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  #1 - "RIDDLES AND TRAGEDIES, ACT I: Shadow of the Sphinx"


  [cover shows Castor and Pollux's faces...Pollux's smilingunderneath a funeral shroud, while Castor's is miserable andcrying, similar to the Comedy and Tragedy masks.]


  



  EUROPA ROLL CALL



  ARC / Claire Auger of FRANCE / Kinetic Energy Battery / ACTIVE


  YMIR / Erik Qvenhild of SWEDEN / Cold Projection / ACTIVE


  ONI / Saori Taya of JAPAN / Astral Form/Magnetism / ACTIVE


  RASPUTIN / Yevgeny Sosnov of RUSSIA / Illusions / MEDICALLEAVE


  CASTOR / Cas Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / PSYCHIATRICLEAVE


  POLLUX / Pol Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / DECEASED


  HOTSPUR / Harry Keane of ENGLAND / Metal-Melting / PROBATION


  LLYR / Daffyd Glwych Garanhir of WALES / Photon Manipulation / CANDIDATE


  



  [NOTE: All conversations are in French, the official language of the Eurasian Union, unless otherwise indicated. Hotspur speaks a basilect of Eurolac, not the acrolect of Eurolac that is steadily increasing in prominence in the Eurasian Union.]



  



  MORNING, JANUARY 5th, 2024


  Claire Auger wanted to run, far away from the cemetery where Lieutenant Pol Ierulli-Kiris, agent of EUROPA, was being buried.


  She had always hated funerals. They had been taught to cope with death at the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia, the training ground for the paranormal talents of the Eurasian Union, due to the twenty-odd cases of Neural Overload Syndrome. Over the years, she had lost many classmates and a few friends to burnout, as it was more commonly known. But this time, it was Pol...her best friend, murdered in battle with the Conclave of Super- Villains.


  What made things worse was what his brother Cas said during the eulogies. She knew Pol was in love with her; she wasn't blind. But if Pollux never had the courage to confess his love to her, it was none of Castor's business to tell the world.


  She wanted to run...but for Pol, the least she could do was to offer her condolences to his parents. Claire took a deep breath and marched through the blur of people towards the Ierullis and the Kiris.


  "Claire!" Castor embraced her, and an incredible sadness came over her. How Cas looked and sounded exactly like his twin, she thought. Only...Cas wasn't Pol. She once thought they were indistinguishable, but there were subtle personality differences that made them unique. There was a need in Castor's hug that scared her, and she pulled away. "Have you met my parents?" asked Castor, his tired face brightening.


  "No, I haven't," answered Claire.


  "This is my Mom and Dad," said Castor, touching the shoulders of the Italian couple, his birth parents. "And my Papa and Mama." The other two, a Greek couple, nodded. They must be Pol's birth parents, Claire thought. "This is Claire Auger...you know her as Arc."


  "The one that Pol..." Mrs. Kiris started to say, but her husband nudged her gently with an elbow. She glared at him. "Pleased to meet you, Miss Auger."


  Claire blushed. "Likewise, though I wish we met under happier circumstances," she answered. "I'm so sorry for your loss, Monsieur et Madame Kiris."


  Mr. Ierulli's face darkened and Mrs. Ierulli began to sob uncontrollably. "Pol was our son, too," said Mr. Ierulli, putting his arm around Mrs. Ierulli. The woman's tears proved too much for Mrs. Kiris, who embraced Mrs. Ierulli and began to cry as well.


  Claire realized she had committed a faux-pas. "I-I'm sorry...I didn't mean...I meant it was as much your loss as theirs," stammered Claire. "I'm so sorry." She couldn't handle it anymore. She turned and hastened into the crowd, pushing past Llyr, one of the students at the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia who came down to pay their respects.


  "Claire, wait!" shouted Castor. She ignored his call and kept going, not caring where she went. She thought she also heard Jay Teller call out to her, and for a second she was tempted to stop and collapse in his arms. But that would make her feel even guiltier than she felt right now.


  How could she have forgotten, so soon after the eulogies? She must be under more stress than she thought. Pol told her before: the Dioscuri had a unique family situation. Back in 1999 in Umbria, Italy, two children were born at the same precise moment to two different couples - a rich Italian couple and a poor Greek immigrant couple escaping the chaos of the Godmarket a year before for the relative stability of Italy.


  Since Europe maintained a DNA database on newborns prior to the Godmarket, it was deemed essential after the disaster of 1998 which wiped out half the world's population to keep track of the reappearance of the Magene. When the computer reported an apparent glitch, two identical records being submitted from different hospitals, rumours of the miracle babies began to circulate. Later testing confirmed that the children's DNA fingerprints were identical, but somehow their DNA were completely different from both sets of parents. Some speculated that telepathic and nanotelekinetic powers during the pre-natal period caused simultaneous DNA restructuring to give life to the psychic twins. The religious, including the four parents, believed it to be a miracle. They raised the two children together, believing it best for the twins.


  Claire kept running, trying to outrun her falling tears.


  * * * *


  MORNING, JANUARY 7th, 2024


  "She's still not back," said Castor as he entered Tony Drake's room in EUROPA's Parabiology Ward. "Don't you think we should look for her? Do you think she's in trouble?"


  Hotspur shrugged. "Damen. Who knows onde sie ist. Youz in or aus? Sit iffen yaz are." His Eurolac patois was sometimes difficult to understand, but he really had a way of getting his point across. Especially when he was mad...then it was time to step back from anything metallic. "Drako e Rasputin still be gagnen, th'lykke rats."


  "Hell, if I'm lucky enough to live through a neutron bomb exploding in my guts, I figure I oughtta milk my luck for all its worth," Tony Drake joked.


  "I'm not in the mood for games!" said Castor. "What if she ran afoul of the Vogue-ghouls? Or worse yet, the Conclave of Super-Villains?"


  "Five card stud, one-eyed Jacks are wild," said Yevgeny 'Rasputin' Sosnov, the illusionist and team leader of EUROPA, in his heavily accented English. Though the doctors said his spinal injuries meant he may never walk again, his hands were as agile as ever as he shuffled the cards with the finesse of a magician. He dealt the hole cards to each player at the table: the invulnerable Tony Drake of STRAFE; Jay Teller of STRAFE, ace marksman; Harry 'Hotspur' Keane, EUROPA's agent recently reinstated to the team, with the power to melt metals; and Saori 'Oni' Taya, EUROPA's newest member with the power of astral projection and manifestation as a magnetic ghost.


  "Arc can take care of herself. She needs some time to herself, Cas." Rasputin wore his poker face over his mask of bravery, like they were his illusions. "You look tired, Hotspur. Maybe you should be taking a rest," said Rasputin. "You too, Teller."


  "Tired? Nay, gruppa yaz ain't bin 'tired' less yaz raved 'vec th'Tymmytes. THEYZ machen yaz 'tired.' Deal on, migo. Ich gagne toute m'Euro stash fore lang," said Hotspur.


  "Yeah, one last hand," said Jay Teller, leaning back on the tacky orange couch in Drake's room, yawning. "Look, Castor, I don't profess to know about women, but I know this. You spooked her with all that talk about your brother Pol being in love with her and all. That's laying a guilt trip on her and that's not fair."


  Castor glared at Jay. "Some things have to be said."


  "Yeah, but not in front of the whole world!" snapped Jay.


  Castor snarled. "Don't push me, Teller."


  Oni calmly spoke. "Stop it, you two. I know where she is. She called, and asked me to keep her location a secret. She's fine, but she just isn't ready to see anyone at the moment. Look, I'll talk to her and convince her to come back, okay?" When Castor calmed down, Oni nodded, and went into a trance.


  "I guess she's out," said Rasputin.


  "I need to talk to her," said Castor.


  "Maybe it's best that you don't. I think Pollux's death's weighing on Arc's mind more than she cares to admit," answered Rasputin. Still dealing the cards absent-mindedly, he turned over the last card, and was surprised by the first round of face-up cards on the table: of the four, two were Jack of Hearts and two were Jack of Spades.


  "Merde," shouted Hotspur, grabbing the deck away from Rasputin and flipping through it. "Th'lusionist's bin cheatin'!"


  "I was not!" Rasputin looked down at his cards, concerned. He passed his hand over the cards, and two of them reverted to the King of Diamonds and the Ace of Spades. He frowned. "Not consciously, anyway."


  He flipped over the face-down card in his hand. Instead of a playing card, a Tarot card stared him in the face: the Hanged Man.


  "I think Pollux's death preoccupies us all," Rasputin concluded.


  * * * *


  MORNING, JANUARY 7th, 2024


  Lying on the deck of a boat floating on the river, Claire watched the sun rise over Rome. Despite the blowing wind, the stainless steel windchimes she had hung up stopped ringing. Some force was causing them to become still.


  "Oni," Claire said without looking up.


  %How are you feeling, Claire?% The windchimes vibrated at the right frequencies to produce an approximation of a voice. The sound was strange to hear, but surprisingly evocative of Oni's character.


  "Better," she answered. "But still angry. I just want to shout out all the anguish I feel."


  %Over Pol's death?%


  "Not just that. At all the deaths we had to endure while at the Academy. Riita Koskinnen, my roommate. Eduardo Ferreira. Aniela. Erszebet. Pavlos. That boy with the darkness powers."


  %You mean Pwyll. He was in my French class.%


  "Yeah. And Vang. Thierry Bergeron. And all the others who died of Burnout at ASIE," said Claire, referring to the Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia, the Finnish training ground for agents of EUROPA. "There's a curse on EUROPA, and it's getting worse. Things haven't been the same since Pollux died. Castor's not thinking straight, Rasputin's parapalegic, and Ymir's not comfortable making decisions as acting leader. And Hotspur! They only let him back because that was one of Pol's last wishes."


  %We all hurt, but like my mother said after my father died...we all must move on. Come back, Claire. Everyone's worried about you.%


  Claire sighed. "Give me the rest of the day. It's tranquil here."


  %Whenever you're ready,% chimed Oni. The windchimes resumed their dance with the wind.


  * * * *


  AFTERNOON, JANUARY 7th, 2024


  Everyone on the EUROPA team and Teller were called into General Pushparajah's office. Arc was conspicuously missing, but Oni assured the general that she was on her way back, by evening.


  "Thanks for coming, Lieutenant Teller," began Kugan Pushparajah, director of the Eurasian Union Paranormal Ruling Order Authority. "I thought you should also be informed of the upcoming mission, though we do not require the assistance of STRAFE. A prison transport to Siberia, if you'll forgive the cliche."


  Rasputin raises an eyebrow. "Lorenzo Archangeli?"


  Pushparajah nods. "Rebus. The government's worried that the CSV might mount a rescue, and Rome can't handle that, not with Italy still recovering from Sultry's hurricane. The citizens are on the brink of riot, from two angles. The Vogue-ghouls want to canonize Rebus, while the Pollux fanatics want to hang him. Needless to say there would be chaos if they clashed."


  "From Rebus to Hangman...what's next, Search-A-Word?" joked Jay Teller.


  "Seriously, Lieutenant Teller, the situation must be nipped in the bud before it turns far worse."


  "So...covert transports to prevent any incidents. I assume Peryton will also be hidden away?" asked Rasputin, referring to the other CSVer in custody.


  "He will be transported to a classified location, under Anchored guard as well as being escorted by members of EUROPA. They deemed the Siberian prison camp unsuitable for a para who's a flyer."


  Castor snorted. "He demands no less punishment than the man who killed my brother. May I request that I be assigned to escort Rebus, sir?"


  Pushparajah sighed. "Ah, team assignments. In two days time, Oni and Hotspur will escort Peryton to his new home. Also, Ymir and Arc will escort Rebus to Siberia. Rasputin, you are hereby placed on medical leave until such time as you regain your mobility. Ymir is promoted to Acting Leader in the interim. Castor, you are placed on mandatory psychiatric leave. Neither of you..."


  "Mandatory psychiatric leave?!" shouted Castor. "I can't even go on a simple prisoner transport mission?"


  General Kugan Pushparajah sighed. "Lieutenant...Cas. You are too emotionally involved in the Rebus matter to be objective about it. Your anger will cloud your judgment. If you go, you might be tempted to do something you regret. Do you think Pol would want you to sacrifice your career for petty revenge? Especially since he worked so hard to prevent Harry from committing the same mistake?"


