. Are we in the clear for a microjump?" Scott didn't want to reveal his reluctance to do this. He'd sworn an oath, and he'd take that oath to the grave if necessary. But having to destroy the planet, being the man with his finger on the button....


  Even now, all Scott had to do was deactivate the armor's drain on his own abilities, rip loose with his full powers, and he'd be dead...ending his responsibility to be the one destroying the earth. But Scott was sure that if he did that, Delta Rose would activate yet another of her contingency plans. And Earth would still die.


  All because of that madman, Rebus.


  "Orbital space cleared, Scott. Course plotted and hyperspace coordinates fixed. Should I initiate the jump?" Ego's tone of voice was always calm, always collected. It betrayed no hint that it acknowledged Scott's agitated mental state. And that was itself a balm to Scott's frazzled nerves.


  "No, Ego, I'll do it. It's good exercise for me, and it's a short jump anyway." Scott concentrated for a moment, and felt the fabric of space and time distort and twist at his command. Taking the information downloaded into his mind by Ego, Star Knight envisioned two points in space and made them one for a brief instant. A bit flashier than his normal hyperspace wormhole, the tesseract allowed Star Knight to reach his destination nearly instantaneously. But it was also harder than opening a wormhole, and when Scott had released his grip on spacetime, he found he was breathing heavily. A strange gas giant filled most of his field of vision, a small moon orbiting nearby.


  "Impressive," Ego remarked. "Your control over your powers grows every day. Increasing oxygen supply eight percent. Breathe slowly, Scott." Scott was still gasping for breath, but the additional oxygen would help him recover more quickly. "Do you foresee a time when you won't need the suit to help you control your abilities?"


  The question made Scott think. With Earth destroyed, where could he go? Well, with the GWC, of course, and the Santari were genetically identical to Terrans, so finding a suitable mate would be no problem. But without his home, without his friends...Scott realized the while question was intended to make him think of the future, all it did was make him reflect on the events of the present.


  He forced his attention back to the task at hand. "We'll see, Ego. Lunar orbit achieved." His breath was under control now. "Oxy supply to normal. There it is, Ego. I'm glad I saved the time getting here, that thing's going to be slow going through a wormhole." He spoke of his target, a large metal rounded cylinder hanging over the dark side of the gas giant's moon. Fully the size of a GWC light cruiser, the doomsday weapon looked ominous and foreboding. "The Coronal Ejection Driver. How's it work again?" Scott knew full well, he just wanted the distraction.


  If Ego had deduced his charge's reason for asking, the AI didn't let it show. "Normal stars periodically shed masses of coronal plasma as their magnetic fields oscillate. A typical Coronal Mass Ejection, or CME, can be the size of an Earth-type planet, but is only powerful enough to disrupt satellites and communication. The Coronal Ejection Driver forces the target star to violently eject a larger, hotter and faster mass of plasma than normal, by a factor of several orders of magnitude. It also tunes the disturbance so that the target planet's magnetic field abets in the destruction, drawing in the plasma rather than deflecting it. It should be sufficient to scour the surface of the Earth barren, even the nightside.


  "Additionally," Ego paused, as if taking a breath, "the actual device is only about a meter long. The cylinder you see before you is an implosion bomb designed to destroy the Driver before any potential thief could reach it. I am now transmitting the codes that will release the Driver itself to us."


  The ponderous cylinder glowed a little more brightly in the distant starlight for a moment, then split in half along a previously invisible seam. A small sphere drifted out of the implosion bomb and took up station next to Star Knight using small puffs of reaction mass.


  "Well, we'd best be getting it back," Scott replied. Latching onto the object before him, Scott started to manipulate time and space again. "It'd be a shame if we were late."


  * * * *


  [September 22, 2024 - Giza, Egypt. Noon.]


  Two old friends streaked overhead, clad in colorful armor so bulky they looked more like humanoid jet fighters than men. They lanced towards an advancing tide of clones, mutations, and other genetic monstrosities from the black-market laboratories of Khadam's "Vivarium," a tide which was about to overwhelm Jason Teller and his small unit of STRAFE agents. Before the monsters could get there, Solar Max and Scorch fired two streams of plasma, bathing the creatures in flame. The monsters howled and screamed, and their burning flesh emitted a million different kinds of stench. The two ASH members saluted their old classmates and flew on to their next engagement.


  Teller let out a low whistle. It sure was something, watching the big guns in action.


  He didn't normally get to see his old Academy classmates in the field. He was usually too busy skulking in the shadows, doing the Combine's dirty work as an agent of STRAFE. He still was, leading his teammates in a commando unit through the cramped streets of Giza...but this time the Academy of Super-Heroes was working in the same theater of operations.


  While ASH and EUROPA were doing the heavy fighting on the front lines, STRAFE was acting as a forward-observer unit, scouting out the enemy concentrations in the tangled mass of buildings. Teller pressed his team forward, moving up through an abandoned apartment building, shooting a few stray Vivarium freaks along the way. They set up an observation post on its roof. From here, Teller could survey the entire battleground...and the crumbling, looming pyramids that lay beyond it. They seemed to shimmer, behind the smoky and superheated air, as if they weren't really there at all.


  This wasn't the straightforward, Patton-versus-the-Desert-Fox kind of battle Teller had envisioned when he heard they were getting deployed to Egypt. Instead of desert spreading for miles around, the Pyramids of Giza were encroached by urban sprawl on all sides; it was probably all the local government could do to keep the developments from climbing right up the sides of the ancient monuments. Even the actions of the gods a generation ago to clear away the desert out to the horizon had only lasted a decade or so, before buildings reclaimed the land, at least on one side. There was still desert to the other side, but attacking through the open had been judged suicidal. Hence the suburban action.


  Satellite intel said the Conclave of Super-Villains was stationed atop a dais erected right aside the capstone of the Great Pyramid itself. Scorch had gotten greedy and tried to lob a few plasma bolts at them, but between Burnout's flame-control power and Rebus's Anchor effect, the hothead hadn't had a prayer of hitting anybody. And the few Israeli jets that dared strafe the pyramid were instantly gunned down by Khadamite batteries.


  With the UW's air power basically useless and the desert approach cut off by spells and robot sandcrabs, the war to retake the pyramids was being fought in the city, from building to building. Try as the UW forces might to hold their lines, every new corner, every new door disgorged some new monstrosity. Teller watched through his binoculars as a horde of furred and tentacled mutations crashed through a souk wall, slavering for a taste of a nearby Israeli patrol. Suddenly, the Green Knight, Contact, and Essay were charging into the midst of them...Essay in a huge, bulldozer-yellow exoskeleton...tossing the creatures around like softballs.


  Then Teller's earpiece crackled to life with reports of a new engagement...Arc's EUROPA team was assaulting one of the ack-ack batteries, meeting heavy resistance from pirated Scytharian cyborgs. Trying to keep a cool head, trying not to make it personal, Teller charted out the quickest route and, sliding down a clothesline, moved in to reinforce her.


  * * * *


  [United World Sanction Forces mobile command post. 12:30 PM]


  "EUROPA team reports heavy casualties," the Israeli radio operator said, in heavily-accented English. Grind, Triton, and even Peregryn all looked up from their strategic maps and thaumaturgical circles to gape at the news. Then the operator corrected himself, adding, "Reports *inflicting* heavy casualties." Over his head, a holographic screen showed the battle as seen through Arc's microtransmitter: the magnetic ghost called Oni was scrambling the cyborgs' badly pirated software, while the acrobatic Hotspur leaped and danced between them, melting their metal components to slag. Suddenly, the image wobbled and zoomed as Arc built up a kinetic charge and rushed the antiaircraft battery...


  "Target destroyed," the operator reported, without much joy.


  "It's that damn language barrier." The tent flap opened and a suntanned, bearded man stepped inside. He wore khaki fatigues with absolutely no insignia, save a UW badge which read OBSERVER. Dan Tracey sighed; it was Bill Cook, a UW spook who was somehow attached to the highest levels of the operational command structure. "Wish all the Izzies spoke the King's bloody English." With Cook's own thick Australian accent, no doubt, as the norm.


  Peregryn shook his head and returned to his ritual, conjuring golems from the sand behind enemy lines. Cook slouched over to Dan and Triton and lowered his voice. "Of course, that ain't the real reason the Izzies are so angry. Just between you and me, I think they were hoping they could maybe make a little land grab once they'd occupied Egypt. I mean, Cyprus gets awfully small after twenty-five years, dunnit?"


  Triton didn't look up from his charts. "And why exactly should I care, little man?"


  "'Course, the Sword of Gideon is finding a bit more resistance than the Knesset anticipated, eh? Hard to hold your turf when you're army's getting chewed to pieces." Cook suddenly dropped all pretense of amicability and stared Triton in the eye. "You're the Chancellor of Khadam, mate. Order your bloody troops to stand down."


  Triton muttered a reply.


  "What's that?" Cook barked, even though they'd all heard it.


  "I *did*!" Triton shouted. "Zugmann and Alloy and the rest must have thrown in with Rebus...and my ground troops aren't responding."


  Dan frowned. "Maybe that's because you're sitting in a tent, Radner. You said you could guarantee their loyalty..."


  Triton drew himself up into his full armored might. "This is *my* plan, Nose! Don't tell me how to run it!"


  Cook snorted. "Your plan is bloody useless if your own army kills us..."


  Dan held up a hand. "Shut *up*, Cook. What's that noise?"


  "I don't hear a..."


  "I've got it, too," Triton said, a little too grateful for the interruption. He'd left the subsonics active in his armor. "Ultra low frequency sound...not a subliminal or a communications signal...should only be noticeable at the cellular level. What purpose could it..."


  Outside, they heard the first screams.


  * * * *


  [Giza. 12:35 PM]


  Christina "Breaker" Li didn't understand what was going on. She and Tom "Lightfoot" Dodson had reached the besieged infantrymen in time; she had telekinetically grabbed the largest Khadamite monster and was swinging it around in a circle, while Tom grabbed other mutations and lent speed to them so that they would slam into each other. The other abominations were fleeing...why were the soldiers still screaming?


  Tom ran to their aid...and then pulled back. Two of the infantrymen were writhing on the ground, blood streaming from every orifice. These men were probably conscripted from the casinos of New Jerusalem, as their helmets carried the Hebrew character "Tsadeh" that marked them as Anchors. The other infantrymen were hastily donning their chemical weapons suits, although Christina suspected they were in no danger.


  "The Anchor Virus," she muttered. "It's back."


  * * * *


  [September 22, 2024, Too Damn Early - Manhattan, New York Sector]


  Cal hated third shift. Mornings were meant for sleeping in, not pulling psycho paragangers off deadbeat reporters.


  One hand on her at all times, to keep her from using her ectoplasmic tendrils, Lieutenant Cal Stamp frisked the Basilisk Black thoroughly for weapons. He found a switchblade strapped to her lower left thigh. With one hand, the Anchor cop tossed the knife to his new partner, Rani Chavez. Ever since Chavez's old partner Whitman got his leg turned to lead, Chavez had put in multiple requests for an Anchor partner. After all, Cal had no chance of being transmuted, shapeshifted, or otherwise affected by paranormal powers, right?


  So Cal cuffed himself to the roadrager. Though he hadn't the range of some other Anchors, he could still suppress Ghostclaw's powers if she was just a few inches away. He shoved her into the back of the squad car and joined her. He looked out at the ex-Cybernostra that Ghostie tried to axe. "Get your cyberass in the car too, Coulter. Unless you want to be fricasseed by another paraganger. What were you doing here, anyway? Half the city's got a bounty on you, and the other half's anxious to claim it."


  Coulter put pressure on the small cut on his left cheek. "Like I said, I can take care of myself."


  Rani stopped taking the reporter's statement. "Two inches and she would have taken off your head. I know what you want, Coulter. Still looking for Cockatrice?"


  "Hey, someone's got to find out the truth. No way she'd turn her crew over to Embeth Alloun like that, without good reason."


