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  CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS ROSTER
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  When you choose a career like journalism, you decide for yourself the level of risk you're willing to take. If you want safety, work behind a desk, make up scandals about politicians and movie stars, and float paper around the office. (Not much different from being entombed alive.) If you want debauchery, sacrifice your time for the sake of high society and the glamorous world of entertainment reporting. But that's the world of vain airheads and vapid gossip. Not for the likes of me. I went into investigative journalism, immersing myself willingly in the danger that comes with crime, war, and superhuman conspiracies.



  I, Robert Coulter, am and always will be a fool in search of a higher cliff, a blind man leaping a wider pit.


  You would think that I would have learned my lesson months ago back in May, when I wrote my expose' on Rex Umbrae's Manhattan and exposed the second coming of Odin as a hoax perpetrated by Rebus. I got Gimble shot and made not a few enemies among the paragangs, including my former Cybernostra associates.


  You *would* think that.


  But after the June issue sold like wildfire, it was clear that there was an immense audience out there who wanted to know about the dark side of the supers scene. Renny Moss, Editor-in-Chief at _Para_, offered me an eye- popping contract with the magazine. The same wisdom that threw me in with the CyberNostra a few years back quickly thrust me back into the byline of fire, so to speak. There were more secrets and mysteries in New York City to uncover. I wrote about two. August: Where is Warden, and who is this Hellhound that replaced him? September: What happened to Cockatrice? I had my leads, thanks in part to Hooks joining _Para_ as my assistant and using his paranormal talent to make people blurt out their secrets. But after the October issue on Rebus I had nothing else ready to print.


  I blame the idea for the November romance issue on Hooks. "You got skyscrap doom and zoom in your last coupla rags, Bobsy. Snag your sheep with a good love hook, scan?" he suggested in his distinctive paragang slang.


  I should have guessed. This from a man who watched 'The Citadel' religiously every afternoon, and took Japanese lessons so he could read imported super-hero manga in the original. "I doubt your courtship of Gimble qualifies, shotgun. Let's face it: a man and a beetle does not the Hottest Couple of the Year make."


  It had been interesting watching the two of them awkwardly date, those months after Gimble's recovery from the gunshot wound. Though Hooks had palmed those diamonds from our run-in with the Otakuza, sentiment foolishly led him to set one of the stones into an engagement ring. He had yet to summon enough nerve to show it to Gimble. "How's that going, anyway?"


  He sighed. "Frap, long as she's not molting. Or...no, let's not chatcast that. I mean Scorch and Juliana Silvestri. No hotter couple this year, or hum me dead. Maginit: brash young herostuff falls in love with his assassinated best bud's sister, glam of glams. If that ain't romance...."


  "I don't know, Hooks. Triton and Sultry might object."


  "What, they'd clock time to read _Para_ and mess with every mouth who says nast 'bout them? Gash me! They're boss-perps, Bobsy. They've got bigger fry to fish."


  "Don't you mean fish to fry?"


  "No, fry to fish. Triton, not Burnout, scan?"


  I laughed. "You've got a whacked sense of humor, Hooks. All right. I guess a Handleman-Silvestri special can't hurt. I might even get a wedding invitation out of it, if they ever set a date."


  Famous last words.


  * * * *


  I went ahead and pitched the story to Renny, who was pleased that we were aiming for a different demographic. My _piece de resistance_ was an interview I secured with Juliana Silvestri in Paris, where Hooks pried the design ideas for her own wedding dress out of her, even a few sketches for the magazine. In truth, it wasn't my typical line of questioning, but the readers ate it up.


  That was a month ago. December, and its deadline, was now looming on the horizon.


  This morning, I was sitting at my table at my favorite cybercafe in the East Village called "Tachyon Java", having a large cup of black coffee while looking over my article for the December issue on my HoloPalm II. It seemed lame in comparison to my recent work: just rumors, few facts, and nothing deep or insightful about them. A sighting of Warden in Calcutta, still on some personal crusade around the world. Who knows if he'd ever return to Manhattan? A strange world-wide amnesia plague, but affecting several dozen paragangers in Manhattan. Some say it has to do with Burnout and Cockatrice. More fun in Porto Genetico, rumors that ASH was hunting for Doublecross in that corporate city. I was half-way through editing out slang from Hook's obituary for Caprice when a courier stopped at my table, with a package from _Para_. I thought nothing of it: Renny jokingly called the "Tach" my office in the City, and had sent me proofs and legal docs there. So I paid little attention to the courier and used the pen to scrawl what passed for my signature on the e-pad.


  The next thing I knew, my signature flashed, and a swirl of symbols erupted from the e-pad.


  It seemed to me that time had sped up, and the "Tach" was replaced by images too fast for even my cybernetic eye.


  When the images suddenly halted, I found myself with a cold cup of joe still in my left hand, and the e-pad stylus in my right. I was no longer in the "Tach", but sitting in a comfortable leatherbound chair at a conference table. To my right was a bank of windows, and I saw that I was high above the Earth in some sort of flying vehicle.


  The table bore the golden symbol of a two-pronged trident.


  I took a deep swig of the bitter brew. This must be a delusion brought on by a lack of caffeine.


  I stood, left my mug on the table, and walked to the great windows. Looking out, I could see the sun rising in the east over the desert.


  This must be Skyhaven, and I must be in Khadam.


  My cybertimer told me that it should have been the morning of November 29th, 2024 in New York City, but if it was dawn here in Africa, I must have lost close to a day.


  What happened to me in that time?


  I switched my cybernetic eye to "Record". If I wasn't dreaming, then I was living a journalist's nightmare. I was in the inner sanctum of the Conclave of Super-Villains, capturing forbidden footage, with no way to get this information out...alive.


  Stay calm, I told myself. If they wanted you dead, you would be. My thoughts flashed immediately to the romance issue, and regretted not naming Triton and Sultry "Couple of the Year". I had forgotten how vain they were, and now I would pay for that mistake.


  The thought of running crossed my mind, but I dismissed it. Where was there to go? Break the window and plunge hundreds of meters to certain death? Instead, I stopped in front of a computer terminal, and tapped its interface.


  Locked.


  The only door to the conference room dilated open, and in stepped a blond man dressed in a perfect navy suit, bearing the mark of Khadam on his breast. Four twin-pronged trident cufflinks shone gold on his sleeves, and his cummerbund seemed to be made of interlocking scales. Switching quickly to my x-ray vision, it was clear that the belt hid supertech linked to his cybernetic implants. He carried himself well, like a man who not only knew half the world trembled before his might, but also believed the other half *will*. He was out of his armor, but no less deadly. His natural Magene abilities made him a walking ball of lightning.


  He was His Excellency, Derek Radner, Chancellor of Khadam and leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  "Welcome to Khadam, Mr. Coulter." The Chancellor smiled and extended his hand. When I hesitated, he added, "I assure you, a guest of mine rarely comes to any harm."


  "Then I hope I am a guest, Your Excellency," I said, and reluctantly shook his hand, hoping that I was not expected to kiss his ring. I wished I had downloaded an etiquette memory module recently. "I apologize for the unannounced visit, but it was a sudden and uncontrollable impulse."


  He gave a deep, hearty laugh. "No need to apologize. It is my fault entirely for springing this on you so unexpectedly. You must be wondering how we got you here."


  And why, I wanted to ask. "Please. I'm curious."


  "I am forgetting my manners," said Triton. "Princess Ursula would chide me for that, if she were here. Please, eat and drink as you wish." With snap of his fingers, flying trays of danishes, croissants, fruit and coffee floated over the conference table from hidden alcoves. I poured myself a fresh cup of coffee and stood with the Chancellor at the window, looking at the sunrise.


  "I apologize for the method of invitation," he said. "Glyph enchanted the pad, and Myriad delivered it to you. All we needed was your signature. But I doubted the usual channels of communication would have been acceptable to your government, with the war being what it is."


  "I'm flattered that you went to all that trouble, Your Excellency."


  "Please, call me Derek."


  My hand trembled. One did not address the Chancellor of Khadam as Derek, unless one counted among his closest associates and his worst enemies. In short, those who were his equals. What was his game?


  "Derek." I tried the name out. Maybe if I pretended he was just another man, someone not much more than I was, it would work. I had to get over the fact that I was talking to a mass murderer and one of the most powerful men on Earth. First and foremost I am a reporter, and he was no different from any other person I interviewed. Objectivity was the key, and I needed to stay focused. Either that, or let my fear conquer me.


  "This is about the article, isn't it?" I ventured. "You want me to print a retraction? I won't...."


  "Of course you won't." He dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. "It's partly about that. Angeline read your coverage of the impending Handleman-Silvestri wedding, and you've made her right mad and envious. Once a thing goes into her head, she won't let it go. 'Derek, if you love me, marry me. Let's have a wedding to end all weddings.' Now all she thinks about is white lace, bouquets and hot, sweaty nuptials, but she remains furious about being denied a Juliana Silvestri original wedding dress. I reassured her that I love her to the end of time and back, and promised her a royal, fairytale wedding that even Ursula will be jealous of. You won't believe our plans."


  "And I'm here because...?"


  "She wants you to cover this blessed event, and I concur. Your live eye will capture the splendor, and your words will tell our love to the world." He took a bite out of his danish. "By the way, I've taken the liberty of examining your cybernetic implants while you were still in stasis, just as a precaution, of course. It's supertech the likes I've never dreamed, and I am not easily impressed. I had to replace a bit of optical circuitry, and hope I haven't compromised its integrity. Some subtle weapons installed, but nothing that I haven't already developed defenses against." He tapped his belt twice, activating and deactivating a forcefield as demonstration. "Gimble's work, I presume?"


  I nodded. "Just a few upgrades. Nothing major." And nothing new that could be considered a weapon, unfortunately. Gimble didn't do weapons anymore...the few offensive options were relic Cyber-Nostra gear.


  I took another deep swig. It was time to take the offensive. I had to turn this into an interview, make it my battlefield. "You asked me here for more than a wedding, Radner. If you wanted an observer, that I am. But to send Myriad to New York? You could have just emailed an invitation. I wouldn't have refused. And taking precautions and fixing my innards? That paints me as a threat, and that I'm not."


  "Aren't you?" He turned to me, and locked gazes with me. "You and I have things in common, Robert. First, few men in this world possess the genius required to solve an Archangeli conundrum. You and I have. Second, we are both men to whom the masses listen. You with your words, I with my leadership. And we both have a vested interest in a poor, lost soul in need of guidance."


  It became clear what Triton wanted. "Gimble."


  "Right. We extended an invitation to her as well, but it seems that she and your friend Mr. Hoekstra have eloped."


  The news was so unexpected that I dropped my cup. It fell and smashed against the floor, spilling its contents and spraying ceramic fragments at ankle-level. But none of the liquid nor any of the shards hit Triton: his forcefield activated as soon as the cup fell from my hand.


  Eloped? When Hooksy still had trouble getting to first base?


  "This day just gets better and better."


  Triton continued talking, ignoring my clumsiness. "Hoekstra called in and left a message for your boss, before our operation could take place. I was hoping you knew her whereabouts and would convince her to consider... immediate immigration. As you are aware, Khadamite research into Magenetics is the most advanced on Earth, and we are best equipped to help restore her human form to her."


  "And all you ask in return is the use of her talents from time to time. I'm sorry, I don't know where Gimble is. And even if I knew, I don't think she'd join you, no matter what I tell her."


  "You know as well as I that she would. Gimble has a price: to be normal again. Rebus proved that."


  "No. Something still bugs me, no offense to Gim. You know I won't sell Gimble to you out of the goodness of my heart. Not with just a bribe of covering your wedding to Sultry, which is more a favor to you than a pay-off. What are you really offering?"


  "Why, to offer you a place in the CSV, of course."


  I couldn't have been more stunned in my entire life.


  When I finally found my voice, it was squeaky and barely audible over the beating of my heart. "My aptitude test didn't indicate archvillain as a career option."


  "Think of it as a rare opportunity," said Triton. "Take some time to think it over."


  "With the utmost respect, Chancellor, why offer me a position at all? I'm a humble reporter with no powers, no Magene. And no drive for world domination."


  Triton laughed. "We're an equal opportunity employer. You don't need a Magene to join us; just look at Princess Ursula. You've the intelligence: you proved it when you solved the Odin mystery. Crime tempted you once. You ran with the Cyber-Nostra, did you not? That you chose to leave that life of crime and pursue journalism is commendable, but your choice of subject matter even in your new career cries out your need for adventure and a subconscious desire to act out your darker impulses."


  "I'm not cut out to be a villain," I protested. "I'd be an easy target. Dead in two seconds flat."


  "You survived Manhattan, didn't you? That alone is reference enough. I've examined your cybernetic upgrades, and you're more capable than you let on. Rest assured, we will take further measures to ensure your safety."


  "I still don't see why this offer should entice me. You're asking me to betray my country, and for what?"


  "How many journalists can claim having gone into deep cover as a super-villain in the CSV? Think about your place in history, Robert. You are the people's eye into the making of an empire."


  "And you the emperor?" I asked, with greater bravado than I thought I possessed. "As Caligula or Nero?"


  "Two-thirds Minos and one-third Daedalus," responded Triton, as he led me out of the conference room. "I prefer the classics."


  * * * *


  Triton led me through empty corridors to the bridge. We were alone on Skyhaven, it seemed. "Where are your cronies?" I asked, taking snapshots with my cybernetic eye as we walked.


  "In the city, or on assignment. Don't worry...I'll introduce you to your teammates soon, at the funeral. Meanwhile, enjoy the first flight aboard our renovated mobile headquarters."


  "Caprice's funeral, I presume?" The former Conclaver was found stabbed to death in a prison brawl at Leavenworth a few days ago.


  Triton nodded. "I blame myself. It was within my power to free her, but the war and Rebus took precedence. I will not make that mistake again."


  "My condolences." I glanced around the bridge of Skyhaven. Triton had adopted a neo-steampunk motif throughout the ship. There seemed to be an absence of holographic or optical systems. He didn't say it, but I could see that he feared that Doublecross, the master of light, would come for him. Apparently he joined ASH in believing that Doublecross was at large.


  Pieces of the puzzle were coming together, and I decided to test my theory. "Let me tell you what I think, Radner. You don't need me, but you need my familiarity with Gimble so that you can track her. You can't track her down yourself because she can make technology to elude you. And the reason you need her is to develop a defense against Doublecross, because Gimble has demonstrated expertise in holographic technology unlike anything you've seen." I watched his eyes and tried to measure any pupil dilation, but he gave away nothing. Still, I was on a roll. "No, that's not right. You intend to go on the offensive. That's why Myriad's in New York...she's taken my identity hasn't she? Just in case Hooks or Gimble try to contact me."


  Triton clapped his hands once. "Bravo, Robert! You've peeled away one layer of the mystery, but you're quite wrong about your value." He gestured to the captain's chair. "Please, sit."


  In for a cred, in for a meg. I sank into the seat, and the chair sensed my shape and molded itself to my form. It seemed sturdy enough to hold Triton's Strafe armor. "Chancellor's perks?"


  "You will be an essential cog in the CSV machinery, Robert. Ever since Rebus's 'pyramid scheme', I've lost more than an advisor and a friend in Labyrinthe. I've lost the moral center of the Conclave of Super-Villains. You will fill that void." He paused. "You look shocked."


  "Moral center and the CSV in the same breath?"


  "Let me explain." Another snap of his fingers, and a crystal column descended from the ceiling, containing a bust of Challenger, the leader of the twentieth-century incarnation of the Conclave of Super-Villains. "I am an avid student of twentieth-century villainy, both fictional and historical. If you look at the evidence, it takes a fool not to see a pattern. The ones that survive longest always had an odd member out, inevitably a fallen hero or a rogue with a golden heart. Groups that consist only of black-hearted scoundrels inevitably self-destruct from internal strife."


  I challenged him on this. "I don't see your point. The 'upright villain'...an oxymoron in itself...will cause more conflict in the group. You open yourself up for inevitable betrayal."


  "Precisely. Let's call this paradoxical member the 'Mirror' of the group. In a viable villain-cluster, you need a Leader and his Mirror. By nature, this Leader must be powerful, and willing to use his powers for the vilest of acts. He cannot show weakness, else he risks losing control of his subjects. In a Mirror-less cluster, then, there cannot be moderation in the Leader's acts, leading to an escalation of competing wills that rips the group apart.


  "But a Mirror is the perfect foil for the aspiring archvillain. The Mirror demands mercy, and the Leader grants it as a favor, without jeopardizing his ruthless image. The Mirror hears what the others whisper out of earshot, and acts out of moral need to police his own fellows. He listens, and reminds the Leader of caution and temperance even in the pursuit of their less-than-pure goals. He draws some of the animosity away from the Leader, but at the same time convinces the others he is a potential ally. A gifted Leader knows the value of the Mirror, and how to use him. Shall I go on?"


