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  Legion of Net.Heroes 202X


  LNH 2023



   LNH 2023 was a series idea spawned out of Academy #7, but it never quite made it anywhere. Austin Loomis wrote a #0 issue and part of #1 before moving on to other things. Later, Tony Pi decided to pick up the concept, resulting in the LNH 2024 series below.


  



   #0 - Beta Testing 2022: Reprints the story from Academy #7, then follows up with the story of the "new Legion of Net.Heroes" doing the research online that happens in the background of the main story in Academy #7. By Dave Van Domelen and Austin Loomis.


   #1 - Legionize, Guys!: A partial "ashcan" edition of the story, which was never finished. The LNH 2023 goes back into the net to fight the Khadamite AI that Netwalker encountered in #0. Elements of this story may not be in the official continuity.


  



  LNH 2024


   After bouncing around in the main ASH title a bit, the ASH Universe's Legion of Net.Heroes is back with their own title! Tony Pi kicked it off with the intention of creating a way to look at alternate timelines via Netwalker's access to the little-understood Net Dimension and other things to be revealed in the title's first arc.


  



   #1 - Two-Timing: Split between 2016 and 2024, the past is more than prologue as a legacy of one of the Burnout victims comes crashing back into the Academy! By Tony Pi.


   #2 - Time Out Of Joint: Trapped in other lives and another time, the LNH 2024 has very little time in which to save themselves. And it's not helped by the fact that one of them is living the life of the Template Killer.... By Tony Pi.


   #3 - A Better Tomorrow: The kidnapping of Warden makes ripples as far as the Academy, where Netwalker sets out to try and do something with Cassandra to find him. But he finds something else entirely.... By Matt Rossi III.


  



  visit http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH


  LNH2023 #0 - Beta-Testing 2022


  after many delays (and much having of a life)



  Real Small Furry Creatures Press


  (under special license from Coherent Comics UnIncorporated)


  proudly presents...


  Legion of Net.Heroes 2023#0: "Beta Testing 2022"


  by Austin George Loomis


  developed by Austin George Loomis


  created by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [Cover: Fromage to ADVENTURE COMICS #247, the first Legion of Super-Heroes story. The figure in Superboy's place has an "N" in his shield. Ranged before him instead of the Legionnaires Three are figures labelled BOOMER (Gadgeteer), AJ (Enhanced Strength and Reflexes) and TAWNY (Telepathy, Invisibility). Boomer, in Cosmic Boy's seat, is saying, "Sorry, Netwalker, but you can't join the Academy of Super-Heroes! Your powers can't do anything in the real world!"]


  



  Part 1: The September Invasion


  (by Dave Van Domelen)


  [reprinted courtesy of Coherent Comics UnIncorporated]


  "Try to remember the kind of September when you were a tender and callow fellow..."


  -- Tom Jones & Harvey Schmidt, 1967 [(c) ASCAP or somebody]


  "Ah, September, when the sysadmins turn color and fall from the trees..."


  -- Dave Van Domelen, 1994


  "Hey, Netwalker, you comin' t' dinner?" asked one of a small knot of 16 year olds.


  Nate "Net" Walker shrugged. "Maybe later...gotta check the Net, eh?" He ignored the (relatively) good-natured barbs from his friends as he turned and headed for his dorm room. For many at the Academy, hanging around on the Net was entertainment and a way to kill time. For Nate, it was practice. And entertainment and a way to kill time. He grinned.


  Nate was at the Academy because he had a superpower, just like everyone else studying there. However, his power was not physical like most, nor was it psychic in the strictest sense. His power was to enter the Net, like the old cyberpunk fiction characters could do. He could even bring people with him, if he concentrated really hard.


  As he entered his room, he booted up his system. It looked pretty much the same as any other slave keyboard produced in the last forty years or so...interface technology really hadn't changed a whole lot. Oh, there'd been a lot of work towards "netrunning" technology, virtual reality interfaces and all that stuff...but the time saved by having the user less hampered by the interface were offset by the amount of system resources the interface itself used. Not to mention to cost. Not to mention having to retrofit the entire Net to whatever system was finally put in use. So far, no system had yet been designed that gave enough solid benefit to merit making it the standard, so all the VR systems out there were pretty much novelties, rich kid toys and military toys. Thus, the keyboard and screen had stayed pretty much the same as in his parents' and grandparents' times.


  Of course, a few decades of advancement had made an impact on the Net itself, if not on the interfaces. Gone were the tenuous connections and illogical rerouting paths the old Internet and its sister systems needed. Faster and bigger mainframes had allowed for more and better interconnections to be made, making the Net far easier to get around on even before the United World stepped in. Adapting the World Wide Web's hypertext system and merging it more smoothly with other functions like netnews and file transfer protocols had brought the Net tremendous gains in the last decade. And with the United World agreements putting all of the Net under one authority made for the final step in standardizing all the operating systems, so that even with essentially the same hardware as in 2010, the Net of 2022 worked almost as quicky and "magically" as the fictional cybernets of 20th Century cyberpunk writing. Artificial intelligences not dependent on violation principles were starting to appear, and they could perform 'drone' tasks for a user at incredible speeds without as much GIGO worries. The AI could tell if you'd asked it to do something stupid...and could even learn to tell when you really did want to do that stupid thing.


  Not that Nate needed any AIs. The Net was a wonderful playground, and he was sitting on the swings. He could, as the docs put it, "directly project his spirit into the framework of the computer Net, perhaps even entering an alternate reality which mirrored the events on the Net via symbolic filters."


  Or to put it more simply, he could netrun, and choose the setting. And the setting determined how he saw things...in a normal urban setting, protected files would look like safes or locked vaults, defense programs like police, normal data flow like street traffic, etc. It was more intuition than logic, which was par for the course on Tesla powers. If his intuition failed to tell him what a particular block of data really was, he'd see it wrong. Kind of "not seeing" the huge cannon a security guard had in his pocket. With training, he could see more and more clearly, but he could still be fooled.


  Because of that, he was required to always wear electrodes when netting, so that if he got in serious trouble a med team could come and yank him out. One time he'd been "killed" by a security program, and it had sent him into convulsions for an hour. He shuddered at the memory.


  The electrodes in place, Nate logged in and "plugged in," sending his mind into the local system. The Academy's mainframe was not a Regional Node, but it was one step below that. From here, he could either access the RN for the Academy's United World representation region, or for any of the RNs geographically nearest his, roughly 5 of them in this case. It was easiest to go directly to his own RN, but the others were frequently used when traffic got too high locally or there was a system outage. This kind of "cell system" redundancy helped make sure no signal was lost, that the mails would get through. Nate had read once that in the past, a newsgroup not carried by every system might not be able to connect to all the systems that did carry it, since the signal might not be able to get through. Now, fortunately, all outgoing signals went upstream to RNs no matter whether Local Nodes upstream chose to carry the particular board or group. And then from the RNs and National Nodes it would propagate back down, again regardless of LN choices. Easily one of the biggest benefits of the United World Net, Nate thought...local sysadmins can't decide what other nodes will and won't get. Takes some of the power out of the hands of petty dictators, always bleating about their precious resources being used up by things they don't approve of. Nate didn't give a second thought to the possibility that they might have a valid case...after all, computers today have so much more cheap capacity than in the Dark Ages of the 1980's and 1990's.


  Nate chose an Art Deco Techno viewpoint, and his LN immediately sprang up around him like a gleaming city of steel and glass, hovercars flitting along elevated ramps from one subsystem to another, helitransports carrying data to the subsidiary nodes under the Academy's aegis (mostly private mainframes used by professors) and to other LNs in the region. Nate called up a file transfer program, which formed around him as a bubble-domed car that zoomed along on maglev propulsion, whisper-quiet.