  "I know what Pol thinks! Too much so. Rebus killed a part of me. Pol and I were closer than telepaths. We were mirror images of each other. We were *Dioscuri*. Pol would avenge me, in my position. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth."


  "You've just proven my point. You are still angry about your brother's death. Don't obsess over Rebus...trust in karma to punish him, just as karma rewards your brother in his next life."


  "You don't trust me at all!"


  Ymir coughed, and the water particles in his breath crystallized. "I'm sorry, Cas. That was my recommendation. I think Pollux's death's weighing on your mind more than you care to admit. I think his death preoccupies us all." He reached out a hand to touch Castor's shoulder, but Castor grabbed his hand before Ymir could finish his action. Ymir's touch was, as always, cold.


  "Et tu, Brute?" said Castor, pain in his voice.


  "It wasn't personal, Cas. As Acting Leader, I need to take into consideration the safety of the whole team. I felt you would have jeopardized the assignment with your vendetta." The ambient room temperature dropped a few degrees.


  "I thought you were my friend," spat Cas. "Now you talk like Rasp. Cowards, the both of you! You've got *his* words coming out of your mouth. Go backstab someone else." He turned back towards the general. "I want back on the team, sir. I want to be on this mission."


  "Absolutely not. You failed your power evals, and you are off the team until you pass that, pass your psych evals, AND your physicals."


  "And if I pass them in the next two days?"


  "*Then* I will reinstate you to active duty. Otherwise, you are not to interfere with this mission, or attempt to confront Lorenzo Archangeli. Do we understand each other?"


  Through his clenched teeth, Castor hissed, "Yes."


  "Dismissed. Ymir, Rasputin...a word."


  Castor was the first to storm out the door. The others soon followed, except for Ymir and Rasputin.


  "Just wanted your opinion on the Castor situation. Will he be fit for duty in the next two days?" asked the general.


  "A snowball's chance in Hell," Ymir and Rasputin replied simultaneously. They turned to look at each other, surprised that they were thinking the same thing.


  * * * *


  LATE EVENING, JANUARY 7th, 2024


  Castor was confident he could pass most of the tests. Physically, he was sound, and he could certainly bluff his way through the psych profile. The power eval, however, was a different matter. There was only one person he could think of who would help him...and it would not entirely be ethical. But he was toeing the line already. He knocked on the door.


  "Whozzafa...?" grumbled Hotspur drowsily.


  Castor pushed his way into Hotspur's room, and shut the door quickly. "Harry, I need a favor."


  "Whyzzafa shaddich halp yaz? S'bloody insens t'wake me auf jetzt. 'Smere one hour since I t'bed. Lemme sleep."


  "Look, you owe Pol for getting you back on the team, and helping me's like helping him. Just promise me you won't tell a soul about this conversation."


  "Y'loco, Cas, djeknow? B'fak, shoot. Vas can I do f'yaz?"


  "You joined the Church of Tym shortly after you were expelled, right?" Hotspur nodded. "You still have access to Emp?"


  Hotspur raised an eyebrow. "I'm offa drogen. Teep mich, sou clean! Not kosher t'get me t'peche on m'Tyms."


  "No, I'm not asking you to betray your friends. The Emp is for me." Emp was short for Empowerment, a designer drug that was claimed to boost a user's Tesla Index for a brief period of time. Emp was restricted in the Eurasian Union, because users ran the risk of their powers going wild, and even heart failure. Furthermore, the user's body quickly adapted to the drug, meaning it could only be effective two, or at most three, times. The Church of Tym still used it to boost their powers, under the claim that they are trying to reach a higher level of awareness.


  "Ne, why?"


  "Ever since Pol died, my telepathic powers had been waning," confessed Cas. "The last time I was able to use them was to establish a link between Ymir and Rasputin, to save baby Carl. I still have a vestige of it, but there's no way I'm going to pass the Carlson Test again without a little extra help." The Carlson Test was a highly advanced test of telepathic ability, where the subject tried to project words and images to a target who had already been tested as having a low Tesla Index. "If I can't pass the Carlson Test," continued Cas, "There's no way I can get back on the team. If I can't get back on the team, I can't carry on Pol's legacy. Please, Harry. For the love of Pol."


  Hotspur pondered this for a brief instant. "This gonna mete, Casboy, this gonna mete. J'in case they teep mich...s'ain't m'Idee!"


  "I'll take full responsibility," said Cas. "And I swear...this will be the only time I use it."


  "Justifiez all yaz need, b'denk on what yaz macht," said Hotspur. "Ach, vamos. Nous allons chez Midas."


  * * * *


  PRE-DAWN, JANUARY 8th, 2024


  It was a short and quiet trip to Venice, using EUROPA resources secretly. Hotspur had a knack of convincing people to do things for him on the sly; Castor always thought it was because Harry's Eurolac disoriented people enough to slip in subliminal suggestions.


  Midas turned out to be a member of the Venetian chapter of the Church of Tym who owed Hotspur a favour. The fat young man - probably Turkish - had the ability of tactile transmutation: anything he was touching turned to gold as long as he was touching it and concentrating, as long as the object was non-living and had no more mass than himself. While trying to his power work on things permanently through Emp, Midas had nearly died when the air around him started turning into gold. Luckily, Hotspur was there to save him by melting the transmuted air around his nose and mouth so that he could breathe, and extended his aura to Midas so that the molten metal would not burn him.


  "You sure you want Emp?" said Midas. "Just see what happened to me."


  "I'll risk it," said Castor. "I have little left to lose."


  * * * *


  NOON, JANUARY 8th, 2024


  "Wait!" Claire intercepted the sliding doors and entered the elevator, and realized too late that it was Cas. Too late to run, she decided. Might as well face the music. She forced her grimace into a smile.


  "Cas...I want to apologize for my behaviour the other day. I should have been more careful, and I shouldn't have run."


  Cas stopped fidgeting with something in his pocket, and took Claire by the hand. Pol used to do things like that, Claire thought. The elevator doors closed.


  "It's okay...people make that mistake all the time, that Pol's just Spiro and Renata's son, just as I am just Enzo and Tula's. Pol and I shared more than memories," Cas paused and looked into Claire's eyes, his hand still holding hers. "Like family."


  "Cas...."


  "Claire, please. Just listen. I'm not sorry I said those things at the funeral. My brother cared for you very deeply. I know."


  "We were friends, nothing more. There couldn't be more."


  "It's not as black-and-white as that, Claire. We...he could sense your emotions. He saw in your heart..."


  "He invaded my mind?" Claire's voice was bitter.


  "He saw in your heart what you were afraid to see. What you buried under all those lies. You knew he would have given you the moon, if you but asked."


  "You say you know Pol, but Pol would not have done the things you say. Pol would never look into my thoughts without permission. There is nothing that I'm afraid of, least of all the fact that he's...*was*...my best friend."


  "You were afraid because he was a telepath!" Cas pressed on. "All your flaws, all your pain. You couldn't bear the thought that he might learn more about you than you're willing to share. You were afraid that he might stop loving you if he could see all that you were."


  Claire flushed. "Get. Out. Of. My. Head. NOW."


  A pained look flashed across Castor's face. "I haven't been using my telepathy. I can read it in your face."


  "What do you WANT me to say? You want me to regret not acting on impulses I don't think I have? Pol's gone, Cas. If he loved me so much, he should have said so. I didn't need to hear it from his brother."


  "But..."


  "But what? You may look like Pol. You may sound like Pol. But you have never known the Pol I knew, and you can never *be* Pol or bring him back." Claire pulled away. "Get out of my way, Cas. I need to see Jay before I go."


  "Go where?"


  "The assignment. Pushparajah's pushed up the schedule."


  "He CAN'T! We had a deal! I still have time to pass my power eval!"


  The elevator doors opened. "I have to say goodbye to Jay. You deal with the general. I have to go." Claire stormed out the elevator, forcing herself not to look back.


  Cas might see her tears.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED...


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


  NEXT ISSUE: Castor faces a dilemma, and his decision may change things forever for the EUROPA team. Hotspur must learn to control his temper when disaster strikes, and Arc comes face to face with Rebus, who enlightens her about a riddle whose answer may mean life or death.


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


  Notes:


  EUROPA characters, with the exception of Oni, Hotspur and Llyr, created by Marc Singer. Llyr created by Matt Rossi. Jason Teller and Tony Drake created by Dave Van Domelen. All other characters created by Tony Pi. Guest cover artist: Matt Rossi.


  



  #2 - "RIDDLES AND TRAGEDIES, ACT II: Silence of the Sphinx"



  [cover is a homage to _The Silence of the Lambs_ movie poster,and shows Arc's face, with a tiny winged sphinx covering hermouth, wings spread.]


  



  EUROPA ROLL CALL



  ARC / Claire Auger of FRANCE / Kinetic Energy Battery / ACTIVE


  YMIR / Erik Qvenhild of SWEDEN / Cold Projection / ACTIVE


  ONI / Saori Taya of JAPAN / Astral Form/Magnetism / ACTIVE


  RASPUTIN / Yevgeny Sosnov of RUSSIA / Illusions / MEDICALLEAVE


  CASTOR / Cas Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / PSYCHIATRICLEAVE


  POLLUX / Pol Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / DECEASED


  HOTSPUR / Harry Keane of ENGLAND / Metal-Melting / PROBATION


  LLYR / Daffyd Glwych Garanhir of WALES / Photon Manipulation / CANDIDATE


  



  [NOTE: All conversations are in French, the official language of the Eurasian Union, unless otherwise indicated. Hotspur speaks a basilect, or "street level" dialect of Eurolac, not the more respectable acrolect of Eurolac that is steadily increasing in prominence in the Eurasian Union.]



  [NOTE: All scenes occurred on January 8th, 2024, with time indices based on Rome, GMT +0100.]


  



  CARLSON TEST - SERIES A, CARD 10


  +Handcuffs.+


  * * * *


  [1302h]


  Never listen to the prisoner.


  Never speak to the prisoner.


  Never free the prisoner.


  And never, never turn your back to the prisoner.


  Those were the four cardinal rules they taught at EUROPA on dealing with a routine prison run, and Arc remembered them all. When she saw Lorenzo Archangeli escorted aboard the prison transport jet EU-N3, she felt her anger boil to the surface. This was the man who killed her best friend, Pollux, the one who called himself Rebus, leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains.


  Arc found him less intimidating than when they first met in the depths of the Mediterranean. To her, Lorenzo Archangeli looked just like a short, average Italian man in his late thirties who kept his body in excellent shape. But appearances didn't fool her; training with Rasputin meant you relied less on outward appearances and more on your instinct. Arc's instinct told her that this man was a cold-blooded killer, a man who would use you to his own advantage.


  No fancy magitech for this Anchor. Even blindfolded, handcuffed, and chained, Archangeli was still one of the most dangerous Anchors in the world. He would render supertech items such as forcefield projectors useless. Their powers, at least the Active Violation Effects such as Ymir's ice and her kinetic force absorption, could not affect Rebus directly. Of course, it only meant that the EUROPA agents would deal with Rebus on a mundane level, should he escape. They were well-equipped for that possibility, loading up on Anchor-rated weaponry. As skilled as Rebus was, he was still 'human', and an old-fashioned bullet in the head could still kill him.


  Rebus was being uncharacteristically silent. No riddles, puns, or rebuses. Something about his silence frightened Arc to the core.


  "Keep your cool, Claire," said Ymir, now Acting Leader in Rasputin's stead. "Just stick to the rules, and nothing will go wrong."


  Arc nodded. "You too, Erik."


  Little did she know that she would be breaking all four rules.


  * * * *


  CARLSON TEST - SERIES A, CARD 18


  +Train.+


  * * * *


  [1430h]


  Part of the deal with Peryton was that as long as he remained grounded, he would offer little resistance to where EUROPA moved him. Thus, Hotspur, Oni, two mundane agents - Sharma and Rivera, and the Anchor Krieger, found themselves accompanying Peryton on a regularly-scheduled train headed for the Swiss Alps. Currently Krieger and Sharma accompanied Peryton inside the non-descript train car attached to the end of the train, modified to be a prison car fortified against assaults from within and without. Oni and Hotspur stayed out of the Anchor's field, posing as civilians in the car in front. Rivera did his shift in the car behind.