  "I get the gist. How very anti-Machiavellian."


  "Exactly. Entirely different from hero-clusters, but that's the subject of another entire lecture. Take two examples from that era: Vipercoil and The Guys."


  I shrugged. "I don't remember Vipercoil."


  "Exactly. Vipercoil couldn't and didn't last in Phoenix, not with their leader Iron Rattler fending off the likes of Deathfang and the Pit at every turn. Only Deathfang survived their intra-team massacre. On the other hand, The Guys were a stable mercenary group, with Alan Steel always there as Mirror to the group. Even though not truly human, The Guys would have disbanded long ago had his quest for meaning and ethics not acted as a counterpoint to some of their more psychotic members.


  "Labyrinthe was my Mirror, and when I look at him, I see who I must be. Under different circumstances, I would have chosen Tiara to replace him...but that's impossible now, with her resignation."


  I took a quick internal diagnostic of my systems in the click of a cyber-eye, but if there was tampering, I couldn't find any evidence. "And if I choose not to accept your gracious offer? I mean, life as a reporter suits me. Why should I give it up?"


  "On the contrary. We're not asking you to stop your excellent work. In fact, I encourage you to continue your articles. Tell the world our side of the story, when you're ready, or adopt a secret identity. Shed light on the darkness. Within limits, of course. There are state secrets of Khadam that must remain secrets."


  And he could exert editorial fiat, using whatever device he implanted in me. Right now, the only way out I could see was to make Triton reconsider his choice. Force him to rescind his offer without jeopardizing my own life. "You want me, Triton? Let me write the truth. No censorship, or else I refuse on principle, right here, right now. You want me to be in the CSV? Don't treat me like an outsider or give me a slap-happy, Kumbayah look at the Conclave of Super-Villains. Save that for your autobiography. I want the dirt, the skinny, and the gory to betray you all if and when I see fit. I don't care if your Khadamite superiors don't like it, or if your teammates get murderous if I point out they pick their nose in public. Threaten me and my journalistic imperative in any way, and you might as well go find yourself a publicist."


  I held my breath. I had just made an ultimatum to the Chancellor of Khadaml, one that could get me killed.


  Triton leaned in close to my face, but I held my ground and did not recoil. "A challenge. Brave. Foolish. Exemplary." He turned back to the Challenger bust. "Very well...and you've chosen a name for yourself, Challenger. I will protect you from any reprisals for your criticisms, even if I am your target. Once you've accepted my once-in-a-lifetime offer, you will enjoy full disclosure. But until then, I remain adamant about certain facts remaining unreleased to the public, on grounds of safety. You have until the wedding, Valentine's Day, 2025, to decide. In the meantime, you will be permitted to submit three articles to your editor at Para Magazine. Your first article should make the December issue, and should trump your coverage of the paragangs, wouldn't you say? That is, if you want to acknowledge your visit to Khadam. If not, Myriad will continue the charade and no one will be the wiser until the wedding. Or print two more issues, in January and February, covering your apprenticeship as a super-villain. Make your decision by then, and you will be inducted as a full member of the CSV, or returned to Manhattan unharmed. Look."


  On the monitor, the city of Ghat appeared, sprawling in the shadow of the citadel of the Technomancers. "If you think Manhattan's paragangs are vicious, wait till you see the factions below. How about a follow-up to your Manhattan article?"


  The temptation was great. On the one hand, I could become the most authoritative and unique voice in journalism. On the other hand, I would be a villain. Deemed evil, treacherous, homicidal and mad by the world.


  That I even considered it disgusted me.


  It wasn't that I was marked for death, or that I couldn't pass up the scoops.


  There were three moral and unselfish reasons to accept.


  First, he wanted Gimble, and he was right about Gimble's price. If I became this moral center to the CSV, perhaps I could keep her on the side of good, until we could help each other get out.


  Second, Triton was right with his theory, but not in the way he thought. Imagine a Conclave of Super-Villains without any morals, and a Conclave with a heart. Certainly longevity for a super-villain group is bad for society, but then so is an utterly black-hearted CSV. Slow burn or bonfire? Quick burnout or fade away? I preferred the option of internal sabotage for the greater good.


  Third, it was the unspoken challenge. Somewhere inside Derek Radner was a hero led astray, I was sure of it. That he truly believed in his theory told me that he once was on the path to good, but something had changed. Labyrinthe somehow reminded him of the man he could have been, if things had turned out differently. Who was that Derek Radner? What turned him evil? Could I take up what Labyrinthe left undone, play the role of the only ally Triton can trust to betray him for his own good? He named me Challenger, the evil counterpart of the original Solar Max. Was Triton crying out for help, looking for the hero he sees in the mirror? He threw down the gauntlet and knew I had to take his challenge.


  A bead of sweat rolled down my face. My thoughts flashed back to my hasty signature back in the "Tach". Great Machine, what deal with Mephistopheles had I signed? What if I had it in me to be this monster that Triton wanted to create?


  "I won't kill except in self-defense," I said finally, my mouth dry. I had killed only once before, when I ran with the Cyber-Nostra. It was either kill the Manson Haight clone or die myself. "And I doubt I'll find acceptance among your teammates."


  The Chancellor smiled. "Don't worry, you will find a way. After all, you are an expert in group dynamics." He extended a hand, to seal my fate.


  For now, I would see how his game played out.


  I took his hand, took the challenge.


  I am Robert Coulter.


  Challenger.


  =========================================================================== CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS ROSTER ADDENDUM


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Cybernetic Implants ============================================================================


  Next Issue:


  Coulter meets his newfound allies, and discovers what it means to be a Conclaver (with all the dangers that come with villainy). Plus, a new group of villains makes its first move. Join us for pre-nuptial mayhem next issue in 'VILLAIN'S APPRENTICE II: Old, New, Borrowed, Blue'!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, Robert Coulter was a strange choice for the newest member of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Originally introduced in Warden #13-15, Coulter was a narrator for an era of change in Manhattan. Now, with the ascension of Rebus, the departure of Burnout from the core CSV, and the introduction of two new members, it felt right to ask Coulter to narrate yet another important power shift. Hope you enjoy this twist.


  #23 - "VILLAIN'S APPRENTICE II: Old, New, Borrowed, Blue"


  [cover: Para Magazine, December issue. The cover shows Conflictostepping out of the shower, with bubbles stuck in strategiclocations for modesty. He scowls and points a toothbrush atthe viewer. The image is wobbly, probably because it wascaptured as the photographer was slipping. Caption reads:"The Real CSV Exposed!" A yellow sticky note on the lower left-hand corner says "Analysis enclosed - Grind."]


  



  [Page 12]



  FEAST FOR THE EYE by Robert Coulter


  I am not a diarist.


  (Eugene looks over my shoulder, and agrees. "You're far from 'direst', Scooter.")


  As always, I am your eyes and ears into the worlds that repulse you, the parahuman car wrecks that mesmerize you despite yourself. You have your worldview, I have mine; I cannot force you to change.


  But I can challenge your perception, show you things that may cause you to rethink what you hold to be true. After living for a month with the Conclavers, I have discovered their foibles. Do not judge us too harshly... we are human too.


  Mostly.


  Thus, I hand you a vignette of my first month as an apprentice villain, and ask that you merely observe and reflect. (Derek annotates my article here, pointing out that the observer interferes with the phenomenon being observed. "The sheep are as baaaad as the wolves," Eugene adds.)


  Here, then, is a photojournal of my first month as Challenger, captured by my cybernetic eye.


  * * * *


  PHOTO: A giantess strikes a small, dark and beastly creature with a collapsiron mace, who flies through the air against a jungle backdrop. He grabs at a passing vine, even as he dodges small, flying stones. There is a shimmering quality to the images, indicating a forcefield distortion as the image was taken.


  CAPTION: My fellow neophytes, TerraStar and Kaliban, test each other in the jungles of the Congo. TerraStar takes after her father, the twencen villain WarStar. Her specialty is the manipulation of elemental earth, and her GeoMace packs a heavy punch. Kaliban is genetic spawn from the Vivarium, a soldier with a penchant for soliloquys. He proved his worth to the CSV in a trial by combat in the courts of Ghat.


  Triton drops us off in the heart of the jungle, and expects us to find our way out while evading his robotic tree-crabs. During an impromptu meal of a python that Kaliban slew with his bare hands, I ask them their opinion on gifts for the blessed couple.


  Kaliban expresses his view poetically.


  
    Think you that Kaliban's thoughts conflict?


    O friend! My myriad words ascend the air


    As tritons sing, and spiral t'ward Terra's star!


    For he is Sea and she the summer Sun:


    The roars of seven oceans challenge her


    To dive and frolick fathoms deep this eve;


    A sultry sonnet teases him to climb


    World's atlantes and caryatids.


    He offers her tiaras made of storm and mist;


    Her strings of raindrop pearls she dowries him.


    The two stay lost in lovers' labyrinth,


    And vow eternal love. A ballad, then,


    Will be my gift, ever etched in hieroglyphs


    And last 'til galaxies themselves burn out!

  


  Polla brings a bit of her culture to the table. A pair of innocent- looking rocks drift over to her side at a gesture, and then the smaller of the two splits open to reveal what looks like a golden knitting needle, but without the knob at one end that keeps the yard from coming off.


  "A traditional bridegift from my homeworld," she explains, carefully lifting the golden rod from its rocky case. "Long ago, when the culture that was to eventually dominate my world was starting to be influenced...and enlightened...by other nearby peoples, brides started to object to the practice of sharing the bride with the groom's friends. They would often object very pointedly, in fact," she chuckles and mock-stabs with the shining object. "Over time, the bride-sharing practice vanished, but the poniard remained a symbol of bridal fidelity...no man would have her save the groom. Don't look so shocked," she says, although I don't think I do look shocked. "Your culture's wedding rings have their own dark past, conveniently forgotten by modern couples."


  The larger stone now splits open. Inside is a large metal plate studded with gems and attached to a short chain at two corners. "The pectoral here is likewise a symbol of fidelity," Polla explains. "The groom armors his heart against temptation. Most people use a much smaller pendant because of the cost and matters of convenience, but our leader does appreciate his pomp and grandeur, yes? Likewise, the poniard is normally baser metal plated in gold."


  There is a dark twinkle in her eyes, and I'm sure she's not telling everything about these wedding gifts. Maybe they're centuries removed from their original meanings, but giving a dagger and a shield to the bride and groom suggests a certain level of violence in marriages in her culture. Or maybe just honesty about the violence that enters all relationships everywhere?


  FACTOID: New recruits to the Conclave of Super-Villains are run through challenging gauntlets, like the Vivarium, the mutant-infested jungles of the Congo, or the heavily trapped hedge maze that surrounds the CSV stronghold. The first requirement of membership is the ability to survive under intensely hostile situations.


  * * * *


  PHOTO: Triton strikes a regal pose in front of the Citadel, at night, wearing his armor but with his horned helmet beneath his right arm. The AstroSpear is in his left hand, raised horizontally, its two tines of solar flame complementing the collapsiron central shaft and pointing to the right. The flames illuminate his face. A two-pronged trident symbol is painted on the right breast of his armor. In the background are fireworks.


  CAPTION: Triton leads the celebration on Christmas Day, the official anniversary of the formation of the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  "Merry Christmas, Coulter," says Derek. He hands me a gift-wrapped box, the size of a black-cel. I tear it open and discover what seems to be a pocket watch, but with strange dials, displays and buttons. A cybernetic link cable springs out when I tap the side.


  "What is it?"


  "It's a remote control and diagnostic for Challenger's armor. No idea where the actual armor is now, but I recovered this device from Haven last year. I had used it before to synthesize a hostile AI to invade Solar Max's armor, but the bastard survived the attack. It seems appropriate to hand it down to Challenger's successor."


  "Thank you." I do not know what to do with it. All it does is put more pressure on me to live up to the legacy of a megalomaniac from the last century.


  FACTOID: Triton has a fondness for the traditions and artifacts of the last century, before the Godmarket crisis eradicated the superhuman population. The jewels in Triton's crown are the AstroSpear and the STRAFE armor, but there are still relics from the past that he would love to get his hands on. Among these: the twin of the STRAFE armor and Challenger's armor. The STRAFE armor from this universe was presumed destroyed in Chicago in 1990, but Radner claims at least half of its pieces still exist. And Challenger's armor is an interesting counterpoint to that of the original Solar Max (which was obtained during an interstellar exile around 2000). Challenger resorted to heavy armor years before Solar Max did, thanks to the higher chances of assassination. Oddly, the two suits have many similar design elements. "Ugly thing," he says of the Solar Max design. "But either I find Challenger's or take it from JakZak's corpse. It should make for an interesting trophy."


  * * * *


  PHOTO: A chaotic shot of a combat in a breached meat locker in London. Myriad has almost completely shifted into a six-armed demoness wielding sharp meat hooks and is attacking Hotspur. The EUROPA agent has grabbed one of the hooks by the eyelet at the blunt and and is charging it with heat, while Coulter fires an entangling forcefield over Arc, who is heaving a side of frozen beef above her head.


  CAPTION: My first taste of pain comes when a reconnaissance-slash-retrieval mission in London goes awry. Glyph, Myriad and I are assigned the tasks of scanning Westminster Abbey and meeting Roxanna Croft there. But we discover that Sultry's mother has been placed under surveillance by EUROPA, and even as Glyph spirits Mrs. Croft away, Myriad and I are attacked by Hotspur and Arc. Only my forcefields and Myri's resilience prevent us from being incapacitated. While we manage to escape via our secondary escape route (a graffiti portal by Glyph in Trafalgar Square), Hotspur manages to melt the metal in my cybernetic hand.


  When I inquire as to Myriad's gift, she shrugs. "Coulter...I am entirely uncertain what to get. You'd get a better answer from a ball of wax. My mind changes as often as my form, because if I think about it while impersonating someone, my tastes mimic his or hers. Tell you what...let's go in on a gift together?"


  FACTOID: Myriad is not the first nor last of her kind. She is one of Khadam's most advanced myriform units, and her designation is Alpha-Rho- Fourteen. Myri tells me that each model in the series is numbered up to fifteen, due to a strict adherence to the 4-bit numbering system adopted by her creators. Pranir have four mutually opposable fingers...connection?


  * * * *


  PHOTO: An overhead shot of a vault containing nothing but a single blue diamond inside a glass case. A faint haze makes visible the lasers guarding the gem. Spiral pirouettes upside-down above the case, suspended by a rope tied off to a winch at the feet of Conflicto and Coulter.


  CAPTION: Sometimes it's easier to think of myself as Robin Hood, robbing the wealthy to give to the poor. It made me feel easier about stealing the Heart of Azure diamond from the private collection of the South American druglord, Roberto Vizeiros. Except Sultry is far from poor, and I do not have the affections of Maid Marian. But there is this one incident, aboard Skyhaven on the way back from the heist....


  "Gifts?" Conflicto grimaces when I ask. "A killer gag gift!" He tugs at his hair. "No! As much as I'd like to, I can't! That was the old Eugene. I really should get them a crystal bowl, shouldn't I? A crystal bowl like a mature, serious SENIOR member of the world's FOREMOST supervillain team!" He turns and walks away, muttering under his breath. I boost my cyberhearing and hear: "Gag! Bowl! Gag! Bowl! Must...resist...!" (Good luck with that, Eugene.)


  But Spiral smiles and adds her own contribution. "I am already giving Sultry her present. Dance lessons. At the reception, my newest pupil will dance a steamy dance for her husband that he will never forget." She waits until Eugene is watching, then blows a kiss at me. "Nor you, Challenger."


  I look at Eugene. His stare stabs into me, and lets me know (even though he denies it) that he has designs on Miss Kirova.


  FACTOID: The biggest flaw in the redesign of Skyhaven is the lack of more than one bathroom. Some of us think that Triton has an executive bathroom somewhere, but no one has actually seen. Either it is very cunningly hidden, or it is just a rumour.


  * * * *


  PHOTO: Robert Coulter sees himself multiply reflected in a set of mirrors, appraising his black leather jacket, adorned on the back with a silver outline of an eye with an exclamation mark in place of the iris. A silver twin trident pin, the new symbol of the CSV, is in his hand. One of his eyes...hard to tell left from right...is clearly cybernetic. Coulter's face shows somber concern. Cybernetic mods are also visible on both his hands. One hand is hooked into his pants pocket. Glyph is standing next to him, waving her hand over his symbol. Her new coif is medusan, with strands weaving out arcane sigils.


  CAPTION: Glyph outfits me as Challenger and magicks my symbol. I forgo spandex for an Everyman look. Her real name is Zephirah Reuben, and as the Conclave's last remaining mage, many responsibilities once held by others have fallen to her, such as magical transportation and wardings. Her powers are slow compared to Labyrinthe's or Caryatid's, but as a result of her patience and planning, the CSV is no longer as impulsive as its previous incarnation.