  "You don't believe she's dead?" Cal asked. "Word on the street's that Hellhound buried her like a bone."


  The Basilisk Black sneered. "CyberNostra propaganda. The Blues and the Blacks are as strong as ever. Cockatrice is *not* dead."


  "Want my theory? I think she's gone underground, literally." Cal was about to spout his opinion on the roadrager situation in the old abandoned subway tunnels, when he heard a strange thrumming in his ears.


  Then came the pain, and the blood, and suddenly, conspiracy theories became moot.


  And Calvin Stamp died of massive hemorrhaging, still handcuffed to his final arrest.


  * * * *


  [United World Sanction Forces mobile command post. 12:50 PM]


  Dan Tracey, Triton, Peregryn, and Bill Cook all huddled around the screens, gasping or wincing at each new revelation. Despite Peregryn's best efforts to destroy it, the Anchor Virus had returned.


  "A two-stage virus," Triton said, nodding with cold appreciation. "After the first exposure it simply waits for the subsonic trigger. Rebus must have built transmitters all around the world." He shook his head in awe. "Genius."


  Peregryn scowled. "This is no time for congratulations, Radner. This is the first stage of the ritual...Rebus believes that by slaying all the other Anchors, he'll boost his own power."


  "Now, now, Howie, you wouldn't be pissed because you failed to catch this, would you?"


  Dan shoved between the mage and the would-be conqueror. "Okay, Triton, play-time's over. Cook's right; we need you to face your troops and get us through those lines. The equinox happens at 2:35, giving us just barely one hour and forty-five minutes." He didn't check his watch; he never needed to check his watch.


  "Do you think I don't know that, Nose? Do you have *anything* to offer this plan other than a really good body clock?"


  Dan sighed. "Why do you despise me, Radner?" he asked, suddenly. Triton started to answer, but he'd barely opened his mouth before Dan cut him off. "Don't claim this is some sort of competiton. You took over your own country, Radner. You *won*."


  Triton didn't know what stung more...that Grind had conceded him victory so easily, or that his spoils were now virtually meaningless. Both leached out any joy he might have felt.


  "Ours is an intellectual competition, Nose." Derek turned towards the holoscreens, their reflected images turning his faceplate opaque. "Ruling Khadam is meaningless," he watched the mutations of the Vivarium throw themselves up against EUROPA and STRAFE, "next to outwitting you."


  "But why do you *care*?" Dan paced around to face Triton, refusing to be screened out by the reflected glare. "This isn't about some stupid heists I foiled four years ago! Radner, your troops are in open revolt, your rival is about to elevate himself to godhood, your lover is being held prisoner," Triton gaped at Grind's deduction, "and all you can think about is being *smarter* than me?"


  "Don't you *dare* bring Angeline into this!" Triton snarled, throwing a little bass and reverb into his speakers for some extra menace. "If you had saved my love the *first* time we wouldn't be in this mess!"


  Dan reeled backwards a few steps. "Save Sultry from...?" His rare look of puzzlement quickly shifted into his much more common one of keen insight. "Cassandra. Your girlfriend at the Academy." He didn't need to add that she'd been killed by a shapeshifting assassin from Khadam...the same country the CSV had brutally seized as their first act under Triton's leadership.


  For one instant the tent seemed to spin, the battlefield and its combatants all revolving around one angry young man who had sealed himself up in a suit of vintage villain's armor. Dan steadied himself and said, "All because of her...."


  Triton pressed forward, shoving his helmed face in front of Dan's. "Why couldn't you have caught St. James *before* she died, Tracey?"


  "Derek, I wasn't even at the Academy when she died!"


  "*Exactly*. The Combine scouts hadn't found you yet, because you were too damned *normal*. And while you were frittering away your freshman year with the weaklings and the mundanes, my Cassie was killed!"


  "Derek..."


  "And THEN you had the gall to CATCH St. James, after you'd already put me in PRISON! Bad enough that Mister Perfect couldn't even save Cassie... you also denied me my REVENGE!" Triton waved his gauntlets high above his head, ripping the tent canvas apart with raw bioelectrical energy. "That's why I have to humiliate you, Tracey! Because the whole world has to know that you're NOT brilliant! That you're NOT perfect! That when it counted most, you were nothing but a FAILURE!!!"


  Spent, his energies temporarily wasted, he lowered his arms and leaned menacingly over Dan. "That answer your question?" he rasped.


  The others were watching him. Dan considered his next move, very carefully, for two and one-half seconds.


  Then he said, "You're timing's a little off, Derek. Cassandra's death initially looked like a standard case of power burnout. No one even suspected there was a killer at the Academy until *long* after you'd begun your crime spree and landed in prison. You wouldn't have known Cassie could've been saved until after we'd already unmasked and destroyed St. James."


  Triton blurted something angry and unintelligible, but Dan wouldn't let him get a complete word in. "And I didn't catch him alone, either; JakZak did most of the work, as I'm sure you took the time to learn. I'm sorry your lover died, Derek, and I'm sorry I wasn't there to save her. But how much of this is *real* grief, and how much of this is just using her death to excuse your own crimes? Your own failures?"


  Triton lumbered towards Dan. His speakers thrummed with a low bass rumble, which quickly grew to an agonized scream. He raised one arm, his gauntleted fingers curling into a fist. Peregryn was hastily preparing an attack spell and Cook was shouting for Dan to run, but Dan Tracey held his ground. If Triton was going to snap, it would be now or never.


  Triton slowly unclenched his hand. His voice was a plaintive, exhausted gasp. "I could have been a hero if she hadn't died. The greatest one of all."


  Dan pointed to the battlefield. "Then prove it."


  * * * *


  [The Great Pyramid. 12:25 PM]


  I stand on the bottom step of the pyramid, resplendent in my golden Horus raiment, my hands outstretched to the sky. Forming an avenue on the side of the south side of the Great Pyramid are the rest of my Ennead, the eight thralls who form the key to the grand puzzle of Eternity. A numerical pyramid: five plus three plus one.


  Five allies who serve me out of greed or fear or manipulated loyalties. A solid base for my pyramid. Claudette Viau, my Nephthys, bound to me by the desire for power. Her brother Yvan, the wise fool Thoth, tied to his sister by filial bonds and thus to me. Myriad, the chimaerical Eater Amnut, made to serve and serving whoever is most powerful. Apis the bull, the strong back of my pyramid, is the man-beast Peryton. I rescued him from his fate when others had seemingly abandoned him, and so he serves me. Finally fear. The jester Bes in the person of Conflicto serves me because he fears me more than he fears Radner...for now. A weak link, but too weak to break free of his fear.


  Three rivals who unwillingly lift me to the heavens. Victim, uncle and demigod. The beautiful nature goddess Nut is my captive Sultry, who would rip the flesh from my bones with a scirocco if she could break free for even an instant. If I had any pity in me I might pity her role as the victim in this piece, for she could never be coerced into an alliance as Kwan was. "Uncle" Devlin always knew the two of us were destined to be rivals, but he never guessed the depths of my despite for him and his weak-kneed perversion of the true faith we seemingly shared. And bound within the glowing cords that encircled them all? A man once known as Bennett Rush, once known as Doublecross, but now a living avatar to the Sun, Ra.


  And one man who will become a god.


  I smile behind the headdress as I start to walk up the terraced side of the Great Pyramid. "It is time, Glyph."


  Despite my near-total control of the Anchor that is my gift and my curse, I still cannot perform the ceremony myself. For that I need a mage, and fortunately I have three. Glyph is ideal for the purpose, however. Her strong ties to the letter of the rituals she uses make it difficult for her to even contemplate treachery, for she would be unable to carry it out. Claudette might try wild magic to draw the power into herself, and poor ethical Yvan might try to simply make the spell fail so that no one becomes a god this day. But to Glyph, the spell is the spell, and she will cast it.


  This spell, however, is not a direct part of the main ritual. No, it will be many long minutes before the stars are right for that. But why ascend to godhead if your proud parents cannot be there to witness it?


  Glyph chants the ancient words written on the modern computer, a spell left behind by my father a generation ago.


  The sands start to shift, and I momentarily wish my mother had not been drawn bodily into the essence of Hathor during the Great Leaving of 1998. True, she had betrayed father to "Morgan Adams," but she was still my mother.


  Of course, within a short span of time I will be able to meet Hathor on equal terms and demand my mother's freedom, so she will see my triumph soon enough.


  A figure rises from the sands, shedding constricting bits of natron- soaked linen as he flexes his dried muscles for the first time in decades. Wizened by mummification, but no less vital than I remembered him, Pino Archangeli turns to look upon my works as dozens of loyal soldiers rise alongside him, willingly buried to act as his personal guard on the day I brought his Ba and Ka back together with his body.


  He cannot speak yet...his tongue is a dried mass, his throat brittle and his lungs removed. It will take time for the spell to finish restoring his body to life.


  But I bask in the obvious pride my father has in his son.


  Soon we will be gods together.


  * * * *


  [Earth Orbit. 1:00 PM]


  Delta Rose looked down on the planet turning slowly below her. She'd called that world home on and off for most of her life. Despite never really understanding the way the natives thought or acted, she'd found a place for herself on the placid world. Not like the wind-torn peaks of her homeworld, where she had always been something of an outcast for wanting to see other worlds. The lightning-bearers were always somewhat a breed apart, but she had been more alone than most. Earth had given her a place to fit in, even if she fit into an odd place.


  And now the world was doomed. Doomed by its own strengths, by the strange power that only its natives seemed to possess. A new god was about to be born, and she could not allow that to come to pass.


  If she'd been human, and not just a surgically reconstructed simulation of one, she might have shed a tear as she opened the comm channel. But her tear ducts were merely functional, not emotional.


  "Activate the Coronal Ejection Driver," she said, in clipped and unemotional tones. Then she waited for the response. A full light-minute separated her from her lieutenant. Perhaps her reluctance to order the death of what had become her second home explained why she'd used lightspeed comm and not hypercomm...give the world one more minute of life.


  "Acknowledged," came the sad reply. While Earth had been an adopted home for Delta Rose, it was Scott Ritter's birth home. But he knew his duty, he was capable of making the hard decisions. Rebus had already started his ceremony by killing most of the world's Anchors, and if not prevented from reaching godhood, he wouldn't stop with Earth.


  Several tense minutes passed. The artificially induced Coronal Mass Ejection, once generated, would cross the relative void of space in approximately thirty minutes, give or take a few minutes. Its strength was such that all life would be scoured from the surface of the planet, all the seas boiled away, leaving Earth a barren rock devoid of life or even the potential for it. Such weapons had been entrusted to tbe Galactic Warrior Corps for centuries, and in recent years they'd found themselves using the planetkillers more and more often.


  Always to prevent a greater danger.


  Always, she told herself.


  The hypercomm flashed. "Yes?" she opened the channel.


  "It's not working," was Ritter's tense report. "Something's blocking the effect. I can feel the gravitational shifts in the Sun even from here, so the CME is trying to launch...but it's not being...allowed?"


  "Acknowledged," she curtly replied, then signaled the ground command post in the suburbs of Cairo. "Agent Tracey, this is Delta Rose. We have a situation."


  "Indeed we do," Tracey replied. "I assume you mean we have a new one?"


  "Exactly. Seven minutes ago, Star Knight activated the Coronal Ejection Driver."


  "I...see."


  "No, you don't. It's not working. Something is keeping the prominence contained."


  There was a brief pause. "It must be sympathetic magic. Rebus has bound stand-ins for eight gods of the Egyptian mythos, including one for Ra, the Sun god. As 'Ra' is bound, so must the Sun be."


  "I don't like what that says about the power of his spell," Delta Rose muttered darkly.


  "Nor do I. Nor do I...."