  It was ironic that Viktor Von Wright, Peryton's true identity, was a German model. Now Anchored, Von Wright looked nothing like the winged monster the other members of EUROPA had fought. Hotspur remembered seeing Von Wright in those Spence Lewis cologne ads...what was the scent called? "Stag" or "Rampant?"


  Hotspur shrugged. He was dead tired from Castor's midnight escapade. "Honey, mind'ya iffen ich nappen?" he said to his "wife," not really asking but telling. Oni nodded, and Hotspur went to sleep.


  * * * *


  CARLSON TEST - SERIES A, CARD 34


  +Scepter.+


  * * * *


  [1510h]


  Arc called up a few more windows on her palmtop, and frowned.


  "What are you working on?" asked Ymir, never taking his eyes off the prisoner in his cell. Their seats were facing the cell, and two other EUROPA agents sat along the side, weapons at the ready.


  "The Second Assassin Theory, again," said Arc. At her remark, Rebus tilted one ear towards her, still silent. She suddenly felt as though she was being stalked.


  "Ah. You still think there's a conspiracy?" said Ymir. "I thought you gave that up a year back."


  "No, the idea of solving an actual mystery really intrigues me. Ever read that docufic 'The Day of the Scepter' by Forsythe, about the paranormal assassin who was hired to assassinate Charles De Gaulle?"


  "They never proved the Scepter existed."


  "Still...a part of me loves mysteries and conspiracies. It takes my mind off things. If the Burnouts at the Academy of Super-Heroes were caused by a Khadamite template assassin [Editor's Note - see the Academy series], who's to say that we don't have another that's responsible for the Burnouts at ASIE?"


  "Couldn't it be 'Popper' St. James, too?" asked Ymir. St. James was the teleporter that the assassin masqueraded as.


  "I always thought that didn't hold water. Could he really teleport such a great distance from the Academy? How did he avoid detection?"


  "He was a shapeshifter, remember."


  "But there could still be a second assassin among us," argued Arc. "A lot of conspiracy theorists at the Institute agree with me."


  "Every student registered at ASIE was screened after the Academy scare. They Anchored everyone and did their medical tests on us. If there was another template assassin, he or she would have been fingered by their non- human characteristics."


  "Maybe. Maybe not. Look at this data I got from STRAFE just this morning." She highlighted some of the text on her screen.


  "Calling in a few favors? You've got Teller wrapped around your little finger, don't you?"


  "Erik! Pay attention. On January 19th, 2020, St. James was in an Academy production of 'Othello'. During the time he was acting, *that* was when Eduardo Ferreira died of neural overload. Autopsy confirmed the time of death, and given the timezone differences, there was no way Popper could have snuck out, not when all the attention's on him both on stage and off."


  Ymir frowned. "Could he have split himself?"


  Arc shrugged. "No students with such powers died of Burnout, in the EU or the North American Combine. Even if he did pick up such a power from elsewhere...we'd have reason to be worried. That would be a second assassin as well. One who might be one of us. Check this out too...."


  Arc and Ymir became so engrossed with discussing further details of the conspiracy, that they did not notice Rebus's knowing smile, not until he finally spoke, in perfect French:


  "I have solved your puzzle."


  * * * *


  CARLSON TEST - SERIES A, CARD 37


  +Ball.+


  * * * *


  [1556h]


  "Thanks for letting me use the gym and all, Rasp," said Jason Teller, dribbling a basketball in EUROPA's Rome HQ gymnasium. "I need to keep in shape." He tossed the ball across the court, and sunk a perfect basket.


  "Not a problem," said Rasputin. "Only...did you use your powers?" It was well known that Teller's telekinesis ensured him perfect aim.


  "Sorry," apologized Teller. "Force of habit. I've trained so much with to use my powers in combat, intuitively I can't turn it off during competition. I'm afraid a game against me will be frustrating."


  "So confident, are you? All right. Let's make a little wager, a friendly game of one-on-one. First to reach 100 points wins. If you win, I give you all the money you lost, and I will even double it. If you lose, you run errands for me, one entire day every week you remain under our good graces."


  Teller hesitated. "Did you...want to play?" The idea of Rasputin playing basketball in a wheelchair didn't bother him, but he didn't want to cause Rasputin any stress over his paralysis. Besides, it would be woefully unfair.


  "No, I'll pass. But I do have a perfect opponent for you." Right on cue, a young man with a crewcut came out of the changing room.


  Teller raised an eyebrow.


  "Don't think too hard about the timing of his entrance," said Rasputin with a smile. "I signalled him with an illusion. Jason Teller, meet Daffyd Garanhir, also known as Llyr, from the Institute. One day, he will join the ranks of EUROPA." The Advanced Sciences Institute of Eurasia was the Academy's European counterpart, Teller recalled.


  Teller and Llyr shook hands. "Good day, Lieutenant," said Llyr tensely. Frankly, Teller thought Daffyd looked nothing like the basketball type. If he had to guess, Daffyd was a thinker, not a natural athlete. This was going to be an easy one-on-one.


  "Relax. It's only a game. And don't call me Lieutenant. I'm only a couple of years older than you. Though I gotta warn ya, kid...I won't go easy on you."


  "Neither will I, sir."


  "Do we have a wager, then, Mr. Teller?" asked Rasputin.


  There must be some con going on, but Teller couldn't figure it out. What power might the kid have? He was too curious NOT to accept the challenge. "Okay, Rasp. Deal."


  "Excellent. Llyr, could you...?" said Rasputin. Llyr took Rasputin's wheelchair and pushed him to the side of the court. Rasputin whispered into Llyr's ear.


  Teller waited for Llyr to return to the court, but Llyr sat down instead. "You playing, kid?" asked Teller.


  "In a matter of speaking, yes," said Llyr. His eyes glowed white, and a beam of light flashed forth, coalescing in a spot two meters in front of Teller. The light became semi-solid, and took the shape of a humanoid figure, its features still indistinct.


  "Remember what I taught you about details in your constructs - think holistically, and focus on the essence of the creation. Learn to let the intuition fill in the details. Your powers rely heavily on what you absorb subconsciously," said Rasputin. Llyr nodded. Rasputin addressed Teller, a smirk on his face. "Did I fail to mention that Llyr is my protege? And that his constructs are more solid than my illusions?"


  "No, you didn't," said Teller. The light figure became much more detailed. Even though it was still recognizably made of light, Teller recognized the face.


  It was Dan 'Grind' Tracey, Mr. Perfect himself.


  "You set me up!" said Teller, knowing from the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that he had been had. Rasputin only smiled.


  "Okay," said Teller, dribbling with his left hand. "Let's see if your Grind is anything like the real thing."


  * * * *
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  +Pill.+


  * * * *


  [1629h]


  Cas Ierulli-Kiris told himself that he would only use it once.


  Just this once, so he would pass his psychic ability test. He swore on the grave of his twin, that if he could be reinstated to active duty, he would never use performance-enhancing drugs again.


  Cas did not consider taking the Emp until he finished his physicals, which took far too long. There was a slight chance that they might be scanning for Emp in his blood samples, but they shouldn't suspect anything. The critical Carlson Test was to be administered next, and he had no choice but to pass the gruelling three-hour test. He hid the Emp capsule in his fist, and pondered his options.


  He could take the Emp and boost his Tesla Index. He felt a residual telepathic power within him, but it was pitiful as it was: useless since he established a link between Ymir and Rasputin during the Haven affair, right after Pol died. There was no guarantee that the Emp would work for him, or cause his powers to backlash, as it did for that Tymmyte, Midas.


  Or, he could rely on a miracle restoring his telepathic ability, which was a long shot. Was he losing faith?


  Damn the general for moving up the prisoner transports! He wanted so much to be there to watch Rebus start his life sentence in Siberia.


  He could hear Dr. Nardini coming back. Now or never, he decided. He crossed himself and swallowed the Emp.


  "Forgive me, Pol," he whispered.


  * * * *
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  +Fire.+


  * * * *


  [1634h]


  "Never listen to the prisoner," Ymir had reminded her. "Don't open up that Pandora's Box."


  Try as she might, Arc could not get Rebus's words out of her head. "I have solved your puzzle." Did he truly know who - or what - was responsible for the Burnout deaths?


  She looked over at Ymir. Ymir looked uncomfortable, a bead of sweat rolling down the side of his face. "Are you all right?" she asked.


  "Just a little dizzy," admitted Ymir. "Probably the altitude."


  She touched his forehead. "You have a slight fever."


  "Don't be ridiculous. I haven't ever had a fever before."


  "There's a first time for everything," joked Arc. "Why don't you rest for a while? I'll wake you at the first sign of trouble."


  Ymir yawned, and nodded. He closed his eyes.


  Arc watched Rebus. She should not care what he said. The man was a murderer, and she should just ignore him. However, she found herself unable to resist the temptation, just to ask him who he thought it was. Surely a killer knew the heart of another killer? If she could uncover the second assassin before he or she struck again....


  "Spill it," said Arc, finally.


  "Hey! We shouldn't talk to the prisoner," complained Agent Burstynsky. Agent Mackinnon muttered the same.


  "My command decision, and I outrank both of you. It will be my responsibility. All right, Rebus," she said. "Don't keep us in suspense, oh brain-to-be of Siberia. Who do you think is causing the Burnouts?"


  * * * *
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  +Woman.+


  * * * *


  [1638h]


  Cas felt giddy, yet at the same time the world was becoming sharper, and he more focused. He could smell the coffee on Dr. Nardini's breath, as though he were standing right next to him. His telepathic power seemed to be increasing by the second.


  A lab assistant with a low TI, Vittoria Scolieri, sat in the room next door. Cas could see her through the one-way mirror, and saw that she had a small scar under her left eyebrow. She had a computer notepad and light pen with which to record words and images that she believed she received.


  "Ready?" asked Dr. Nardini, holding a deck of flash cards in his hand. "Alpha series."


  Cas nodded and focused on transmitting the images to Vittoria. The first card was flashed.


  CARLSON TEST - SERIES A, CARD 1


  +Pen.+


  * * * *
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  +Skull.+


  * * * *


  [1641h]


  "It's an interesting puzzle," said Rebus. "But not one that a neophyte like you could hope to solve. Just confirm two things for me, so I can prove my hypothesis."


  Arc raised an eyebrow. "You have a lot of convincing to do, bastard."


  "You will find that there has been collateral damage caused by Euro-Burnouts as a result of their powers going wild shortly before death, much more so than at the Academy. Cross-reference the reports, and check that for me, will you, Claire?"


  Still skeptical, Arc checked the data and was amazed at what she found. "You're right. Academy cases do not show as much collateral damage. However, when Riita died, she shorted out a lot of devices with her electrical powers. Just like when Ferreira died, he discorporated into acid completely instead of just his arms. Same with those with Active Violation Effects. No physical damage in those cases where the abilities are mental."


  "Good! Confirmation is good."


  "Those are symptoms of Emp!" said Claire. "But their bloodwork showed the absence of Empowerment in their systems. No good, Rebus. That's a dead-end."


  "Now, now, Claire..." the way he said her name sent shivers up her spine "...I am not finished. Can you access ASIE student and medical records with that?" Rebus asked.


  "Why should I?"


  "Ah, so you *can*. I will name two names. I want you to cross- reference the deaths with the attendance and medical records of those two." Rebus said the two names.


  Arc was stunned by the names. Almost afraid to, she punched in the cross-referencing command. A clear pattern emerged.


  "No! It CAN'T be! How...?"


  Rebus smiled. "Come closer, and I will tell you."


  * * * *
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  +Wheelchair.+


  * * * *


  [1642h]


  "74 to 72, Teller's advantage!" shouted Rasputin. Word had spread about the game, and staff and students who were in the headquarters assembled to watch and cheer. Teller was sweating up a storm on the court, while the light construct of Grind executed its precise moves without showing any sign of slowing down. Llyr, however, was pushing his limits to keep the construct coherent, and playing the game naturally.