  "I suppose we're expected to bring gifts?" I ask Zephirah. "Frankly, I haven't known Triton for more than a few days, and know Sultry only by reputation. What would you suggest?"


  Glyph shrugs. "It is not my place to dictate what you should give. A wedding gift is a symbol, in many ways. It is a concrete representation of their love, yet it also etches out your own beliefs about marriage. Put some thought into it, and make a statement about who you are."


  "What are you giving them?"


  "I've been considering options from a variety of sources. Traditions differ among human and extra-terrestrial cultures," she answers. "For instance, the Pranir have an intricate system of dowries, contracts, and auctions to consolidate each union. Their equivalent of the wedding gift involves the donation of an item to the auction, with proceeds going to the bonded ones. Naturally, the higher the fetching price, the higher the donor's prestige. In comparison, Santari marriages are grim affairs, and the Houses display their wealth by commissioning a single objet d'art. Sometimes the gifts double as weapons, being symbolic of the House's confidence in the chosen family."


  "Somehow I don't think Derek would appreciate a gift-wrapped bazooka," I joke. But, then again, given Polla's gifts...a bazooka might not be too far out there.


  Zephirah puts the finishing touches on my uniform. "But to be true to myself, I may give them some magically illuminated text: an animated Kama Sutra, or perhaps a rare Simon Filius work on alchemical aphrodisiacs. I have no need for either." She smiles. "Ah, but I will not reveal the final gift idea to you, Robert. Sultry may be tantalized by the hints, but sometimes too much foresight kills the joy."


  Her choice of texts intrigues me. Her first appearances in the CSV seemed to indicate that she was a mousy librarian-type. But now, she is being bold with her hairstyle, drawing attention to herself. "Surely there is someone who could, ah, help you get some use out of those books?"


  "Twice before," she admitted. "But these days my heart belongs to neither man nor woman. I have my books. They fill the void inside me with a million worlds, instead of pain and disillusionment." She smears the Hebrew word 'emet' on a mirror with her finger. "Perhaps I'll make my own Galatea."


  Somehow, I do not believe her. Someone has caught her eye, though she loathes to admit it. Who, I wonder?


  FACTOID: Conclavers are required to wear the team symbol pin while on active duty, except on covert missions. The pin serves as primarily as a communications device. The original symbol was a golden ankh. After the Equinox, Triton adopted a silver, two-tined trident as the team's symbol, as compared to his golden version.


  FACTOID: "Emet" is Hebrew for "Truth". In the lore of the Golem, this is the word written on the artificial man that brings it to a semblance of life. And yes, I had to look that up.


  * * * *


  PHOTO: The photo shows the conference room in Skyhaven, with all active members present except for Sultry. Pizza boxes clutter the table, and everyone has a slice in his or her hand. On the main viewer is a picture of a woman wearing an animated suit of water, and another dressed like a clown, juggling metallic-looking balls.


  CAPTION: There is one question at every one of the weekly staff meetings that is dreaded above all others.


  Today, as we discuss the recent emergence of a pair of villains in Kuala Lumpur, Eugene asks the inevitable: "So what do people want on their pizzas?"


  A pizza order expands to fill a quarter of the time alloted to any gathering of minds. And believe it or not, there *is* a pizzeria in Ghat called Slyly's. It's run by an enterprising Pranir named, well, Slyly-Makes- Dough.


  Really!


  Anyways, it's a challenge each week to figure out how many pizzas we actually order, and what we put on them. Myriad will eat anything, so she doesn't count. Conflicto always asks for anchovies and pineapples, more for the shock value than an actual taste for them. TerraStar prefers meaty toppings, like ground beef, ham and italian sausage. Spiral is vegetarian, and Glyph keeps kosher, while Kaliban seems to enjoy trying different toppings while avoiding the spicier stuff. Derek refuses to acknowledge that fruit belongs on pizza, and writes. "Pizza isn't meant to be gourmet."


  "Why not order a pizza each?" I ask Derek as we eat. "Surely we can afford it?"


  "Rob! It's not an issue of money or waste," he explains. "It's the Zen of 'Za, a lifestyle! My father ran a neighborhood pizzeria in Chicago before his stroke. If it weren't for the Academy, I might still be there, slopping tomato sauce and grating cheese." He has a faraway look in his eyes. "Not that there's anything wrong with that. Just wish dad could see me now."


  "Would he be proud of what you've done?"


  Derek hesitates. "I live a better life than his, and I have Angeline's love. What more could a parent ask for his child?"


  FACTOID: A villainous duo in Kuala Lumpur is wreaking havoc in PROC territory. They call themselves Nereid and Jesterling. Triton decides it is to the CSV's advantage to encourage the rise of copycat villain groups. "If we inspire them beyond the standards I expect from paragangs, then we must be doing something right," he explains. "Co-opt them, if they survive. Eliminate them if they lose their respect for us."


  * * * *


  PHOTO: A shot of the photogenic Princess Ursula of Monaco in a designer Silvestri bathing suit, aboard her private yacht, _Perfect Silhouette_.


  CAPTION: Royalty calls me on the carpet, and it's not a red one.


  "Thank you for accepting my invitation, Monsieur Coulter. You have caused me and my father no small amount of inconvenience with your last article," says Princess Ursula of Monaco. "You and Chancellor Radner insinuated that I am the thief Tiara. A libel suit, if I ever heard one."


  "Will you demand an apology for telling the truth?"


  "No. What's done, is done. Since my resignation, I had hoped to resume my old habits of 'acquisition', but now, my travels abroad are too closely watched. The paparazzi, security agencies, fans and stalkers...how can I disappear when all eyes are upon me?"


  She seems resigned to the revelation...she knows this will likely be published, but she just confessed. Not libel anymore, that's for sure.


  "What, then, will you do now?" I ask.


  Ursula arches distractingly. "Oh, I suppose it was time to grow up. Playing at being other people...a daring masked thief, a dastardly supervillain...eventually we put away our toys, yes? The experiences were certainly diverting, and I learned quite a bit about both myself and the world around me in the process. But when all is said and done, my true role is that of princess. The glamor is still there, and the dangers as well, if more subtle than having a mad god ranting and raving a few meters over your head. I have had my mad whirl, the perogative of heirs to the throne, now I will settle into the position I was born to."


  "Quite philosophical of you," I note. And, hopefully, forgiving of her as well. "Oh...I've been asking everyone this question for the magazine: what is your wedding gift to the royal couple?"


  The princess, smiles slowly and runs a hand over the fabric of her bathing suit, in a way that clearly emphasizes the clothing and not the body underneath. "Let us just say that I have an idea of how to use the powers at my disposal to make for a happy wedding."


  FACTOID: When Monaco entered the Eurasian Union, it managed to gain a number of economic and political concessions that have allowed it to remain a center for luxury on the Continent. Recent events have caused EU leaders to question the merits of allowing Monaco this level of autonomy.


  * * * *


  PHOTO: In full regalia at a gala celebration, Triton extends a hand to fashion designer Juliana Silvestri, who is smiling as she reaches out to take it. Sultry stands in the near background, her expression overtly happy, but tinged with something unreadable.


  CAPTION: At the gala First Anniversary celebration of the founding of the CSV on Christmas Day, world-famous fashionista, Juliana Silvestri, for whom this is hardly the first brush with the paranormal scene, agrees to design a one- of-a-kind wedding dress for the future Mrs. Chancellor Radner. What will Scorch say?


  NEXT ISSUE: As the wedding approaches, I'm sure that the CSV will engage in more of the traditional pre-wedding events, although with their own spin on things. Oh, and I did decide what to give the happy couple, but I'm going to keep it a surprise. Like Glyph said, sometimes you don't want the bride and groom to know TOO much.


  



  * * * * S.T.R.A.F.E. Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated-Field Experts From the Desk of Captain Dan Tracey


  
    Hendrick - regarding Coulter's loyalties, I believe he has not yet been turned to Radner's cause. As "Challenger", he *has* stepped up to the challenge thrown at him, and I believe he may be trying to convey secret information to us through the sole means available to him: his articles.


    As I commented last month, he signaled his dilemma clearly. His journalistic career benefits from his membership in the CSV, yet it also places him in a moral quandary. If he is trying to maintain his integrity, he may not be able to tell us. Likely, Radner exercises his editorial control enough to deny us any overt information. However, Coulter is resourceful: he will most likely hide a successful message through the careful selection of images, much like the CSV's first broadcast puzzle.


    He chooses his insignia carefully. His notoriety began with Rebus's scam in New York. The choice of the Eye is not incidental, and likely points to his decision to incorporate visual puzzles in his arsenal. While not the first in the series of cybereye captures, it is perhaps the most personal, suggesting it may be the key to at least one puzzle, if not more. Notice that in the first picture of this series, the small dual-pronged trident is in Coulter's palm. Given his wording in the articles, I believe this is an attempt to draw attention to items in people's hands.


    Considering this and looking back at the first two pictures of the series, we have two held objects. TerraStar's mace, and Triton's trident. But note carefully that Coulter reversed the image of Triton. Why? To make the trident tines draw out the letter E. Following the Rebus motif, we can combine MACE with E. I suggest this calls attention to Macy Graves, a.k.a. the New York paragang supplier, Gimble. Given Coulter's loyalty to his friends, likely he is concerned by Triton's interest in them. He may be trying to trade their safety for further information. Considering Coulter's psychological profile, this scenario is highly probable. I recommend that we begin our own search for Hoekstra and Graves, though they must have covered their tracks well to evade the Conclavers.


    Not all of the photos contain prominent held items, but the next three that do are a remote control, the eye of a hook, and slices of pizza. Either "remote" or "control" would fit into a rebus, and "eye-pizza" could be the island of Ibiza. "Hook-pizza" or "hook-slice" don't suggest anything useful, nor does "eye-slice." It is possible Coulter has stumbled onto a plan to control Ibiza, or one that simply involves a remote base on Ibiza, and is trying to warn us. There is also a chance that the first two puzzles are linked, and he thinks Gimble and Hoekstra are on Ibiza. Or even that "Macy and Hooks" are somewhere related to pizza...or Radner's father's old restaurant? My gut tells me Coulter's not being so tricky, though, and that the two puzzles are unrelated.


    [Aside: Yes, I know the natives don't pronounce "Ibiza" with a z sound, due to the infamous Barcelonan lisp. And I suspect Coulter knows that as well. But just about everyone on this continent doesn't. Also, Ibiza has been particularly storm-shy since Hurricane Newt, making it trivial for Sultry to help them clear it of witnesses with a minor show of power.]


    If you look closely at the hand Juliana Silvestri is not extending to Radner, you can see that it is in a loose fist with the thumb and little finger extended. This is not a natural hand position, and it is possible Coulter asked her to make it for the picture as a further clue.


    While the position has a number of meanings depending on context, I believe it is meant here to be the "Call me" gesture popular in the 1990s, indicating Coulter wants to be contacted so that he can impart information that he is unable to work into a puzzle. This is reinforced by the reference to keeping things from Triton in the "Next Issue" blurb. I suggest we send Kleinvogel and Fadeaway to attempt to make contact with Coulter and determine what else he is trying to tell us. If nothing else, they could get some clarification on whether this entire issue is one puzzle or a series of several smaller ones.


    This leaves two segments that are not part of the "handheld" puzzle, the diamond heist and the interview with Princess Ursula. At the risk of reading too much into this, it may be that Coulter is suggesting that these elements are getting out of hand. It's also notable that both involve burglars...the diamond theft is the sort of thing Tiara would have done before her "retirement". Perhaps there is a level of conflict between Tiara and her former teammates that Triton does not wish to be made public, despite his promise of "warts and all" last month? Assuming, of course, that these pieces are not simply there for the overt information contained within them.


    Coulter's playing a dangerous game here. Unfortunately, Doublecross is taking up too many of our resources right now to give the reporter much help if things drop in the pot. I sincerely hope he survives this experience... without becoming someone else for us to hunt.


    - Dan Tracey

  


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


  Next Issue:


  A surprise party, in more ways than one!


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Dave -


  There will be a hiatus of uncertain duration, while Tony works on a novel. We'll be sure to let you know if it gets published, so you can all rush out and buy it!


  Meanwhile, I've pitched in to finish off a couple of incomplete scenes, since it would be unfair to post ASH #38-40 before CSV #24 (given that the ramifications of Juliana's appearance here are delved into).


  Tony -


  Tony doesn't have anything to add at this time.


  #24 - "VILLAIN'S APPRENTICE III:Best Man Standing"


  [COVER: Para Magazine, February issue. Bubbles, bubbles, andmore bubbles surround a disco ball. Lana Smith and JenKleinvogel's faces are inset into the cover, and the captionreads, "THE WOMEN OF STRAFE (AND THE VILLAINS WHO LOVE THEM!)"]


  



  THE BACHELORS


  TRITON / Derek Radner / Electrical Generation / THE GROOM



  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction & Viscosity Control


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Cybernetic Implants


  KALIBAN / Unknown / Monstrous Strength


  



  THE BACHELORETTES


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Control / THE BRIDE



  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  TERRASTAR / Polla / Geomancy


  



  THE PARTY-CRASHERS


  Jennifer Kleinvogel / Invisibility & Anti-Grav / STRAFE



  FADEAWAY / Lana Smith / Insubstantiality / STRAFE


  WHITEOUT / Nigel Hume / Blinding Light / LIGHT BRIGADE


  OBLIVION / Tilmann Schloss / Disintegration / LIGHT BRIGADE


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


  By now, you all know what the newsnets tell you about the Ibiza Incident: the wanton destruction of Klub Klastik in Ibiza Town on the night of January 23rd, and the wild reports of a midnight sun. The Eurasian Union blames the Conclave of Super-Villains, of course, but that's par for the course.


  The truth is more twisted than that.


  This is a tale of doublecross.


  * * * *


  You may remember the name Kleinvogel, but likely not. It's a name meant to be forgotten, an obscure footnote in the illustrious history of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Jennifer Kleinvogel's name was part of the CSV debut broadcast, one of the three claimed to have been kidnapped by the Conclavers in December 2023. Her Magene power allows her to defy gravity and bend light around her. She is a woman meant to remain sight unseen.


  You *will* know Lana Smith, the first host to Mister Strings. As Burnout, her wraithlike powers made her a force to be reckoned with. Once she played host to Mr. Strings, and twisted the minds of men. Though she escaped her puppetmaster, there are many paragangers in Manhattan who still quake at the thought of her fingers phasing through their skulls and tickling their optic nerves. No longer Burnout, she now calls herself Fadeaway.


  They work for STRAFE, which stands for Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated-Field Experts. STRAFE deciphered the rebus puzzle that I left in last issue's series of photographs, and sent Kleinvogel and Smith to rendezvous with me on the island of Ibiza, where Triton and Sultry would stage their bachelor and bachelorette parties, a stag night to end all stag nights.


  Under different circumstances I would not be telling you that I had intended to lure the agents of STRAFE to a clandestine meeting, to negotiate a deal to find my friends Hooks and Gimble. But this is my penance, says Triton: I must narrate my betrayal to the world.


  * * * *


  This is how it went down. The plan had been in the works for months. The guys all wanted (read: Conflicto wanted) to take Derek Radner out for a final night of 'chaste' debauchery. Sultry was insistent on the 'chaste' clause, and solicited swear-to-die promises from all the men. Believe me, she meant it. The women (including female-by-choice Myriad) would forego a bland bridal shower in favor of a similar night of carousing. The boys would paint half the island red, and the girls the other half. It took some delicate negotiations to determine where the line would be drawn, the gender line that must not be crossed on pain of death. The guys wanted to take the west side with Klub Klastik, while the gals would take Nextasie east of town. These popular rogue vogue establishments pushed the boundaries set by pre-Godmarket Ibiza clubs like Space and Amnesia, and were second only to the Berlin scene in all Eurasia.


  It was all in fun. Really.


  The set-up wasn't so easy. For weeks, Sultry had been tweaking the weather patterns in the Mediterranean. Nothing drastic that would bring undue focus on Ibiza, but nonetheless, the cumulative effects of cloud cover, errant squalls and general malaise dampened the amount of tourism that normally graced the island.


  The plan was to go incognito, or as incognito as possible. This proved to be a challenge for TerraStar and Kaliban, whose physical appearances were out-of-the-ordinary. In the end, it was decided that Glyph would enchant two outfits that hid the pair under simple illusions. Triton would leave his armor aboard Skyhaven above, and wear a forcefield belt studded with fun gadget extras. Even Conflicto toned down his look a notch to blend in with the crowd, adopting a garish look that screamed 'hick Combine tourist'.


  Yet there was one thing that Derek had forgotten in the midst of running a country, and that was the choice of best man. "To tell you the truth, it completely slipped my mind," he had confessed a month earlier. Eugene begged, begged, and begged (read, *annoyed*) until we weren't sure if he wasn't threatening to go back to the old, manic Conflicto persona that we all love and fear. That night, just before we were about to transport ourselves through our glyph portal, Derek snapped his fingers. "I've got it. We'll let the bachelor's night decide. Whoever is left standing and marginally sober will win the honors."