  * * * *


  [Giza Plateau. 1:10 PM]


  Solar Max performed another low sweep over the battlefield, trying to break up the enemy formations where possible. Unfortunately, the Khadamite forces relied far more on numbers and raw power than coordination. Even the sandcrab robots seemed relatively autonomous...perhaps in order to keep Radner from controlling them himself, Rebus had severed all their external communications.


  Some desultory fire came his way, but the augmented armor deflected the shots that he didn't warp away himself. It turned out that the refitting period earlier in the month hadn't all been smokescreen to keep him grounded. He could hardly walk with the added bulk, but what one tech had called "God Armor" turned him into a flying arsenal. Still, while the added power was damn useful, he didn't delude himself into thinking it made him a match for the sort of god Rebus was planning to become.


  "Solar Max, we have a problem," Grind's voice came over the comm. "The doomsday weapon isn't working. We have no fallback. Understand?"


  He looked at the tornado weaving towards the lines, created by Spiral with the help of a twisted piece of biotech that let her pretend to be Sultry. "Understood. Open channel," he keyed the comm to general frequency. "The fan has been buried, people. We need to get through these lines. Everyone form on me, we're slamming through!"


  A yellow blur signaled the arrival of Essay's exosuit with Lightfoot clinging onto the back. Scorch angled in from the south, his sleeker "God Armor" providing its own thrust since Scorch's newfound flight power couldn't bear the weight of the systems. Green Knight and Breaker were still tied up with mutations, but they weren't too mobile under the best circumstances. He could just make out Contact running at top speed through the ruined streets of Giza, he'd arrive in time to join the punch.


  Time to clear a path.


  "Hey, 'Sultry,' I have a job for you!" Solar Max shouted as he reached out with his gravitic powers. Her own torque powers were more specialized than his own, and he could no more stop her from spinning than he could halt the rotation of the Earth. But he COULD redirect her.


  Suddenly the sand-filled tornado whipsawed sideways, slashing a ragged tear in the Khadamite forces which Spiral had been carefully avoiding until that point. Only a handful of sandcrabs and mutations were actually flung into the dusty sky, but the panic caused by the unnatural disaster sent most of the enemy scattering to either side for a few precious seconds.


  Her mech's speed amplified by Lightfoot, Essay was a golden streak as she upended sandcrabs and smashed mutations in a straight line towards the Great Pyramid. Scorch melted projectiles from beyond the panicked area before they could strike any of the Combine forces, while Contact took care of Essay's leftovers.


  A handful of Israeli troops raced into the path ASH had cleared, and in minutes they'd made it inside the outer perimeter. Solar Max could see Sal and Breaker coming in late, fighting to hold the corridor open long enough for some of the heavier weapons to be brought inside. Now they needed to get to the pyramid itself, without the supernaturals getting within Rebus's Anchor range.


  The sand erupted under Essay, sending her mech flying and causing Lightfoot to take to the air to avoid being caught under it.


  As the dust cleared, Solar Max could see a new threat. The mummies Pino Archangeli had left behind in preparation for his return had not all been on the other side of the pyramid.


  And from the way this group was tossing Essay around, these servants had apparently been paranorms before they volunteered to die for their master...


  Contact rescued Essay from the mummies, but the advance was pretty much stalled by this new force, powerful and coordinated.


  Damn.


  * * * *


  [The Great Pyramid. 2:04 PM]


  In his sleek powered armor, Triton waded through the narrow strip of sand like a king in some medieval battle, doing combat with a parade of grotesques from the worst nightmares of Hieronymous Bosch. The Khadamite lines had been routed...some of the Vivarium abominations even switching allegiance to their erstwhile Chancellor...but Rebus had replaced them with even more deadly troops. The reanimated corpses, dressed in '90s militia fatigues rather than Hollywood mummy bandages, were pinning down the conventional forces before they could reach the Great Pyramid. That left Dan and Triton, and the STRAFE unit that was covering them, stranded well behind enemy lines.


  That didn't slow down Triton in the least. He cut a swath through the unliving soldiers, swinging his crackling energy trident like a scythe. Tailing close behind him, picking off the stragglers with a normaltech assault rifle, Dan Tracey thought that Derek Radner had become a man possessed. He wasn't fighting for glory or revenge any more. He was fighting for his lover's life...or maybe something more.


  "Nose." Triton's voice sounded cool and distant. Not at all like a man who was spearing a mummy paranorm through its mouldering ribcage. "You didn't sound terribly disappointed when Rose said the planet-killer wasn't working."


  "I wasn't. I'd rather we stop him ourselves." He crouched behind Triton as Teller saturated the area in covering fire. Triton spotted an opening and charged for the base of the Great Pyramid; Dan bolted after him.


  "It's a big risk," Triton commented, almost abstractly. "The smart odds say we should hustle off-planet, let the Space Fascists take out Rebus, lay up somewhere else. It's the surest way to win..."


  Dan instantly knew that Triton had some kind of escape vessel stashed somewhere. "This isn't a game any more. Three billion lives are at stake."


  "To you, maybe. Only one of them matters to me." Reaching the base, Triton swiveled his helm and visor upwards. He could just barely make out the dais which held Rebus and his Ennead. Then, activating his jets, he flew majestically up the face of the pyramid.


  Dan radioed for Jen Kleinvogel to pick him up and follow, hoping that the one life that mattered to Radner was at least Sultry's, and not his own.


  [2:10 PM]


  Two-thirds of the way up the pyramid, the corpses' sniper attacks finally stopped. Dan hoped that was because the rest of STRAFE had succeeded in repelling the mummies who were trying to stop their climb. But it might have been for the same reason that Jen had dropped him off on the pyramid, and that he and Triton were now climbing the rough, eroded stones. They were nearing the radius of Rebus's Anchoring effect. If Dan tuned out the sounds of battle, he could almost hear a hypnotic chanting....


  The chanting was suddenly drowned out by the spine-rattling grate of stone against stone. Dan and Triton both leveled their weapons at a large block that was slowly forcing its way out of the pyramid.


  The block popped all the way out, tumbling past them and ending its 4,600-year history by smashing against two mummies near the base. Two dusty white hands clutched the sides of the aperture, pulling hard to exhume a lithe young man from a dark, musty tunnel. Dan would have normally expected him to blink for a few seconds in the harsh desert sun, but this boy's eyes simply did not exist...his upper face was blank. Somewhere, he had lost the bandana that normally concealed this fact.


  "Warden," Dan said, not as surprised as he probably should have been.


  Warden dropped into a battle stance as soon as he saw Triton (probably borrowing Dan's own vision to do so), and Dan shouted for them to stand down. Before the tensions could escalate, however, two more bodies extracted themselves from the tunnel. Two men who were both far too old to be there: Colonel Richard Hendrick, skin still bright pink from his recent grafts. And, for once discarding his black leather trenchcoat for a more seasonable Egyptian djellaba, the fin-de-siecle adventurer Morgan Adams.


  "Colonel," Dan said, "we'd heard you were in the area, but this is both an unexpected and dangerous place for you to be."


  "There was no time to call you, Tracey." Hendrick was panting and sweating, and hating himself for it. "We took the long way around the world to get here. It looked like Rebus was trying to kidnap the kid to play his Anubis, but that was all an elaborate decoy. He's bagged Devlin Marx instead. We tried to stop him, but you wouldn't *believe* what the inside of that place is crawling with."


  "It's 'Thriller' all over again," Adams snarled.


  Hendrick squinted over at Triton. "We ran into your little friend Tiara, too. No telling where she's disappeared to." Triton nodded with silent satisfaction.


  Dan didn't like it when so many events were happening just outside his awareness...he'd planted Hendrick with Adams and Warden precisely to keep an eye on that facet of Rebus's operation, in fact...but there was no time to dwell on it now. "We've got to keep climbing," he said. "Less than half an hour to go."


  "I'm going with you," Warden insisted. "I've gone toe-to-toe with Rebus in the past."


  "Fine," Dan said. Then he fixed Hendrick and Adams in a harsh stare. "But you two are climbing back down and rendezvousing with the STRAFE team. In fact, I'll radio Jen to fly you down."


  Adams would have none of it. "The Combine doesn't give orders to me, junior," he shouted. "I've come to far to..."


  "We've heard reports that Pino Archangeli is down there."


  Adams paused. "Take me to him," he said, much more softly but with no less determination.


  Hendrick and Adams settled in for their airlift. Dan, Triton, and Warden continued to climb.


  * * * *


  [Giza Plateau. 2:20 PM]


  Peregryn fingered a small, silk-wrapped bundle as he watched the power rise and take form around the Great Pyramid. His breathing slowed as he finished the ritual and cleared his mind. Emotion receded from the shining landscape of his soul as he had taught it to do. He had no space for it now, no room for fear. Or love. Either could be disastrous right now.


  As the concerns of the flesh dropped away, the aetherial realm that suffused all prosaic reality came into focus. The pyramid glowed as brightly as the Sun itself with all the power being drawn into it.


  But like the Sun, it had a dark spot on it.


  Rebus.


  He wielded his Anchor like a whip, lashing out at selected enemies and robbing them of their glow, yet not disrupting the shining locus behind him.


  It was nearly time for the ritual to reach its climax. A climax that would doom the world. A climax the rest of the assembled heroes had not been able to avert.


  And so it fell to him, Peregryn. Howard Henderson Jr. Born twenty-odd years ago for this moment, to be the fulcrum on which the world would turn.


  He was a mystic gun right now, loaded with two potent bullets, either of which could be blocked by the man he needed to stop. He had to fire soon, but either choice would bring potentially horrible consequences. Did he dare risk the lesser of two evils and have it be insufficient to carry the day?


  No.


  He unwrapped the silken package, revealing a ring of purest blackness. The Ebon Band. A repository of Lord Ebon's power, created as a hedge against setbacks thirty years ago, then abandoned in the waning days of the Godmarket.


  The greater of two evils.


  Peregryn slipped the Ebon Band onto his hand, and it was like plunging his arm into icewater...and then falling in and drowning in it. Darkness suffused him as power reached out and sought a master who had left this plane a generation ago. Finding none, it decided to master its wearer.


  "Darkness strike the Sun!" Peregryn gasped, stretching forth his hands and forcing the power outward, ravening forth to find a new target. To strike the imprisoned Doublecross, using one great evil to destroy another and thwart a third.


  It took only a fraction of a second, but the battle on the ground stopped as all stood transfixed by the dark power unleashed. A thrill of horror made the strongest mutations and stoutest heroes pause.


  Rebus laughed, and Peregryn felt even colder as the vile power met a lash of darkness and was consumed.


  He sank to his knees, weak and trembling from the effort of controlling the last vestiges of Lord Ebon's essence. He had lost, and the world was doomed. Even if he could get past Rebus's defenses, he lacked the strength to use his other "bullet" now.


  Even through closed eyes, he could see the power flare brighter than the Sun as Glyph reached the end of the written ceremony.


  The darkness surrounding Rebus was replaced by the incandescent glow of godlike power. Lost within that blaze was the snuffing of a single life as Rebus ensured that his Ennead could never be used against him.


  "I AM BECOME GOD!" Rebus bellowed across the sands as summer passed into autumn....


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


  Next Issue:


  Rebus now has the power of a god! Can even Earth's mightest heroes stand against him? Be here for "Equinox"!


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Matt Rossi has been incommunicado for some time now, unfortunately. Before he went silent, we worked out a rough idea for what Warden's role in this crossover would be. Hopefully he will return and be able to write his part, which will for now remain an "untold adventure."


  There's some pretty heavy-duty vocabulary tossed around here, but most of it should have been clear from context. www.dictionary.com should help you figure out any that's still stumping you.


  Finally, in case there was any confusion, all of the first person narration scenes were from Rebus's point of view. He will continue to have the occasional first person narration in the two remaining issues. When others have first person narration duties, we'll try to make it immediately clear that it's not Rebus.


  



  Capstone #2 - "Equinox"


  copyright 2001 by Dave Van Domelen, Tony Pi, Marc Singer


  An ASH Universe Event!