  "COME ON, JAY!" shouted Drake, who demanded to be wheeled in on a gurney and watch the showdown, if necessary. And so, he was. "This is the closest any of us will ever come to beating the real Dan Tracey!"


  The EUROPA crowd, on the other hand, cheered on Llyr's light construct, who stole the basketball from Teller and leapt for a slam-dunk. The crowd went wild.


  Rasputin was feeling hot. At first he thought it was the excitement, but now he wasn't so sure. He tried to focus on the game, but his mind kept wandering.


  Teller was about to throw a three-pointer when four new figures appeared on the court. Startled, he missed.


  Gasps went through the EUROPA spectators. The light construct of Grind dissipated.


  "You...but you're dead!" said Llyr.


  * * * *
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  +Motorcycle.+


  * * * *


  [1643h]


  Looking out the window at the countryside, Oni gasped. She nudged Hotspur, waking him up.


  "Whyzzafa! Twice in ein Tag..." muttered Hotspur. But when Hotspur saw what made Oni edgy, he perked up: a Vogue-ghoul biker gang, wearing Der Zepter colours, keeping pace with the train. What were German Vogue-ghouls doing off the Parabahn?


  "Merde," cursed Hotspur. Someone must have recognized them on the train, despite their disguises. Or else, there was a leak in EUROPA. Worst of all, it could be just blind luck. "I'll givemna V'ghouls tasta mein Feuer!"


  "Stay calm," whispered Oni. "Don't lose control. There are civilians on this train. Let me try more subtle ways."


  She close her eyes and projected herself outside the train. There were seven motorcycles with sidecars, trying to close in with the train so that seven of the fourteen Vogue-ghouls could board. She couldn't let that happen. She took her astral form closer to the motorcycles, and manifested her magnetic field. She caused one motorcycle to brake and swerve into an irrigation ditch. Moving to another, she used her magnetism to turn the ignition key off, then tugged the key out and flung it beneath the train wheels. With the third, she used her magnetism to disrupt the electrical systems in the motorcycle. Three down, four to go. Unfortunately, the other bikers managed to get their passengers onto the train.


  Rivera's voice came in on the nearly-invisible earphones that all the agents were wearing. "FOUR ASSAILANTS, NEED BACKUP!" A shot was heard, then maniacal laughter.


  "Scrot!" cursed Hotspur, racing for the rear cars.


  "N'mehr Monsieur Nice Gaij."


  * * * *
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  +Lightbulb.+


  * * * *


  [1646h]


  Llyr thought he would never see his brother Pwyll again. His twin brother had died of burnout years ago. He'd watched Pwyll's shadow rise up and swallow him whole, right in front of him. But there he was, standing on the basketball court as real as life.


  "Pwyll? That you?" he said, suddenly afraid. Pwyll...and the others, all burnout victims...were not light constructs of his. Though his brother's real name was Peredur Artos Garanhir, his brother had chosen the name of the Welsh lord of the underworld as a handle. Whereas Llyr had the power to create semi-solid light constructs, Pwyll had the power to create semi-solid darkness constructs. Could it be that Pwyll's powers over darkness now brought him and the others back from the dead, as a shade?


  "What on Earth's going on?" asked Teller. "Rasp?"


  Rasputin shook his head, beads of sweat wetting his brow. "I don't feel so good."


  Pwyll and the other shades beckoned for Llyr to follow. Llyr reached out, trying to touch Pwyll. His hand passed through the ghost of his brother, and it chilled him to the bone to do so. The ghost ignored his touch.


  "Wait!" Llyr formed a semi-solid light wall to stop the spirits, but they simply passed through it.


  Teller grabbed Rasputin's wheelchair handles. "Come on, let's get you to Dr. Nardini." Llyr, Rasputin, and Teller left the gymnasium and the confused crowd behind. They saw more burnout ghosts in the hallway.


  Where were they all going? Llyr wondered.


  "You follow the ghosts," said Teller. "I'll get Rasp to the doctor. Hell, maybe we'll end up in the same place."


  Llyr nodded. The ghosts were heading for the stairwell, going up. He almost wanted to assume semi-solid light form and fly ahead to see what awaited them, but he didn't know what floor they were heading for. He climbed the stairs with dread.


  When the elevator doors opened on the parabiology level, Rasputin and Teller both gasped when they saw a man they thought drowned in front of them.


  It was Pollux.


  * * * *
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  +Mirror.+


  * * * *


  [1648h]


  "It can't be the Dioscuri!" said Arc. "They tested negative!"


  "Not the Dioscuri...just Castor. Fact: the Burnouts occur when the Dioscuri are mentally separated for a long period of time, but only when Pollux was cut off. Fact: five deaths occurred during the stress tests when Pollux was Anchored. Fact: no deaths occurred whenever Castor was Anchored."


  "Any more coffee, Mac?" interrupted Agent Burstynsky, shivering. Mackinnon nodded, pouring more coffee into Burstynsky's cup.


  "That could be just..." Arc continued, only to be interrupted by Rebus.


  "Coincidence? I think not. Fact: you said that Koskinnen died when you and Pollux were in India, which is well out of their telepathic range. Fact: Bergeron died, the only person to Burn Out away from ASIE, at the same time that Pollux was at the Institute, while Bergeron AND Castor were on a training assignment in Morocco, also out of their normal range."


  Arc couldn't deny it. It was there on the liquid crystal display. "You're saying Castor's a Khadamite assassin?"


  Rebus laughed. "No, that's not what I'm saying. You have it all wrong, the lot of you. Castor's powers are not telepathic in nature. He is a mimic, copying powers of others. Worse for you, he also augments the powers of the one he is, shall we say, reflecting? A parabolic mirror, focusing the power."


  "I don't understand."


  "When the Dioscuri were born, somehow Castor mimicked the DNA of Pollux, and enhanced his telepathy. That has been the predominant power he has mimicked in his life. Whenever he's cut off from Pollux's telepathy, the ignoramus unconsciously latches on to someone nearby, unintentionally magnifying their powers. Since his power is uncontrolled, it triggers an overload, both in the powers of the Burnout victim, and the neural networks of the brain. Result? Neural Overload Syndrome."


  "Why are you telling me this?!" shouted Arc.


  "Because I want you to know what killers you associate with," said Rebus. "Even he doesn't know it, consciously. And, I love gloating over a clever solution. And most of all," he said with an evil gleam in his eye, "I like you, Claire, and you profess to love conundrums. You will be an excellent pupil."


  * * * *
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  +Gun.+


  * * * *


  [1654h]


  Hotspur stood on the roof of the prison car, facing two Vogue-ghouls. He felt the substance beneath his feet: several types of metal, but aluminum on the top layer. Good. He had something to work with.


  The Vogue-ghouls pulled out guns. Hotspur laughed. His eyes flashed red, and the gunmetal heated considerably, racing towards melting point. The Vogue-ghouls screamed and dropped the melting pistols.


  "Kinderplay," snickered Hotspur.


  "Si tu spielen vec Feuer," replied the largest Vogue-ghoul there, his hands healing rapidly, "dann nous spielen vec Feuer." Feuer was a euphemism in Eurolac for paranormal powers. The Fire.


  Hotspur smiled. So it was to be Feuer against Feuer.


  And he wanted them to burn.


  * * * *
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  +Plane.+


  * * * *


  [1654h]


  "Is it just me, or is it getting COLD in here?" said Burstynsky.


  Arc felt it too. "You're right." Her breath congealed in the cold air. She tried to wake Ymir. "Erik, are you all right?"


  Ymir didn't wake, but muttered, "I thought you were dead..." He was feverish to the touch, but waves of cold were emanating from his body. Everything in sight started frosting over with rime, with the exception of Rebus, who was untouched by the cold.


  "Ymir?!" shouted Arc, brushing ice off her body. Ymir was unresponsive, paralyzed with eyes open in his seat, the pulsing heart of the icy storm. Burstynsky and Mackinnon were shivering, unable to cope with the extreme cold.


  Only Arc and Rebus were free to move. She realized that she had to stay moving, and store up the kinetic energy. She could then channel that energy into shivering at an increased rate, and generate frictional heat with her hands at a paranormal speed.


  "Need a hand?" chuckled Rebus.


  "What did you do to Ymir, you bastard?!" shouted Arc.


  "Be nice, or I shan't help you at all. First, you must free me from my bonds. Only then can I help you out."


  The pilot's shaky voice came over the intercom. "E-E-Everything's icing o-over! Sent distress c-call...the w-w-wings...we're going to c-crash!"


  "Damn!"


  "Last chance, Arc. Free me if you want everyone to live. I want to live too. Think about it, but do it fast!" said Rebus with a mirthful malice in his voice.


  Arc realized Rebus was right. He could Anchor Ymir, make him stop.


  She had to choose between death and the devil, and she had to choose now.


  * * * *
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  +POL. POL!+


  Dr. Nardini had slipped in a card with Pol's picture on it, no doubt as a trick to see if Castor was mentally capable of handling unexpected stress. Upon seeing the image, Cas could no longer contain the grief he bottled up inside. It was no longer simply that Pol was out of contact, it struck him like a brick that he would never see Pol alive again. He tried to deny it, deny that Pol was gone for good. All he could do was to cling on to the memory of Pol, and the tenuous telepathic power that symbolized his psychic brother. Unintentionally, he channeled all his anxiety, despair and hatred into his telepathy.


  * * * *


  [1654h]


  Vittoria screamed as the image of Pol burned into her brain. She had only ever manifested an ability to shrink a fraction of her size: now she was shrinking out of control, her flesh shrinking faster than her bones. Her entire body ached as skin stretched taut like a drumhead over unyielding bone.


  Dr. Nardini looked on in horror. "ANTONIETTA! BURN OUT! NEED AN ANCHOR, STAT!" he shouted into the comm-system in Italian. He turned towards Castor, who was as shocked as he was. Nardini grabbed a chair and shattered the one-way window, then leapt into the adjacent room to aid Vittoria.


  "I...I..." stammered Castor, following the doctor. As he approached Vittoria, the woman screamed even louder.


  "STAY AWAY! MAKING IT WORSE!" shouted Nardini.


  Something had gone dreadfully wrong with Castor's powers. Not only had he triggered Vittoria's Burning Out, he was seeing through Ymir and Rasputin's eyes as well: he saw Arc getting out the keys to Rebus's restraints; he saw Pol (*POL!*) walking in front of Rasputin's wheelchair.


  Then, the ghosts passed through the walls. All were Burnout victims, and they pointed accusingly towards Castor, their faces full of judgment.


  Rasputin and Teller were the first to arrive in the room, and saw the jury of ghosts point their fingers at Castor. Llyr soon followed, then General Pushparajah. Finally, the staff Anchor, pushed through the crowd, and knelt next to the doctor and the convulsing woman. With a touch from the Anchor, Vittoria stopped convulsing. Dr. Nardini breathed a sigh of relief.


  Dropping to his knees, Castor whispered to Pol's ghost: "What have I done?"


  "Not just her," said Dr. Nardini. "Him too."


  As the Anchor reached over and touched Castor, the ghosts all vanished.


  Cas watched his brother's ghost disappear, and howled with pain.


  "WHAT HAVE I DONE?!"


  * * * *


  [1657h]


  The plane was now descending rapidly groundward. Arc freed Rebus from his restraints, holding him at gunpoint. "No tricks, or I WILL shoot you."


  "Chill." Now freed, Rebus examined Ymir, and with his touch, Ymir stopped projecting coldness, but he was still delirious. "His fever's going down." He then looked outside the window at the wings. "But so are we. I can't do much about the ice on the wings."


  "What do you mean?" said Arc angrily.


  "It's the rain that froze when it came into contact with the plane," said Rebus. "That's not an Active Violation Effect."


  "Merde!" cursed Arc. An idea formed in her head. Could she absorb the kinetic energy from the plane? She had never tried to absorb so much energy before, though. Could she handle the capacity? "Pilot?" she shouted. No answer. The two mundane agents were also too cold to do anything. "You know how to fly a plane?" Rebus nodded. "Then help me land this thing."


  She escorted Rebus to the cockpit, where both the pilot and the copilot were out cold. She checked the altimeter: not much time left.