  "That's hardly fair!" cried Eugene. "You know how bad I wanna be one of them guys who gets piss-drunk at a stag party and wakes up in a strange, older woman's bed...."


  Derek cut him off. "Enough with the childish antics, Eugene. Where's the real man who's been helping me run the world's greatest threat? I need a man of true caliber to stand beside me. History will remember my wedding as the day I am completed. Will you show the world that you are worthy of my trust?"


  Eugene growled and straightened his phosphorescent cowboy hat. "I hate it when you pull that card, boss man. Fine!"


  Then, we took the portal and left Skyhaven.


  * * * *


  Surf-and-turf gorging and two strip clubs later, we staggered into Klub Klastik, dead drunk. Correction: I had filtered out the alcohol with my internal cybers, and only pretended to be drunk. I still had to make contact with the STRAFErs at Klastik! Kaliban was mostly sober too: he could hold his liquor better than us all.


  Klastik was all you imagine it to be, holo-glitz, soap bubbles, and gorgeous bodices, but at a quarter capacity due to Sultry's machinations. Too bad you won't get a chance to see it, now. But even the five hundred or so people in the arena-sized club filled the space with vibrant energy.


  "This!" shouted Derek, raising his martini glass high. "This is my last taste of paradiiiiiiiiiiise!"


  "I've drunk to that!" said Eugene, with a slurring of his words. "And to her! And her!" He eyed another girl on the dance floor. "And eshpecial her!" He slid onto the dance floor, through the bubbles and came to a halt in front of her. Words and innuendoes seemed to be exchanged between them.


  We watched the slap.


  And the next.


  And the next.


  "Poor kid," I commented. I looked across the dance floor at some women in front of a phoenix ice sculpture. "'Scuse me, guys...I'm gonna lasercut some bas-relief myself, scan?"


  Derek winked. "Go to it, buddy."


  So I made my way to the sculpture, where I made inane conversation with the women, they soon left me to stand embarrassed and alone.


  That was my intention, of course. My intention was not to find a date, but rather hoped that an enemy of Khadam would take the opportunity to contact me.


  * * * *


  "Mr. Coulter," said an unseen voice next to my ear. "This is a highly unorthodox place for a rendezvous."


  "Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?" I asked. I could sense some distortion in the images picked up in my cybernetic eye. Probably, there was an invisible person directly before me. "Agent Kleinvogel, perhaps? I've read your file."


  "You got it. Agent Smith is covering me, so don't try anything funny." I could not see Fadeaway, but likely she was phased and watching. "Had enough of playing villain? What is it you want?"


  "Three things, actually." I played it cool, and sipped my glass of white wine. "First, I need you to locate Hooks and Gimble. Radner wants them, but they're my friends and I'm concerned for their safety. Besides, I trust only Gimble to disarm anything Radner had put inside me during my 'upgrade'. Second, I want amnesty and protection for all three of us."


  "We figured as much. And the third?"


  "Tell me...exactly what qualifications do you need to become an Affiliated-Field Expert?" I smiled, and wished I could see the look on her face.


  After a long pause, Kleinvogel followed with a question of her own. "Why would you want to join STRAFE?"


  I shrugged. "It seems like a common career path for CSV expatriates. One that ensures a slightly longer lifespan than just walking away, at least. Wouldn't you say, Agent Smith?"


  I heard Lana Smith reply from within the ice sculpture. "He's got a point. You don't exactly write a letter of resignation to Triton, Jen, unless you're Tiara. Death, capture, conversion to light, or unexplained disappearances...but never just walk away."


  "Even IF...what could you offer us in return?" asked Kleinvogel.


  Before I could answer, everything suddenly went brilliant white.


  * * * *


  There were screams everywhere. Half a thousand people, already disoriented by fevered dancing...and Machine knows what drugs...were pushing their way towards exits they had nearly no chance of finding in their new blindness. We were being pushed this way and that, and I could hear people slipping on the soapy bubbles and falling to the floor.


  My cyber-eye's polarized filter saved me from being completely blinded like the others. While I could not see through my unmodded eye, I must have been the only one with *some* sight. I could see a white figure made of light, coalesced just above the array of spotlights and flooding the room with his blinding light.


  "What's going on?" whispered Fadeaway. She had been caught by the brilliant flash as well.


  "We're under attack," I said. "Stay close. I can still see." I reached out and took Kleinvogel's hand. "Agent Smith, I'd recommend grabbing my ankle and phasing parallel to the floor, through the bubbles. That would provide sufficient cover." Soon as I said it, I felt a ghostly hand tickling my ankle from the inside.


  With my cybernetic hearing, I could hear Derek's voice booming out a command to Eugene. Even blinded and hammered, Derek Radner took control. "Eugene! Neutralize the soap, now! CONCLAVERS! To me!"


  "Gotcha, bosh," said Eugene. He did something to the floor, and suddenly there was more traction.


  Perhaps THAT wasn't the best thing for Derek to shout, but it did its job. People scrambled away from Derek, while Eugene, Kaliban and I stumbled to his side, with the STRAFE agents at my heels.


  "Derek, Derek, Derek," a man's voice said with an English accent. "You left yourself wide open, didn't you?"


  "Whiteout!" Derek spat. "Is this how you treat your idols?"


  Whiteout, Nigel Hume. He was a super-reject from the early days of the CSV, judged unfit to be an Understudy of Crime. But as the rejects were sent on their way, Doublecross had converted them into beings made of light, and subjugated them to his control. Whiteout was one of the few in the Light Brigade who survived and escaped, instead of joining the team as Zone did.


  "It's a start," answered Whiteout. "Don't even consider moving a micron, ol' chap," said Whiteout. "And your belt's as good as dust here, Chancellor."


  I glanced at Derek's forcefield belt. It had odd holes drilled into it everywhere, like swiss cheese.


  "How did you sabotage my forcefield belt?" asked Derek.


  "Remember our old friend Tilmann Schloss, codename Oblivion?" asked Whiteout. "He had a mad-on for disintegration. We thought he didn't survive Doublecross's photonic conversion process, but we thought wrong. Poor Tilmann lost most of his mind, languishing as a cloud of ultraviolet light who mindlessly roamed the Sahara. When I escaped, I found him in the desert. He has been most receptive to my tutelage. A formidable apprentice villain, my Oblivion. Not as pathetic as your Challenger there."


  "Why are you here?" asked Derek.


  "My lord Doublecross has not forgiven what you did to him. He sent us to give you a swift death. Fortunately for you, I once held you in high esteem. *I* should have been your apprentice, Derek, but you didn't even give me a chance to be an Understudy of Crime. But I still respect you. I pleaded with him to grant you the chance to surrender, and submit to his photonic process. Join us, Triton. Or we will be forced to etch you a gravestone. Or would you prefer returning to the dust?"


  Derek tried a different approach. "Well put, Nigel. The kind of twencen ultimatum I admire."


  "Thought you might appreciate my attention to detail, sir."


  "But we both know you don't have it in you to actually harm me, Nige. You don't need to follow Doublecross. Join me, and together we can destroy him, and rule the world OUR way."


  "That's very well done, too, sir. It would sound even better, if only we were father and son. But no...there will be no place for non-photonics in the inevitable new order. And yes, I *can* look past my admiration for you, sir. Oblivion, please demonstrate my sincerity."


  At his command, the unseen Oblivion took action.


  Derek screamed. I looked in horror at his left hand. Two-thirds of his ring finger had been instantly and completely disintegrated above the knuckle. Electricity arced forth from the wound, cauterizing it, but would not cease to spark where his finger once was. There was nothing any of us could do. Kaliban's brute strength was useless against the photonics, and Eugene's power worked on matter, not energy. Myself? I suspected my limited arsenal was pretty much useless against light, unless Derek implanted something in me that I didn't know about. My forcefield was intact, so I might be able to get away alive, but then everyone else might die. I couldn't let that happen.


  "You want me. You've got me. We can't do a damned thing to you," said Derek, even through his pain. "But let the people go."


  "How noble," said Whiteout. "You ought to be knighted, Chancellor."


  "Noble? No. I just can't stand the thought of so many people being privy to my humiliation."


  "Very well. But keep in mind that Oblivion has you surrounded, so don't make a run for it. You'll be unpleasantly dusted. Oblivion, do make some exits for the scum, my good man."


  Though my lens did filter some of the light out, I could not see what Oblivion did to the walls. However, I could feel the breeze from the outside, just as the bystanders could. They flooded towards the fresh air.


  Oblivion and Whiteout made a formidable force. How do you fight light?


  An idea came to me then. It was very risky, and I didn't know if it would work. But there was little time to explain, with us soon to be stranded with just the photonic madmen.


  I had to act fast, while they were distracted.


  I activated a wrist dart gun port, on the hand that held Kleinvogel's hand, and loaded an Emp dart. Without any warning, I fired it point blank into her arm.


  Emp is a drug that affects paranormals, boosting their power artificially. My dart's concoction included a catalyst that sped its effects.


  The ensuing F/X must have seemed weird to spectators, if we had any. The group of us would have disappeared from sight, as Kleinvogel's anti-gravitic shell expanded and engulfed us matter-types. As for the light beings, they were repulsed by the light-bending sheath, and could not penetrate our little bubble. I lost visual again outside Kleinvogel's anti-grav field. For those of us inside the sheath, we levitated off the ground.


  "Whuh-whuh jus' happen?" asked Eugene, spinning in the zero-grav. "Manalive, how sloshed *am* I?"


  "Apologies, guys, and Agent Kleinvogel, but there was no time to explain," I said. "If I had shown my hand, Oblivion might have disintegrated the Emp dart before I had a chance to use it."


  "*Kleinvogel*?" said Derek. "*Kleinvogel*?!"


  "And Lana Smith," I added. "Sorry."


  "Great. Jen Kleinvogel AND Lana Smith. What a happy reunion. How coincidental that you decided to crash my stag night!" Derek sighed. "I'll deal with you later, Coulter, if we get out alive. So, Jen, any chance you brought Peregryn? We could really use him right now."


  "Maybe we should call him," suggested Kleinvogel. "If he can get here on time. Or EUROPA. But I don't know how long I can keep my boosted powers under control."


  I apologized again. "I took a chance. I've had a chance to look over Ms. Kleinvogel's file. Partial invisibility, tied to her anti-gravity field. I thought that if I boosted her efficiency, she would be able to deflect the photonic beings outside of her field."


  "Can't fault you for a quick solution, Challenger. At least it gives us a breather to think," conceded Derek. "I think a temporary truce is obligatory right now. Damn! Wish I could see."


  "Lana?" Eugene exclaimed. "How're ya, ol' ghosty-girl? Y'know, sweets, we missed you more'n that pyro C.J. I mean, stuffin' Drake with a nuke... tha' was classy!"


  Lana moaned. "Don't remind me, Eugene. I did a lot of things back then I wish I hadn't."


  "Now, *Strings* I don't miss," said Derek. "How's your boy, Lana? And C.J.? Is she recovering well?"


  "Carl's fine, Derek. And we think C.J. just needs a little time on her own," Lana said in earnest. "Congrats on the engagement, by the way. I always knew you two would end up together."


  "Thanks, Lana."


  It surprised me that they acted like old friends, even though they were nominally enemies. I suppose at some level they had become friends, though one was tempted to foist all her villainy onto Mr. Strings' machinations. Was it Stockholm syndrome? No. There were some good-hearted people who just took a wrong path, like Labyrinthe, or people forced into difficult situations like Lana or me. It frightens me that I myself was finding a kinship with my teammates.


  Kaliban broke my reverie and asked, "Can foes now hear what we conspire herein?"


  "Doubt it," said Kleinvogel. "With a field this strength, there'd be a sound barrier."


  "They can't hurt me," said Fadeaway. "I could phase out and get help."


  "But you're blinded," I pointed out.


  "We don't have enough time," Kleinvogel repeated. "The Emp might cause havoc with my powers and fizzle any second."


  "A zone o' ozone alone owns their bones?" suggested Kaliban.


  "Alas, I can't ionize that much oxygen here to affect Oblivion significantly," said Derek, after a moment's calculation. "Better to use smoke, if that even does anything to photonics."


  "Maybe I can phase us all out of here," said Lana. "But then they might still find us."


  "Get the girls?" asked Eugene. "Challie, you gots the comm in your cybers, natch?"


  Derek sighed. "What could they do, really? Only Glyph could do something if anything at all, and she wouldn't be able to get close enough or have enough time to draw on her magic. I need my suit and trident to beat the photonics. One stab with the AstroSpear's black hole tip and we'd be home free. Blast! I relied too much on my early warning satellite against photonics, and they must have taken it out somehow. Now we're screwed."


  "Wait," I said. "The answer's here, I know it." One thing that I had the knack for was seeing all the pieces and how they fall into place. Maybe fate was the foe this time, but it used to be the likes of Rebus. "Lana, you're not affected by gravitic fields?"


  "No, not while phased anyway."


  I muttered a thought-so. "Derek, you're the physics expert here. What would happen if Lana suddenly phased Kleinvogel? What happens to the antigrav bubble?"


  "Without a generating source, the field would invert...." Derek snapped his fingers. "Brilliant, Challenger! The bubble would fold-in on itself, and the suddenness would spew us out of the anti-grav bubble like a glove turned inside out. If the photonics are close by, they might get sucked in by a temporary wormhole! But the field would need to be stronger."


  "What happens to us?" asked Lana.


  "Oh, you'd be tempest-tos't, worse than us, being at the center of it all," conjectured Triton. "But phased, you should survive. As will we. How about it, Jen? A double dose of Emp?" Empowerment was a powerful drug, but it was also dangerous to the nth deg. It might cause Jen's heart to stop. Two doses may also acclimatize her body to the drug, making it forever resistant to future doses. Three was the most times a body could be affected by Emp. At least, in any sort of positive way.


  After some thought, she gave her answer. "Very well. I only do this, Radner, because you would be even more dangerous as a photonic."


  "Hugs and kisses to you too, Jen, hugs and kisses," said Derek.


  "Let's do this, then." I loaded the second of my three Emp darts into the dartgun, and aimed it at Jen Kleinvogel. Smith had taken her hand and prepared to phase out.


  "Wait! One lash ting," said Eugene. He grabbed Kleinvogel and planted a big sloppy one on her. She didn't see it coming.


  Slap!


  (*We* saw *that* coming.)


  Then, I fired the dart.


  Kleinvogel's eyes bugged out as the Emp further boosted her anti-grav field. We were being thrown this way and that inside her spinning and expanding anti-grav bubble, and Eugene was choking back his vomit. I forgot how Spiral always tortured him with spinning nausea.


  "Now!" shouted Derek.


  On his mark, Smith phased herself and Kleinvogel.


  The world turned inside out, and we were flung through the air over Ibiza Town.


  I hit the ground hard, and lost consciousness.


  * * * *


  I woke up at the glare of dawn, and found myself being nudged by Sultry's foot.


  "This one's still alive too," she said to Spiral. "Pity."


  * * * *


  The aftermath?


  Back on board Skyhaven, sensor readings indicated that Whiteout and Oblivion had been sucked into the inverted anti-grav bubble, and were propelled somewhere by the wormhole that collapsed almost instantly. Where did they come out? Derek guessed either on the other side of the sun or just shy of Alpha Centauri, depending on how Emped up Kleinvogel really was when she inverted.


  Derek received word that Kleinvogel and Smith are alive and well, spotted at STRAFE HQ. Apparently they didn't get flung halfway across the galaxy, to his annoyance.


  As for the CSV girls? They seemed to have had their own little misadventure, though I have yet to pry the details from any of them. Only a visible hickey on Spiral's neck hinted at something scandalous. Eugene tried to hide the fact that he was none too pleased, but failed miserably.


  * * * *


  Finally, the chat with the boss.


  Once Derek's blindness wore off, he called me into the Skyhaven meeting room.


  "You betrayed us, Challenger. You let two threats crash my party and cost me dearly." He stared at his missing finger, still cackling with electricity. "It feels like my finger's still there, but it isn't." He sighed. "Fortunately for you, your duplicity also saved us."


  "When you first invited me to join, you did ask me to betray you for your own good," I reminded him. "And so I did."


  "So I did, so I did," said Derek. "Would you really join STRAFE, if you decided to leave us?"


  "I never actually said I was leaving, did I?"


  "No, I guess you didn't."


  "Didn't you solve my photo puzzle?" I asked.


  "Of course," answered Derek. "Child's play."


  "Then why did you let the pictures go?"


  Derek smiled. "It was the maddening mystery you left at the end of your last article. I half-hoped you were going to give me Grind, or even Teller, as a wedding gift."


  I nodded. "Maybe it was a ploy on my part to find out where Hooks and Gimble really were. If STRAFE knew, I would have found out for you."