  



  [cover shows the Great Pyramid at Giza. The Sun has lowered andlooks like it rests on the top of the pyramid, casting a singlefigure in silhouette. Waves of energy lash out from him andhurl heroes down the sides of the pyramid.]


  



  [The Great Pyramid at Giza, Egypt. 2:25 PM]


  The others don't see it yet...at least, not the way I do. Not with a mage's eyes. Not through the eyes of the Peregryn.


  Lorenzo Archangeli, former Anchor, former supervillain, former HUMAN, has become a god. And not in the more prosaic sense that my teammates in ASH are like gods among men.


  No, Archangeli is a god in the true sense. He is no longer subject to the laws of nature in any significant way. Time and space are his playthings. Logic bends to his whim. Nothing on this side of the Barrier has the power to even force him to notice it. The old tales my father, Howard Henderson Sr., tells of the Godmarket pale in comparison to what Archangeli is capable of. Because there are no other gods here to compete with him, to keep him in check.


  The only reason we are not all dead is that it takes time for a man's mind to truly grasp what it means to be a god. And, perhaps, because it takes even longer for a man's mind to transcend the petty, temporal concerns of its old life.


  Such as revenge. Savoring it and making it last as long as possible, to wring every last drop of pain and terror from one's enemies.


  To his allies, at least, he may be quick and merciful. As I watch in stunned silence, he strikes off the horned head of Peryton with his bare hands, permanently removing a member of his mystic Ennead. The Ennead was instrumental to the ceremony by which Archangeli attained godhood...and could have been used to lay him low again, had he allowed it.


  If we cannot stop him, however, his almost offhanded murder of Peryton will have been a powerful act of mercy and friendship, compared to having to live through what is to follow. Perhaps that is what loyalty has secured for Peryton? And what of the disloyal?


  Christians talk of tribulations to accompany the end of the world. They were correct, it seems, except for the identity of the deity inflicting the torment....


  * * * *


  [2:26 PM]


  The hidden tunnel that led to the top of the pyramid was designed for the passage of souls, and by some tacit consensus among the ancients, souls were assumed to be thin, wispy, and gossamer light. Celestial catwalks for superthin models, thought Tiara, as she slid her way up the cramped space on her back. Though the Santari gravgloves were bulky, and in no way matched any of her stealthwear, Tiara made good use of them, using micrograv pools on the fingertips to speed her ascent. Every second counted.


  After years of training, her mind rarely failed her in counting out her distance and direction, and she stopped where she had calculated the platform to be, on the outside. There should only be a single block between her and the outside world, here. She put the palms of the gravgloves against the block above her. She could spare only enough energy to pull off one repulsion blast, and she hoped to Lady Luck that the blast would be enough to remove the block, and to Dumb Luck that Rebus would have chosen to stand on that precise spot on the pyramid. The gloves hummed and triggered the blast. The ancient stone shuddered and broke free of the pyramid, jumping a few meters before crashing and rolling down the side of the pyramid. Tiara sighed. It took the likes of Rebus to make her commit vandalism against a great work of art, a great sacrilege to her beliefs. Art should be preserved, even if it meant stealing it for your own private collection. Already, an idea was creeping into her head: how could she steal an entire pyramid? If she wasn't in the middle of a war to end all wars...quite literally...she might have paused to draft out a few preliminary plans.


  With a graceful leap, Tiara pounced through the hole and rolled as she landed on the makeshift platform. A quick glance ascertained that Rebus was very much distracted by the ritual. Her former teammates were in no condition to fight. They were lying dazed on the platform. She spied the object she came to steal, thrust carelessly into the wooden platform by its butt.


  The AstroSpear.


  If not for the gravgloves, she could not have pulled the collapsiron spear from the wood, much less carried it. But there was just enough energy left in the gloves to pull off the grab-and-run.


  Or...to rescue Sultry? Tiara knew that even with the stakes being the world itself, Radner would take his beloved before his weapon. Of course, Radner would probably have a way to get both, as Tiara did not. She had to make a choice.


  Of course, since she was not Radner, the choice was easy. The world or Sultry? Not even a question, really.


  So she grabbed the AstroSpear and ran, not at all princess-like. There was a time and place for etiquette, and Apocalypse just didn't seem like the time....


  Triton waited for her partway up the side of the pyramid. She tossed him the AstroSpear. "He's still got Doublecross, but I got what you asked. Batter up, as you would say, Chancellor? I better watch this from the safety of a royal box."


  "Yes, your highness. You may find it safer elsewhere. Humanity may be eternally in your debt."


  "That might mean something," she shouted as she raced into the shadows, "if eternity lasted past the next few minutes. Good luck, Derek."


  * * * *


  [2:27 PM]


  The eye of the hurricane passed, the brief calm swept away by a torrent of power emanating from a man who had spent his life only able to mute such an outburst. He was like a child first discovering he could ride a bicycle and reveling in the new freedom. There was no malice or pride or arrogance in his eyes, only a flash of pure joy burning as brightly as the power coruscating outward from his body.


  Heroes and villains alike tumbled down the sides of the Great Pyramid, or flew away outright, to land in crumpled heaps in the sand, their powers useless against the tide of godly power.


  Rebus laughed.


  "Father, you were right to seek this!" he exulted.


  Then the calculating sneer returned to his eyes as he surveyed his perch atop the pyramid. While the remains of his Ennead had scattered along with the fools attempting to thwart him, he had retained the presence of mind to keep one of the members close at hand. After all, there is also a joy in seeing one's rivals suffer.


  He gently caressed the ankh of solid lambent energy at his side. Visible inside was a very special member of the Ennead. Not special because of power or mythological significance...special because she was the one person Triton cared about besides himself.


  "Ah, Sultry," he cooed. "I bear you no personal ill-will, of course. But your death will be very slow and very painful, so that the good Chancellor will have the most exquisitely tormented experience before he follows you into death. The heavier his heart the better...that one deserves Amnut's devouring maw."


  Rebus laughed again. But this was not a joyful shout. It was the infernal chuckle of the devil himself....


  * * * *


  [2:30 PM]


  This was utter insanity, on a scale that made the worst of Manhattan's paragang battles tame by comparison. However, those battles had prepared Warden for what might happen here. And this was not the first time he'd fought a battle atop an imposing structure.


  He moved in darkness at midday, not daring to rely on his ability to see through the eyes of others while Rebus was still a threat. Besides, in the wake of that surge of energy, he doubted he could find a surrogate looking in the right direction. All around him he could feel the pain and shock as enemy and ally alike was swept off the pyramid by the manifestation of Rebus's godhood. Warden had felt the pulse building just in time to tuck himself into the recess of a "step" in the pyramid's face.


  Now he was nearly at the top. He didn't know what he would do once he got there...if Rebus was indeed a god now, he didn't stand a chance. But he was NOT going to flee or hide.


  Besides...he and Rebus had history together. He would not have long been able to hide from a "merely" human Rebus, much less a god.


  Then the darkness became unavoidable as a familiar numbness descended over the paranormal senses that compensated for Warden's lack of eyes. He had felt it mere moments ago as he avoided Rebus's power burst, like blinking, but now it had settled down like the night.


  "Ah, my young Hoder," called a smug and hated voice. "Or should I call you Anubis, given the setting? I can tell you are puzzled...how can I be a god AND an Anchor? Aren't they two sides of a coin, supernature and nature? But I AM a god, Anubis," Rebus chuckled darkly. "I am the entire coin. And while I will it, none within the shadow of this pyramid will be anything but human, even those normally exempt from the force of the Anchor. Of course, I have allowed a few exceptions, to make things amusing, such as letting you have the use of your extra senses so you could reach my perch."


  Warden said nothing. What was there to say? It was clear Rebus wanted an audience to gloat over, and he had been allowed to become that audience.


  "Let us dance, Warden. Finish the business we started in Manhattan and continued in Japan. I promise you, I will use no abilities I did not have when the music first started. Before I ascend to the heavens, I would like to show you why you never stood a chance against me, even when I was mortal."


  "Fine," Warden replied.


  The deadly dance began.


  * * * *


  [2:35 PM]


  Conflicto pulled himself up from where he'd landed face-first in the sand. He'd tried every trick he knew to slow his fall, or cushion it, or squirt down the side of the Great Pyramid like it was a giant water-slide. Nothing worked. He had been powerless. In fact, he was pretty amazed that he'd survived the fall at all, with only a few cuts and scrapes to show for it. Glyph was babbling something about the mercy of Rebus.


  She'd said the same thing when he'd killed Viktor.


  That memory alone caused Conflicto to look around and size up the situation for once, instead of just shooting his mouth off. Sultry was still Rebus's prisoner up at the apex, and he had no idea where Doublecross had disappeared to. The rest of the Ennead were dusting themselves off and getting to their feet...except for one.


  He looked down at Myriad. Back up at the apex, Rebus's anchoring wave had reverted her to a compact, gelatinous sphere, sort of like a milky white medicine ball crisscrossed with arteries and veins. The fall had splattered that sphere into a viscous, bloodstained mess. Myriad wouldn't be changing her shape any more. Despite the heat, Conflicto shivered.


  Then he noticed Burnout, clutching her head and mumbling to herself. "So hard...to stay Tyra...if this weren't the host...." She started frantically humming to herself as she staggered away from the Pyramid, towards a battlefield where Israeli troops were fighting what seemed to be a bunch of heavily-armed mummies.


  Glyph was no help either. She had traced some kind of symbol into the sand, and now she was looking at it with a smug little grin. "I am off to reward my master's faith in me," she announced. "Those of you who value your place in the new cosmos would do well to follow me." She rose haughtily and marched towards the heaviest fighting.


  "Screw THAT," Conflicto shouted, suddenly rediscovering his motormouth. "Hey, Labby, I don't suppose you could 'port us out of here before the Nile Delta Force notices the fresh meat? Or did your powers blink out too?"


  Labyrinthe started to answer, but Caryatid cut her brother off. "Don't be ridiculous. Rebus has promised us godhood."


  Conflicto pushed himself up into her face, ignoring the fear she'd always instilled in him. "Like he promised Peryton?" he shouted. Viktor had been his first friend in this outfit....


  "Peryton offered Rebus nothing, little boy. I have been his most invaluable servant. We are going to find the edge of this Anchor effect and then place our powers at his service again."


  Conflicto was hopping up and down, genuinely apopleptic. "We're going to DIE unless we get the hell out of here!" He turned to Labyrinthe and lowered his voice in an appeal to his friend's common sense. "Labby..."


  Caryatid scowled at her brother. "Yvan...."


  His sister was already marching towards the Cairo suburbs. He looked to Conflicto...then started after her...then turned to look at Conflicto again.


  "Eugene..." His shoulders were slumped and his heart was heavy. "You understand...she's my sister."


  Eugene Kwan nodded. He understood perfectly. He understood that Labyrinthe was voluntarily marching off to his death.


  "Take care of yourself, Labby," he said, knowing damned well Caryatid would do that for him.


  The Quebecois mages ran for the suburbs. That left Conflicto virtually alone on the sand, sitting amidst Myriad's remains.


  Until Devlin Marx suddenly came tumbling down the Great Pyramid. "Get me out of here!" Rebus's stand-in for Set bellowed.


  And Spiral, her flight suit tattered and burned from the crash of her aircraft, came running across the sand with a squad of mummies in dogged pursuit. "We've got to get out of here!" she screamed.


  "Yeah, like there's anything *I* can do about that."


  Marx looked at Conflicto and Spiral. "I'll pay you each a million dollars if you get me out of here alive."


  Spiral gaped at the idiot American. Conflicto tapped his forefinger against his chin and said, "I don't know...a million is kind of chump change these days...what do you say to ten per cent of the stock in your companies? Each."


  "WHAT?"


  A burst of automatic rifle fire cracked over their heads.


  "What's that, fifteen per cent?" Conflicto chuckled. "Well, you drive a hard bargain, Groucho, but it's a deal." He reached out and shook the dazed Marx's hand. Then he pushed Marx and Spiral ahead of him, and the three of them ran like hell.