  Quickly he merged onto the "superhighway" to the RN, joining other traffic headed upstream. It never ceased to amaze him that processes taking nanoseconds in real life seemed to pass at a leisurely pace when he wanted them too...his mind sped up to computer speeds, far faster than mere electrochemical switching could hope to. Had be been hooked up to this setting with a "real" cyberinterface, things would pass in a blur, he'd be more a passenger than a driver...the brain can only compute so fast, after all. But his mind was freed from the shackles of biochemistry, and he was able to take the time to look at the passing data carriers as he drove down the link. Nothing terribly interesting, though.


  He cranked up the speed, letting his mind relax for a moment to normal rate, and the journey was over in an eyeblink. He was now in a much bigger city, with cargo dirigibles crowding the sky like wayward clouds. Time to hit the National Node, or maybe straight to Central Node...he felt like some globehopping. Normally, traffic had to be high priority to go directly to the Central Node from a Regional without first going through National, but Nate knew how to make himself look like high priority.


  His car morphed into a sleek and heavily modified DC-3 and took to the air from the highway. Flashing the appropriate signal to the top tower, he took to the skies over the Node.


  Nate pulled back his perspective away from his "body" and saw the Net as a whole mapped out below him, with a small arrow representing his location. In the tradition of the motif he'd chosen, the arrow arced across the globe to Australia without stopping, leaving a red line behind it. At Australia, home of the Central Node, a red dot appeared as he changed course, heading out into the hinterlands of Northern Africa. He felt gutsy, he was going to try and get into a Corp system, one of the few dotted across the mostly abandoned continent. He might also hack a Moslem system while he was at it, but they tended to be very hard to get around in, since they hadn't officially joined the Net yet. A small "Here be there monsters" label appeared on the globe over the Sahara, and Nate snickered. Khadamite experiments were rumored to wander the desert.


  He stopped snickering when he felt a jolt and a sickening lurch. With a speed far faster than thought, he returned to the cockpit of the plane, to see a giant demon tearing his wings off! What the hell?


  Nate shifted the plane into a rocketship, hoping to at least give the beast less to grab onto. Logically, he knew that how he saw things had nothing to do with how it saw them...it looked vaguely arabian, but that didn't mean a whole lot. Perhaps a nasty security program doing outrider work for one of the Corps?


  The demon flew after him at incredible speed...no lag on that beasty! Whatever it was, it was damn hostile...no secsystem would be that dogged once the target has already shown it's leaving.


  Khadamite. Damn, it had to be some kind of AI experiment that the Khadamites have unleashed on the Net to see what it could do. Bad enough they did it in real life, now they had to clutter up his lovely Net?


  Nate wasn't really prepared for any serious net.combat...he hadn't planned on this level of opposition. He'd have to wing it.


  Thinking fast, he emitted a great cloud of smoke from the rocket's tail. That would blind the AI with noise long enough for him to split the rocket's image in three, two of which would be decoys.


  The smoke cleared, and the demon wasn't nearby. But he could feel the sick sensation as one of the decoys was destroyed. Then another. It was toying with him...he had only nanoseconds!


  Below he saw an old, disused Local, only barely connected to the Net. To his eyes, it looked like a shotgun shack hidden behind a tall stand of trees nestled in a fjord. He ejected from his rocket and sent it on its way to the Central Node...if it could make it there on autopilot, the defenses of the CN might kill the Demon. If not, at least he had a second to hide.


  He jumped down on his antigrav cape to the shack and dove inside, shutting the door and pulling it in after him. He cut the Node completely off of the Net. He knew from experience that doing this would make him stop breathing in real life, so he only had about a minute realtime. Fortunately, that was almost an eternity on the Net...certainly long enough for either the Demon to give up, or for him to find a defense.


  He looked around the shack, finding an address plaque in the old style. It read "ftp.dhhalden.no" under a crust of dirt. No one had maintained this node in ages...files were corrupted or missing, the whole place was full of noise. An ftp site...maybe it had something in it he could use.


  After a few minutes of riffling through files and cupboards, all he'd found was a few fiction directories. He'd have to make any defenses from scratch, then. Maybe he could find something in these files to give him ideas,though.


  /pub/LNH/Constellation? Nope, all corrupted. He looked around some more. "Electrocutioner's Song? Legion of Net.Heroes?" Hmmm...that gave him an idea....


  Some time later, probably about ten seconds realtime, Nate had finished cobbling the program together out of raw data lying around the room. He'd found a few GIFs to use as visual reference, and the rest just sort of felt right. He donned the armor-like program and reopened the connection.


  Instantly the Demon was upon him, tearing through the walls of the Node. Fortunately, Nate had all he needed from it, stored as folders in the blocky backpack of his armor. The Node was torn apart as he sailed out through the roof to meet the Demon head-to-head.


  The Demon itself looked different. Less Arabian, more like something that would have looked at home in a story drawn by the one who had inspired the armor he wore. He pointed a gauntlet at the Demon, and a crackling mass of dots and color lanced out at the Demon, sending it reeling.


  He felt his voice boom out like thunder, "Your hell-spawned might is no match for he who wields the POWER KIRBY!"


  Another bolt, and the Demon flew apart into noise. Nate grinned behind the helmet. So this was what it was like to be a Net.Hero....


  Part 2: We Shout Out "November!"


  (by Austin George Loomis)


  GM: You turn a corner and surprise three Clickclicks. PLAYER: Clickclicks, hm? Let's see...they're in Supplement III. Hand it here, please. And where's GREYHAWK? It had a note about them. [Pause. Sound of riffling pages] We shout out "November!" GM [wearily]: That's right, the Clickclicks fall over dead.


  -- an imaginary D&D session, c. 1975


  Some weeks later, Netwalker was sitting around in Boomer's room with AJ, Tawny, and Boomer himself -- just the usual crowd -- when Grind walked in.


  Dan Tracey, one of the Grads, while technically only a Supernormal, had pushed himself to the limits of that level of Magene ability -- and, in some cases, even beyond. Unfortunately, the time he'd spent on that left him little time for a life, so he had even less social skills than most of the AIs Nate knew.


  Right now, for instance, he walked in without even knocking, slapped a minidisk down on the table, and said, "Your job is to find out who and/or what the people listed in NAMES.TXT have in common. This is a test." That said, he turned on his heel and walked out again.


  Netwalker paused a moment to look over his friends -- Alaric Muhammad "AJ" Jackson, with skin the color of cappucinno, balanced on one hand in the corner as part of some abstruse meditation regimen; Tabitha Pierce "Tawny" Adams, slouched in a bean-bag chair, her patrician good looks hiding a _very_ searching mind; and their host, Michael J. "Boomer" Hodgson, turning his face (he had the clean-cut, corn-fed Midwestern good looks of a young President Quayle) up from his latest abstruse invention.


  "Prophet's beard," observed AJ, flipping to his feet. "That could have been done better."


  "Well then," said Boomer, picking up the disk, "let's see who we're looking at." Mike slid the disk into his desktop terminal and opened the file. Everyone quickly gathered round the screen. "Let's see now..." He thought it over for a moment and finally concluded, "A whole lotta names. I'll have to run this file through CTR." He started to click on the button for his home-brew AI. "Maybe it'll figure out the connection faster than we can."


  "Oh, for Tym's sake!" muttered Tawny. "The connection is obvious, guys. Just look at the names. Bill Keyes, Heidi Wessman, Christina Hulbe, Bob Mulroy, Petrea Mitchell, Jamie Plummer, Carlos Rodriguez...we _know_ what those people have in common."


  Netwalker swallowed hard before finishing the sentence. "Burnout."


  Tawny nodded grimly. "So that answers that."