  "It could have been a lot of things." Derek put his right hand on my shoulder. "You're learning fast, Challenger. We'll call it even, this time. But for your little stunt, I demand two things from you."


  I gulped. "What?"


  "First, you will write an article exposing what really happened last night.


  "Second, you are hereby designated my best man."


  What have I gotten myself into?


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


  Next Issue:


  It's an all-wedding issue with guest stars galore! Will Coulter stay with the CSV at the end of his apprenticeship? What is his surprising gift to the Radners? And will Radner and Croft _finally_ tie the knot? Find out in the landmark 25th issue of Conclave of Super-Villains!


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


  Author's Note:


  We've recently started a discucssion group for ASH on Yahoo at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/, and we would really love to hear comments and suggestions from you.


  



  GIANT SIZED ANNUAL #1 -"Heirs"


  [Cover: A jeweled crown is juxtaposed with an old, rusty anchor,a pair of tridents are crossed beneath them.]


  



  THE FIRST ESTATE



  Pope Paul VII / Carlito Stagliano / Minor Anchor


  Aegis / Cas Kiris-Ierulli / Power Enhancement/Duplication


  THE SECOND ESTATE


  Maxim Rainier Charles Etienne Montesquieu de Grimaldi / Prince of Monaco


  Ursula Grace Caroline Maxine Stephanie de Grimaldi / Master Thief


  TerraStar / Polla Hectrix Termiddo / Geomancer


  Triton / Derek Radner / Chancellor of Khadam


  THE THIRD ESTATE


  The Eye of Horus / Devlin Marx / Anchor


  Burnout / Cockatrice/Mr. Strings / Ash Elemental


  Irrlicht / Petra Hollander / Photonic Being


  THE FOURTH ESTATE


  Challenger / Robert Coulter / Cyborg


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


  [Monte Carlo, December 11, 2024]


  "It is good to see you again, Maxim," said Devlin Marx, shaking the hand of the Prince of Monaco, Maxim Rainier Charles Etienne Montesquieu de Grimaldi. "Thank you for the invitation, though I wish it were under happier circumstances."


  Maxim sighed and looked out of the one-way mirror into his casino. They were alone in Security-B, where banks of monitors scanned the roulette tables below for signs of cheating. In particular, for the use of paranormal powers. "Remember the golden days of the twenty-tens? When simply creds, not lives, were at stake? It all changed with damn Triton."


  Marx caught a flashing light on a monitor to his right, and interpreted the readings. "Maxim," he said, "table seven, that man raking in his winnings on twenty-five red. Name's Emile Grande, who just used minor probability-alteration to win. Should I shut him down?" He did not tell the Prince that he recognized Grande as one of the Conclave's Fenris Wolves.


  The Prince nodded. "Please. Ever since our staff Anchors died, the paras have been getting bolder. I'll have a security detail escort Monsieur Grande from the premises."


  Marx fixed his eyes on Grande, and thrust unwavering reality like a spear to transfix the gambler. Grande sensed the Anchoring of his power, and glanced nervously at the mirror that hid the prince and his guest. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead. "He feels it," said Marx. "He thinks the world's Anchors gone, but a few of us are still in the hunt."


  Maxim finished talking to his people on his black-cel, and soon casino security approached Grande in the lounge below. "This is exactly why I asked you here, Devlin. I know your own fortunes have been decimated by Rebus, and your casino empire has taken a devastating blow. I could use someone of your talent here. Someone qualified to run my casino and with the power to Anchor my principality."


  Marx raised an eyebrow. "Your casino surely isn't in trouble?"


  Maxim sighed. "If it only were just the casino." He toyed with a switch on a T-caliper in front of him. "My family has made some powerful enemies. You might say that your enemies are mine as well."


  "The Conclave of Super-Villains." Marx ground his teeth. "Why?"


  "I can't say," answered Maxim. "But just between friends, I want you to know that you may be the only man capable of saving Monaco and my daughter from the CSV's wrath. A shield against them."


  Marx shook his head. "They have beaten me before. I cannot stand against them all, only a fraction of their power."


  "I don't intend for you to take them on in battle, my friend. Just be here to protect Ursula. I'll even offer you a royal commission. Just name it and I will make it so."


  Marx had never seen Maxim so shaken. The man was afraid to lose Ursula as he had his wife Renata. "Look, Max. Whatever Triton's feud against you is, it could be mere bluster. I see no reason for the Chancellor of Khadam to take interest in Monaco, of all places. *My* presence will likely only make things worse. But if it will make you feel more at ease, I'll stay and see if I am truly needed."


  Maxim lit a cigarette nervously. "I can't tell you why, Devlin, but the threat is all too real."


  * * * *


  [Khadam Citadel, December 11, 2024]


  She was Terrastar. Polla Hectrix Termiddo, Daughter of Empire, worthy of a mere three names and destined to be known by only one, looked down the length of the AstroSpear pointed at her by the man who now wielded her father's most formidable weapon. Derek Radner, who called himself Triton and dared to remake the AstroSpear into a trident, questioned her again. He had not been pleased that Conflicto had admitted her into the Conclave of Super- Villains without his approval, and he was still justifiably suspicious of her motives.


  "One thing still eludes me, TerraStar. Why have you joined us?" he asked. "If you are your father's daughter, then I expect you too were sent to conquer this Earth." He twirled the AstroSpear in his grip, demonstrating that while he appeared to wear only a fine Italian suit, he was clearly using some form of exosuit that enhanced his strength to the point where he could treat the multi-ton weapon like a toy. An implied threat...I am never as vulnerable as I seem. "Did you come to take this? Foolish Eugene...no sense of our illustrious history."


  Polla was calm. "I do not hide who I am. I do not hide the will of my father, the Emperor. He wishes that I re-evaluate the chances of a successful conquest, the same task that he was set to do. All this I tell you because it would be pointless to lie." It was true: her size, the crest on her armor, and appearance would have given her away. Rather, she concealed her true nature by pretending not to possess the full sorcerous might at her command, playing at the simple geomancy that had been her Gift since birth.


  Derek had his thumb on one of the Spear's buttons, and tapped it gently without activating it. "Such candor could get you killed, in certain circles. I'm afraid you cannot simply steal the AstroSpear. I've grown quite fond of it."


  She shrugged. "There is no pressing need to acquire it. I *will* inherit the 'Spear, yes. But when the time comes, it will not serve as my weapon, but as a symbol of my fitness to rule as Empress after my father."


  "Ah. But I intend to give it to my own son, one day," answered Derek. "How can we resolve this...clash of wills, so to speak? Without killing each other?"


  With one touch, he could destroy her with the weapon. It was a test of her loyalty, of course. Could she be a part of his team without acting on her ambitions of power? Or would he be wiser to eliminate her now? Polla gambled that Radner would not kill her so long as she remained useful to him. It was evident from the company he kept. The Conclavers all schemed and betrayed him, but he expected the betrayals. How could she convince him that she would not be expendable?


  "Firstly, I am expressedly forbidden to return to my dimension without the AstroSpear. My father unleashed its great energies to create a gateway to return home, but it also locked the 'Spear in this world, to brace the gate. I must discover an alternate method of return, and that may take years.


  "Second, you're Lord Chancellor of Khadam, and leader of the most powerful super-criminals in this dimension. With the demise of Rebus, that makes you the truest Emperor your world has seen to date. But you still have years to go before you amass enough power to rival my father. Thus, you are the true measure against whom I must compete. I will not take the 'Spear from you, but there will come a day when I will become greater than you in this world, when you will acknowledge that I have outstripped you in power. Only then will I demand the 'Spear, and you will give it to me freely."


  Triton laughed. "Well said, well said! A friendly competition to keep me at the top of my game, and you at yours. But the balance of power may tip and sway. Let us set a deadline for this race, then. Ten years to this day, at the stroke of midnight Zulu time. Whichever one of us has conquered the world by then, or a larger portion of it, secures perpetual rights for his or her bloodline to wield the AstroSpear. Agreed?"


  Polla smiled. "Let us seek Glyph, then, and set the terms in blood."


  Poor fool. She already had some ideas on how to bring Triton to his knees. All she had to do was follow the lines of power....


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, December 13, 2024]


  "Where have you been, Ursula?" asked Prince Maxim.


  "Abroad," answered Princess Ursula Grace Caroline Maxine Stephanie de Grimaldi. "No need to get upset, father. No secret rendez-vous with the CSV, if that's what you're worried about."


  Maxim sighed. "I don't like you vanishing without a word. Humor me and take Auguste with you next time. Or your newest bodyguard, if I can convince him to stay. Remember Devlin Marx?"


  Ursula smiled. "How could I forget?" She had amassed an impressive store of information about the ex-billionaire over her careers as thief and super-villainess. In fact, she had had "professional" dealings with Marx, or his property at least, a few years back, as the Laughing Oyster. One was a diamond-studded tiara from the Majestic Atlantic's vault, the other a lost da Vinci notebook on ancient Egyptian pyramid-building methods removed from Marx's private collection at the Desert Poseidon. She had only met the man once, however, at her debutante ball sixteen years ago, and thought him a handsome man then. Meeting him during her other dealings with the man would have been...careless.


  Little did her father suspect that ever since Triton had issued his ultimatum, she had been leaving specific reminders around the palace to guide her father's thoughts along the lines of bringing the Anchor to Monaco. It was essential to her plans to safeguard Monaco against any CSV reprisals, but not in the way that her father intended.


  "I look forward to meeting Mr. Marx again," she told Maxim. "Perhaps he will be more effective than your other watchdogs."


  The following day, Ursula visited Devlin Marx during his morning swim in the palace's private sea-water pool. It was a chance to try on her newest Silvestri original, a revealing yet stylish swimsuit that made bold use of coral motifs.


  "Leave us, Auguste," said Ursula. Her bodyguard bowed and left the poolside.


  "Princess Ursula," said Marx, climbing out of the pool and covering himself with a towel. "I didn't think you'd come for a swim so early. I don't know if you remember me. I'm...."


  "Of course, Monsieur Marx. Father told me to expect you." She smiled at him. "I've followed your career with much interest, au naturellement. As for the hour, few paparazzi expect me to wake this early in the day." She looked him over. Distinguished, as most people might say, but Marx had a dangerous quality to him simmering beneath the surface, much like Dan Tracey. Yet there was a quality to Marx that Grind lacked: maturity. Like her, Marx had seen the world before the gods, and the world after. She liked that. "You're quite fit. For a man twice my age, that is. Father seems to think you can protect me. But can you keep up with my jetset lifestyle?"


  "Don't underestimate men in their prime, Your Highness. I dare say, I would be a formidable match for you, even with your advantage of youth."


  "I can take care of myself, Marx."


  "Even against superpowers? Spiral could break your legs with a snap of her fingers. Conflicto could make every blink of your eyelids rip your cornea to shreds. At least I can even the odds."


  Ursula laughed. Eugene was more likely to grovel at her feet to give her a foot massage. And she had snuck Anya into many ballet performances across Eurasia, and bought loyalty that way. "Frankly, Mr. Marx, I don't think they'd dare touch royalty. But tell you what: If you can stop me from completing three laps in this pool, I will treat this more seriously." With barely any warning, she dove gracefully into the water and torpedoed towards the other side.


  Marx reacted immediately. His speed might not have been as great as when he was a young bounty hunter, but he was still quicker than most. Ursula herself had a surprising speed, and it would be difficult to catch up to her by following her. Instead, he leapt into the pool and prepared to intercept her on her second lap.


  Already, Ursula had touched the wall of the other side of the pool; one lap down. After all, she had won a bronze for Monaco in the 400 meter back in the 2010 Summer Olympics in Toronto.


  "Why didn't you go to the Games in Houston two years ago?" Marx asked, as he positioned himself to grab her as she came by. "You were sure to win a gold in Equestrian, they say. Or another in swimming."


  "I don't like being predictable. I enjoy the challenge, not the certainty of victory, Devlin Marx." She took a deep breath and evaded Marx's grasp by going underwater. She touched the wall and flipped around, but did not spring towards the other side as Marx had expected. If she had, he would have grabbed her by the arm.


  Instead, she stayed put, treading water as they gazed into each other's eyes.


  "Almost caught me, Devlin Marx. Few people come close." She swam closer to the silver-haired bounty hunter.


  "And how close did I come?" asked Devlin.


  She embraced him and they sank together into the water as her lips met his.


  * * * *


  [The Congo, December 14, 2024]


  TerraStar sat away from Kaliban and Challenger, who were chatting away about the first things they'd do once the training was complete and they found their way out of the forsaken jungle. The tree-crab units proved to be easily destroyed with well-placed impacts, a fact that they exploited. Only five more units left, given their mission specs. And even if Triton had planned to surprise them with tougher opposition, he was unlikely to tip his hand yet. So she took the risk and fell into a trance, tapping into the Earth's geomantic energies.


  Her consciousness drifted towards a ley line, and she followed that north to a nexus. But the locus itself wasn't what she was looking for. She needed the *users* of that power, allies to sculpt and mold. She needed to find those who unknowingly tapped the earth magic, like dormant volcanoes waiting to erupt. So TerraStar began her search at Mount Etna, and spread a thin ley net north to detect tremors of earthly power.


  She was not surprised when she detected two such beings in Berlin, right next to each other. She had considered them possible candidates from the start, and Berlin was a natural refuge for one of them. But dawn was swiftly approaching, she needed to make contact quickly.


  The concentration of earthly power made it easy to craft a homonculus of herself out of the soil of a potted plant near the two targets. Her soil homonculus spread its senses and detected the two women, sending sense analogues back to TerraStar. The first was a young woman who seemed like a quartz crystal emanating a pale light, but with an unfinished facet studded with rough concrete. The other was magma incarnate, with two eyes of black opal and hair of ash. They were perched on top of a stone building in the Western Quarter.


  The crystalline lass turned towards the homonculus. "What do we have here?"


  "Greetings, Light Errant. And good to see you are alive and well, Burnout," the homonculus said. "We've met briefly before. I am TerraStar."


  "Ah. The newest recruit. We've only half-met," sang Burnout.


  There was something different about Burnout, besides the change of bodies that Polla expected. "We knew you were trapped inside Cockatrice, but most believe you were killed in that fire soon after. But I do not sense in you the elements of water and air that once empowered the ice queen. Instead, there is the power of earth and fire inside you, the ingredients for ash."


  "Thanks for the update, TerraStar, but we are still blind and powerless," sang Burnout. "We agree, though, that getting back the ability to petrify people would be at the top of our list. That's how our warring personalities managed to come to a compromise this last few weeks. But unless you can do something about it, leave us be."


  "Ah, but I can." Polla's homonculus smiled for her. "My control over the earth is not limited to the simple movement of stones, I can bring your own elemental essence into balance far more quickly than it would on its own." Better to not show her entire range of ability even to allies, Polla had decided...especially allies that could so easily turn into enemies.


  The homonculus now pointed to Light Errant. "And you, Irrlicht...there once was a highly powerful ritual performed here, in Berlin. You were part of it."


  The crystal lady nodded. "Labyrinthe created his WorldMaze out of the remnants of the Berlin Wall. I wormed my way into the ritual and was able to access that interdimensional maze. But when Labyrinthe and Caryatid vanished, the WorldMaze seemed to have been destroyed." She shivered. "But I feel it calling to me, still."


  "You do not see that you are the sole link on Earth to the banished WorldMaze, yet it is clear to me." It was the patch of concrete on the crystalline form that gave it away. "Something prevented you from being banished along with the Viaus by Peregryn. Perhaps it is your nature as part-light. Maybe some sort of quantum entanglement, if my theory is correct. But you are the only person who can navigate through the lost WorldMaze and discover where the Viaus are. And that, my friends, is worth gambling on."


  Burnout smiled. "And all you ask in return?"


  "A new Triumvirate, banding together to conquer the world...and humiliate the Conclave of Super-Villains."


  Light Errant shook her head. "TerraStar, you have not lived with *this* Burnout. Trish and Tyra are both in her, and that makes for a very complicated woman. Literally of two minds and conflicting goals. Are you sure you're up for this?"


  Burnout laughed. "Hush, Petra. Since we two cannot harm ourselves or oust the other from our minds, we've come to negotiate with one another. The ending of our feud leaves us with the shared goals of power, and a combined hatred of Peregryn and Scry. They took our powers, and we want them back. So we'll join your new Triumvirate, TerraStar, and let any who stand in our way be turned to fine, powdered ash."


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, December 14, 2024]


  "I don't think that's the kind of protection your father intended," said Marx, cuddling Ursula in bed.


  Ursula planted a kiss on his lips, then slipped from his arms and out of bed. "There are many things that my father does not approve of, yet still I do." She chose an embroidered housecoat and put it on, then tossed a digital newsreader to Marx. "I'll be out of the shower in a jiff."