  [2:34 PM]


  The battle had shifted quickly in the wake of Rebus's apotheosis. Deprived of their powers, the supernormals were trying to fall back and link up with the Israeli units that had followed them onto the strip of sand that surrounded the pyramids. Unfortunately, many of the mummies had arisen from the ground behind the superhumans' advance, and ahead of the Israelis'. Pino Archangeli rushed from skirmish to skirmish on a mummy-driven jeep, calling out orders and coordinating assaults, doing an excellent job of cutting off the superhumans. Morgan Adams followed the undead commander with a pair of binoculars, waiting for that one opening that never came.


  Adams and Richard Hendrick were with Jay Teller's tiny STRAFE forward- observer unit, which had at least managed to hook up with the EUROPA team. Jay Teller and Claire "Arc" Auger had linked hands for the briefest of instants and were now trying to punch through to the Israeli lines.


  It wasn't easy with the depowered, demoralized agents. Some, like Lana "Fadeaway" Smith or Saori "Oni" Taya, were completely lost without their powers. Tony Drake, on the other hand, was phenomenal. In the face of certain death, all of his anxieties and self-doubts had dropped away; he was a one-man army, sheperding his teammates and leading counter-attacks on the mummies. Teller actually had to order him to pull back...just because Tony was used to feeling pain didn't mean he could still shrug off bullets.


  Tony's idea of falling back was to slowly walk backwards while he sprayed a wide, low burst from his M4A1-X, cutting the mummies' legs out from under them. The mummies...being the opposite of Tony's old self in that they took damage but never felt it...responded by dropping to their backs or bellies and firing a withering volley at the lone agent. Teller thought he was about to watch his best friend get killed, but Hotspur bounded across the combat lines and tackled Tony to the sand. "Groovin' voz stile, I est," the EUROPAn said, "maiz maintenon, c'est nicht th'time t'play johnrambo." His Eurolac patois may have been hard to follow, but not his intentions.


  The other STRAFE and EUROPA agents had seized covered positions behind a couple of overturned APCs and were returning fire. Teller never thought he'd be grateful for the Singapore cock-up, but it had given them invaluable experience fighting under Anchored conditions. The mummies, although significantly faster than their Hollywood counterparts, were caught by surprise; as the first wave was gunned down, the Combine and Eurasian Union teams let out a cheer.


  Then the undead bodies picked themselves up again....


  About thirty yards away the members of ASH found themselves similarly pinned down, with one exception. Sara Ana "Essay" Rodriguez had known Rebus would try to Anchor them...although she hadn't foreseen it happening on this scale...and she'd planned accordingly. Her exosuit had a series of auxiliary systems that operated solely through normaltech, meaning she could still move and fight. While the mummies' bullets ricocheted off the dermal plating, she was grabbing them with forklift claws and punching them with industrial- strength piledrivers. They made sickening crunching noises that she tried not to think about. With the rest of ASH taking cover and returning fire from behind her, she was putting a serious dent in the mummies' front lines.


  Naturally, the exosuit also made her a conspicuous target. At Pino's command several mummies tried to lob grenades inside it, but Essay had sealed it well. A few more jabs of her piledrivers...Essay closed her eyes and ignored the sound...and those soldiers were too devastated to maintain even the semblance of life.


  Suddenly Essay's teammates were scattering away from her and Aaron was shouting for her to take cover. She was absolutely certain she was being 'painted' with some sort of laser sight.


  Then she looked down at the glowing icon on her chestplate. It wasn't the telltale red pinprick she'd been expecting. It was some kind of Kabbalistic sigil.


  Glyph popped up from behind a squad of mummies, seated on a floating chair. Rebus had allowed his favorite turncoat to keep her powers. She smiled, and released a searing bolt of flame that zeroed in on the targeting sigil, cascading over the exosuit.


  Essay's fire-protection systems kicked in immediately, but without supertech she had only a limited supply of flame retardant. It was only a matter of time before Glyph melted the suit...or cooked her alive inside it.


  * * * *


  [2:35 PM]


  "Sister, this is madness," Yvan insisted as the two Quebecois mages entered the maze of shattered houses and stores where the suburbs of Cairo abutted the Pyramids.


  "It is madness that is *working*, brother," Claudette replied. "Rebus has attained his godhood, all we need do is survive the battle and we will reap the rewards of standing by his side. If not godly powers of our own, then free domain over any part of the world we desire. Liberation for our people."


  Yvan kept silent, but he couldn't help but wonder if the yoke of the Combine was not preferable to rule by what his sister had become. Even by what he had become. Had he drifted so far from his ideals that he could accept this situation? Had he really had any ideals to begin with, rather than just a blind love for his sister and her causes?


  "Hold," came a voice from all around them.


  "Peregryn!" Claudette hissed. "Show yourself!" Her hands glowed with elemental power.


  One of the few remaining doors on the street opened, and the mage stepped out, surrounded in a nimbus of protective energies. "Rebus will reward you only with death or at best subjugation, Caryatid," he said in an even, emotionless voice. "Join us and we may be able to beat back this mad god before he destroys all that lives free. Or worse, before he calls down the war of the gods on the world again."


  "Claudette, I think we should..."


  She savagely cut Yvan off. "No, brother. We will not surrender after the war has been won. If you cannot see the truth of the situation, you can go crawl into a hole until the storm has passed. I will destroy this fool myself!"


  Bolts of flame and wind lashed out at Peregryn, who stood passively as they wrapped around him and dissipated.


  "Your shields will not last forever, p'tit aigle!"


  "They do not have to, Caryatid. I had hoped not to need to resort to this, but you...and circumstances...leave me no choice."


  Claudette merely sneered and threw golden arcs of lightning, laughing as Peregryn rocked slightly under the impact.


  "I call upon the earth, the wind, the sea and the sky. I call upon the stones in the mountains and the trees in the forest and the flames of the heart of the world," Peregryn intoned. "I draw upon all I have done for this world and ask of all its spirits one boon..."


  "What is he doing?" Yvan asked, feeling the power grow.


  "DYING!" Claudette shouted, raising her arms to deliver a bolt of unfettered darkness that now writhed around her fingers.


  Unfazed, Peregryn finished his incantation. "Banish this one's spirit from this world...FOREVER!"


  There was a blaze of power as Claudette's darkness was batted aside by the elemental fury of an entire world.


  When it subsided, Claudette Viau was no longer present anywhere on Earth.


  Nor was Yvan....


  * * * *


  [2:40 PM]


  Now I understand why the old gods would so often take on human guise and walk among mortals. The exhiliration of accepting finite limits while retaining the perspective of the infinite is a pleasure unique to we gods.


  I remain true to my word, using no ability that I did not have prior to this day of my ascension. It gives the dance with young Thomas Malfeas an edge to it, a spice that simply annihilating him with my godly powers would never give me.


  "Do not dance too near to the edge, Anubis," I taunt, briefly stealing his powers and forcing him off balance to avoid my savage roundhouse kick. Then I restore his powers to him before he can fall and end the deadly dance. I am immortal, I can prolong this as long as I desire, yes?


  Above it all is a very simple riddle. What does Warden need to do in order to survive? He knows the answer, for I have told him many times. But he is too proud to take it, and he will die for his pride. A pity, such talent squandered. A newborn god such as myself would find an avatar quite useful.


  Perhaps I could restore his sight if he stooped to serve me? Not both eyes, of course. It wouldn't do to have him possess more eyes than his master. But in the land of the blind, the one eyed man...well, you know the rest. Yet, he does not show any signs he will agree to be my agent among the living, although he may yet serve me among the dead.


  And so we dance.


  * * * *


  [2:53 PM]


  Even though they were wedged between the Israeli and superhuman forces, the mummies seemed to be flanking the U.N. and not the other way around. A third of the undead troops were circling around behind the pinned superhumans, ready to close in a pincer and massacre them. Pino Archangeli was so confident of victory that he had abandoned his mobile command post for the pomp and circumstance of a litter. Borne by embalmed attendants who were dressed not as soldiers but as priests, Pino swayed gracefully towards the front lines, basking in a triumph that had been more than twenty-five years in the making. Before his own elevation to godhood, he thought, he would savor putting Morgan Adams's head on a pike.


  That plan was disrupted by a disturbance on the encircling flank. A swarm of Vivarium mutations, who had been wandering aimlessly across the battlefield, were suddenly attacking Pino's soldiers. Crocodiles with the hands of children, octopoidal machine-gunners, wolfpacks sprouting from a single canine torso, kamikaze ape-men...some of the creatures could barely move through the quasi-Anchoring field, and were decimated by the mummies' bullets. Those that could speak howled the name of their leader, Chancellor Triton.


  Triton rode behind his motley troops, standing and brandishing the Astro-Spear from the back of a jeep driven by Dan Tracey. The inactive 'Spear clutched in a Santari grav-glove was mostly just symbolic now, but it seemed to rally his horde. They pounced on the mummies, teeth angrily searching for flesh that was still living. Triton rolled off the back of the jeep and waded through the fighting to the dune where Essay was rapidly being roasted by Glyph.


  He moved slowly and clumsily; his suit wasn't as normaltech-compliant as Essay's, despite his extensive recent refits. "Glyph!" Triton shouted. "Are you going to attack the Israelis after you've reduced the Combine to ASHes? How many more of your own people can you betray?"


  The treacherous mage rotated her chair to face Triton. "You should be thankful that the Master wishes to spare you for further torture," she laughed. "Otherwise this would be your fate rather than hers." She spun around and projected her fiery red sigil...the Hebrew letter Shin, symbolizing the Day of Judgment...on Essay's exosuit one final time.


  Beneath his faceplate, Triton smiled.


  He activated a small device he'd attached to the head of the Astro Spear, a piece of purloined technology from Doublecross's archives. Two of the tines of the 'Spear flared to borrowed life. The left one threw a cone of bright red light over Essay, drowning out the sigil. The right one moved with far greater precision, tracing an identical one on the back of Glyph's chair. The mage watched in confusion as the spell leaped from her hands and circled around, searching for its target. She dove off the chair just as the flames of Judgment turned back and washed over her.


  Screaming, Glyph flailed about in the sand, trying to extinguish her burning robes and hair. Triton lumbered towards the traitor, ready to skewer her. Glyph begged for mercy as he raised the 'Spear above her heart, then drove it down...


  Only to check it at the last instant, and kneel beside the still- burning woman. "This is only because I may need a mage to disrupt his ritual," Triton said. "And because I *will* run the Conclave again." He pressed a finger to her neck, subcutaneously injecting a stream of remote- controlled microflechette grenades into her jugular. "You just became my first recruit."


  Essay ran past him, leading the rest of ASH in a charge against the mummies, and only then did Triton realize what he'd done. He'd just spared the life of one dangerous enemy and saved the life of another...of three entire *groups* of them. This could only come back to haunt him later.


  It didn't save Sultry. It didn't stop Rebus. It did almost nothing for him.


  But it felt *good*.


  Dan Tracey drove through the increasingly confusing battleground. He swung past STRAFE and EUROPA, first cutting them off from their undead opponents, then wrenching the wheel hard to the left and slamming into the startled mummies. Dan downshifted, slowing the jeep and allowing the STRAFE and EUROPA teams to follow him through the hole he'd made.


  He was breathing calmly the whole time, trying to ignore his slowed reflexes and dulled perceptions, telling himself the Anchor field should affect him less than anybody because he was only human. He only did the things anyone could do, if they'd had the will; and his will, he'd decided, could not be Anchored.


  Dan gunned for the Israeli lines, visible now on the other side of the undead phalanx. He could see Pino Archangeli off to his right, waving for something to be passed up to his raised throne, some kind of scepter. Dan forced himself to focus on clearing a path for the others, only vaguely heard Teller shouting something in his earpiece. Saw Pino raising the scepter to his shoulder and ignored it. He could do this; he was only human....