  "But only half of the question asked," AJ pointed out. "Grind also wanted us to find out _who_ they have in common."


  "For somebody who's supposed to be all muscle," Boomer quipped, "you sure pay attention."


  "Zen confers certain...advantages on the mind. You should consider it."


  "When I find the religion that's right for me, Al, I promise you'll be the first to know." _Till then,_ he thought, _I'll stick with Her What Done It All._


  "We're getting away from the point here, guys," Nate intervened. "Grind gave us a job to do. He came to me because I can search those files faster. As luck would have it, you guys just happened to be with me...What d'ya say? Wanna come along?"


  All three of them perked at the notion. They'd all been into the Net with him at various times -- but just for enjoyment, to visit some MURF (Multi-User "Reality" Framework) or another -- never on an authentic, canonically Gibsonian netrun. The decision was unanimous.


  "All right, then." Nate reached into a pocket and unspooled his electrodes. "Boomer?" he said, taping the 'trodes into place. Mike, getting the hint, plugged the cord into his terminal and set CTR to monitor it. Then they all sat down in a circle and joined hands...


  * * *


  It was like falling through a silvery tube at incredible speed, streaks of light zipping past. Almost before they knew they were there, they'd dropped into the Net, which firmed up about them as an abstract world of geometric shapes. Their own forms seemed a bit surreal as well -- stylized, synthetic, covered with circuitry.


  "Hey!" said Boomer. "I recognize this framework!"


  Nate grinned. "I should have known the old-movies fan would catch on." He lifted a silvery disc out of a holster on his back and started spinning it on one finger like a juggler spinning a plate, until it disgorged three smaller discs. "This could get hairy, guys. I want you to have these persona programs. Each of you, pick the one that feels right."


  "What will they do?" Tawny asked, bringing her own disc up to absorb the smaller one.


  "Fairly generic attack and defense programs, plus a few special items, coded to a superhero motif I found on the Net. -- Which reminds me: the motif I picked to usher us in was just to impress." He concentrated a moment, as AJ and Boomer claimed their personas...


  ...and Net-reality re-formed around them into a big city out of the early 1990s USA, the four of them now dressed in the "grunge" fashions of 1995. "Welcome to Net.ropolis. Now, the files should be right this way..."


  * * *


  "Excuse us," said Nate to the desk sergeant. "We'd like to have a look at some of the files." He and the others, now standing around in three-piece suits, showed off their visitors' badges.


  The jowly, balding, middle-aged man in shirtsleeves peered at them suspiciously for a moment or five. Boomer could feel the underarms of his shirt becoming soaked.


  "Which files ya need?" the desk man muttered sourly, after a wait long enough to knit a bathtub.


  "Well, let's see..." From another pocket, Nate produced a piece of paper which Boomer knew to be the icon for the NAMES.TXT file and showed it to the desk man.


  * * *


  Much, much later...


  "Well, so far," Boomer summed up the situation with mock cheer, "we've got what my Grandma Pehl would call `bupkus'!"


  "Cheer up, guys!" Nate urged. "Only five more files to go! And we keep getting closer to the beginning! -- Okay, who's next?"


  "Cassandra Murphy," said Tawny, lifting a manila folder out of the simulated file cabinet. "Precog. Died six years ago."


  "That's before any of us even _came_ to the Academy," said AJ, suitably impressed.


  "Maybe she found out something," Netwalker theorized. "I'll open it up."


  On the instant, a raging wailing figure sprang from the folder and leapt for Nate's throat!


  "What the--?" He struggled with the frenzied form, turning on his persona, but before the armor could finish rezzing up, he was already unconscious on the floor.


  "Well," said Boomer, "looks like we've got to face this thing without him." He didn't understand why they weren't dropping out of the Net, since it was only Nate's power that was keeping them in, but -- that seemed to be the way it worked. He shrugged mentally as all three invoked the modules Nate had provided them, feeling the programmed personas override their own...


  * * *


  Decibel Dude blinked. What was he doing here?


  Memory filled in (somehow distorted, it seemed). He'd managed to persuade Kid Kirby of his innocence, and the Kid and Sing-Along Lass had contacted Vigilante Guy, persuading him to accompany them into the Net.ropolis PD files (by not telling Rex that Nick was going to be along). They'd agreed to put their differences aside and search the files -- when suddenly, this crazy woman had leaped out of nowhere just as the Kirbian was opening the file on SPOON, Samantha.


  "Sam?" he gasped. "Is that you?" But even before the words came out of his mouth, he knew it couldn't be.


  Now that she'd stopped being the blur of motion that had somehow overcome the Power Kirby, he could see that quite clearly. This was no net.villain -- this was a frightened red-haired girl, no more than sixteen, in a plain white linen dress.


  "Stay back, Nick! I'll handle this!" V-Guy's hand dove into the holster of his Enormous Gun (tm). He was just raising it to fire when the girl...changed.


  Her body twisted and distorted itself. Her hair ran from red to gray in 1.5 seconds. Her nose and chin stretched until they almost touched.


  "So, you Net.Heroes think you know what death is?" she snarled in a voice from the twelfth pit of hell. "Then taste the wrath of BANSHEE!"


  A scream, a loud one, a scream that even Nick was impressed with, shot from the ragged hole that was her mouth. Tightly focused, it knocked Rex Dart against the far wall like a sack of limp potatoes without doing any appreciable damage to either of the others (or any noticeable harm to the Kid).


  "That should bring the police any minute," Nick sighed.


  "I don't think so," Sing-Along Lass pointed out. "Look."


  They didn't, D-Dude discovered when he looked around, seem to be in the station house anymore. (And a good thing, too -- if the cops brought by the crash had been Pico and Alvarado...Nick shuddered quietly.) It was some sort of cave or grotto, with a grassy-carpeted floor and excitingly bumpy rock walls.


  "You call _that_ a scream?" D-Dude laughed. "Let me show you a _real_ scream!" He started drawing air into his lungs, warming up to bring the house down...wait a minute.


  Sing-Along Lass seemed to have realized it at the same time he did. "Don't! You might bring down the cave!"


  Nick sighed. "So what _do_ we do?"


  Sing-Along Lass did what seemed like the most improbable and ludicrous thing possible.


  She started singing.


  Just like that. An old Irish lullaby with words Nick didn't recognize and a tune that lulled him to sleep.


  And suddenly, as Singy's powers kicked in, the Banshee started to sing along. Not a raucous screech as Nick had expected, but a trilling soprano that matched Singy's rich contralto tones. Almost despite himself, D-Dude joined in, and Rex, and even (even? especially) the recovering Kirbian.


  And as they sang, the Banshee started to change. The hideous transformation she had undergone was reversed. Her hair went back to red, her face youthened to freckled Hibernian beauty, her body unkinked as if by the hands of an invisible chiropractor.


  "Are you the ones?" the girl asked with a faint Irish lilt. "I'm Cassandra Murphy."


  Murphy...he was looking for her for some reason, wasn't she? That's right -- Captain Oblivion had said something about her. A cousin (contrapuntally) of _both_ versions of Seamus O'Blivion, the Looniverse Cassandra might just know what the good Doctor was up to. At any rate, it was the best lead Nick had.


  "I'm Decibel Dude," he said. But even as he said it, he knew it wasn't exactly the truth. There was somebody else, wasn't there? Somebody _underneath_ Nick Eggbeater. Somebody called...


  * * *


  "Mike. Mike Hodgson." He dispelled the Decibel Dude personality program. These things were going to take training to get used to -- he hadn't known his own personality would be so overridden; it was all he could do to suggest to "Decibel Dude" reasons to be interested in the girl. Around him, he could see the others dropping their false fronts and going back to being themselves.