  He caught it and scanned the article displayed prominently on the front. It was an old story from Para Magazine by Robert Coulter, the one that told about the Odin deception perpetrated by Rebus in New York City. He sighed. Lorenzo Archangeli was once like a son to him, but his insidious plots hurt a lot of people, and Marx blamed himself for not seeing the signs of hatred in his protege.


  He noticed a flashing red icon indicating that a new issue of Para was ready for download on the lower left hand corner, so he tapped it.


  The lead story was a new article by Robert Coulter.


  Who had been recruited by the Conclave of Super-Villains. [Editor's note: see CSV #22.]


  The article's topic was shocking. But he had to read a few lines over again, and it dawned on him that a bombshell of a secret had just detonated.


  He felt numb.


  It couldn't be true. If it was true, then he had been played for a fool again.


  Ursula had just finished her shower and was stepping out of the bathroom. Without warning, Marx threw the digital reader at her. She caught it deftly, and raised an eyebrow. "What was that for?"


  "You're Tiara!" shouted Marx. "Ursula, how could you?"


  Ursula read the display, nodded and sighed. "I thought Derek might do something like this to spite Father."


  "What are you really after?" asked Marx, as he threw on his pants. "You Conclavers aren't satisfied with extortion, and now you're trying to manipulate me by making me fall for you?" He slammed the dresser next to him, hard. "Princess, Tiara, whatever...I want the truth!"


  Ursula put the newsreader down. "Devlin...my affections are genuine. I do not work for the CSV anymore, as Coulter wrote. But yes, I do have secrets that I haven't shared with you, but I was going to tell you, really I was. Promise me you'll hear me out."


  Marx grabbed his shirt. "I can't trust you at all, Tiara."


  There was a banging at the door. "Ursula! What is the meaning of this?!" It was Maxim's voice. "Open the door! NOW!"


  Ursula pinched the bridge of her nose. "Great," she whispered. "Dev, you better make yourself scarce. But don't go until I've had a chance to explain. It's a matter of life or death. Meet Auguste and he will bring you to meet me, later."


  "One last time," agreed Marx. It would be a good idea not to let Maxim catch them half-naked. He slipped out onto the balcony, hiding out of sight, and eavesdropped. He heard Ursula open her door.


  "What is it, Father?"


  "This! Fifteen minutes ago, the world found out about you, and the papparazzi are storming the palace to confirm it. You bring shame to our family name, Ursula."


  "Calm down, Father. It's not the end of the world."


  "But it could mean the end of our family line. Who would marry you now? Who would give me grandchildren and a future heir to Monaco? We must refute the claims, call it a lie by Triton."


  "Who I marry is my business. And you'll make things worse if you try to issue a statement either confirming or denying the accusations. By doing neither, you keep the rumor mill going for a while. What better way to promote tourism than this?"


  "This has gone far enough. It's bad enough that we are beholden to Triton already...."


  "I know, Father. We keep his children safe from the world, and this is how he chooses to repay us. Well, let's go down to the casino and give them their photos. That will keep them busy for a week or so."


  Marx heard the door close. He looked down at the harbor from here. Likely there were spycams trained on the palace now, and he hoped a picture of him half-dressed won't appear on the 'net. He re-entered the princess' suite and threw on a shirt.


  What was that she said about Triton's children? Marx hadn't heard about Derek Radner having kids. There was no reason for Ursula to let that secret slip, save for his benefit. Was she trying to tell him how much she trusted him?


  He sighed. Though he still felt betrayed, he'd let her have a chance to spill all.


  * * * *


  [Berlin, December 15, 2024]


  They met again in one of Light Errant's boltholes.


  Petra was skeptical about TerraStar's motives. But the woman behind the earth puppet seemed a lot more stable than Burnout had been, this past month.


  Burnout was hooked up to one of the devices she called "radio-strings", a carry-over from her Mister Strings days. While listening through the headset, Burnout was also amusing herself by jabbing a pocket knife repeatedly into table space between the fingers of her left hand. She did it fast and she did it blind. It was either a credit to her skill that she did not cut herself, or a further mark of her madness.


  Ever since Rejkjavik, Petra had been uneasy with the schizoid Burnout. Though on the surface, the new Burnout was a red version of Cockatrice, that particular personality only manifested herself a third of the time. Petra knew when Cockatrice was dominant: her voice was normal. But the Tyra persona sometimes hummed aloud, and when the two personalities were in agreement, Petra had to endure their sing-song.


  Meanwhile, the homonculus had manifested again, and was instructing Petra how to tap into the WorldMaze. "The WorldMaze was made from the Berlin Wall and all its fragments. But you and Labyrinthe are both bound into its essence, and that is why you were able to navigate it. What I'm going to do is to help you find that thread back into the maze, by boosting your affinity to stone. It's simply sympathetic magic. The Wall was stone, and if you become attuned to it, you will more easily control it."


  "Any idea where I might end up?"


  TerraStar's puppet shook its head. "Remember, it is still you who must master your power. I can only put you on the right path, not walk it for you. Ready?"


  Petra nodded. "I guess it was meant to be, with my name and all."


  "Then let us do it." TerraStar's puppet collapsed back into a pile of soil.


  Petra felt herself becoming smaller, but heavier. It seemed like her usual transition into light, only it made her heavy and not weightless. She had become a will-o-wisp that sank into the ground.


  But the darkness was soon cut by her light, and she could see the tunnels of the WorldMaze. While the ground was firm, the walls were not the solid stone they had been before the Viaus got banished. Instead, the walls were vapor-like and infinitely high, and there were only stars above in the narrow slit between them.


  She knew well enough not to wander into the mists. Instead, she began to explore.


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, December 15, 2024]


  Auguste Lamarche took Marx to the _Perfect Silhouette_ aboard a small launch that afternoon. "Do not worry, Monsieur Marx. We've the technology to conceal our approach."


  "Alien technology?" wonder Marx aloud. His Anchor would normally prevent supertech from operating, but off-planet technology still worked for the likes of him.


  "Something like that," said Auguste with a smile. "No one will see the _Perfect Silhouette_ unless the princess wills it."


  They boarded the boat, and waited for a second launch.


  Ursula soon arrived with two cloaked figures. One did not seem human under the disguise, to Marx's trained eye. Marx wondered who they were. Conclavers? He hoped they weren't Spiral and Conflicto, or else someone was going to swallow a lot of seawater.


  Ursula came up and planted a kiss on him. He reluctantly accepted it. "I'm still furious with you."


  "Don't be. Let's talk privately below, away from prying eyes and ears."


  The four of them went below while Lamarche kept watch.


  "Is this about Triton's children?" Marx asked, once they were below deck.


  "Not exactly. That's another can of worms. There is something that I do need your help with, but it wasn't something I could have simply blurted out. I had to know what kind of man you were, first. But now, we don't have the luxury of time." She nodded at the two cloaked figures.


  The two mystery guests shed their disguises. It was a young man that Marx did not recognize, and the other was a horrific hybrid of woman and beetle.


  Worse yet, she was visibly pregnant.


  "May I introduce Mr. Ross Hoekstra, a.k.a. Hooks, and you may know Gimble, the fixer extraordinaire formerly of New York City."


  Gimble grimaced and fidgeted with a wrist device.


  Devlin Marx examined Gimble closely. "So they're what you've been hiding, Ursula? Gimble, you've changed. Your transformation into a beetle was...perfect, excuse the term. But now...?" Marx gestured towards Gimble's belly. "I've seen this once before. It's not very common, but an Anchor fetus begins to assert its power over a transmog mother in the third trimester. This syndrome could be deadly, if the wrong internal organs are changed at the wrong time, but with the help of a powerful Anchor, the transition to full Anchoring could stabilize both mother and child. Are you in the third trimester?" Marx did a quick mental calculation, and recalled the Coulter article he read earlier, about Gimble's involvement in the Warden affair back in June.


  An Anchor child, conceived in June.


  He had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. "No."


  Gimble nodded her half-human, half-bug head slowly. "I...I had to keep it secret. At the time, I could not resist his seductive power. If he had known about the pregnancy, he might not have shot me."


  Ursula put her hand on Gimble's wings. "No need to justify what you did. We all make mistakes."


  "T'helldamn him," cursed Hooks.


  Devlin Marx shuddered. So this was why Ursula sought him out? To assist with the safe delivery of his worst enemy's child? He wanted to scream at her, shake her and tell her she was crazy. "Anchors do not usually pass on the power to their children. There is no Magene analog. But the Archangelis seem to pass on the ability to their offspring. Do you know what this could mean, Ursula?"


  "Yes. The blood of an Archangeli breeds true," said Ursula. "Devlin, you are one of the few Anchors left who can ensure that Rebus's child survives. But will the sins of the father taint this one?"


  Marx shook his head. "We can do our best to ward off darkness from the child's heart, but this is insane! There are those who would rather see the termination of the Archangeli line by any means, after what Rebus has done." Myself included, he hesitated to say. But would he really resort to infanticide? It wasn't his style...or nature.


  And yet....


  "What if the child is to be the vessel of his reincarnation? What if we become responsible for the birth of a vengeful god, instead of an innocent child?" he said, wiping his brow. "How will we know?"


  "We can't," said Ursula. "But a life is a life."


  "Even if that life chooses evil?" argued Devlin.


  "The child isn't even born yet!" said Ursula. "The choice to do good and evil cannot be given without life. I say the risk is justified."


  Marx shook his head. "I need to think about this." No, he needed to talk about it, and he knew who he had to see. "I'm sorry, Ursula, Gimble...I need some time to weigh the consequences." He touched her on the shoulder, then turned and went back on deck, intending to leave Lorenzo's heir behind as soon as humanly possible.


  * * * *


  [Vatican City, December 16, 2024]


  Devlin Marx sat sipping tea with Pope Paul VII in the Stanza della Segnatura, admiring Rafael's fresco, _the School of Athens_. "It saddens me that this may be the last time I will lay eyes on such beauty, Stagliano."


  "Hm?" The Pope seemed distracted to Marx. "I'm sorry, Marx. Sometime I hear...."


  In a whisper, the Pope asked Marx, "Do you ever hear it?"


  "What?" asked Marx. "The hymns?"


  The Pope shook his head. "Never mind. What can I do for you, old friend?"


  "Conclave business, I'm afraid."


  "The Conclave is dead."


  "Hear me out first," begged Marx. "There is something that I can only discuss with you, in private. A last conclave."


  "We are the last two of the Conclave, and these deaths have weighed heavy on my heart. Our methods failed, my friend. We can no longer pretend to control the evolution of paranormals in the world. Look at what Archangeli wrought: our destruction and his nearly successful attempt at apotheosis. The paranormals control us, not the other way around, Devlin. But there are many other things to attend to, for me. What will *you* do now?"


  Marx leaned back. "In the long run? Review and rebuild. Anchorites. Conclave. Each was a step to a bigger dream. Despite our failures, we *have* changed the world for the better...if only for a time. Twenty-odd years of manipulation is nothing to scoff at. But if I've learned anything in the last year, it is that we must change with the times. But do not abandon me just yet, Stagliano. There is a new problem. Pino's legacy does not die with his son, but lives on in his grandchild, yet to be born."


  The teacup fell from the Pope's hand, and shattered against the mosaic floor.


  "An heir?"


  "My reaction as well. It put me in a dilemma. If I do not raise a hand, nature might claim the lives of both Gimble and her child. Her paranormal anatomy, coupled with the inconsistent Anchoring, leaves it a gamble as to whether one or both would survive. If I do take pity on them and facilitate the transition, I risk the chance that an Archangeli might try again to claim godhood. But if I do nothing, will I have blood on my hands?"


  Stagliano went into a meditative pose. "And you think that my religious knowledge might help you decide? But do you come to me for my Roman Catholic tenets or my Egyptian ones?"


  Marx waved his hands dismissively. "I am not here for confession. But I do need to go back to Ursula and let her know why I chose to help or not, and I need to figure out what *I* believe. What would you do in my case?"


  "As Pope, I would support the creed that a child's life is sacred once conceived. But would inaction be such a crime? Would not God's will be done if nature were allowed to take its course?"


  "But what of our Conclave mandate?" asked Marx. "We did not kill in our attempts to control the Fenris Wolves. Instead, we tried to let them live out their lives but nullified the evil temptations of power. What monsters would we be if we do not give an innocent child the same chance?"


  "It is a tough choice, my friend." Stagliano sighed. "Listen to your inner voice, as I do. Things become clearest then. That is the best advice I can give you."


  Marx nodded. "I suppose you're right. My conscience will guide me."


  "Where do you go now?"


  "Back to Monaco," said Marx. "Time to give the princess an explanation." He stood, and switched to the secret ancient Egyptian dialect used by the Conclave. "May you spend millions of years gazing out at the setting sun, Light-over-Egypt."


  "And you, Eye-of-Horus, God be between you and harm in all the empty places where you must walk."


  * * * *


  [Berlin, December 16, 2024]


  Light Errant was still, well, errant. The Cockatrice persona in Burnout missed her. At least Petra was more interesting to talk to than the dirt- model. TerraStar was still working on freeing her eyesight. The first time she gained her powers, it took months for her eyes to heal. TerraStar warned her that the process could be sped up to a matter of days, but she had to let the element of fire catch up to the boost in her earth aspect.


  So she amused herself with her old puppets, listening to what they were involved in.


  That was how she heard about Rebus's heir.


  Burnout removed her radio-strings headset, and smiled. "You'll never believe what I just heard from my favorite puppet," she said and hummed a butchered rendition of the old Italian national anthem.


  "Who are these puppets of yours?" TerraStar's homonculus asked.


  "When I was Mister Strings, I had some back-up plans for manipulating those that were resilient to mental control. Some of my puppets got their hands on non-Anchorable technology, and I've been doing a little manipulation here and there. Though most of these radio-strung poppets were lost, there are two or three still active, and Petra and I rescued this unit after our narrow escape from Iceland. This one is the current Pope," she tapped the headset.


  "Ah, a major religious figure on your world."


  "And a pagan one, to boot. I've been messing with his mind as part of our initiative to destroy the Anchor Conclave. He has just had an interesting conversation with Devlin Marx. It appears our Tiara has been holding on to Rebus's flame, Gimble, and his unborn child. And that, TerraStar, is not something we can tolerate."


  "So? What do you intend to do about it?"


  "Sometimes, a well-placed whisper can change the world."


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, December 18, 2024]


  She would have a daughter, Gimble was certain.


  She knew she was carrying a child with a great burden and a potential for destroying the world. But she knew she would give her life to hold her daughter in her arms, and see the child smile and know she was safe.


  She would be the mother she wished she'd had.


  Tiara and Gimble agreed that they had to meet with Coulter, and make a little adjustment for him. They planned out the ruse with utmost care that afternoon. Coulter arrived aboard _Perfect Silhouette_ to discuss Sultry and Triton's wedding plans, and the princess greeted him while the others waited below.


  "Thank you for accepting my invitation, Monsieur Coulter. You have caused me and my father no small amount of inconvenience with your last article," they heard Ursula say above deck. "You and Chancellor Radner insinuated that I am the thief Tiara. A libel suit, if I evever heard one."


  Gimble switched on a device that foiled any technological spying in the vicinity. While there was a chance that Glyph had planted a mystical bug on Coulter that wouldn't be negated, they were willing to risk it.


  The princess and Coulter continued to talk on-deck. Gimble and Hooks made a few more preparations below deck, until they heard a thud. Moments later, Ursula carried an unconscious Coulter down to join them.


  "He's all yours, Gimble," said Ursula, nursing the edge of her right hand.


  After the surgeries were complete, they awakened Coulter.


  "Hooks! Gimble? You are a surprise, Princess!" exclaimed Coulter. "Who next, the Pope?"


  Ursula laughed. "Time to bring you up to speed, Challenger. Gimble has been able to circumvent Triton's safeguards in you and install a few surprises of our own, including a memory chip that will block out anything you see here. Don't worry; there is a command phrase that will restore these memories when you are ready."


  She continued to tell Coulter about their plans. "Gimble will remain here, until the child is born."


  "It's a girl," said Gimble with certainty.


  "The girl, then. Once she regains her powers, we will begin the construction of Monaco defenses, which we'll need if Sultry persists in her hatred of me. We want to be ready with surprises of our own."


  Coulter nodded. "And all you need is an Anchor. Do you think Radner knows about the Archangeli heir? Is that the real reason he's looking for Gimble?"


  Ursula shrugged. "I don't know. The only people who know are us, Jessa Dumont, Devlin Marx and Doctor Patricia DeBoer, Gimble's doctor at the Dumont Clinic. I stole all the files on Gimble right before we came here. As long as the others don't say anything, we we should be safe. We thought that you might know of some other Anchors who escaped the genocide, through your Para contacts...."


  She was interrupted by a jolt, as though the yacht had been rammed by another boat. "Intruders!" she shouted. The sound of fighting was heard above, and Tiara rushed to the wet bar and uncovered a secret panel. But before she could engage the security countermeasures, the intruders had forced their way into the yacht.