  He'd just shifted into top gear when the thunderclap of an igniting rocket told him that was no scepter. Dan leaped off the jeep as the LAW slammed into its side, flinging it into the air before depositing it in a flaming heap. He'd jumped towards the rocket, so the jeep didn't crush him, but the shockwave tossed him into the sand like a rag doll. He didn't get up.


  Tony Drake and Jen Kleinvogel pressed forward, surrounding their fallen friend before the mummies could reach him. The other agents followed, forming a small island in the middle of Pino's forces. The elder Archangeli parted his dried lips into a deathly smile and waved his litter forward.


  The entourage halted as two gunshots turned the forward bearers' chests into explosions of dried flesh. The entire litter pitched forward, tumbling Pino into the sand; the rear acolytes were briefly pinned under the falling throne, until two more shots vaporized their heads.


  Richard Hendrick and Morgan Adams stood over Pino, reloading their pump shotguns. Pino rose with a sang-froid that was astonishing even for the dead; surveying Adams's long white djellaba, he greeted his old foe with a sneer. "Finally come back to Africa, I see. Rather fitting that you should die here."


  "At least I'll see you go ahead of me," Adams said, pumping the shotgun and leveling it at Archangeli's face. "For the second time."


  "You'll not have long to savor it." Already, his followers were surrounding the two aging fighters, unperturbed by Hendrick's frantic shotgun blasts. The sound of safeties being unlatched echoed across the sand. Pino let out a satisfied, almost nostalgic sigh. "We've danced this pavane before, have we not?"


  "We both walked away then," Adams said. "And you gave birth to all of this." The screams of howling creatures and dying men filled the desert. His finger tightened on the trigger...


  "Nevertheless," Pino said, "this isn't how either one of us wishes to end our acquaintance, is it?" He glanced at Hendrick, his troops, the encircled STRAFE and EUROPA agents.


  Adams nodded coolly with understanding, acceptance...maybe even a twinge of respect. "Get them out of here, Richard."


  "What?" Hendrick spun to face his current partner and longtime idol. "But..."


  "Just do it. Your men too, Pino." Archangeli nodded regally and his men fell back. Hendrick still didn't budge, until Adams shouted, "DO IT!"


  Hendrick took the opening and ran to collect his agents. Once Adams was satisfied that the undead soldiers were pulling back, he dropped the shotgun. Sliding back his djellaba, the adventurer reached for his belt and drew a long combat knife. It had a freshly-painted Utchat, the Eye of Ra, on its hilt.


  Smiling, Pino drew his own knife, a far more ritualistic number with a pommel shaped like a pyramid. The living man and the dead one began circling one another.


  They could both just make out the dais at the top of the Great Pyramid, where Lorenzo was sparring with the Warden kid. Both battles were acts of madness and hubris in the midst of the larger war. Adams growled, "Like father, like son."


  Pino raised what would have been his eyebrows, had the embalming and burial left him with any hair. "Far better that he should take after me...than his dear mother." He twirled the weapon in his hands. "You know, this is the very knife I used to kill her."


  Finally losing his cool, Morgan Adams snarled and lunged.


  * * * *


  [2:56 PM]


  Dan Tracey stopped for a moment to catch his breath and take a sip from his canteen. Morgan was being a suicidal idiot, taking on a reanimated corpse that was getting stronger every minute, but he'd taken Pino out of the picture for now. The undead forces Pino had been commanding were still fighting intelligently, but no longer being commanded brilliantly, and that made all the difference. The good guys were back on the offensive, and that gave Dan time to think.


  While his ego screamed that he was just a human, and the "superAnchor" effect shouldn't bother him, an antitank weapon had gone a long way towards shoving his ego back in its place. He needed the edge that the Magene gave him, as much as he disliked admitting it. He quickly sprinted for the suburbs, where Peregryn had reported the superAnchor effect to be absent, motioning for Jen to follow him. The others were doing a good job of driving back the mummies, and Hendrick was keeping an eye on Pino to keep the fight "honest," but Jen would do more good up in the air with Solar Max and Scorch, skirting the zone of dampening and keeping the battle contained.


  Besides, he needed the computers back in the field HQ to check out the ramifications of the plan that was starting to bubble up from the back of his head.


  How to attack a god? Aim for his hubris. The fact that Rebus and Warden were still sparring atop the Great Pyramid told Dan that Lorenzo's pride was more than intact, it was overweening. Like father, like son. Both too proud, both too clever for their own good, both too cruel to avoid taunting and tormenting an enemy that he should just kill. And something Pino had said to Morgan clinched it. Dan had his plan.


  "Captain Tracey," buzzed a slightly distorted voice in his comm unit.


  "Yes, Delta?" Dan answered as he entered the field HQ and transferred the call to the more powerful comm system there. The static and distortion from the distant signal cleared up, and Delta Rose's face appeared on the screen.


  "The Coronal Mass Ejection has started...the ceremony may have interfered with the planetkiller's operation, but it only delayed the effect. Readings show that this CME is moving at high relativistic speeds, and will arrive in under two hours, perhaps under one hour. Readings show it's easily strong enough to scour the planet of life. I'm...sorry."


  Dan Tracey smiled, for a moment evoking the look of some of the more horrific Vivarium warriors. "Don't be. This is PERFECT."


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


  Next Issue:


  Grind hopes to give Rebus enough rope to hang himself with...but what happens when your enemy already has infinite rope and seems to be doing fine? Be here for the final chapter of the Pyramid Scheme, "Fall!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  The "Singapore cock-up" Teller refers to is the opening arc of STRAFE's title, involving a mission in Chinese-controlled Singapore that goes wrong in almost every way imaginable.


  



  Capstone #3 - "Fall!"


  copyright 2001 by Dave Van Domelen, Tony Pi, Marc Singer


  An ASH Universe Event!


  [cover shows that the Sun has set behind the Great Pyramid.Shadows conceal the identities of bodies strewn on its sides.]


  



  [Above Egypt - 3:00 PM, September 22, 2024]


  As JakZak triggered the boosters built into his powerful external armor to rise into orbit, he decided that while he could certainly imagine things being worse, that was entirely due to his active imagination. And a touch of paranoia, he supposed.


  Rebus was a god now. None could approach the Great Pyramid without losing their powers, except for those few Rebus permitted to remain superhuman. He'd raised his mummified father and an army of retainers from the dead, and this undead force kept the United World strike team at bay. The only reason everyone on the Giza plateau wasn't already dead or enslaved was that Rebus was toying with his enemies.


  To make things worse, the doomsday device that had been activated in a vain attempt to stop Rebus by destroying the world...well, it had failed in that, but now it was working just fine. A Coronal Mass Ejection large enough to scour all life from the planet in a storm of ionized plasma was hurtling towards the planet at a significant fraction of light speed.


  Dan "Grind" Tracey, leader of the superagent team STRAFE, had a plan, one that would snatch victory from the jaws...no, more likely the other end...of defeat. A year ago, JakZak might have trusted his old friend implicitly, but lately Dan had suffered a number of episodes of questionable mental stability. So maybe the plan really was as crazy as it sounded.


  It was always darkest before a big chunk of the Sun fell on you....


  * * * *


  [Near Earth Orbit - September 22, 2024. 3:13 PM Giza local time.]


  It must be eating Jakky alive, I realized. Here we were, on the doorstep of oblivion, and I was an integral part of the plan to Save The World And Defeat The Bad Guy. I was probably the person he hated the most in the whole world, and not only was he not able to try and remove significant parts of my anatomy, but the high and mighty Solar Max had to work side by side with the EEEEEEVIL Chancellor of Khadam, Derek Radner.


  Well, side by side in a metaphorical sense, anyway. My retrofitted Lunar Crab was carrying me into low orbit crossing over the People's Republic of China, while Maxy was grabbing space and trying to get as far out towards the Sun as he could manage.


  The real irony was that I was following orders from Nose, though. I don't know if I hate him MORE than anyone else in the world, but I've hated him for LONGER than anyone else. Pedigree counts for something in ths hate business, after all.


  But his plan made sense...or, at least, as much sense as any plan that involved newborn gods did.


  I looked at the stardrive controls on the Lunar Crab. There's nothing Nose or JZ could do to stop me from just high-tailing it out to the stars, maybe hook up with some of my Pranir business contacts.


  Heh. Nothing those two could do, no. But Lorenzo Archangeli makes the three of us look like saints when it comes to the arts of hate. With the power of a god, nowhere in any reality would be safe for me. Or for the mother of my child, who I'm sure would live just long enough that I could see her die in front of my eyes. Or maybe Rebus would kill her quickly and then leave pieces of her body around the galaxy for me to find, a puzzle that would end in my death.


  Thankfully, the radio burst into activity to interrupt my ever more gruesome reverie.


  "This is Star Knight," Ritter's voice was ragged with exhaustion that was audible even over the crackling hiss of static. He'd just done a Big Thing, so he was entitled to sound less than fresh. "I've done all I can, the rest is up to you guys. The leading edge should hit in..." he paused, as if doing a quick mental calculation, "...ten minutes. Good luck."


  Ten minutes. I hefted the powerless Astro Spear in the cramped confines of the cockpit. Time enough to check the seals on my armor one more time, then head out into the uncaring vacuum and steel myself for the fury to come.


  Time to rend asunder the vault of the heavens....


  * * * *


  [Giza Plateau, Egypt - September 22, 2024. 3:16 PM]


  On the ground, Dan Tracey, Arc, and Peregryn coordinated the final phases of the hastily-improvised plan. While Dan and Arc radioed commands for the last push against Pino Archangeli's forces, Peregryn scanned the dais atop the Great Pyramid. "The boy is growing tired," he said, watching the tiny forms of Warden and Rebus collide. "You'd better move quickly."


  Arc caught Dan by his sleeve before he left. "Are you...sure you can remember it?" she asked him.


  He knew what she really meant. As soon as he reentered the battlefield, maybe even as soon as he attracted Rebus's attention, he'd be Anchored again. Here, outside the area of effect, Dan knew that he wouldn't be the same when it happened.


  "Failure isn't an option," Dan said.


  He hopped onto an abandoned motorcycle that had been buried and raised along with Pino's troops...all normaltech. Arc and Peregryn watched nervously as he gunned it towards the Pyramid and the battleground.


  The cycle wobbled visibly when he hit the edge of combat, but Dan kept pressing forward...weaving through the battle lines, hopping over dunes, leaning heavily to one side to duck under enemy fire. Racing up the side of a toppled Khadamite APC, Dan vaulted over Pino's lines and out onto the open sand. Then Arc and Peregryn could only follow Dan by his dust trail as he arrowed across the sand, hit the Great Pyramid, and slowly zigzagged the cycle up its broken, treacherous slope.


  Then Arc's radio crackled as the ground battle took a turn for the worse. Richard Hendrick shouted that Morgan Adams was tiring rapidly, while the resurrected Pino was not. Arc watched as the undead commander kicked Adams's legs out from under him, then pounced on the aging adventurer. She grabbed her rifle and ran to join the fight, but Pino was already sitting atop Adams, his jagged blade held back only by one quivering arm.


  * * * *


  [Orbit. 3:25 PM]


  Solar Max struggled with equal parts awe, fear...and irony.


  Awe at the almost delicate beauty of the Coronal Mass Ejection. The very fringes of it were hitting the Earth's magnetic field now, charged particles flaring with aetherial light as they bent to swarm down to the magnetic poles, forming the largest aurora ever seen.


  Fear because it could very well be the last aurora ever seen, at least by humans. With only the thinnest fingers of the CME already lighting space up in sheets of flame, it didn't take a solar scientist to realize that the main body would scour the planet in far more deadly flame.


  And irony? Well, the first to bear the name "Solar Max" had been a satellite that, among other things, observed solar flares. Well, THIS Solar Max was certainly observing the granddaddy of solar flares. Even with so much of the charged plasma diverted away from Earth by Star Knight, there was more than enough to destroy all natural life on the planet...it would just take a few years for the radiation effects now, rather than a few seconds of total annihilation.