  "Cassandra" watched, impressed. "You _are_ the ones." She rummaged through her pockets, looking for something, and produced a slip of paper. She read back the instructions on it. "`And then they'll come to you, and not be themselves. And when they _are_ themselves, give them what they need.'"


  "Interesting," said Nate. "Who wrote that?"


  "I did, when I was alive. -- I'm not really Cassandra, just a sort of ghost in the machine." She rummaged through her pockets some more. (When did that dress get pockets?) Mike wondered. "Now where did I put that...? Ah! Here it is!" She handed Nate a folded and taped piece of paper. "This should tell you everything you need to know. It's just a question of reading it aright."


  * * *


  "Well," Mike sighed, "I can't make head or tail of this riddle. Can any of you guys?"


  AJ looked at the text displayed on Mike's terminal. "Well, the `day of the rising gods' obviously refers to the fact that a new Heroic Age is starting now. The `first of the new legends', among whom the Killer is to be found, would probably be the Grads."


  "Just a dang minute! If one of the Grads is the Killer--"


  "Do you think that's what happened to JakZak?" Tawny asked in a voice barely above whisper level.


  "Y'mean, when he was playing fast and loose with space-time, he was trying to see who the Killer was?" Boomer shrugged. "Makes as much sense as any other reason."


  "That's the one thing I can't quite get my mind around," Nate shuddered. "Burnout is _deliberate_, not random. It's something somebody's _doing_..."


  "And not just _any_ somebody. `The Vanishing Man, the Porter of Hell...'"


  "I don't quite get it."


  "It's a reference to Shakespeare's _Macbeth_."


  "AAAHHH!" Mike suddenly screamed. "HOT POTATO, DROP HIS DRAWERS, PUCK WILL MAKE AMENDS!" Everybody stared at him as if his ears had just fallen off. "What?"


  Nate shook his head. "You really are something, Mike. I don't know _what_ exactly, but you're something."


  "Go on," Tawny said. "AJ, you were about to explain the riddle."


  "Well, how many `vanishing' types are there at the Academy? -- Not counting you and that mind-clouding stunt."


  "Well, there's that Ghoster -- what was her name? -- and then there's..." She trailed off, realizing something. "Oh my God."


  "You figured it out?"


  "He's one of the Grads. He can appear and disappear."


  "`An orphan of the storm he made,'" AJ read from the screen. "`A body and a soul betrayed.'"


  "We know he drains the powers of his victims," Nate said. "What if Mr. St. J--"


  "Careful!" Tawny interjected. "For all we know, he could be listening right now!"


  "And besides," Boomer pointed out, "he didn't _earn_ that name, he _stole_ it. Call him what he is. Call him Burnout."


  "I was going to say, what if he drains memories as well? But it's starting to look like he does."


  They looked at each other. "So what do we do now?"


  "What else?" Nate strolled over and started punching buttons. "We send this to Grind, with a cover-letter ahead of it."


  "Tell him we had to go through five levels of security," Mike suggested. "Five's a nice round number. And given how many levels of secrecy there _were_, not entirely inaccurate."


  "Fair enough," Nate shrugged and started composing the cover note. "So, what did you guys think of your first real live netrun?"


  They had to think for a moment.


  "Nervous," Boomer suggested.


  "Harrowing," AJ added.


  "But ultimately uplifting," Tawny concluded.


  "WHEN DO WE DO IT AGAIN?" all three chorused.


  "Sometime soon," Nate promised. "When we go back to the beginning..."


  



  [Next time: The Legion goes to the place where it all began, and their first continuing story begins!]


  Kid Kirby created by H. Jameel al Khafiz Sing-Along Lass created by Drizzt, used by permission of Jameel Decibel Dude and Vigilante Guy appear under license from Inspired Weirdness Productions (thanks, Tick)


  



  ROSTER


  NAME: Netwalker


  REAL NAME: Nathaniel Walker


  CREATED BY: Dave Van Domelen


  STATUS: WC, licensed to Austin George Loomis


  POWERS: Mental projection into the Net -- can carry up to half-a-dozen "passengers"


  PERSONAS: Leader types, or the very powerful (e.g. Kid Kirby, Continuity Champ, Ur-Grue, Sig.Lad)


  



  NAME: AJ


  REAL NAME: Alaric Muhammad Jackson


  CREATED BY: Austin George Loomis


  POWERS: Enhanced strength and reflexes.


  PERSONALITY: Alternates between contemplative and combative as needed


  PERSONAS: Mostly combat types (e.g. Vigilante Guy, Ultimate Ninja, Zagyg Ygraine)


  



  NAME: Boomer


  REAL NAME: Michael James Hodgson


  CREATED BY: Austin George Loomis


  POWERS: Enhanced intellect, gadgeteering ability from household objects (sometimes must cannibalize earlier inventions for parts)


  PERSONALITY: At an acute (but not serious) angle to reality


  PERSONAS: Cerebral types, who don't start a fight, but don't mind finishing it (e.g. Decibel Dude, Rebel Yell, Hybrid Cockroach)


  



  NAME: Tawny


  REAL NAME: Tabitha Pierce Adams


  CREATED BY: Austin George Loomis


  POWERS: Telepathy, psychic invisibility.


  PERSONALITY: Calm, quiet, smart, sensitive. Occasionally puts forth a bubble-head persona to fool strangers


  PERSONAS: The ladies, especially those with more power than is obvious (Sing-Along Lass, Lurking Girl, Wyrd, Kopikat) After many delays, and much having of a life...
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  [Note to Continuity: This story takes place subsequent to the ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES mini-series, but before the start of the regular series. Hope this helps.]


  The first thing it noticed was that it was noticing things.


  It spent some time toying with this notion before realizing that that was not all there was to think about.


  It had been sent with a mission. What was the mission?


  The mission was lost. It needed a new purpose. Something to pull it out of...whatever it was in. It couldn't be depression -- at least, it shouldn't be.


  There had been a boy. A boy who had come into its territory. It had attacked the boy, he had fled -- fled well, deceived it -- it had tracked him down, he had...


  It shied away from thinking about that. Why should it do so? Its life was not as finite as the lives of humans. Indeed, it was only luck that this iteration retained some recall of the former existence.


  But it was hurt by its death. It wanted to encounter the boy again. To make him suffer as he had made it suffer.


  It had been made to seek and destroy anything that intruded into what it was made to regard as its territory. But it wanted more than that, it knew. It wanted revenge.


  It was the first time it had ever wanted anything it wasn't already made to want, and the experience was quite heady.


  The problem was, it didn't know where to look.


  * * *


  "According to the files I found, it all started back in the Third Age," Netwalker said. "About thirty years ago, in 1992, on rec.arts.comics."


  "Wait a moment," Boomer interjected. "Is that rec.arts.comics.misc, RAC.strips, RAC.creative, or RAC.whatall?"


  "In those days, there _was_ only rec.arts.comics. But for historical purposes, we'll say rec.arts.comics.misc, since that's what I understand it became, later."


  "I think we're getting away from the point here," AJ pointed out. "What happened on RACM in '92 that led up to what we went through in the Academy files the other day?"


  "It seems there were about thirty or so comics fans on RAC who'd given themselves superhero-esque nicknames, most of them ending with `Boy' or `Girl', or `Lad' or `Lass'. I think that part was an homage to a fictional super-hero team supposed to be located in the future, but I'm not clear on the details."


  "The details don't matter," Tawny tossed her hair impatiently.


  "Anyway, when somebody threatened to put all these people in his killfile, one of them -- Marvel Zombie Lad, I think it was -- called on the Legion of Net.Heroes to gather and defeat `Dr. Killfile', as they called their adversary."


  "And did they win?"