  Rebus pushed the pilot out of the seat, strapped himself in and started landing procedures. Arc kept her gun on Rebus, and began to absorb the kinetic energy of the plane, so that if it crashed, it would be a softer landing. She cradled the pilot in her arms, so that he would not be hurt when they landed.


  She felt her body fill up with energy, and it was charging up every living cell in her body. She felt as though she would explode. She felt the plane hit the snow, a much gentler landing than an all-out crash, but it still knocked the breath out of her.


  She needed to release all that pent-up energy, either in a burst of superspeed or superstrength, before she burst. She started channeling the energy into her speed, but she felt her control over the power starting to slip. It was Rebus, who was now extending his Anchor aura outward again, after reining it in to give her her full power. She tried to use her residual superspeed to dodge his attack, but he was more expert in martial arts technique. He kicked the gun out of her hand and tackled her. With his touch, he made the kinetic energy she stored up dissipate, leaving her without her bursts of speed or strength. He was the stronger, and now he placed her in a choke hold.


  Arc fainted.


  "A little learning is a dangerous thing, Claire. I will teach you secrets that will shape you to my cause, child.


  "You will be an excellent tool."


  



  TO BE CONCLUDED!


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Hotspur fights the Vogue-ghouls, but will his lust for blood jeopardize his career? Rebus kidnaps Arc, and it's up to Castor to save her, even if it means fighting his inner demons and his own allies! How will the tragedy end?


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


  Notes:


  EUROPA characters, with the exception of Oni, Hotspur and Llyr, created by Marc Singer. Llyr created by Matt Rossi. Drake, Teller and "Popper" St. James created by Dave Van Domelen. All other characters created by Tony Pi.


  



  #3 - "RIDDLES AND TRAGEDIES, ACT III: Secrets of the Sphinx"



  [cover shows a Hangman game, where the cryptogram is missing onlya few spaces and the hanged man is missing only an eye and themouth; the conundrum reads 'P_ZZ_ES WI__ BE T_E DEAT_ OF YO_.'There is a single drop of blood splattered on the very last blank.]


  



  EUROPA ROLL CALL



  ARC / Claire Auger of FRANCE / Kinetic Energy Battery / ACTIVE


  YMIR / Erik Qvenhild of SWEDEN / Cold Projection / ACTIVE


  ONI / Saori Taya of JAPAN / Astral Form/Magnetism / ACTIVE


  RASPUTIN / Yevgeny Sosnov of RUSSIA / Illusions / MEDICALLEAVE


  CASTOR / Cas Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / PSYCHIATRICLEAVE


  POLLUX / Pol Ierulli-Kiris of ITALY / Telepathic Twin / DECEASED


  HOTSPUR / Harry Keane of ENGLAND / Metal-Melting / PROBATION


  LLYR / Daffyd Glwych Garanhir of WALES / Photon Manipulation / CANDIDATE


  



  [NOTE: All conversations are in French, the official language of the Eurasian Union, unless otherwise indicated. Hotspur speaks a basilect or "street speak" of Eurolac, not the acrolect of Eurolac that is steadily increasing in prominence in the Eurasian Union.]
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  "So, we have time to kill before my minions arrive, and six hostages make six ways to entertain," said Rebus. He had all six of them tied up in the center cabin. "The game is simple, Claire. I grant you all an hour to think up a puzzle with which to save your lives. If I cannot solve each puzzle within ten minutes' time, you live...if the solution's true. If I unriddle it, you die." He smiled menacingly at the EUROPA agents. "And try to make them interesting."


  "You bastard," growled Claire. "Your word is worth the filth you are. You'd kill us anyway." It was a miracle they had survived the landing. Thanks to Rebus's piloting and her absorption of the kinetic energy of the plane, they had landed with minimal damage to the prison transport somewhere in Russia.


  "Words are my game, and my word is the prize. So earn your living."


  "But you killed those men in Las Vegas. You tricked us. There was another trap at the casino," said Ymir.


  "That was Triton's idea; he's fond of red herrings. I am not. I designed the rebus that gave you the clue, and I followed the rules of the game exactly," said Rebus.


  Claire exchanged glances with Erik, who had recovered from his fever when Rebus Anchored him down. Now they were forced to play a game that few of them had a chance to survive. Rebus had made no mistakes with the bonds, and neither she nor Erik could use their superhuman assets to escape, not while Rebus nullified their powers. She did not know who it was that Rebus contacted, but hoped that EUROPA would come to their aid before Rebus's friends arrived. After all, the pilots had sent out a distress signal before they crashed. No...that was wishful thinking, she told herself. They may not get here in time. She had to extricate herself from the mess she landed them in.


  She remembered something Dan Tracey said during mission debriefing: he survived his encounter with Rebus by exploiting his love of puzzles. Would that extend to games as well? "Then let's raise the stakes," she ventured. "Or are you afraid of playing an even deadlier game?"


  Rebus shook his head. "You forget, it's my game, and you are my pieces. *I* make the rules."


  "Then the game is a sham. A game is not a game without risk on both sides," said Claire. "Or do you think you're playing a child's game here?"


  Rebus stared into her eyes, and Claire shuddered. "You learn fast, my pupil. Prey on my weaknesses, and push your own strengths. But I too learn from my mistakes." Claire's heart fell. Had she failed her colleagues? She could not hide the anxiety in her face, and perhaps Rebus noticed it. So perhaps he teased her when he spoke again. "Yet you do intrigue me. How do you intend to up the ante?"


  "Hangman, if you're brave enough," she said. Jay had told her about a joke he made in General Pushparajah's office, and she did not understand the reference to 'Hangman', so he described it to her. You were supposed to decipher a cryptogram by choosing letters you thought were in the puzzle. If you picked a letter not in the puzzle, a body part was drawn on the gallows. If all the body parts were drawn before the cryptogram was solved, the guesser lost the game. At the time, she thought it was a gruesome idea. But here, she saw a way to turn things around.


  "Go on," said Rebus with a glint in his eyes.


  "You put down the CSV's secrets in cryptograms, and play Hangman with us. If the player solve your puzzle before he or she 'hangs', you let that person free immediately. And then..."


  "Ah, a game with a fighting chance is well and good, but it's only fair to alternate between you and I in naming rules. I have power to name the next rule. If the player 'hangs', I will indeed 'hang' the loser."


  Was she just making things worse? No, she decided. He would have killed them anyway; at the very least she could lure him into thinking more about the game than blocking her power. Maybe she could surprise him. "Players have an hour to solve each puzzle," she added.


  "My noose tightens with every wrong letter." Rebus cut a parachute cord to make a garrote.


  "We can confer to solve the puzzle together."


  "But I choose the 'hanged man' each time. I am *so* enjoying this!"


  Claire would be sweating if it weren't so cold in here. Did she dare say other rules? Or would Rebus pervert her game more? Would any of them survive to make use of information they gain, if any?


  "How do I know if your secrets are true?"


  "By the Sphinx, I swear it. It certainly will make the game challenging if any of you actually survive to make use of the information."


  "Then let us play," said Claire. She prayed to the Virgin Mary that she had not condemned them all to torturous deaths....


  Rebus looked over his choices, his new stranglecord in hand. There were agents Mackinnon and Burstynsky, normal human agents of EUROPA; the pilot and the co-pilot; Ymir and Arc. He stopped in front of Burstynsky and wrapped the cord around his neck, almost gently.


  "I have chosen."


  



  * __'S ___ ___ ___ ____S _____ ____S __S_S __ _ *


  



  Elektroschock tried to tackle Hotspur and jolt the living daylights out of him, but the Vogue Ghoul got no more than three steps before the aluminum melted beneath his feet, induced by Hotspur's Feuer. He slipped on the thin layer of slippery molten metal and nearly fell off the train. The only thing saving him from plummeting off the train was a handrail that he grabbed.


  The regenerator, Doppelgang, growled and grew. He split into two versions of himself, and the newborn paraganger moved to pull Elektroschock back onto the train. Doppelgang snickered. "Ein, zwei, drei," he counted his side. "Und only one of you."


  Hotspur saw Elektroschock's eyes widen, and turned to look over his shoulder towards the front of the train. They were about to enter a tunnel, and there appeared to be very little room for people to stand on top. He could hear fighting in the car below. Had the two other paragangers gained access? Was Peryton freed? There was one way to find out.


  Targeting everyone's feet including his own, he ringed the train roof they stood on with his Feuer, melting circles that collapsed under their weight. All of them fell inside the vehicle moments before the train entered the tunnel.


  Inside, the situation was grim. Sharma was dead, strangled to death. The Anchor, Krieger, had locked himself inside the same bulletproof polymer cube as the chained Peryton, trying to evade Strecken, the paraganger with stretching powers, and Irrlicht, who could transform herself into a will-o-the-wisp. Irrlicht and Strecken could probably both fit through the ventilation grid, but the Anchor field prevented them from doing so. This standoff was broken by the unexpected arrival of Hotspur and the others, falling through the roof.


  Hotspur recovered quickly, only to find Strecken had reached over with an elongated arm, choking him. Hotspur could not free himself of the noose. He couldn't breathe, and he might pass out at any minute.


  Hotspur's only recourse was to reach out with the fullness of his power. First, he melted the connections between the prison car and the one before it.


  Then he made the metal wheels and the track melt.


  The train derailed.


  The jolt threw everyone inside the train. Irrlicht saved herself by turning into her wisp form, while Strecken lost his grip on Hotspur and bounced. Peryton and Krieger were badly bruised, but remained conscious inside the nearly impenetrable cube. Doppelgang and Elektroschock were not so fortunate. They were knocked out cold, and the doppelganger reverted to a spot of blood and hair.


  Hotspur would have been knocked out cold too, had not a force lifted him by his iron belt buckle and formed a magnetic crash cage around him, preventing him from hitting the walls or being hit by flying metal debris.


  "Danke, Oni," said Hotspur to the air.


  He looked around. Strecken was trying to ooze through a small hole to escape, but after Krieger threatened to Anchor him right there and cut him into halves for what he did to Sharma, he flowed back into the car and surrendered. Only Irrlicht escaped, drifting quickly away on the wind outside.


  There would be much clean-up to do in this tunnel, and much to explain to General Pushparajah. Hotspur hoped that three extra prisoners might make the bad news go down easier.


  



  * __'S ___ ___ ___ ___ES _____ _E__S __SES __ _ *


  



  "AAARRRRGGGHHHH!" Ymir struggled against his bonds, but could not stop Rebus from strangling Burstynsky. "None of us know Japanese, you bastard!"


  Rebus left the body where it fell. "Then let me enlighten you. The cryptogram translates as 'Chinese Anchors loyal to the Conclave come to rescue me.' Too bad I will eventually have to kill them, but they are too eager to serve 'their leader'. All played within the boundaries of the game. Head, torso, arm, arm, leg, leg, eye, eye, then the smile of death. As we agreed."


  "But you tricked us!" spat Mackinnon.


  "Don't blame me, Ymir-san. Blame your lack of education and respect for one of your own Eurasian Union countries. What do they teach you at ASIE, anyhow? Also blame Arc. She was the one who did not make up a rule about the language of the puzzle," gloated Rebus. "It's not too late, though. Add the rule or rules, but for each I am entitled to add another of my own."


  "He's right," said Claire bitterly. "I should have been more careful. Let there be a rule that the language used must be English or French," she said, citing the two languages that everyone in the crashed helijet spoke. If only Oni were here! thought Claire. She could have solved it and saved a life. But even if Saori *were* here, Rebus would have just picked a different language that none of them knew.


  "Well then, let me add another rule. The freed man has two minutes to run, before I hunt him down for sport."


  "You CAN'T! You said you'd let them go!" shouted Arc. "We can't survive out in the cold!"


  "You chose this game, remember? Make yet another rule, if you dare."


  "Don't, Claire," begged Erik. "You'll make things worse. Let's just play the game as it stands. Let the bastard strangle himself with his game. I ask you as a friend."


  "You mean let me strangle myself with *my* game," replied Claire. "I got us into this, Erik. My responsibility." Just like she was responsible for Burstynsky's death.


  "Then I ask you as Acting Leader. Don't make any other rules."


  "I'm sorry, Erik. I need to give us a fighting chance." She cleared her throat, and spoke the next rule. "The prisoner may choose a weapon to fight with before he or she leaves."