  Standing in front of them were Prince Maxim and Aegis, as well as three of Maxim's security team.


  Coulter stood between Gimble and the Prince's men, and activated a personal forcefield. "What's going on?"


  "Ursula," said Maxim, pointing a dart gun at his own daughter. "I cannot allow this travesty to continue. Men, arrest Mister Coulter and his friend. Leave the bug for Aegis."


  "How did you find us?" asked Tiara.


  "Aegis borrowed the powers of a minor telepath we detained yesterday at the baccarat tables."


  Cas Kiris-Ierulli, who was once known as Castor but now served as Aegis in the Pope's Swiss Guard, stepped forward. "I'm sorry, Your Highness, but your father is right. The Pope has sent me to inform your father of the demon that you have been harboring, and to help him find and eliminate the Beast. We cannot allow the child of Rebus come into this world."


  "You'll have to get through us, first," shouted Coulter.


  Aegis shook his head. "I don't need to. Have you forgotten what I can do? I am here to boost Gimble's paranormal power, enhance her transformation into a beetle."


  "But that will kill her!" protested Tiara.


  "It will be enough to see what God has intended for them. She may live, or the child might. It won't be in our hands."


  "Justificiation for murder, that's what it is." Tiara fell to her knees. "Please, Father. Spare her. She is an innocent."


  "And a collaborator and lover of one of the worst monsters ever to walk this earth!" spat Maxim. "You have brought this unto yourself, Ursula. As much as I love you, I cannot condone your sinful acts. There is a line to be drawn, and I draw it here. Proceed, Aegis."


  Aegis raised his hands, and pointed at Gimble. He began to take on insectoid features, and Gimble screamed as her own body became more and more beetle-like.


  "No!" shouted Hooks, and he leapt at Aegis. Coulter tried to stop his friend, but couldn't.


  The Prince's men fired their tasers at Hooks, and he fell to the ground, twitching.


  "This is for your own good, Ursula," said Maxim, as he pulled the trigger....


  * * * *


  [Berlin, December 20, 2024]


  A ball of light erupted from the floor and coalesced into Light Errant's lithe figure. TerraStar's homonculus watched with interest.


  Petra was waving a little Quebec flag. "Bienvenue, mes amis. Guess what I found on the other side of the maze?"


  The flag caught fire and turned into a burst of ash. Burnout smiled. "You found Montreal."


  "And you've found your eyesight," remarked Light Errant. "Things are going well in the Triumvirate, I see."


  "Indeed," said TerraStar. "I see we've each got special surprises for Triton, come his wedding...."


  * * * *


  [Monaco, December 20, 2024]


  Tiara dodged her father's tranq dart, and leapt at Aegis. She had to incapacitate him before the power magnification was complete. Aegis' empowering effect had often killed through burnout, and she did not intend for him to kill Gimble so easily.


  But even in his half-bug form, Aegis was fast and strong. His one compound eye caught the angle of her attack, and he dodged it.


  She had to try something else. She kicked her father in the solar plexus, knocking him out. While the Prince's men were trying to decide whether to help Maxim or fight their princess, Tiara pulled a pistol from one of their holsters, and pistol-whipped one after the other. After they fell, she aimed the weapon at Aegis. "I'd hate to kill you, but you could lose an antennae or two. You're not a murderer, Aegis."


  "An eye for an eye, Princess. Rebus killed my brother. I am only following the Good Book." Aegis continued to accelerate the change, and Coulter looked on helplessly as he comforted Gimble, who was rolling on the floor in pain.


  There was little time left.


  Ursula was about to pull the trigger, when a voice came from behind her.


  "Let's play fair and ditch the powers, shall we?"


  It was Devlin Marx, waving a crossbow in his hand. He transfixed Aegis with his gaze. Aegis began to resume human form, and Gimble reverted to a less-buglike form, falling unconscious.


  "Looks like I arrived just in time."


  Aegis was human now, and Tiara cracked a smile. She picked up a taser, stepped over Hooks, and unceremoniously fired it point-blank at a confused Aegis. Aegis keeled over from the shock.


  She turned to Marx, and embraced him. After a long kiss, she broke away and said, "You came back."


  Marx nodded. "I'm surprised to see Aegis here. Stagliano betrayed me, I see. I suppose I should have expected it." He nodded at Coulter. "I realized something, when I visited the Pope. Our duty to the world isn't to control, as I have long thought it was. Our duty is to teach right and wrong through example. If our heirs do not learn these lessons, then perhaps it is our fault in not setting the best moral example. If I decide that an unborn child must die so that it cannot stray into evil, then I am no better than the evil that I choose to fight. But if I help bring the innocent life safely into the world, then the child will have the choice, and the examples that I set. Thus, I choose to help Gimble and her child, and will strive to teach the child to do good, not inherit evil."


  "And that is why I love you," said Tiara.


  * * * *


  EPILOGUE


  [Nice, December 21, 2024]


  Coulter had been sent back to the CSV, with a passphrase locking in his memories of what happened on the _Perfect Silhouette_. Aegis was sent back to Rome aboard a train, carefully sedated and watched over by Auguste Lamarche. Prince Maxim awakened in his suite at the Palace, and seemed obsessed with his own reflection in the mirror. Servants noted his strange behavior and gossip soon spread throughout the palace.


  The yacht had sailed to Nice, where Marx and Tiara watched the sun set out in the harbor.


  "There's a chance Stagliano will try again. But I'll lead him on a merry chase away from Monaco. Let him think that I've taken Gimble and the child under my wing. He shouldn't suspect that Gimble and Hooks are still under your protection...and now that I've stabilized her condition, there should be no further problems."


  "I'll take better security measures, this time," said Tiara.


  "And your father? Are you still worried over that?"


  She sighed. "It had to be done, and Derek still owed me a favor. he didn't ask why, but I'm sure he's glad to be rid of my father. I hate having Zephirah lock him under a madness glyph, but I think it's time to claim my inheritance and make Monaco my own. First thing? Re-evaluate Monaco's state religion. Catholicism irks me, at the moment."


  "Will you free him one day?"


  "Of course. He is still my father. But not until I have bore him a grandchild, I think, and married who I want."


  "A child?" said Devlin.


  "Biological clock's ticking, and I'm not getting any younger." She smiled. "What will you be doing, then?"


  "Besides playing decoy? Tackle Manhattan, I think. Set up a new casino, and work on setting an example for Gimble's child. I think it's time I stepped out from behind the shadows and do some good." He hugged Tiara. "Of course, I expect you to come and liven up the place once in a while?"


  "Bet on it."


  And the sun set, like daylight's anchor into twilight.


  



  THE END


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


  Next Issue:


  Hey, there's still a wedding to plan! Be here for CSV #25, or forever hold your peace!


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


  Author's Notes:


  When I was writing the wedding arc, I knew there was going to be a problem reconciling what Coulter knew with what he could reveal to the general public. That meant that a lot of subplots that I needed to set up for the arc would not appear in the 'Para' issues that he wrote. This issue is intended to fill in those blanks.


  As a side note, 2010 was the first year the Olympics got restarted after the turn of the century troubles. They decided to stick to every four years after that, rather than resetting to the old sequence. We may go into the issue of the Olympics in more depth in future stories.


  #25 - "VILLAIN'S APPRENTICE IV:Altar Egos"


  [Cover: An elegant invitation to the wedding of Triton and Sultry.R.S.V.P.]


  



  TRITON / Derek Murdock Radner / Groom / Gadgeteer/Electricity



  SULTRY / Zuri Angeline Croft / Bride / Weather Control


  CHALLENGER / Robert Coulter / Best Man / Cybernetics


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Usher / Friction/Viscosity


  FADEAWAY / Lana Smith / Flower Girl / Ghosting


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Bridesmaid / Telekinetic Torque


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Bridesmaid / Shapeshifting


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Architect / Magical Sigils


  TERRASTAR / Polla Hectrix Termiddo /Architect / Earth Control


  KALIBAN / ? / Guest / Monstrous Strength


  TIARA / Princess Ursula of Monaco / Guest / Master Thief


  BURNOUT / Trish Catrall/Tyra Dumont / Party-Crasher / Ash Elemental


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Party-Crasher / Wispform, Hypnosis


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


  What the world saw was a fairy tale come true.


  Saint Valentine's Day, 2025 marked the wedding of the century between the Chancellor of Khadam, Derek Murdock Radner, and Zuri Angeline Croft. It was a royal wedding without equal. Even the spectacular union between Prince Maxim Rainier Charles Etienne Montesquieu de Grimaldi of Monaco and Renata Cassar Delia in 1989 paled in comparison to the literal magic of the blessed event in South America, at Angel Falls.


  You will remember this, from the official vids: picture perfect weather at the world's tallest waterfall, a tranquil scene. It was dry season, so only a thin stream of water fell from the top of the tepui and faded into mist. But the mists coalesced into an icy replica of Westminster Abbey, suspended a third of the way from the base of the falls, the result of a complex spell by Glyph. And Skyhaven appeared out of thin air, a hundred meters above the falls, signalling the beginning of the ceremony.


  First, a flower girl appeared at the top of the falls. Surprisingly, it was Lana Smith, the first Burnout to join the Conclave of Super-Villains. Despite her current affiliation with STRAFE and the circumstances of our last encounter with her, her friendship with Angeline still trumped politics. She floated down, ghosting petals from her basket back into existence. You may find it interesting to know that the rose petals they scattered were of a hybrid created especially for Sultry by Khadamite botanists, and named after her: the Sultry Rose.


  Drifting down from the top of the falls came Sultry, wearing her original Juliana Silvestri white wedding gown. The revealing dress and its long train were, of course, water-resistant and aerodynamic. Carrying the train were Myriad, who had taken the form of an angel with golden wings, and Spiral, who used her telekinetic torque to power a custom-designed parasol that kept herself aloft.


  Once inside the floating ice cathedral, you may have caught a glimpse of the impressive assembly of guests: ex-CSV master thief Tiara, the princess of Monaco, dressed in a stunning Silvestri recreation of a medieval gala dress; Juliana Silvestri herself; the Khadamite cyborg-general named Alloy; a Pranir noble merchant who gave the name "Clarity-Amidst-Chaos"; even Rex Umbrae took an unusual excursion out of New York to attend the festivities. Only Arnold Zugmann was conspicuously absent, but viewed the ceremony from Khadam.


  As best man, I stood with Derek at the front. Derek was all smiles. He was dressed in the Chancellor's official attire, instead of his Strafe armor. However, due to the lesson we learned at the bachelor's party, he'd had Glyph tattoo a summoning sigil in the shape of a trident on the back of his right hand. A simple coded tap would warp his suit to encase him no matter where he was on Earth, provided that the mystical link was renewed after each summoning.


  The two stood face to face at the altar and exchanged their vows. Triton put a ring on Sultry's finger, while Sultry capped his ring finger stump with a specially-designed wedding ring that dampened the crackling electricity.


  When they kissed, lightning passed between them, sealing the union for all the world to see.


  A perfect story to tell all your children.


  But the truth behind the glitz? When the king of the seas marries the queen of storms, you'd better batten down the hatches.


  * * * *


  The real spectacle came right before the wedding reception, which was to be held that night at the top of Angel Falls, in a replica of the Parthenon created by TerraStar. The wedding guests adjourned to Skyhaven, while Triton summoned the current members of the CSV, along with Tiara, to go over some last minute details of the reception.


  Conflicto was still sniffling, while Spiral rolled her eyes in disgust. "Be a man, Eugene!" she chided.


  "B-b-but it was beautiful," Eugene said. He was dressed in a white leather suit fringed with tassles and studded with sequins. "And I can't hold back my feelings anymore." He fell to one knee and reached for Spiral's hand. "Will you marry me, Anya?"


  "Puh-lease!" Anya pulled away. "Of course not! You're too immature, I'm sorry to say. I need a worldly man, you know what I mean?"


  Ursula and I stood by the wedding gift table and watched in half- amusement and half-embarrassment as Eugene began to throw a temper tantrum. "So, Princess, how is your father?" I ventured.


  The princess sighed. "As Glyph and I left him: a madman. I hate having to do this to him, but he left me no choice." I did not press for an explanation of Prince Maxim's transgressions. "I am regent for now, but in a year, if his condition still persists, then I will be crowned as official ruler of Monaco." She let her hand drift over the wedding gifts. "Which one of these is yours?" she asked.


  "Actually, none," I said. But before I could elucidate, several screams interrupted our conversation.


  Two uninvited guests had appeared at the top of the steps into the mock- Parthenon, hand in hand. The first, I recognized as a red and grey version of Cockatrice. The second was a blond woman dressed in blue: a quick search through my CSV recognition files told me that it was Petra Hollander, otherwise known as Light Errant.


  "Damn," whispered Tiara. "Coulter, I better fill you in while we have the chance. 'Crowns and anchors aweigh', my boy."


  As soon as she finished the codephrase, I remembered. Gimble; Rebus's child; Devlin Marx and the Pope.


  Apparently, a lot went on when I was aboard _Perfect Silhouette_ that had been temporarily erased from my active memory.


  "You and I need to talk," I whispered to Tiara.


  "Yes, but now's not the time." She slipped a few things from the table behind her into the voluminous folds of her dress. "Be a dear and fetch me a flute of champagne?"


  * * * *


  Several of the Khadamite High Guard rushed towards the party-crashers, but Cockatrice simply glanced at them and turned seven of them into statues of ash, as if they had been burnt up without burning!


  "Intruders!" shouted TerraStar. She raised her GeoMace and leapt at Cockatrice.


  "Oh please," sang Cockatrice. She winked, and in a split second, TerraStar suffered the same fate as the guards: turned into an effigy of ash.


  "Halt!" Derek shouted. "Nobody make a move, if you value your life. Cockatrice and Light Errant. What do you want?" He had his finger over the tattoo on his right hand, ready to summon the Strafe armor.


  "Don't even try it, Derek. Or can you do that in the blink of an eye? And by the way, I am not entirely Cockatrice," hummed the woman who looked like Cockatrice. "I'm Burnout."


  "Tyra? Then you're not here to cause us trouble?" asked Sultry. "This is my dream wedding. Don't mess it up, girl."


  "This isn't about your little ceremony, Angel. I never tendered my resignation, remember? I am still a member of the Conclave of Super- Villains, and I brought a date. I'm sorry I missed the main event, but I do come bearing gifts."


  "And you start by killing TerraStar?" shouted Derek.


  "Only to drive home the point that I mean business. Petra, please show our guests to the new venue."


  Light Errant nodded, and with her free hand unleashed seven will-o'-the- wisps. Two of the foxfires swirled about her and Burnout, while the last five flew towards Tiara, Triton, Sultry, Conflicto, and me.


  I felt a wave of nausea come over me, and suddenly, the seven of us dropped out of reality....


  * * * *


  ...and reappeared at the top of St. Joseph's Oratory, in lost Montreal.


  The sight immediately silenced the lot of us. When last the Conclave of Super-Villains tried to invade Montreal, Solar Max had unleashed a flare that sheared off the top of Mount Royal. The Oratory was spared, and had remained the sole structure that overlooked Montreal from the remnants of the mountain. Months later, during the Battle of Giza, Peregryn banished the Viaus...whose mystical links to Montreal also tore the island out of existence.


  But it was clear that we were in Montreal, though we had no idea where Montreal was.


  All we knew was that a giant statue of Caryatid was standing on top of Mount Royal, holding up the angrily roiling yellowish-orange sky.


  And off the shore of the island of Montreal, a titanic wall made of entwined statues of Labyrinthe penned in the water.


  Much of the surface of the island had been cleared and converted into farmland, which seemed to possess an unnatural vibrancy under the baleful skyglow.


  "Whoa," said Conflicto in a sniffle, looking up. "Caryatid sure has big..."


  "Shut up, Eugene," snapped Derek. He tapped Glyph's sigil, trying to summon his armor, to no avail. "Damn. I don't think we're on Earth, anymore."


  "Quite right," sang Burnout, as she exchanged glances with Light Errant. "Bienvenue a Montreal, lady and gentlemen. Welcome to Venus."


  * * * *


  Burnout and Light Errant led us inside the Oratory, and we went willingly, curious as to the nature of the events that had landed us on Venus. The old Catholic iconography had been replaced by images of Caryatid and Labyrinthe. Some citizens of Montreal were venerating the Viau twins inside.


  "As far as we can deduce, we are inside the impact crater known as Cleopatra, atop the Maxwell Montes, the highest place on Venus," said Light Errant. "When the city was mystically dropped here, everyone would have been killed by the atmosphere, if not for the intervention of the twin mages. All of their mystical power was directed towards the preservation of the city, and they are trapped in their roles as protectors and providers of sustenance. They will not answer, but the people still hope. And worship."


  "How did you manage to find it?" I asked. "And how did you bring us here?"