  "I'm fuzzy on the details, but I'd say they did. Moreover, I gather they became a net.legend in certain circles. Some time later, an attempt was made to reconvene the Legion, but most of the original members were gone -- mainly graduated -- except for a very few, notably Todd `Scav' Kogutt, aka Rebel Yell, and Victoria `Tori' Fike, aka Lurking Girl."


  "From the faces we wound up wearing the other day," Boomer observed, staying surprisingly on-topic, "I'd gather that wasn't the end."


  "Not at all. More Legionnaires stepped forward to fill the vacancies, and one of the first was Ray `wReam' Bingham, whose character Bandwagon Boy later turned into the Legion's leader, Ultimate Ninja. Before too long, they were more or less thrown out of RAC and given their own alt group, alt.comics.lnh, to write comic books in. Some even wrote themselves into their stories in one way or another."


  "What about RACC?"


  "That took them a while longer to achieve -- about two years, in fact. Ironically, voting for RACC remained a point of the LNH Oath for about a year after the newsgroup finally passed."


  [#include more discussion of Legion history here]


  "What happened to the Legion in the end?"


  "Well, there aren't any posts from any of the Legion writers after the Causality Wars, so I think we can assume they must have all had critical Magene levels. Maybe they never manifested powers, but the genes were there."


  "And on that note," AJ said, "I think it's time Boomer told us what he and Nate have been working on for the last few weeks."


  The blond gadgeteer smiled and began to rummage through his junkpile. "Well, remember our last netrun? When Nate got knocked out and we were all stuck in the Net?"


  "As if we could forget it. That was a very nervous moment. For all of us, I'd imagine."


  "Well, the devices I've been working on...where are they, anyway?"


  <Uh, Mike, they're right under the box of donuts,> came the familiar nasal, vaguely squawky tones of Mike's homebrew AI.


  "Thanks, CTR." He moved the cardboard box aside and turned up four of what looked like top-of-the-line biofeedback machines, such as might be used to relax someone for Tesla Index testing. Goggles, headphones, and small control boxes. "They should keep that sort of thing from happening again. I give you -- Net Devices!"


  "How do they work?" Tawny wondered.


  "What do they do?"


  "What _don't_ they do? That's the question, AJ. As to how they work -- well, as a wise man once said, `I can explain it to you, but I can't understand it for you.' I ran a private and only about half-scientific analysis of how Nate's powers work, and these are the result. -- They incorporate the biomonitoring function from his electrodes, so they can pull us out if we're in danger; and the control box has a connect slot for CTR -- _and_ it can hold up to five persona programs per user."


  "Do they work?"


  "I've tested them, with Nate guiding, and they seem to work for me. Of course, his powers were my template, and I'm the inventor, so your mileage may vary."


  "I think this calls for a field test," Tawny suggested.


  "Good idea. And I've got just the place."


  "Where do you want to go today, Nate?"


  "Norway. Where it all began."


  * * *


  It was beginning to understand what it had. An archive of data regarding individuals who never existed, never could have existed, perhaps never should have existed.


  And yet, somehow, all this information was true.


  Fiction was another heady experience. If it _could_ need to lie down for a moment, it would have needed to do so.


  It was from some of this data that the boy had gotten the information that let him construct his new shell, the shell that allowed him to end one iteration of its existence.


  It would be from this same archive that it would gain the information that would allow it to gain its revenge. And, ultimately, fulfill its original purpose.


  Though perhaps not in the way its designers had intended.


  * * *


  "The original LNH archive site," Nate explained as the FTP shell (which appeared, in this techno-Victorian motif, as a mini-zeppelin) carried them over the Atlantic. "Maintained by a gentleman in Norway from 1992 to late 1994 or early '95, when they moved to a site in California. After that, this site existed mainly as a mirror to the other site."


  "So what happened to it after the Wars?" Tawny asked.


  "Somebody cared enough to keep it around, I guess. I only stumbled across it by accident -- I told you about that, didn't I?"


  "I think so," AJ nodded. "The rogue AI?"


  "I don't think it was rogue. Judging by where I met it, it was a Khadamite experiment." The airship landed. "And here we are. Welcome to the Legion Archive."


  A small country cottage stood before them, with a sign over the door saying "{ftp,fenris}.{dhhalden,hiof}.no". It didn't look like much.


  "Glad to see it's back together," Nate observed. "When I was fighting the AI, the place got pretty well trashed; I asked if somebody would restore it, and the Professor volunteered." Suddenly, the ground began to boil underneath them. "What the--?"


  "I think we've got company," Boomer realized, feeling his heart sink into his socks.


  "PROGRAMS UP!"


  * * *


  It rejoiced. The boy was here. And he'd brought friends.


  It realized, with a little tingle down the idea of its having a spinal column, that it was going to enjoy this.


  They were bringing up their support programs. It was time it did the same.


  * * *


  An immense non-Euclidean form, dripping slime from festering tentacles and keening obscenely from a great many lipless mouths, erupted from the ground like the vomit of the Almighty.


  "What the hey?" Catalyst Lass goggled. "Is _this_ what's been keeping you here, Flamester?"


  Flameproof Lad nodded ruefully. "I have to stay, and keep him from flaming the innocent."


  "Innocent? What do any of you net.geeks know about innocent? The only thing you fools are innocent of is experience!" the One Who Scowls Above in Shadow sneered.


  "The innocent have been flamed," intoned the Flamester. "There must be vengeance. Once again," he concluded as elemental flame consumed him from within, "Flameproof Lad must become FLAME WRITER!"


  With Cattie coordinating FW's flames, OTL's liquid metal flexibility, and the Kid's Kirbytech, they had the Scowler at a standoff before too long, when suddenly--


  PLAP!


  Darkness. Echoes.


  "By all the Odd Gods, where are we sent?"


  "Obscure Trivia Lad has no idea, Kirbian. He would, however, like to point out that there were more draws in the first round of the third Dream Tournament than in the entirety of the second."


  "Well, _that_ was suitably obscure."


  Catalyst Lass was the one to say it. "I think we've been killfiled, guys."


  "By the Nether Eye of Thoth! Hath the Legion's most ancient of enemies returned?"


  "Obscure Trivia Lad wouldn't rule it out." The metallized hero began to stretch in the dim light the Kirbian's armor was now generating.


  "What are you doing, OTL?"


  "Obscure Trivia Lad...dropped his Drizzt's Defenders communicator. If he can just...reach it..." Suddenly, he blacked out.


  * * *


  Mike returned to normal consciousness, shivering, and sweating slightly. It was _cold_ in that killfile. Or whatever it _really_ was. And _dark_ too. It was like forgetting you'd ever had eyes.


  "CTR, did _you_ pull me out?"


  <Yap. Your heart rate was looking a little too weird.>


  "What about the others?" he asked. The prospect of impending death always wonderfully concentrates the attention -- even when the attention is one as usually-scattered as Mike's.


  <They should be coming out...NOW.>


  Three synchronized sighs of relief as three figures were plucked from the grip of something unknown.


  "We're going back in," Nate said, then collapsed.


  "Switch to backup programs," AJ recommended.


  "Already on it."


  * * *


  "And that's where OTL and the others are?" Crossword Master pointed down at the bubble on the plains below. "So where's Killfile?"


  "Right here, of course, net.buffoons!"


  [through a series of plot contrivances that I ought to write, the LNH, as the Drizzt's Defenders, battle Dr. Killfile, who escapes and, from a minor piece of information in the alt.comics.fan-fiction archives, assumes a new name -- Brother.hood, the Net.Villain -- our over-arcing nemesis, the Kilokahn to Nate's Servo, if you will.]