  "Yet they may not leave with articles of clothing other than what they have on at present. Enjoy the winter wonderland outside." He ran a finger across the cheek of the co-pilot. "Come, pilot...what's your name? I will write it on your tombstone after you die."


  



  * __'S A__ ___ A__ _A_ES _____ _E__S __SES A_ _ *


  



  Nearly everyone was still staring in disbelief at the spot where Castor lost control of his powers, where the ghosts came to haunt their unwitting killer. Dr. Nardini and his aides were rushing the woman out of the testing lab, so they could take an X-ray to see if there was any internal bleeding. Nardini asked the Anchor to go with him in case the patient's flesh started shrinking again.


  "GENERAL!" shouted General Pushparajah's secretary, a young Belgian man, as he burst onto the scene. "Rebus's plane sent out a distress signal...we believe they've crashed!"


  The announcement was the second shock to hit the assembled crowd in as many minutes. First, ghosts appeared in the hallways, marching forth to accuse Castor of their deaths. Now, even more tragic news, perhaps their colleagues...and loves...lost.


  "Where?" asked Pushparajah.


  "Central Siberia, Sayan Mountains...near disputed territory. We're trying to confirm their last known location with satellite data as best we can."


  "Go, take the Anchor with you," agreed Pushparajah. "We will deal with Castor. The rest of us need to act fast. Organize a search mission immediately."


  Several people spoke up simultaneously: Jason Teller, Yevgeny Sosnov, and Cas Ierulli-Kiris.


  "General, on behalf of STRAFE, I volunteer..."


  "Sir, you know I am best qualified to lead..."


  "CLAIRE! I MUST GO TO HER...!"


  "Lieutenant Teller, Captain Sosnov...request granted." He turned to Cas. "And YOU...you have much to answer for, and your time is best served in solitude contemplating your acts. Llyr, take him away to the holding cells, then join the search party." Llyr, though still shaken by the appearance of his brother's ghost, nodded and approached Cas.


  "NO!" shouted Castor. "A thousand curses on you, 'Parajah! I will not sit idly by when Claire's life might be threatened by that maniac on the plane! Let me go or she's as good as dead! I swore to Pol I'd protect her in his place!"


  Llyr raised his hand and created a photonic robot to restrain Castor. Castor struggled, but to no avail.


  "Come," said Llyr, his voice hollow. He muttered under his breath: "Brother killer."


  



  * __'S A__ __N AND _A_ES _N___ _E__S __SES AN _ *


  



  "Lad, choose your weapon," said Rebus. "Then I will free you."


  This cryptogram had been much easier than the last; Claire suspected that Rebus intentionally did it so that he could hunt down the poor man. "MR. STRINGS, CARYATID AND I CONTROL THE CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS, YET ONLY THE ANCHOR CROSS NOW CONTROLS THE CONCLAVE OF ANCHORS" was the solution to the rather lengthy puzzle, but what good was that information?


  The co-pilot, Umberto Raposa, could not help but tremble as he contemplated his choices. Finally, he named his weapon: "Th-the pistol."


  Rebus opened the emergency hatch that led onto the right wing. A blast of cold air rushed in. He tossed the pistol along the ice-coated wing. It skidded to the end of the stubby wing, threatening to fall off at the slightest provocation.


  Ymir cursed Rebus vehemently, while Agent Mackinnon shot Claire a chilling glance. The pilot sobbed, and the co-pilot pissed himself. Claire hissed at Rebus. "You're not giving him even a fighting chance!"


  "In games, rules are all you have. If it's not prohibited by the rules, you can take advantage of that," said Rebus, as he cut through Raposa's bindings with a knife in one hand, an assault rifle in the other. Raposa fell to his knees once he was freed.


  "PLEASE. I don't want to die, sir! I'll help you! Just tell me what to do!"


  Mackinnon cursed Raposa. "Traitor!"


  Rebus smiled and prodded Raposa with his rifle. "You're just a lowly gamepiece, not worth even a pawn. Time's a-wastin'. You have a minute-and- a-half to piss yourself again."


  Raposa went over to the hatch, fighting the cold wind that was breezing into the cabin. He took a hesitant step out onto the icy wing, moving slowly towards the gun.


  The prisoners held their breath, well aware that a sound might distract the doomed man. "Be careful...it's a deadly fall," shouted Rebus, watching the sobbing man inch his way towards the tip of the wing. "Twenty seconds left." He began counting down the numbers.


  "Nineteen...eighteen...seventeen...."


  Claire shut her eyes. She had condemned another man to death. Save your confessions for later, a part of her said. If rules are all there are to the game, and Rebus plays by the rules faithfully, then she must be very careful with her rules. She still had that power: each rule was a dangerous wish that she had to word very, very carefully.


  "Eight...seven...six...."


  She knew that they needed a real fighting chance, and that meant that Ymir or she must be freed before the other two were put in jeopardy. Yet Rebus would save the two EUROPA agents for last, especially if he wanted to use them as hostages. She had a couple more rules thought up.


  "Two...one...ZERO." When Rebus reached zero, Raposa panicked and rushed for the gun still two meters away. However, he lost his balance and fell off the wing, screaming. The gun teetered off and followed him down.


  Rebus looked down. Raposa had broken a leg in the fall, and was whimpering in a growing pool of his own blood, the gun resting on his chest. Unfortunately, it was of no use to a man in too much pain to grab it, much less aim and fire. Rebus raised his rifle to finish Raposa off, but thought better of it. He took a knife and threw it with deadly precision. "Don't trump with an ace when a two will do."


  "REBUS!" shouted Claire. "New rules!"


  Mackinnon hissed. "What now, Arc? Have you lost your head? That's two deaths on your conscience, if you have one."


  "Shut up!" snapped Claire, though she didn't mean to. "I'm trying to save your life, Agent Mackinnon." She turned her head back to Rebus. "During the remainder of the games, we may choose one person to substitute for another."


  "Oho! How self-sacrificing. Well then, that is to be applauded. Agreed. And *my* rule is, Ymir gets veto power over that decision." Arc's heart fell. Knowing Ymir, he would sooner sacrifice his own life than let another die. She wanted to a chance to prove herself against Rebus.


  Still, she could give Ymir a fighting chance.


  "Second rule: you must remain blindfolded for the duration of your 'hunt.'"


  Rebus nodded. "You're catching on. That would make my hunt much, much harder...but not impossible. But it is now my turn."


  Claire took a deep breath, not anxious to hear what diabolic rule Rebus made up to counter hers.


  "My prey will be blindfolded as well for the duration of 'my hunt.'"


  Mackinnon moaned. "Thanks a lot, Arc. Not all of us want to play the martyr. If we live through this, I swear I'll see you banished from EUROPA. I don't know how I'll do it, but you don't deserve to be a hero."


  "Oh, but you won't live through this, Mackinnon," said Rebus. He looped the noose around Mackinnon's neck. "Because you're next."


  "NO!" shouted Ymir. Arc turned her head to look into Ymir's eyes, and plead him not to say anything. But Ymir smiled sadly, and spoke.


  "I will take Mackinnon's place."


  



  * __'S ALL __N AND _A_ES _N__L _E__S L_SES AN _ *


  



  "Tell me what the hell happened back there, Rasp," asked Teller as the helijet flew them to the airport. "Were those...real ghosts?"


  "Apparently Castor's powers aren't telepathic in nature after all," explained Rasputin, shouting over the roar of the jet engines. "Here's what I think happened. He mimicked it from Pollux all along, magnifying it. I suspect Castor can copy the powers of other paras, and in the process simulate an Alchemical Marriage. Both of them receive magnified powers."


  "And he didn't even know it?" said Teller incredulously.


  "No. Remember...all his life he's mimicked Pol's telepathy. I would conjecture that during training sessions when Pollux was out of range, Castor's powers went wild. It likely latched onto a surrogate and increased the para's powers exponentially. Unfortunately, he also caused the enhanced power to become like a cancer, going wild and overloading the neurons of the original, causing burnout. I guess that solves the riddle of the Euro- Burnout Killer at ASIE."


  "And the ghosts?"


  "He was clinging on to the last vestiges of Pol's telepathy, last manifested as a mindlink between myself and Ymir," said Rasputin. "By the looks of it, Castor took the drug Emp to boost his powers, not knowing that he had the enhanced mimickry power. Once that residual link was boosted, he magnified my illusion power a hundredfold. His subconscious apparently gave him a guilt trip. Thus, the ghosts came out of his mind...all those that died because of him, crafted from illusions.


  "Castor had the same effect on Ymir's ice powers too. In that telepathically-induced fever, I could sense Ymir's plight, and overwhelming guilt from Castor for taking Emp."


  "Then he's to blame for their distress signal too." Teller cursed. "What else can go wrong?"


  Rasputin knitted his eyebrows together and left that question unanswered.


  



  * _T'S ALL __N AND _A_ES _NT_L _E__S L_SES AN _ *


  



  "Only you and Pollux came close to knowing how painful it was to lose a twin brother, when Pwyll died," said Llyr bitterly. "Only you two broke me out of the self-destructive fantasy world I created. All this time, I thought you were my friend."


  "I AM," answered Castor. Llyr was about to lock him inside a cell, and he couldn't let that happen. However, the photonic construct was too strong for Castor to break free of. "Please, Daffyd...there need not be bad blood between us. By God, if I am guilty of causing all those deaths, I am sorry...and I should be punished by God's wrath. But think of Arc and Ymir. I *saw* Arc freeing Rebus, through Ymir's eyes. If she did so, she must have had no choice. Do you want to leave her there with that MONSTER?"


  "MY BROTHER DIED BECAUSE OF YOU!" spat Llyr. "You are not even a true twin, are you? You are just a template killer, and you cannot wash the blood of those you killed from your hands so easily. It's not twenty Hail-Mary's and all's well. It's a hell you will live in for the rest of your life and your next. No one can grant you forgiveness, not even His Holiness." He slammed the door and locked it.


  Castor grabbed Llyr through the bars, but the light construct walked out of the cell through the bars and pried Castor's fingers off Llyr.


  As Llyr left, Castor shouted after him. "MARK MY WORDS, LLYR! I WILL ATONE FOR MY SINS!"


  Cas slumped down onto the floor, and stared at his hands. There might as well be blood on them. Those ghosts knew, and accused him of being a murderer. What *was* he? Just a mirror of others? A funhouse mirror that distorted...and killed. Just like he would have amplified that poor woman's power until she shrunk herself to death. Just like Pwyll was consumed by his own shadows. Llyr was right. He was a template killer of a kind. That explained why his telepathy faded after Pol's death. It was never his power to begin with, just stolen from others.


  He admitted it, finally: all his life, he was just a thief. Wasn't a telepath someone who stole other people's thoughts? And now it was painfully obvious that he stole other people's powers and their lives too. Worse, he stole his brother's face, his brother's powers, his thoughts, and yes...even his emotions. How could he have doubted it all along? It wasn't his brother's emotions that he had to tell Arc. It was his own desire for Arc that he hid behind Pol's. Maybe he didn't want to compete with Pol for her affections, or maybe he stole the emotions from Pol. It didn't matter where the feelings came from: he simply realized that he could not lie to himself about his love for Claire any longer.


  And then he realized what he had to do.


  He had to accept the dark fate thrust upon him, and use it to right all the wrongs he caused.


  He sought out that vestige of telepathic power in himself. In his mind, he imagined fingers holding onto the little flame of telepathy that he stole from Pol. Why was he still holding onto it?


  It took intense concentration to force those fingers away from the Feuer.


  Pol's flame died.


  "I'm sorry, Pol," whispered Castor. "Llyr," he said, sending out his newly-discovered fingers towards Llyr's power, his Feuer. The fingers knew where to reach, for the first time not flailing wildly to grab onto just any Feuer within reach. He felt Llyr's photon manipulation power surge into a bonfire as he touched it, and partook in its heat. Yes, he was like a template assassin...only he didn't feel like one.


  He tried conjuring a robot like the one that had held him captive. It coalesced, but was undetailed and clumsy. However, it was raw power he wanted, and he certainly had that. He gathered his grief and anger and blasted the bars away with his newly-stolen power.