  Burnout laughed. "It doesn't matter. Light Errant and I are the keyholders who can open the portal to Montreal. Imagine it, Triton: the Conclave of Super-Villains being the vanguard in the development and colonization of a new planet. A secure and secret location from which we can launch missions to procure untapped resources. A new world to conquer, right under the noses of the United World. You think Khadam a jewel in your crown? Then Montreal is the crown itself."


  "Any pre-existing problems here?" asked Derek.


  "The Sans Rouge, under the current leadership of a liberated Polaire, runs the city and fosters the Cult of Twins. But a few Marshals have gone underground, he says, and command a resistance movement. With our help, though, they will soon be routed."


  Tiara raised an eyebrow. "But this city comes with a price, of course?"


  Burnout nodded. "You can keep your role as Chancellor of Khadam, Triton. But I want leadership of the Conclave of Super-Villains, or else you can enjoy your exile here, for the rest of your life. You have one Earth hour to decide."


  * * * *


  Burnout and Light Errant left us to talk on the observation level.


  "Yvan...and Claudette," said Derek. "We've found them at last, and yet they are still trapped."


  "Derek, I will not spend the rest of my life here. Not without our children," said Sultry. "I don't think we have a choice."


  While they talked, I tried to puzzle out the strange behavior of Burnout and Light Errant. My reporter's instinct told me that there were oddities that I had to address.


  Why kidnap just the five of us? Spiral, Glyph, Kaliban and Myriad were as much a part of the CSV, even more so than Tiara was at present. Was it just random?


  And why kill TerraStar? I knew Cockatrice from New York, and she did not kill with her powers with impugnity. She was a manipulator, much like Mister Strings. If she couldn't control her minions through fear, then and only then did she resort to her icy gaze. And if Mister Strings shared her body, it made no real sense to waste Polla without even trying to manipulate her.


  What was I missing?


  "Maybe we should let Burnsy call the shots," said Conflicto. "I mean, Montreal's a fun city, but do I want to be stuck here forever?"


  "If you had invited Kleinvogel and Lana was here, maybe another wormhole could get us out of here, Derek," I joked.


  "If only." He sighed and looked out at Labyrinthe's wall. "Yvan, what should I do? Lead me out of this maze."


  Something clicked then. Maze. That was the key to the puzzle.


  "The WorldMaze," I said excitedly to Derek. "That's the key, see? Light Errant accesses Montreal through Labyrinthe's WorldMaze because she was part of the original ritual, if your files are accurate. And that might explain why only the five of us were taken." I quickly voiced my concerns. "You see, only seven of us came to Montreal, because that's the maximum number that those two were able to transport at any one time. Like the seven youths sacrificed to Minos's labyrinth, each year.


  "But they didn't take Glyph, because they didn't want a mage present who could undo their new ritual. And they are both devoting their powers to complete the ritual. Burnout creates seven bodies of ash, activating dimensional portals to the quasi-elemental plane of ash, while Light Errant perverts those portals into gates to Montreal."


  "But there were eight bodies," countered Sultry. "Seven High Guards and TerraStar."


  Derek grew pale. "No, he's right, sweetheart. Burnout and Light Errant are not mages. They couldn't have done this on their own. They have an accomplice, someone with mage powers."


  "Glyph?" said Conflicto.


  "If we were only so lucky," I said. "I'm afraid there was a traitor among us, a hidden mage. She faked her own death."


  Derek nodded grimly. "I should have seen it from the beginning. TerraStar."


  * * * *


  "Bravo, Burnout," said Derek, smiling, when the two women returned. "You've trumped me. There's no way we can escape from Venus, so we are at your mercy. But in truth, I am glad to relinquish my command of the CSV, and focus on my wife and children and the duties of Chancellor. I will step aside and let you take over leadership duties of the CSV."


  Burnout and Light Errant both nod. "It is settled, then, my friend," said Burnout. "Let us celebrate."


  "And I have the perfect way to start off the celebrations," said Tiara. She slipped a box of Cuban cigars out from under her dress. Conflicto tried to take a peek but I slapped him upside the head.


  She passed out cigars to everyone, and Burnout produced a lighter and lit everyone's cigars. She took a puff. "Here's to Caryatid and Labyrinthe, saviors of Montreal and our gateway to the riches of Venus!"


  Just then, the cigars exploded in her and Light Errant's faces, while we Conclavers threw our cigars at them. Those exploded too, blinding both of them.


  Eugene immediately altered the women's tears so that they gained the viscosity of molasses. "Okay, okay! I confess! I went for the gag gift!"


  "Thankfully," said Tiara, who had swiped the exploding cigars from the gift table earlier. She watched Derek punch Burnout with an electrified fist, while I trapped Light Errant in a net of optical fibers dreamed up as a defense against Doublecross's minions. Just in case one of my assumptions had been wrong, of course. But it was strong enough to hold a normal as well.


  Sultry pushed Burnout down on the ground, hitched up her dress, and put a stiletto heel to Burnout's throat. "I know you can't use your powers, not while you two are engaged in this ritual," said Sultry. "And do you think I'd let you ruin my wedding and keep me from my children? Think again, bitch."


  "What are you plotting?" asked Derek. "We know you're working with TerraStar. That last gaze was a set-up, wasn't it? To delay us from whatever you're planning on Earth. Tell us what!"


  "You're too late," sneered Burnout. "TerraStar's off to Monaco, to destroy it."


  "No!" shouted Sultry, driving her heel down and drawing blood from Burnout's throat. "My mother and children are still there!"


  Tiara blanched. "Why Monaco?" But she and I knew already why. How did Burnout find out?


  "You know exactly why, Princess. Gimble is there, and pregnant with Lorenzo Archangeli's child. Or didn't you know that, Derek?" spat Burnout. "Princess here is harboring Rebus's heir, due to be born next month. You and I both know that can *not* be allowed to happen."


  Derek trembled. I could see in his face that he did not want to face another Archangeli ever again. But was the death of a potential evil worth the lives of his children?


  "Derek, you can't let it happen," said Sultry. "Make them take us back. I need to hold Cat and Alexander in my arms. NOW."


  I could see the fury in Derek's eyes, a need to kill the two villainesses before him. But I put a hand gently on his shoulder. "Look in your mirror," I told him.


  He turned to look me in the eye, but I shook my head and pointed at Labyrinthe's wall.


  He understood.


  "Let them go, Angel. We'll let them live, because our children's lives are worth more than theirs." He addressed Burnout next. "Take us back, so that I may save my children. I don't care about Gimble or the Archangeli. Just let our children go."


  "But Monaco!" pleaded Tiara. "Please, Derek...save my country too."


  Derek sighed. "Depends on whether we can take out TerraStar in time, Your Highness."


  * * * *


  The seven ashen High Guard statues burst into pieces, emerging from their wreckage the seven visitors to Venus.


  The first thing they saw were the unconscious forms of Kaliban, Glyph and Spiral melded into the stone roof of the Parthenon. There was also a smooth granite ball in the center of the banquet hall floor.


  "We can only transport seven people at a time, but we need to sacrifice seven lives to activate the portals," confessed Light Errant. "One reason why we wanted to control the CSV again was so that we can use its resources to create an endless supply clonses to use as portal fodder."


  Derek nodded. "My thoughts exactly." He tapped the sigil with an off-beat pattern and summoned his armor around him. He walked over to the sphere and, with a powered-up strike, split it in two. Myriad spilled out of the geode as an unconscious goop.


  "When and how is TerraStar supposed to destroy Monaco?" asked Derek.


  "In five minutes, she intends to use the AstroSpear to create an earthquake of extreme magnitude, centered on Monte Carlo," said Burnout. "Even Anchors cannot stop the passive effects."


  "Five minutes to reach the other side of the world?" Triton shook his head. "Even if we had alien tech, we wouldn't be able to reach there in time." He sighed. "But I suspected something like this might happen. Burnout, can she create the earthquake without the AstroSpear? Would she have it with her instead of just hiding it away from me?"


  "It would take much longer to set off the quake, and the quake would be much weaker," admitted Burnout. "We had to remove you and seize control of the 'Spear, to pull this off right."


  Triton nodded, and rubbed his wife's back. "Don't worry, my love. I can stop her." He turned to the rest of us. "Come! Back to Skyhaven, now!"


  * * * *


  We arrived on Skyhaven's bridge in record time. "Challenger! I need the remote unit that I gave you. Tiara, access the satellite over Monaco. I want visual."


  I opened up a storage compartment in my cybernetics, and pulled out the pocketwatch-shaped control. I tossed it to him. "What do you need it for?"


  "Got her," shouted Tiara, zooming in on TerraStar's position in Monaco. "Jardin Exotique, at the rock garden!" The computer enhanced the image, showing TerraStar impaling the AstroSpear into the rock at her feet. She gripped the Spear and began chanting and pressing a series of buttons.


  "You see, I planned for the eventuality that someone might steal the AstroSpear from me one day. Over the last year, I installed a remote control device into the Spear, improving upon its designs and adding an ultimate failsafe." He inserted the control unit into a pop-up unit that I had never seen before. "But I couldn't install the device into the Strafe suit, in fear that an enemy would try to destroy my armor first. I had to hide it within easy reach, with someone I trust. You." He punched a few keys in front of him. "So I installed the remote into the Challenger suit remote unit, hiding the coding there, and gave it to you as a present. Now, I can do THIS!"


  He slammed a big red button.


  On the screen, the AstroSpear suddenly became electrified with a strange glow, catching TerraStar in a cocoon of energy. She seemed unable to let go of the Spear, and then *imploded*. The Spear smoked and fell over, its searing point winking out.


  Conflicto had to pick his jaw up from the ground, figuratively. "You vaporized her??"


  "Not exactly. You see, I've been stumped by the dimensional gate abilities of the AstroSpear for the longest time, until the fight with Rebus. I realized then that I *could* create a minor dimensional pocket, much like the way the first Solar Max could with warp bubbles. But the limited dimensional cell could only be activated by unleashing all the energy in the AstroSpear. So, at the expense of having to find a new way to repower my beloved weapon, I saved my children and Monaco."


  "Is TerraStar gone for good, then?" asked Sultry. "Because I'd like to rip her limbs off, one by one...."


  "It's not a fully functional portal *to* anywhere, it just turns back upon itself. Depending on the extent of the power TerraStar was hiding from us, she *should* find a way out sooner or later," said Derek. He turned to Tiara. "But you, Highness, have been holding out on me. Gimble *and* the Archangeli heir? You *have* been busy."


  Tiara grimaced. "Just trying to live up to my reputation, Derek. What are you going to do now? The Pope has already tried to prevent Gimble from giving birth. Will you try to murder Lorenzo's child as well?"


  "I don't see a choice in the matter," confessed Derek. "You saw that the Galactic Warrior Corps would destroy Earth to prevent Rebus from becoming a god. What if the child had the same ambitions? What if Rebus himself reincarnates in his own flesh and blood? We cannot risk humanity's fate like that. I'm sorry, Ursula."


  "Death is not always the answer. We can teach the child to be good," argued Tiara.


  "Wait," I said. "There might be a solution that might please everyone. Exile."


  All eyes turned to me.


  "When the baby is born, let Gimble and her child be exiled to Venus. I know you'd have to use conventional methods, like an alien shuttle, to get them there, and be careful penetrating the protective barrier. But once there, it would be very difficult for an Anchor to return to Earth. You can still keep a close eye on the child, and no one would be any wiser as to her whereabouts. Gimble could help with the colonization of Venus, while raising her child, maybe even find a way to free the Viaus without dooming Montreal. And if the Galactic Corps decides to eliminate a god-threat, Earth would still be safe even if we had to sacrifice Venus. You would be firmly in control of the situation, Triton."


  The group mulled over my solution. After some heated debate, Triton finally consented. "You have it, Challenger. A solution to please us all. The child will be safe, for now. But let no one grow complacent... Doublecross is still out there, and we need to be vigilant. But for the rest of the day, let us eat, drink, and celebrate!"


  "Huzzah!" shouted Conflicto.


  * * * *


  I had to see Derek before the reception, so I asked him to stay behind on the bridge so we could talk.


  "So, Challenger. How do you feel about these four joining us?" He had updated Burnout, TerraStar, and Tiara's entries on the duty roster, and added Light Errant as a probationary member. I also noted that the status of Caryatid and Labyrinthe had been updated.


  "You're letting them back into the CSV?" I asked, incredulous. "Tiara too?"


  "'Keep your enemies close,' that's rule number...hell, I forget which rule it was. When TerraStar extricates herself from her dimensional prison, I will welcome her back as well, though under probation."


  "Why?"


  "Because they are right: Venus is too valuable a resource to waste. The progress of humanity may depend upon how we take advantage of this situation. Regardless, someone needs to take over while I focus on family. Sultry and I are out, of course. Tiara's out of her father's shadow, and since Angel and I will be on hiatus, her presence in the CSV will not cause friction between Angel and her. But I expect her to keep a low profile in any case, so leadership shouldn't pass to her hands...they'll be full enough anyway. Spiral's voiced concerns about Eugene's obsession with her, and has asked for a leave of absence. I can't trust the new Triumvirate. Eugene made an error, letting TerraStar into the group, so I am not going to leave the CSV in his hands so soon again. That leaves Glyph, Myriad, Kaliban, and you."


  "I respectfully decline the honor, sir."


  "Thought you might. I'm going to leave the CSV under Glyph's capable command, for now. Hope she's up for the challenge. Come on. The reception's in an hour, and we've still got to change."


  "Just one thing, Triton." I drew in a deep breath. "Remember you told me that I had until your wedding to decide if I could just walk away a free man? I think I will, after the reception."


  "Oh?" I could hear the disappointment in his voice. "But you've been a valuable member of the CSV, Challenger. We would have fallen many times over, had you not seen what we were too blind to see."


  "First, I can't condone the use of clone lives to activate these Venus portals." I suppressed a shudder. "Back in New York, Manson Haight's clones always gave me the creeps. But each one was a real individual with real personality and life, even though they are clones. You can't think that they are free to be slain for the purposes of progress."


  "Our views differ on that point, then," he said quietly. "Vat-grown specimens are simply that: created life."


  "Then you don't view Myriad as a full, vibrant person? Is she just a tool? What about Kaliban? Is his life worth less because he was a Khadamite experiment?" I shook my head. "We could argue this for years, but deep in my heart, I just can't be a part of it."


  Derek nodded. "And the second reason?"


  "You have Yvan back, sort of. He is a truer mirror than I. Look to him again. I'm not cut out to be a super-villain, mirror or not. But before I go...here's my wedding gift to you. A seven-year publication ban on what really happened today, including everything about Venus, Rebus's child, and your children."


  "Thank you." Derek reached out his hand, and I shook it. "You will be missed, but you are always welcome here, Robert."


  * * * *


  So this is the article I cannot publish, though I have written it to put my own conscience at ease. Instead, I wrote a fluff piece with the standard exclusive cybereye shots for Renny Moss, and threw in a bit that I was resigning from the CSV to become a travel writer.


  The reception that night went smoothly, as though nothing had happened. As I requested, two nights later, Skyhaven dropped me off in Casablanca along with a motorcycle. I intended to see the world, a bit.


  But before I drove off into the sunset, I found Anya twirling a motorcycle helmet in her hand, standing before me.


  "Hey, Coulter," she said. "Got room for one more? I could use the company of a worldly man."


  "You want to travel with me?" Part of me screamed that she was Triton's plant, keeping an eye on me so I wouldn't divulge anything disastrous. But another part of me wanted to believe she was truly interested in me.


  "Hells. How could it hurt?" I shrugged.


  My name is Robert Coulter.


  I was once a super-villain.


  



  THE END


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


  Next Issue:


  Tony's going on hiatus (see below), so no plans at the moment.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Good news and bad news. The good news is, I've finally finished the "Villain's Apprentice" arc to my satisfaction, and revealed a lot of stuff that has been brewing in the background for years. I've also freed up the CSV characters for Dave, whose storylines have jumped way ahead of the CSV timeline. Now we're all caught up.


  The bad news is, I *am* going to take a hiatus from this series. I do have a lot of stories still waiting to be told, but I'd really like to work on a novel (as previous Author's Notes have stated). My other ideas also deviate from the CSV mode, as I am considering a mini-series called "PARAGANGS OF NEW YORK", based on NYC after Warden, and the machinations of Devlin Marx. No timeline for this, as yet.


  More good news, though: the characters are available for use by other authors, if the storylines they appear in are approved by me and Dave. Some new ASH authors are appearing on RACC, like Wil Alambre, or contemplating writing for ASH. I hope to see people contribute to the future of ASH.


  One strange coincidence I found: Angeline Croft is the name of Lara Croft (Tomb Raider)'s mother. That was completely unexpected and unintended. But Sultry's full name is Zuri (means 'beautiful' in Swahili) Angeline Croft, so that makes a difference.


  My thanks to Dave Van Domelen, Marc Singer, Matt Rossi and John Scheibeler for all the input into my storylines in the past.


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


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


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