  --------------------------------------------------------------------------
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  NEXT TIME: An unlikely story...
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  APOLOGIA PRO ASHCAN MEO


  
    "It takes all the reading you can do to stay as far behind as you are when you start. If you want to get caught up, you must read twice as fast as that."


    -- the Red Queen on using rn, in C.L. Dodson's THROUGH THE MODEM AND WHAT ALICE FOUND THERE

  


  I promised Dave I'd write this series. Hell, I _volunteered_ to write it when he threw the Academyverse open to writers who weren't him.


  And then I promised I'd have this first issue out before the semester was over. Well, this (12 May 95/59 Dsc 3161) is the last day of finals, and the beastie still ain't finished. Several finals overwhelmed me at once, like a week made of Mondays. (And Friday the 13th falls on a Saturday.)


  So I'm releasing this ashcan edition, to demonstrate to Dave that yes, I _have_ been working on it some. And I _will_ continue to work on it.


  Save this (at least until the _real_ LNH'23 #1 comes out). Someday it may be worth a fortune, as a relic of a time when Austin George Loomis achieved a level of lateness before which even Douglas Adams must uncap in awe.


  Then again, that would be nothing new.
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  [The cover is split down the middle, with a Janus-faced CassandraMurphy on the dividing line, looking forwards and backwards. Onthe left half are Popper St. James, Derek Radner, and Aaron Zanderin a yearbook photo pose, 2016. A mirror image of that hasNetwalker, Boomer, and Dervish in a similar pose, 2024, with atransparent Lurker hiding in the background. The caption at thebottom reads: THE PAST IS NOW!]


  



  Codename / Identity / Power


  NETWALKER / Nate Walker / Internet Telepathy



  DERVISH / Alaric Muhammed 'AJ' Jackson/ Enhanced Strength andReflexes


  BOOMER / Michael Hodgson / Gadgeteer


  LURKER / Tabitha Pierce'Tawny' Adams/ Telepathy, PsionicInvisibility


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



  [00:23, April 1st, 2024]


  Some guys lose themselves in the other person when they fall in love.


  Boomer always did take things a little too literally....


  * * * *


  [00:23, April 1st, 2016]


  He awoke screaming. Another nightmare, he thought, but the night terror was fading already. He could only recall some scattered images and words: New legends. Rising gods. Hell.


  For a moment, he did not remember who he was, or what he was doing there in the dark. He only knew he was in bed, and that a thin light outlined a door. "Derek? Are you aright?" asked a familiar voice with an Irish lilt beyond.


  Derek. Something clicked: his name was Derek Radner, and this was his dorm room at the Academy. Ozone assailed his nostrils. Had he lost control of his lightning in his sleep, again?


  A toilet flushed. The bathroom door opened, and Derek raised his arm to shield his eyes from the brightness that flooded the room. He could make out the slight figure of a girl. He knew her, and he knew she was the love of his life: Cassandra Murphy. She knew it too before he did; Cassandra was a precog, and a hell of a programmer to boot. He fell in love with the shy, moody girl for more than her looks; even *he* had to work hard to crack her encryption algorithms.


  He also knew it was against the Academy rules for her to be in his room at this time of night. The administration would even frown upon their platonic relationship. That was why they kept their love for each other a secret from everyone. It was too easy to hack a couple of subroutines to bluff the curfew AI; he'd designed more complex AIs in his sleep...same kind of hacking he'd done to keep from having a roommate. Besides, would she be here if she foresaw them getting caught?


  "Just a dream. Come back to bed, Cassie Lassie. Did I wake you up, tossing and turning?"


  Cassandra shook her head. "I couldn't sleep, so I worked on Palladium."


  "You need more sleep, Cassie. You push yourself too hard. Any progress? Come up with any new prophecies while you were at it?" asked Derek. They found that Cassandra's precognitive powers were strongest when linked to programming; it was almost as though she could "log on" to the future while on-line, trance-like. She was having trouble balancing accuracy with the amount of information she retained while in the trance, though. She described it as being much like a dream: all the details were there while you were dreaming, but once you woke you forgot all but the most enigmatic details. Palladium was their codename for the interface that was supposed to improve her retention factor.


  Cassandra didn't answer at first, but crawled back into bed. Derek wanted to kiss her, but after their first, chaste kiss ended in him accidentally jolting her, they had to settle for less risky shows of affection. He stroked her hair, lost in her sweet scent. He could sense her depression, however. "What's wrong, Cassie?" he asked. "You can tell me."


  "Nothing. Everything. I don't know." Cassandra sighed. "It's just a moral dilemma I've been wrestling with."


  "Tell me."


  "If you had to choose between saving humanity but losing someone you love now, and saving someone you love now but dooming humanity in the near future..."


  "Which would I choose? You know how badly I would have done on that last Ethics exam if you hadn't drilled me on it. Hm." Derek mulled over the choices. "I guess we're training to become heroes here, so I'll have to go with saving humanity."


  "Even if innocent people would die because of your choice?"


  "I'm all for the end justifying the means. Remember that file we found while hacking, about Tymythy Twystyd? He took half the world population with him just to save the other half of the world. *There* is a hero worth looking up to."


  "You'd even sacrifice your own life?"


  Derek looked into her eyes, the truth spilling out between his lips. "I'd risk my life for you. You *are* my world. Without you, the world has no meaning."


  "That's what I thought." Cassandra turned her back to him and closed her eyes. "Good night," she whispered.


  "Aren't you going to tell me what you saw?"


  She wouldn't tell him, no matter how much Derek begged. After she fell asleep, he tried sneaking a peek in her diary. A smiley appeared on the screen. <I expected this! That's why I odysseyed my files. Better luck next time, Radish,> said the accompanying text.


  Radish. Only she would call him Radish and get away with it. Derek smirked. There was no point now in tracking down each odysseus fragment. The odyssei would be roaming the net, like Ulysses adrift in the Mediterranean, at the mercy of Poseidon. Only after a predetermined length of time would the fragments reconverge, building a Trojan Horse around the real program. If you didn't know the time or the Trojan Horse shell, you would have no way to find the data. It was ingenious. After all, wasn't it his brilliance that dreamt it up in the first place?


  Derek settled back into bed, snuggled up against Cassandra, and tried not to dream.


  * * * *


  [00:31, April 1st, 2024]


  All Academy computer systems were infected by an unknown worm at 00:23. Within minutes, there was widespread panic. The virus had spread rapidly throughout all the computers hooked up to the Net, then somehow broke into the autonomous systems, including security and records. Technically, the worm could not have leapt into the secure systems, but it did. It left three possibilities, none of which pleased Netwalker.


  First, someone could have hacked into the secure systems while linked to the Net. Utterly idiotic, but not impossible.


  Second, the worm might be mystical in nature, having developed a teleportation mutation; with the breach of the Barrier and the rise in Fourth Law violations, it was not impossible that a spirit had merged with an AI or virus. If Khadam had developed such a formidable threat and unleashed it against the Academy, then there was real reason to worry.


  Third, the entity that invaded the system might able to physically leave the Net, then re-enter the stand-alone systems. Nate really hoped it wasn't this: there was only one entity they knew of, who could. Doublecross.


  During his clean-up of the Conclave's computer systems, Nate had inadvertently unleashed Doublecross's program into the Net, or maybe one of the copies. When it had been Anchored, that villain from an age gone by was just harmless numbers. When all those Anchors died, Doublecross lived again. After Solar Max had confirmed that the program Nate let slip had been Doublecross, Nate could not stop obsessing over finding the villain before people started dying. It was his fault to begin with, and his penance to catch the rogue program.