  Was it ethical to steal Llyr's power? he asked himself when he reached the roof. He didn't really care right now. He hardly paid any attention to the alarms or the guards that tried to restrain him. He willed his body to become semi-solid light, as Llyr could do, and simply flowed out of the guards' grasp. With a leap he flew into the sky, and conjured a flying arrow to follow.


  He trusted his heart would guide him to his love.


  



  * _T'S ALL __N AND _A_ES _NT_L _E__S LOSES AN _ *


  



  Unsure if the solution was correct, Arc said it tentatively. "ANCHOR CROSS, CARDINAL SIN, CHOOSE TART, WE SIEGE PERILOUS?" It sounded almost too strange, but it was the only English phrase that would make any sense.


  Rebus loosened his stranglecord around Ymir's neck. "Very good."


  "But what does it mean?" asked Claire.


  "It's a cryptic," said Rebus. "I never said I would give all the secrets away easily. But don't you fear...I've given you a very delicious prize, one of the leaders of a shadowy, far-reaching Anchor conspiracy."


  "Why do you hate Anchors?" Any distraction might save Ymir's life.


  Rebus answered whilst blindfolding Ymir. "My mother was a paranormal, my father an Anchor, and we worshipped the gods of ancient Egypt. When the gods came to collect their loyal followers, they passed by my father and I, for our blood was unworthy. My mother was to be taken by Hathor, but she too was denied the blessing of the goddess...on July 6th, 1998, Tymythy Twystyd slew her and half the world to deny the the gods their harvest of souls. I vowed that day that I would find a way to become greater than the gods that abandoned us, and the paranormals that killed my mother like kine.


  "My father decided to introduce me to his deepest secret, one he even hid from my mother. I had deduced that my father was involved with some secret organization by then, but never knew that he was a member of a global order called the Anchorites: elite bounty hunters unaffected by tamperings with reality. When the Causality Wars hit...don't look so surprised at my knowledge of the term...the Anchorites saw their chance to dominate the world. Shape it as they desired, controlling which paranormals had access to their powers.


  "Five of the world's most powerful Anchors first met in 1999, conspiring to take over the crumbling world.


  "My father, Pino Archangeli, codename Pyramid. He had popularized Egyptian worship among Anchors even before the Godmarket. It was he who was the genius behind the conspiracy, until his death in 2010.


  "Devlin Marx, former board member of Magnum Industries, a multinational megacorp that supplied paranormal technology until the collapse of the Godmarket. He eventually rebuilt his financial empire through Anchor-run casinos, and gave the Conclave its financial might. Ah, I see you've heard of him...one of the wealthiest men in the world. He was called the Eye of Horus, but you don't need to worry about him any more.


  "Ambassador Duan Zhang of the People's Republic of China. He worked to gain political power for the Conclave. Zhang became an aide to Premier Xu. Ironically, Zhang would have been a contender for the position of next Premier of the PROC had he not also been caught in the Devastator's nuclear holocaust last summer.


  "I was the fourth. My father named me for my love of puzzles: the Sphinx, 'Hor-em-Akhet' in ancient Egyptian, or 'Horus in the Horizon.' No matter that the Sphinx of riddles comes from Greek myth; I savour the double entendre. I pushed myself to the *true* human limit, not the false bounds of the Magene. I trained with the best masters in Japan, Hong Kong, India and elsewhere, mastering many forms of combat and sharpening my mind. I have eidetic memory, you know. I became their best 'Fetter,' Anchoring their 'Fenris Wolves.' All the while, I sought a way to destroy the Conclave.


  "The fifth...today, only the fifth controls the crumbling Conclave of Anchors. Solve the cryptic and you shall know what corruption lies at the heart of all your beliefs."


  Rebus shook his head, as if to exorcise old ghosts that haunted him still. "Enough stalling. Name your weapon, Ymir."


  "Arc."


  "What?" said Arc and Rebus together.


  "You heard me. ARC. I believe the rule was, and I quote, 'The prisoner may choose a weapon to fight with before he or she leaves.'"


  "But she's NOT A WEAPON," argued Rebus.


  Ymir didn't lose a beat. "There is nothing in the rules to the contrary. And I quote, 'In games, rules are all you have. If it's not prohibited by the rules, you can take advantage of that.' Your words, and I quote, 'Words are my game, and my word is the prize.' So earn your own living, bastard."


  Rebus was speechless.


  "You clever shit, Erik," said Mackinnon, a smile flashing across his face. "He's got you there, Archangeli."


  "FINE!" said Rebus through gritted teeth. In one hand, he held his assault rifle. With the other hand, he grabbed Arc and dragged her to the hatch. "You want your weapon?!" he screamed at Ymir. "Fetch!"


  He shoved Arc out of the hatch and off the wing.


  And Arc fell.


  



  * _T'S ALL _UN AND _A_ES UNT_L _E_US LOSES AN _ *


  



  Finding Llyr's brother suddenly sitting in an empty seat on EUROPA's fastest jet was the first sign that something was wrong. If it had been the first time Pwyll had showed up that day, it would have been far more shocking. Still, it made Llyr shiver.


  "Another of your ghosts, Rasp?" asked Teller. He flicked a peanut towards the illusion, expecting it to simply disappear into Pwyll's body. It didn't. The peanut bounced off Pwyll. 'Pwyll' did not react.


  "Definitely not one of mine," said Rasputin, shocked. "Llyr?"


  Llyr blinked. When he squinted, he could make out the photonic matrix that made up 'Pwyll.' "Yes, he's a light construct of mine, though I didn't intend to make him appear." It was true, however, that he could not stop thinking of his brother's apparition. He was growing warmer.


  "But your control isn't that good yet!" exclaimed Rasputin.


  A young female EUROPA agent at the comm-panel shouted, "Rome issued a warning: Castor's escaped! They say he turned into light and fled. He's headed this way, at Mach 4!"


  Teller snapped his fingers. "Castor? Can he affect Llyr even from this distance?" They were perhaps half an hour away from the crash site, even flying at top speed.


  "He certainly affected Ymir at that distance," answered Llyr. "It was a horrible thought. What if Castor was going to burn him out, too?


  "At that rate, he'll reach the crash site fifteen minutes before we do," calculated Teller. "How are we going to intercept him?"


  "I'll go," said Llyr, standing up. He dissipated the Pwyll construct. "If Castor can travel that fast, so can I." Llyr was able to fly by doing the reverse of photonic construction: he destabilizes his solid form, becoming semi-photonic. However, under ideal conditions he could only attain Mach 1. At higher speeds, he lacked the power to sustain his photonic matrix, and would lose too much of himself. Now that Castor has copied and magnified his power, all bets were off. "I owe it to Pwyll...and Pol, to stop him." Llyr looked to Rasputin for his consent.


  Rasputin stroked his goatee, a dark look spreading across his face. "Should we stop Cas?"


  Llyr couldn't believe what he heard. "Sir?"


  "Rebus is a dangerous opponent. Cas can reach them faster than any of us except Llyr, perhaps save a few lives that we can't. Perhaps we should let him get there first," explained Rasputin.


  "He'll kill Rebus if he had the chance," warned Teller.


  "Again, should we stop him?" asked Rasputin. "The man is a murderer. The CSV did *this* to *me*." He gestured at his useless legs.


  "We can't let him kill Rebus," said Teller. "I know what they did to you makes you mad as hell. I know that the longer they live, the bigger the chance they will escape to kill more. But if we try to kill him...Rebus wins. He got us to do exactly what he wants us to do."


  "But it will be justice to see him dead," said Rasputin. "He contemplates genocide. You would defend such a man?" Rebus would kill all Anchors to achieve godhood, as he admitted to Dan Tracey during the Haven battle. "Don't tell me that when you and Arc threw the Astro-Spear into Skyhaven, you didn't realize it could have killed all of the villains onboard."


  "I'm not condoning him for what he did, or what he might do to Claire and Ymir and to all Anchors! Yes, we kill in the line of duty. Death is a fact of our chosen career. And I can sympathize with Cas's feelings. But we are not arguing over whether Rebus lives or dies; we are talking about a man's soul. Castor lost his brother and then discovered he was responsible for the deaths of his friends. Now the man who killed his brother threatens the woman his brother loved. Let Castor act out his revenge, and he will lose forever any chance of redeeming himself. If he was ever your friend, you'll stop him." Teller meant that for both Rasputin and Llyr.


  After a long silence, Rasputin grumbled. "Go, Llyr. Save our friends. May God fly with you."


  "Yes, sir," said Llyr. Taking a deep breath, he willed himself into light form, and phased through a window. Once out, he shot towards the crash site on a straight-line trajectory. That he could outpace the jet so easily was more evidence of the effect of Cas's power on him.


  He would stop Castor from killing Rebus.


  But Llyr didn't know if he'd stop Rebus from killing Castor, if it came to that.


  



  * _T'S ALL FUN AND _A_ES UNT_L _E_US LOSES AN _ *


  



  By absorbing the kinetic energy of her fall, Arc escaped broken bones, but it still knocked the wind out of her. Luckily for her, she had recovered much of her power now that she had gotten farther away from Rebus. Two minutes, she thought. No time to lie here idly. There were two prisoners that Ymir and she had to save, and one villain to capture. Arc channeled the energy from her fall into a burst of super-strength and ripped apart the bonds on her wrists and ankles.


  She was free.


  "Arc!" shouted Ymir.


  "I'm all right!"


  "Catch me!" The blindfolded EUROPA agent jumped off the wing, landing safely in Arc's arms as she sapped the kinetic force from the fall. She worked fast to untie Ymir, but he stopped her before she could remove the blindfold. "If we break the rule, it will be reason enough for him to do the same. We can't cheat."


  "Then I will be your eyes and ears." She pooled the energy into strength again, carrying Ymir on her back. "What's the plan, chief?" They had a minute before Rebus started his hunt.


  "What do you see?"


  "We've landed on the side of a mountain. Rock, snow, a dead man, a knife and a gun." She quickly gathered up the two weapons.


  "Stay clear of his Anchoring range. He's got long-range weapons. Besides the gun and knife, our powers are all we've got: ice powers, kinetic absorption, bursts of speed and strength."


  The slopes gave her an idea. "Avalanche," she whispered. If they could lure Rebus off the plane, they could bring down an avalanche and bury him. It would be an indirect attack on Rebus, not subject to his Anchor powers. She could absorb the kinetic energy and store it up to dig herself and Ymir out. Ymir would be immune to the cold. The plane would be buried too, but the two hostages had a much better chance of surviving an avalanche than playing Hangman with Rebus.


  Ymir grasped her meaning immediately. "Perfect plan," he whispered.


  If it worked.


  Their two minutes were up. Arc could glimpse Rebus poised at the threshold, blindfolded. Strange sense of honour, thought Arc. She squeezed Morse code with her right hand on Ymir's behind, forgetting all sense of propriety. This was no time for modesty.


  -.-r hunts by ear. quiet. up slope now-.-


  Arc had to take Ymir up farther, so that he could create more snow and ice, destabilizing the snow on the mountainside to begin the avalanche. However, she had to be absolutely silent. Rebus was not giving her a clear shot, and she wasn't sure if she could hit Rebus or even outdraw him. Now, it became more of a game of cat-and-mouse.


  Rebus was waiting patiently for sound, any sound at all.


  If she had more energy stored up, she could race up the slopes with superspeed. But where could she find a source of kinetic energy to steal?


  The gun.


  If she were ready for it, theoretically she could absorb the kinetic energy from bullets. That might be sufficient energy to give her boosts of speed. Obviously, this wouldn't work in cases when she didn't know when or where a bullet was coming from, but if she knew exactly where and when the bullet was about to hit....


  The only problem was, the noise would instantly alert Rebus to their location. Could she channel the energy quickly enough into superspeed to avoid getting hit? She knew just how quick Rebus's reflexes were, first hand. Perhaps if she pushed her physical reserves at the time of the shot, she could immediately move them out of the way, then use the absorbed kinetic energy to recover from her exhaustion.


  Okay, so that wasn't the only problem. So she might also mistime the bullets.


  -.-take gun and shoot me-.-


  Ymir squeezed her shoulder. .-.crazy?.-.