  It was up to Solar Max to spare Earth from a slow death...assuming this plan also helped stop Rebus from inflicting whatever kind of death suited his whims.


  "Get ready for spike in ten seconds," he said into his radio, shouting over the static. As bad as the electromagnetic interference was, neutrino communication would be even worse for the next few minutes as solar neutrinos overwhelmed receivers.


  "...nowledged..." spat Triton's voice through the noise.


  Solar Max started to concentrate, bending spacetime to his will. But he was not to deflect the incoming energy, as Star Knight had done. He was to *focus* it. Send as much of it as possible howling directly at a man he wished dead more than anyone else in the world.


  Not Rebus. Triton.


  Yet, there was more irony. As he strained to grab as much of the solar flame as he could and send it ravening towards Triton, he knew this was not going to kill Triton. Was not intended to...had better not, or the world was doomed.


  But it felt good to pretend.


  In space, no one can see you sweat, Triton mused as he readied himself. All systems *seemed* to be operational, as if he'd gotten out of the range of Archangeli's "Super-Anchor" field. But Derek knew better. The one-eyed bastard was a god now, and even an inexperienced god wasn't limited by a little barrier like a few hundred or thousand miles. At any second, Rebus could smirk and reach out to disable all of Triton's systems, leaving him defenseless against the incoming solar power.


  Of course, only one system really mattered, and Rebus wanted Derek's death to be slow...he wouldn't want his former partner to enjoy a quick and easy death.


  Ribbons of fire, the precursors of the true inferno, washed across the armor that was now the only thing standing between Derek and the vacuum of space. He touched a stud on the AstroSpear, and exhaled in relief as the growing river of power was drawn into the head of the otherwise drained weapon. Inert since the Lord of Living Light, Doublecross, had been drawn from it, the AstroSpear started to hum to life again.


  A small part of Derek's mind made a note to find and re-absorb Doublecross if he survived the day.


  NOW!


  Power slammed into the 'Spear, driving Triton back even as he triggered thrusters in an attempt to stay in place. Even a fraction of the Sun's fury was more than the AstroSpear could quickly absorb, and warning lights immediately flared red inside his helmet as temperatures shot up to lethal levels.


  Triton adjusted his grip, ignoring the paint boiling off his armor and trying to draw in as much of the elemental energy as possible. Hours passed in Derek's heat-tortured mind while only seconds passed in the world outside of his skull.


  Then, just as suddenly as it had slammed into him, the raw fury of the Sun ceased to torment the Chancellor of Khadam. The AstroSpear had been recharged to the point where it could once again protect him from any overflow, and he felt his armor's systems frantically shed heat into the shadow cast by the plasma shield emanating from the 'Spear.


  Another long moment passed, and Derek could feel the force of the focused flare abate, the last of its energy past the insiginificant rock that spun around the star it came from.


  Triton said nothing. There was nothing to say, just something to do. He focused his sensors on the region of space he had come to find, confirming he was still near it.


  Then he pressed all the buttons on the AstroSpear at once, firing a steady stream of reality-rending singularities into the tear in the Barrier.


  * * * *


  [The Great Pyramid. 3:25 PM]


  The power suddenly surges, overwhelming me. I feel my strength grow, the power of five sphinxes, and my temples throb with godly intoxication. Warden combines his Tiger Blossom Strike with a roundhouse kick, and I am too dazed to counter his attacks. But I barely feel his strikes, and with a flick of my fingers, propel him down the pyramid.


  Like swatting a fly.


  Another of the mortals approaches, but keeps his distance.


  Dan Tracey, also known as Grind.


  I laugh. Here, in the presence of my power, he is the least of my self- proclaimed rivals. "Mister Tracey. Abandon hope. If the eyeless one cannot defeat me, what chance have *you*?"


  "Little, but I'll take the risk. Do I puzzle you, Archangeli? Let me clue you in." He takes a deep breath, perhaps wondering if it will be his last. "I offer you the greatest, most boggling riddle of your life: the truth about your parents."


  His audacity moves me to laughter once again. "And then what, Tracey... you expect me to pluck out my own eyes in agony? End up like our hapless young friend down there? I think not. Besides, you've forgotten my old role within the Conclave: I can hardly play Oedipus when I am already the Sphinx."


  The brash mortal pauses, tentatively feeling around for the one argument that might prolong his worthless life. "Then as the Sphinx," he says, "you already know the answer to my riddle."


  "I have attained my own divinity, Tracey. I could pluck the answer from your overtaxed brain and leave you gibbering in the dust."


  And then Tracey...cocky little grave-worm that he is...permits himself the slightest smile. "But you wouldn't really have solved your parents' riddle, would you?"


  It is almost impressive, the desperation with which he clings to false hope. Smiling no less faintly, I nod my indulgence. One final game, then, before the time for all games is put to an end.


  "I know my minutes are numbered, so I'll make this count. See if you can figure out the speaker. Ready for the cipher?" I nod again, impatient now, and with a twist of reality I force the prattling boy to speak.


  His voice is hollow, no longer his own, oracular. His eyes roll into the back of his head as he intones, "I sliced matriarch a tomb, o scion."


  ...and he returns to his senses as I strike him. The gall of this worm, to speak ill of my mother's demise! ("Numbered," "make this count"...?) I could fling him from these heights, push him past the brink of insanity, bludgeon him to death... ("Figure," "cipher"...)


  ...but for the _numbers_.


  "I sliced matriarch a tomb, o scion." One letter, six letters, nine letters, one, four, one, five. A mixture of squares, products, and primes; a possible set of latitudes and longitudes; or a numerical code...? I transpose them onto the letters of the English alphabet, in ascending order, because in his divinely-inspired stupefaction Tracey is capable of little else. The numbers translate to AFIADAE, an acronym of uncertain derivation or a word of no meaning. But no; Tracey, fool that he is, has forgotten to discriminate between decimal places; the numbers might be 16 9 1 4 15, PIADO, or 1 6 9 14 1 5, AFINAE, or 16 9 14 15...


  PINO.


  "I sliced matriarch a tomb, o scion."


  PINO.


  Father.


  "No." Grind cannot be right. It cannot be true.


  My mother was taken by Hathor at the time of the great ascendance. My father loved my mother. He couldn't have killed her. It would mean my *own father* murdered her in cold blood, and *lied* to his own child.


  The seed of doubt is planted, and I forget Captain Tracey. I look towards my father, and through his mummified flesh as though it is glass.


  It is a simple thing to pry the truth from my father's soul.


  And what I see shocks me.


  Grind has the truth of it. The betrayal. My father's wrath behind the facade. The calculated precision of her death. Sacrificed here within this very pyramid, where he had also sacrificed the followers who now formed his mummified army.


  I see images of the knife flashing down, the prayers chanted out...the ritual failed. And then the photographs, pictures taken for the sole purpose of taunting the man who truly loved my mother, loved her as father never did.


  I realize that I have known the truth all these years. All the clues were there, a simple murder mystery that I might have solved if I had not been in denial. I locked the terrible truth of my mother's death behind layers upon layers of conundrums inside my own psyche, puzzles my subconscious designed to bar the truth from me. But now that I possess the power of a god, such trivial self-deceptions are no more a barrier than two- letter anagrams. Denial, as they say, is more than just a river in Egypt.


  "YOU. MURDERER." All I can think of is revenge against my 'loving' father. I focus my rage against my father, for the selfish act he committed, for single-handedly destroying our family when I was but a child.


  I coalesce all my godly might into a shaft of divine retribution, and throw it like a thunderbolt to impale him.


  I realize it is a mistake, too late.


  The bolt strikes him at the tip of his white Osirian crown, then courses down his body. His flesh turns bright and transparent, flashing the image of his bones across the sands. Streams of lightning burst forth from his fingertips and feet, burning the flyspeck Adams but sparing my mother's beloved a fiery death. My father's blackened heart explodes in a bolt of electricity, erupting from his chest and rejoining the stream that is rooted to his crown.


  A chain of energy crackles between us, father and son. It grows brighter, and taut. In the blink of an eye it snaps, and releases a wave of godly wrath that robs awareness from all who had it within in a ten-mile radius. I struggle to stay conscious by sheer force of will, but it is futile. I sink into unconsciousness, a single word on my lips.


  "Dendera...."


  Mother....


  * * * *


  [3:35 PM]


  Solar Max deployed the airbrakes on his "god armor" to bring his speed below Mach 1 as he screamed over the outskirts of Cairo. He wasn't sure why he was flying so low...reflex, he supposed. After all, you couldn't get under the radar of a god.


  The eastern cemetary of Cairo flashed beneath him, one of the so-called Cities of the Dead flanking the bustling metropolis. Once, people had lived there, either as squatters or as tenders of the tombs. But even the squatters didn't try to take up residence in the necropoli after the events of 1998. Too many gods and their servants had walked the earth then, and like the slaughter in Manhattan that year, there had been many deaths in Cairo prior to the Big One on July 6, 1998.


  Hah. Too many gods. Right now, *one* was too many.


  In seconds he would reach the Giza plateau, the colorfully flashing skies reminding him that even if this all worked, the world would pay a terrible price. An aurora visible in the day in Egypt meant bad news for the ecosphere. Too much of the Coronal Mass Ejection had reached the planet, too much had not been diverted by their desperate plan.


  And then he was there, hovering tentatively over the Great Pyramid. When he'd last been there, it had been the site of pitched battles on many fronts as a new god flexed his muscles and settled old scores.


  Now it looked the part of a City of the Dead. Bodies lay scattered about in the sand, whether living or dead he could not tell. The mummies had fallen in jumbled heaps, the unnaturally preserved flesh already showing signs of decay. Human soldiers and Vivarium monstrosities lay side by side, as if in peaceful slumber. Even the machines of war had gone still, leaving only the howling of the rising wind to fill the silence.


  His helmet sensors careted a number of figures, identifying them as either allies or enemies. A number of both were nowhere to be found.


  Then warning lights flared to life on his helmet display, and he snapped around as best he could in the bulky exo-armor.


  Rebus was standing up.


  Rebus had SURVIVED.


  And so, no one else would.


  Solar Max desperately reached out, hoping to blast Rebus into nothingness before the new god could recover his wits.


  But the light that now shone from the Great Pyramid itself was not of Solar Max's doing. Rebus's face was twisted by an unfamiliar and unexpected expression: blind panic.


  "NO! I AM NOT READY!" Rebus shouted in anguish. "NOT YET!"


  The light intensified, and Solar Max had to engage filters to keep from being blinded. Then, incredibly, the light expanded and coalesced into the form of a titanic woman with winged arms. She reached down and took the comparatively tiny form of Rebus into one of her hands.


  "You have been judged...wanting," an aethereal voice echoed across the plateau.


  And then the light exceeded any filter's ability to block, and Solar Max was blinded for several long moments. When his eyes stopped throbbing with afterimages, he saw that the woman...the goddess...and Rebus were no longer there. A single feather made of light drifted slowly towards the top of the Great Pyramid, where it vanished like a popped soap bubble.


  Rebus had lost.


  But had anyone really won?


  * * * *


  [5:30 PM]


  Two hours later, the auroras had vanished as completely as Rebus... although the effects of his mad plan would linger for years to come. The sandy streets of Giza were piled high with the bodies of slain soldiers, and mummies who'd fallen where they'd stood when Rebus disappeared. Their bodies were putrefying more rapidly than they should have, and the stench was rapidly becoming unbearable. Even the carrion birds avoided their corpses.


  The situation was somewhat better among the living paranormals, for whom the effects of the ritual and its disruption were not entirely negative. For instance, several of the combatants seemed somehow different from before... one of the most mindless Vivarium mutations had even been heard speaking in perfect iambic pentameter.