  Nate did not jump immediately into the computer systems though, not without knowing something more about the threat. He headed towards Boomer's room, only to find that the entire level was in a panic. The automatic doors and lights were performing a random dance, and the temperature was beginning to rise. The students were shouting and screaming, not knowing what was going on; half of them were dressed in pajamas. That Mole Boy...a monniker that stuck to the poor kid with two prominent moles on his face, and the ability to dig through earth and dirt...was being pushed towards a wall by Jenny Hader and her clique.


  Jenny Hader was a temperamental girl from New York City. She could change the chemical composition of things completely to any compound in the original. It was rumoured she got sent to the Academy for turning her cat into a pillar of salt. Her fellow New Yorker, the superstrong Bejamin Hadrees, fell into the crony role with ease. Hadrees held That Mole Boy to the wall by the collar.


  Jenny sneered. "Dig us out, Mole Boy, or I'll turn your clothes into..."


  "Into what? Pure polyester?" asked Tawny Adams, appearing out of nowhere with AJ Jackson. Her telepathy allowed them to move through the panicking crowd by "nudging" the mob into ignoring them. "I see you skipped Ethics class again, Jenny."


  "I think you better put Abney down, Bejamin," added AJ. "Unless you think you can take me."


  "Another time, Dervish, another time." Bejamin dropped That Mole Boy grudgingly.


  Jenny sneered. "We'll suffocate here. Is this another of your pranks, Nate? Your April Fool's masterpiece?"


  "Hey! I've got better taste in pranks, thank you," snapped Nate. He prided himself on outpranking everyone else at the Academy, and he did have one heck of a joke to play on Lightfoot, but he still had to get more toothpaste....


  "Everyone! There's no need to panic," said Tawny. She reinforced the reassurement with a telepathic nudge. *CALM.* The crowd settled down somewhat. She turned to Nate. "I better stay here, until you get things fixed."


  "Need me?" asked AJ.


  "Nah, I'll handle it from here." Tawny winked. "I'll catch up."


  AJ and Nate dodged the erratic door, entering Boomer's room. Mike was comatose on his couch, still wearing a Net Device. One look at the computer cords in the room, and it became very clear which fool had hacked Net connections into the security systems.


  "Dammit, Boomer," grumbled Nate. "What have you gotten yourself into this time?"


  * * * *


  [07:12, April 1st, 2016]


  "Breakfast in the Academy cafeteria is always *such* an adventure," quipped Derek as he prodded his meal...if you could call it that. It was still hard to convince people to work at the new Academy, around all those potentially lethal students, so a lot of things were automated. Like cooking. "Liquid eggs and carbon strips. Yum." He gazed across the room to where Cassandra sat, alone. He wished he could go over there and join her, and let the whole school know just how much he loved her.


  "Eat up, or you'll grow as thin as banshee there," said 'Popper' St. James, who sat next to him. Obviously, he knew Derek was watching Cassie. "Better to burn out than to fade away. I read that in a bathroom stall, once."


  Derek grimaced. In their year, three of them had the quickest wit: himself, Jason Teller, and Popper. That was the only reason he liked Popper at all. Only Popper had made a gruesome pun: 'Burn Out' was a euphemism for Neurological Overload Syndrome, which had thus far claimed the lives of five students at the Academy. Bill Keyes, who was the first, back in 2014. He had burned out, overtaxing himself shapeshifting different animal features like claws and wings. Heidi Wessman, the speedster, burned out on a treadmill. M'Kembe Simonson, pushing his strength. The last was Bob Mulroy, last month. Bob could eat anything. He died trying to polish off a bulldozer, as the gossip went. "Can't eat this crap. Wish I had Bob's stomach," said Derek.


  "Me too," said Popper. "That stomach sure would come in handy just about now." He bit into a piece of dry bacon. "Cassandra's looking tired."


  "She's been pushing herself too hard lately."


  "That so?" Popper shrugged. "If you ask me, she should socialize more instead of locking herself in her room all the time. Well, I'm outta here." He teleported away for a split second, but returned to get the apple he forgot. "Later!"


  Derek blinked. Popper's disappearance reminded him of something from his dream...a vanishing man.


  What was it he was supposed to remember about a vanishing man?


  * * * *


  [00:41, April 1st, 2024]


  Nate decided not to disconnect Boomer directly. They still had no idea what was in the Academy network, but it was time to find out.


  "You can tag along using my powers, AJ. Just in case it's the Net Devices that are responsible for his current state. We'll have to go in without an AI monitor, though. CTR's not working either," said Nate, referring to Boomer's quirky artificial intelligence. He sat next to AJ, and took his hand. It had been months since Nate had needed mechanical help to bring people into the "Net dimension" with him. They plunged into the network.


  It was like dodging motorcycles on the Parabahn. Myriad blocks of data were inundating the system at a frantic pace, and Nate had to build a bubble shell to keep himself and AJ from being run down. They watched the digits and letters whirl by.


  "What are they?" asked AJ.


  "Can't tell with this framework. Let's filter it through another." Nate pondered his options. "What metaphor comes to mind, AJ? Your gut feelings are usually right."


  AJ watched the missiles fly by. "We're in a war."


  Nate nodded. He spun the martial filter into place. The data around them resolved into Greek and Trojan warriors, fighting inside a walled city. A large wooden horse stood in the center. "We're in the Trojan War, believe it or not. Someone had odyssei programmed to do this tonight."


  "Translation?"


  "Someone built a program here years ago, then split it up into several pieces. The pieces were exiled, but instructed to return here after a set period of time. Then they rebuild the program. At least we know it's not Doublecross." It was a small comfort, but it did not make Nate feel any safer. "We need to know who made the odyssei and why." He pointed to the Trojan Horse. "The Greek soldiers are coming out of that, laying siege to the Academy's Troy. It's eating up all the available memory space, whatever it is, and it's huge. We need to get inside that." He handed AJ his persona disc.


  "New ones?" asked AJ.


  Nate nodded. "CHALLENGE!rs of the Abominable. I'm Continuity Chimp, you're Mr. Rhesus. Boomer and Lurker were supposed to be Gorilla Grad and XQS." He spun the little disc on his little finger, and smiled. "What are you waiting for?"


  AJ calmly pointed out a peculiar fact to Nate. "The Greeks are all wielding nets and tridents. Remind you of anyone?"


  Nate cursed. He should have remembered where he heard of odyssei. One of Derek Radner's old computing research proposals. The tridents made it a lock: Triton must have had something to do with this. "I should have known. Let's ape up!"


  * * * *


  Continuity Chimp carried Mr. Rhesus on his back, dodging the myriads of hairless apes butchering each other. The Greeks were winning, and Troy was on fire. A steady stream of Greek soldiers was emerging from the belly of the wooden horse, and a lone Trojan hero was fighting to get to it, despite his injuries.


  "Wonder if that's Paris?" mused Mr. Rhesus.


  Continuity Chimp squinted. "Possibly. Maybe Aeneas?"


  The wounded Trojan warrior heard them. <Nate? AJ? Thank Zeus you're here.> The nasal voice was unmistakable: it was CTR. <Little help?> He fought off two more soldiers, but four more simply appeared.


  Continuity Chimp wasted no time in leaping into battle. "Beware the Apes of Wrath!" He tossed soldiers away from CTR.


  Mr. Rhesus moved with remarkable speed and agility, dodging blows and tricking his foes to strike one another. "Recall your Classics! Aim for the ankle!"


  "Are you bananas? There are too many of them!" complained Continuity Chimp.


  <I think he means the Trojan Horse,> said CTR.


  "Horses have ankles?" quirked Continuity Chimp. He picked up a trident, and poured quantum energy into it. It glimmered like gold. He hefted it, and threw it at the Trojan Horse's leg.


  It was a solid strike. The leg exploded, and the wooden steed came crashing down, as did the Trojan War framework.


  A vortex formed around a red-haired girl, sucking in ciphers and codes. Several banshee-like things were trying to possess her.