  -.-shoot my shoulder on third squeeze. hang on-.-


  .-.trust you.-.


  On the silent count of three, Ymir fired into Arc's shoulder.


  *BANG*


  Rebus heard the shot, and fired off a bullet towards the source of the sound from his crouched position.


  The bullet did not find its mark. Arc had raced at superspeed up the slope in a weaving pattern, stopping when she felt as though her heart would burst. Given a chance to breathe, she shunted the energy from Ymir's bullet to restore her metabolism.


  Rebus stayed silent, waiting for the next noise.


  They were still not close enough. It would take two more shots to accomplish the avalanche trick.


  -.-again-.-


  Ymir prepared for the next shot.


  *BANG*


  This time, Rebus almost got them, but for a split second. Now he knew they were headed upslope.


  Arc could hear the sound of a helijet approaching.


  One more shot, and then they would turn the tables, thought Arc. Please let the helijet be an ally.


  -.-again-.- squeezed Arc.


  Ymir prepared for the last shot.


  *click*


  Rebus had left only two bullets in the pistol.


  By the click, they betrayed their location to the sniper.


  No bullet, no kinetic energy for Arc to absorb.


  Rebus fired.


  



  * _T'S ALL FUN AND _A_ES UNT_L _EBUS LOSES AN _ *


  



  Getting rid of his tail had been Castor's first thought when Llyr appeared behind him on the horizon, but then he realized they were both heading for the crash site anyway. Still, he did not slow to greet Llyr. Arc was still in danger, and any delay could be costly.


  It was dark, and Castor was afraid that he might overlook the plane, so he increased the spectrum of his vision. His arrow dipped down, and pointed towards a hulking mass on the slope of a mountain that could only be the prison transport. He heard exchanges of gunfire down below, yet he could also see a helijet approaching from the southeast. It was unmarked, but he recognized the make as Chinese. Castor was amazed that they risked coming into even a disputed part of Russia from the PROC. Yet, they must be Rebus's allies, and thus his enemy too.


  They must be stopped, decided Castor. He fired off a crushing, flying photonic fist to disable the enemy craft. However, the missile dissipated into harmless light meters before it hit.


  "Anchors," cursed Castor. He saw that the Anchors' helijet had mounted missiles and machineguns, making them a definite threat. He could not get too close to them, since he would lose his semi-solid form. Yet if he was unable to disable them, Claire and Ymir wouldn't have a chance.


  Below, the third and final shot fired from the plane was aimed at two people on the slopes. Arc and Ymir! Arc was carrying Ymir on her back, and she ran at super-speed farther up the mountain. Arc seemed to have drawn her last physical reserves to make that final dash, collapsing under Ymir's weight after her desperate dash.


  "CLAIRE!" shouted Castor. He plummeted down towards his love, appearing immediately beside her. That last burst must have sapped her lifeforce, for her heat signature suddenly dwindled to almost nothing.


  Ymir rolled off her and tore away his blindfold. He formed an ice wall between Rebus and the EUROPAns. "She needs kinetic energy fast, or she may die!"


  "Claire, draw upon our power. Draw upon our love," begged Castor, taking her hand. He released Llyr's Feuer and cupped Claire's dwindling Feuer with his phantom fingers, and boosted her power. He could feel her ability to store and channel kinetic energy become his as well. "Share our love."


  Claire appeared to be managing better, but she still needed an external source of kinetic energy to replenish her depleted reserves.


  "Brace yourself," said Ymir as another of Rebus's bullets hit the ice wall guarding them. "Here it comes." He unleashed a barrage of unstable ice directly upslope. The sudden strain upon the snow cover was sufficient to trigger an avalanche.


  The violent wave of snow engulfed Ymir, Castor and Arc, and now bore down on the plane.


  Rebus tore away his blindfold when he heard the roar of the avalanche. He saw the Chinese helijet in a heated race with the snowslide to reach the plane.


  The snow was winning.


  Rebus re-entered the prison transport and booted Mackinnon in the stomach. "Game's over, and now I must go. Tell Arc, my angel, that I will send flowers, lilies for her funeral."


  Rebus entered the cockpit and strapped himself into the pilot's ejector seat, and silently counted down the seconds. Just before the avalanche engulfed the plane, he triggered the ejector seat and became airborne as the helijet's already useless propellor blades were blown aside by explosive charges. The snow swallowed up the plane while the parachute on the seat carried him gently on the wind. All he had to do was wait for the wind and ice to settle so that the helijet could land, then he could leave with his allies.


  The helijet soon landed, and Rebus headed for it. He heard a noise from downslope, and turned to look. Castor, Ymir and Arc burst from the snow, Arc looking as though she had stored up more than enough kinetic energy from the avalanche to revitalize her. Castor had Ymir in his grasp, having somehow shielded him from the ravages of the avalanche. Llyr had also landed and created light-based equipment to dig at the site of the buried plane.


  "Stay and fight me, Rebus!" screamed Castor. He could feel the excess kinetic energy in him like it must be in Arc. He wanted to unleash it to destroy Rebus once and for all.


  "<Fool>," said Rebus in Chinese to his allies. "<A wolf without teeth>." He took a rifle from one of them. "<Here is how you kill> Fenris Wolves." Official Chinese made it difficult to translate certain concepts, such as "Fenris Wolf" or "helijet." <Ready the hummingbird...this won't take more than a minute, and we must fly>." He aimed, looking through the sight mounted on top of the barrel with his left eye.


  Castor packed a snowball, and used some of the kinetic energy as superhuman strength to compress it into ice. In his rage, he never had a doubt he could pull off his intended action. He threw the iceball as hard as he could, using all of the stored up kinetic energy. The ball flew fast and cruel towards Rebus. Then he released Arc's Feuer, and reached for Jason Teller's telekinetic aim. He caught it almost instantaneously, his rage making an otherwise impossible switch possible.


  He would take off Rebus's head with the ball of ice.


  "NO!" shouted Llyr, seeing what Castor intended to do. He fired off a missile of light to intercept the ball of ice.


  The light missile hit the iceball, but too late: it had weakened the closer it got to Rebus, and only changed the iceball's course instead of stopping it. Castor tried using Teller's TK aim to restore the iceball to its original trajectory, but the Anchor field prevented him.


  Instead of taking Rebus's head off, the iceball hit the rifle with tremendous force, shattering the target sight.


  A shard of ice and a hail of glass shot down the sight, channelled directly into Rebus's left eye.


  Rebus screamed.


  The Chinese Anchors hurried the bleeding Rebus into the helijet, and started to take off.


  "Let me finish him off!" shouted Castor. He wanted to rush Rebus, but he no longer had Arc's powers. The helijet would be airborne before he reached it. "Arc, it's up to you," he begged of her. "No one else can affect them. Throw another iceball."


  Arc looked at him with angry eyes. "No. Mackinnon and Holst are still buried. I won't let them die. You've caused enough deaths already." So had she, and she owed it to Mackinnon to save his life. She raced over to Llyr's side, and began to assist in the digging with her speed and strength.


  She knew, thought Cas. She knew I was the burnout killer.


  Helplessly, Castor watched the helijet fly away. With several Anchors in that vehicle, none of the EUROPAns would be able to bring it down.


  "I'll avenge you yet, Pol," said Castor. He felt empty: his vengeance remained unsatisfied, his guilt multiplied. "But first, I must atone for my own sins.


  "Until then, I have no place in EUROPA."


  



  * _T'S ALL FUN AND GA_ES UNT_L _EBUS LOSES AN _ *


  



  Mackinnon and the pilot Holst survived with minor injuries, thanks to the quick rescue by Llyr and Arc. It had been difficult for Castor to watch Arc embrace Teller. Rasputin explained to Ymir and Arc what had happened at the Rome HQ, but Arc did not seem surprised at Castor's role in the Burnouts. Llyr had demanded that Castor be held accountable for the Eurasian Burnouts, but Ymir tried to keep the peace between Llyr and Castor, saying that it wasn't Castor's fault. The patrols in the disputed zone between the Eurasian Union and the People's Republic of China were increased, but no helijet had been detected passing through. They had lost track of Rebus.


  Castor tried talking to Arc in private before they returned to Rome. "I love you, Arc. Don't say a word. I know already that I have not yet earned your love, and that you may never love me. I just want you to know that I would risk my life to save you at any cost. But I swear to God that I will change, and perhaps then you will find room in your heart to forgive me for all those lives I had unknowingly taken."


  Arc did not say a word.


  Through coded communication, it was reported that Hotspur and Oni had survived a tangle with Der Zepter, and had caught three vogue ghouls at the cost of two EUROPA agents. Their plan to move Peryton had been exposed somehow, and Pushparajah was busy searching for a more secure location to incarcerate him. Castor was to be escorted back to HQ where he would likely face some sort of justice for the accidental killings he had committed.


  Castor remained silent throughout the remainder of the flight, but he held up the cross he wore around his neck and meditated.


  When the plane landed back in Rome, Rasputin's illusion powers suddenly flared, no doubt tied to Castor's mysterious disappearance from the airport.


  He did not even say goodbye to Arc.


  



  * _T'S ALL FUN AND GAMES UNT_L _EBUS LOSES AN _ *


  



  Rebus literally had an entirely new perspective.


  "It's all fun and games, until somebody loses an eye," he said to the dead Chinese Anchors at his feet.


  And that 'somebody' was Rebus.


  He had planned for it all along, just in case they were caught. You had to plan for your escape ahead of time. That was where Triton had gone wrong. He knew he'd be sent to Siberia, and Peryton to Switzerland, and if the others had been caught, he had backup plans to free them as well.


  It was all very clear what he had to do next. And it all made ironic sense. Archangeli, without an 'eye' was Archangel. Now that he had concluded his business at this former Soviet bunker in the marshes of Western Siberia, he would travel to Arkhangelsk and meet his contacts there to arrange free passage through the Eurasian Union.


  Only he hadn't planned on losing his left eye.


  He pulled a rock from the sole of his boot and threw it down the hallway, aiming at a black crossbow hanging from the wall. He missed by several centimeters. That was unacceptable.


  Now, only one destination made sense after Arkhangelsk, now that he was half-blind. He would return to Japan, and regain his edge.


  "Ah, Claire," mused Rebus. "Have you solved the cryptic, my pawn?"


  



  * _T'S ALL FUN AND GAMES UNT_L REBUS LOSES AN _ *


  



  Insomnia brought on by Rebus's cryptic cost Claire days of sleep. The solution came to her the day news finally came about Cas.


  Cas Ierulli-Kiris had gone to Vatican City, to beg His Holiness for repentance and asylum. The Pope accepted him as a special member of the New Swiss Guard.


  At least Cas was in a place where he would receive guidance, from the Pope, no less. He was safe in the Vatican.


  The Vatican.


  Arc gasped. Of course! "ANCHOR CROSS, CARDINAL SIN, CHOOSE TART, WE SIEGE PERILOUS." The ANCHOR CROSS was a religious symbol. A conclave had CARDINALS IN it who gather to CHOOSE a Pope. A TART was a *pie*, WE is *us*, and SIEGE PERILOUS was the *thirteenth* seat. And "seat" in Latin was "cathedra," another clever reference to the Vatican. Rebus meant that the Anchor Cross was Pope Pius the Thirteenth!


  She would have to discover the truth for herself, before she could accuse the pontiff of participating in a global conspiracy.


  What if Rebus was telling the truth?


  The thought chilled Arc to the bone.


  



  * IT'S ALL FUN AND GAMES UNTIL REBUS LOSES AN I *


  [image: ]



  



  THE END


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


  Author's Notes:


  I intended for EUROPA to be far darker than Conclave of Super-Villains, and I hope I've succeeded. Thanks to Marc for his comments on EUROPAn characterization, and Dave for coming up with a nifty double-entendre on the cryptogram that divided the sections. There is a pattern to be found for that cryptogram. Can you find it? Rebus made me do it....


  EUROPA characters, with the exception of Oni, Hotspur and Llyr, created by Marc Singer. Llyr and Pwyll created by Matt Rossi. Jason Teller and Pope Pius XIII created by Dave Van Domelen. All other characters created by Tony Pi. The ASH universe created by Dave Van Domelen.
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