  The Vivarium creatures were joining the rest of the tattered Khadamite forces in a long, shambling retreat out of Egypt. The orders had been given by Chancellor Triton, who had already freed his beloved Sultry and disappeared, as had the other surviving Conclavers, to points unknown. Radner had claimed he was calling the retreat in order to attend to his injured subjects...but Dan Tracey hoped that some part of his old nemesis simply didn't want to fight ASH or STRAFE any more. Only time would tell if Radner's cooperation had stemmed from self-interest, or some long-buried sense of heroism.


  In the absence of the Khadamites, the CSV, and Rebus, however, a new political crisis was rapidly brewing. Egyptian and Moslem Confederation forces, which had retreated so quickly before the CSV onslaught, were already massing in the west in an attempt to reoccupy the Nile before the Israeli forces could make any territorial claims. The Israelis, for their part, insisted on remaining until the last Khadamite forces left, waiting out the slow evacuation to see where the diplomatic chips fell.


  But that was a matter for the United World to sort out; sighing, Dan Tracey limped into the tent of the mobile command post to begin his debriefing.


  The tent held the agents of ASH, STRAFE, and EUROPA...virtually all of the paranorms except the Warden, who had already vanished. Many of the heroes were nursing wounds; Morgan Adams sat at the center of the circle, fussing at the medics who tried to treat his burns. "I'm not going *anywhere*," he growled, "until somebody tells me what happened to Archangeli." Teller, Scorch, and Hotspur all murmured their agreement... although Dan figured they meant *Lorenzo* Archangeli.


  "Pino is dead," Dan said, "incinerated. It's finally over." Adams nodded his head and closed his eyes. "Rebus...that's slightly more complicated."


  "Ponce que ye kin tell noz 'zactly wot's arrivay?"


  "Yes, Mr. Keane, I think I can." Dan briefly leaned on Jen Kleinvogel's shoulder, finally admitting that he relished in the return of his encyclopedic mind. "For once, we set Rebus up. We played him like a gamepiece."


  Arc turned to Hotspur and explained, "We designed Grind's riddle hoping that it would drive Rebus to attack his father. And in the heat of passion he did so, forgetting momentarily that Pino was the keystone of his ritual. Raising Pino, raising Osiris, made Rebus a god on Earth. Remove him, and..." She waved her hand, mouthing a _tres_ Gallic "poof."


  "But why?" the Green Knight asked, from the back row. "And *how*?"


  Dan was ready to defer to Peregryn, but the mage looked rather preoccupied. Instead Dan began pacing around the inside of the tent, ticking off points on his fingers. "You see, despite the godlike powers Rebus displayed, the ritual wasn't quite finished. Its purpose was to elevate him to godhood, push him beyond the Barrier. And yet he was occupying us with mummified soldiers, unnecessary fistfights...why else but to stall for time? And perhaps also to keep his *own* mind focused here on Earth, so the ritual couldn't complete itself. Rebus desperately wanted to stay on this side of the Barrier, leading him to postpone his own ascension...and that gave us an opening.


  "We had two theories on what would happen when he killed his father," Dan continued. "One was that slaying Pino would disrupt the ritual completely. Strip Rebus of his powers, perhaps even kill him with feedback. But we weren't terribly optimistic about that happening."


  "So as a backup plan," Solar Max added, "and as a means of saving the Earth from Delta Rose's paranoia..." he looked pointedly at Bill Cook, "...Ritter, Radner, and I fed energy from the Coronal Mass Ejection into a weak spot in the Barrier that insulates our planet from the realms of the gods. Specifically, the weak spot Devastator and, ironically, Delta Rose created last year. This widened the rift and flooded Rebus with power...just in time to make his feedback loop that much worse. When he slew Pino, Rebus not only broke the ritual that was anchoring him here on Earth, he pushed himself through the weakened Barrier...and hopefully out of our hair forever."


  Cook was furious, leaping out of his folding chair. "You mean your big plan was to go ahead and MAKE HIM A BLOODY GOD?"


  Dan Tracey was unperturbed. "He already was a god, Cook. We just made him go somewhere else."


  "I don't know," said Christina Li. The memory of the dying Anchors made her shudder, as it had been all day. "It still feels like we just...gave him what he wanted."


  "Yes and no," Dan said. "Based on Solar Max's testimony, I believe I've identified the female figure who materialized immediately prior to Rebus's disappearance." And then Dan permitted himself to smile. "She was Ma'at, the Egyptian goddess of morality and justice. In her time, she was also associated with the Utchat or Eye of Ra." He turned to address Morgan Adams. "Just like Hathor. Did we give Rebus what he wanted? Perhaps...but I'd guess we also gave him what he *deserved*."


  * * * *


  [6:00 PM]


  It never fails. Once victory has been assured, no matter how terrible the cost of the war, human beings celebrate. They celebrate winning. They celebrate the fact they survived. They carouse to the memory of those who didn't.


  Essay smirked as she threaded her way through the rapidly spreading celebrations. Egypt may have been a Moslem nation, and most of the soldiers here may have been Israelis and theoretically enemies of the locals...but somehow only half an hour after victory had been declared the victors had found large amounts of alcohol to party with. She supposed that in a country without a prohibition against hootch the soldiers would have had something to crack open the instant the fighting was over. Here, they just had to be a bit clever about it.


  True, the morning would bring sticky political issues over whether the Israelis were still welcome, but for the moment they were liberators. To the common folk, if not to the politicians. For now, the soldiers were as golden as the late-day sunlight that angled across the shattered suburbs of Cairo.


  She pulled open the flap of the command tent, and saw her quarry sitting within, staring at a computer screen.


  "Hey, querido," she pulled a canvas chair over and sat down next to her lover. "Not in a party mood?"


  Peregryn looked over, his gaze latching onto the bandages covering her arms. "Your arms, are they...?"


  "They itch like el conyo, may Glyph rot in hell," Essay spat. "But the medics say the burns are minor, should be healed by morning. Now don't change the subject...why are you hiding in here when everyone else is out there?" she waved in the direction of the tent flap. She thought she knew at least part of the reason, the deaths of so many Anchors from the plague Peregryn thought he had cured. A subsonic trigger activated the second phase of the seemingly harmless organism that had insinuated itself into the inner ears of Anchors around the world, and their deaths en masse had been a major element of Rebus's ceremony.


  "The news from elsewhere in the world," he nodded towards the computer screen, as if that was explanation enough. "Aside from the Anchor Plague," he amended a heartbeat later.


  Essay paused. "What? Did the doomsday device do more damage than we thought?"


  He shook his head. "That is one of the few pieces of good news. The weather will probably be a bit more violent for a year or two, but Earth weathered the Solar storm. No, I'm talking about what I have done to the world."


  "Now I'm totally lost."


  "When I banished the Viaus, I did not consider how deeply their spirits had been intertwined with the spirit of the world." He called up a picture of a clearly European city, seemingly cut down the middle by a wall of smoke, fire and debris. "The banishment shattered the network Yvan had created using pieces of the Berlin Wall. Every fragment of the wall exploded at the same time, and the detonation of its foundations has turned Berlin into a disaster area. But it gets worse." Another picture, this time of what seemed to be a small lake formed by the widening of a river. Only...all around the lake there were remnants of the outskirts of a city, and the river was flowing into the lake from both directions in a torrent.


  "Montreal is gone," Peregryn said simply.


  "Gone...where?"


  "I do not know...."


  * * * *


  [6:30 PM]


  I'd had a choice.


  I could have sought revenge on Rebus while he was weak from the cosmic backlash.


  Or I could have taken my beloved to safety, and let Solar Max take care of the Archangeli mess.


  I could have had the fame for possibly killing a god, or taken Sultry and my children.


  Hobson's choice, really.


  There would always be other gods to kill. So, I had taken Sultry away from the pyramid, and far from Egypt. The Moslem Coalition would not be a safe place to hide my wife, nor Khadam. My children could be used against me, if my enemies knew. There was only one place I could think of to take them. They would never think to look for us in Monaco, in Tiara's secret sanctuary. Here, my son...I hoped at least one of the twins would be a son...could be born in peace. I owed the Princess yet again.


  I laid her down among the soft pillows. She was life itself. I removed my helmet and my gloves, and knelt beside her. Her eyelids fluttered, and I saw her dark, beautiful eyes and the smile that crept into her face.


  "Angeline. My love."


  "Derek," she said, tears welling in her eyes. "Hold me. Hold us."


  And I did.


  I had gotten what was mine. I only hoped Lorenzo had gotten his....


  * * * *


  [Elsewhere. Elsewhen.]


  I smile and step sprightly as my guide leads me down the stone-cut hallway. The regular portals set into the hieroglyphed walls afford me glimpses of a shimmering and sinuous valley of black sand, black river, black mountains, all set under the howling stars of the twelve hours of the night. Demons jabber in the shadows outside, fearful of my power.


  My guide escorts me through a great temple that spans the night river. I was, I admit, somewhat surprised when Ma'at appeared before me in Giza; I had expected a herald of greater prominence, at least that whelp Anubis, but I now recognize her significance as a celestial blessing...a sign that my apotheosis is right and just. Still stunned by the feedback of my own power, I had not been able to make out what she said as she drew me through the Barrier, but no doubt it would be repeated on my arrival in the vault of heaven.


  My only regret is that I did not quite complete my earthly business. Father suffered for his crimes and suffered well, but I had not finished toying with the others. Tracey, Taylor, Radner, Adams, Marx...all of them will one day pay. And already my unparalleled mind seeks to test the boundaries of my new existence; I am secure in the knowledge that one day I shall find a way to return to the Earth, and bring it under my just and logical rule....


  Ma'at...a rather minor goddess if truth be told...leads me into a cavernous chamber lit by torches and oil that mankind buried five thousand years ago. Recessed in the walls, forty-two mummified men lift their dried and lolling heads, sway their crumbling necks to regard me. In the midst of the judges another mummified body, ten times my height and holding the royal scepter, crook, and flail, gazes down upon me. A rekindled fire sparks deep in his dried eye sockets, but divinest Osiris says nothing. At his feet a jackal-headed bastard holds a pair of scales. Far off in one corner, the chimaerical Devourer...lion at one angle, crocodile in another...lazily smacks its jaws by the flickering firelight.


  "The judgment shall begin," Ma'at announces, "with the recitation of the Negative Confession."


  I stare at her incredulously. That is a test for the souls of mere mortals...she cannot expect me to recite...


  At my silence the forty-two judges burst into speech, reciting the charges that I am to deny. Their cacophony fills the chamber:


  
    4. I have not committed theft.


    13. I have not acted deceitfully.


    32. I have not multiplied my speech beyond what should besaid.

  


  I scream for them to be silent, but the confessions ring in my ears.



  
    5. I have slain neither man nor woman.

  


  The great Osiris gazes down on me and for an instant, I am reminded of my father's harshest lessons, his training, his judgment...



  
    26. I have not made myself deaf unto the words of right andtruth.

  


  "This is an outrage!" I bellow. "I am no dead soul! I did not perish on those sands! I am your PEER!"


  And divinest Osiris inclines his head, ever so slightly...flakes of skin the size of my torso falling from his neck...and the bastard child Anubis reaches forward with his outstretched hand. The Judgment Hall stretches away before me and behind me and yet I am somehow rooted to the spot as Anubis rips open my chest and removes my heart.


  I bark out a laugh, just one, because as Anubis places my heart upon the scales, weighing it against the most insubstantial ibis feather, I feel lighter than I ever have before. Have I not acted in these gods' names? Have I not been their most right and faithful servant? Am I not fit to be one among them?


  And then I see my heart...shriveled and black...sinking on the scales, weighing them down with my deeds, and I open my mouth to protest, but before I can say anything I hear a noise behind me and I turn, just in time to see the Devourer lunging forward. Its polymorphic jaws are wide, and wet with hunger....


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


  THE END


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


  Authors' Notes:


  See the individual titles for more denounment and aftermath as mortals are left to pick up the pieces left by Rebus's ascension.
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