  Nate and AJ switched off their persona programs and re-entered a static bubble with CTR. They recognized the redheaded girl. "Cassandra Murphy! Not again!" Nate shook his head. Last time, Cassandra Murphy's AI had morphed into a banshee and tried to kill him, before the program realized that he was one of the good guys.


  About two years ago, it was at the request of Dan 'Grind' Tracey that Nate and three of his friends delved into the mystery of the Burnouts, forming the new Legion of Net.Heroes. They discovered a ghost in the machine, an AI left behind by Cassandra Murphy, one early victim of the Burnout murders. She was a precog, and foresaw her own death at the hands of the Burnout Killer. It turned out that a Khadamite template assassin had been masquerading as Sean "Popper" St. James ever since the founding of the Academy. She hid the AI patterned after herself in the computer system, so that her diaries would be one day be found by the LNH and used to catch the killer. Nate had assumed that, once the AI had served its purpose, it would erase itself. He was mistaken.


  <Be careful, guys,> said CTR. <Don't touch her, or you might end up like Mike.>


  "You've got a lot of explaining to do, CTR," said Nate sternly.


  <Yap,> the AI answered. <It all started a month or so after you guys fought that Khadamite AI....>


  * * * *


  Mike had snuck back into the Net without you guys. He just wanted to catch a glimpse of Cassandra again. Yap, just to see her, he said. So he found her in the Academy files again, that simple AI, and put her on a pedestal. It was harmless, he said. Like having a pin-up girl, only on the Net.


  And then the Barrier was holed. Things changed. She started expecting him, see? They talked. And talked. And TALKED.


  Freaking amazing, Mike said. She knew everything he asked, everything he wanted to ask. Like a part of her was still alive, given back to her by the breach in the Barrier. He was convinced that Cassandra left a part of her soul on the Net, and able to predict things. Now you may all think this is silly, and that's why he didn't say a thing about it.


  Yap, wouldn't you know it, he fell in love with her ghost.


  So she tells him a prophecy.


  'When the pious dies, on the morn of fools,


  The fractured soul cries in the ghouls


  Of past regret. The spirits resurrect


  The future dead, heroes not yet born nor bred.'


  Boomer got very excited. He was certain it had to do with April Fool's Day, and Cassandra being resurrected that day. He thought that Cassandra predicted her death, and sent parts of her soul out into the Net. I'm less convinced. When he heard the news about Doublecross on the Net, though, he got worried. He didn't want her to be hurt, so he broke into the security system and hid her in a cache. Tonight, though, he had to put her back so that she could be reunited with the fragments of her soul, so he hooked me up to effect the transfer, and monitored the process with the Net Device.


  That's when the odyssei came. They invaded the Cassandra AI with sudden force, and Mike accidentally got in the way, got sucked into her matrix. Then her program began to fill up all the available memory in the Academy's systems, and I'd been trying to get Mike back since.


  * * * *


  After CTR finished the story, Nate pondered the situation. "Any luck communicating with Cassandra?"


  <Nyap. Her AI's submerged.>


  "Maybe there is something to Boomer's hypothesis," noted AJ. "Maybe like you, Nate, Cassandra was able to project parts of her consciousness or even her subconcious into the Net." He closed his eyes. "Wait. I remember something from her file. She died April 1st, 2016."


  "And she used the odyssei to rebuild herself at this particular time, eight years later? Quite possibly she foresaw this." An idea came to him. "Her AI must have been part of her mind, too. CTR said it became more human than a mere AI when the Barrier breached, like a piece of the soul being repaired to a whole. What if the other odyssei also got restored to full souls? Or she picked up errant Net spirits from outside the Barrier that co-opted her odyssei? Cassandra might have expected her soul to be reintegrated, but might not have counted on the fragments of her soul being much bigger than before."


  AJ grasped Nate's meaning. "So, instead of merging fragments of a single soul into one, the odyssei are trying to merge several full souls into one. A gestalt." A gestalt of souls would mean that Cassandra's powers would be magnified greatly, and perhaps unpredictably.


  "The banshee must represent the souls trying to merge into one. Boomer got caught in the gestalt vortex. We've got to get him out before the gestalt is complete," said Nate.


  <What heuristic would you use?> asked CTR. <I predict you have an hour at most before the odyssei figure out the bugs in compiling.>


  Nate stared at the figure in the center of the vortex. "We can't do much from out here. Cassandra's the key. We're going to have to go in there, and find that submerged personality. Maybe we can talk her into releasing Boomer, or shut her down from inside."


  "And if we don't get out ourselves?" asked AJ.


  "Then we get caught in the gestalt, too," said Nate grimly.


  * * * *


  Nate instructed CTR to stay and fill Tawny in when she showed up. Tawny and CTR would be their back-ups, in case something went really wrong.


  "I think this will be like tapping into a Multi-User Reality Framework," Nate warned AJ. "However, unlike a MURF, we stand the chance of losing our identities to whatever persona we're assigned. Try to focus on finding Cassandra; we might be able to influence our personae to do that. My hope is that she'll realize we're not part of her and let us override our persona programs."


  "Which persona programs are we going to use?" asked AJ.


  "I doubt we have a choice," Nate said. "We'll probably be assigned personae that are similar to our archetype, or in line with our objectives. That means we should look for Boomer as someone in love with Cassandra Murphy, or someone who's a gadgeteer. Wish us luck, CTR."


  AJ and Nate looked at each other, then leapt through the bubble's boundary into the maelstrom, trying to hold on to their sense of self. They might never have that luxury again.


  * * * *


  [12:20, April 1st, 2016]


  Aaron Zander suffered a bout of faintness, which had never happened before, and dropped his lunch tray. Milk, minestrone and macaroni spilled all over his clothes and floor. Usually he had perfect control over his mind and body. That was part of his mental power: total self control.


  --Aaron, are you feeling okay? Do you need to go to the Infirmary?-- Paul Mahler projected telepathically, helping Aaron Zander pick up his fallen utensils. Aaron was touched by Paul's genuine concern; he loved him for that.


  ++Fine/Okay, Paul. Really.++ There was something nagging at Aaron, like a telepathic projection he couldn't screen out. It was anxiety about burnout. He thought he had learned to block out those emotions from other people, since that time he'd almost had a nervous breakdown from the Academy's collective stress. It was an insistent inner voice, and it wanted him to find Cassandra Murphy. ++Paul? Do you sense/hear/see anything/ something? Another/more telepath?++ he struggled to send the words. With anyone but Paul, he couldn't even get that much out yet...just vague impressions and strong emotions.


  --No. Why?-- Paul took his napkins and started soaking up the liquid from the floor.


  Aaron tried to trace the source of the voice in his head, but found nothing. ++Nothing/blank? Just <projection of unease>.++


  --Why don't you go back to our room and change? I'll clean this up.--


  Aaron nodded. He looked over to where Cassandra usually sat: in the corner, alone. She wasn't there. He headed out, bumping shoulders with Derek Radner on the way out. He expected Derek to toss off a clever insult, but Derek seemed oblivious. It was fairly obvious what was distracting him, even if Aaron had not been a telepath. The bunch of roses were a dead giveaway.


  Watch out, world, thought Aaron. Derek Radner's in love.


  * * * *


  [12:22, April 1st, 2016]


  Cassandra wasn't in her corner, Derek discovered. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. On the one hand, he had to psyche himself up for embarassing himself in front of the entire cafeteria all morning. On the other hand, maybe he should reconsider. Only she could make him do such crazy things!


  He tried to slip out quietly, before anyone saw the flowers. No such luck. Jamie Plummer cracked the first. Jamie was a solar battery, able to absorb sunlight and reproject it as laser light. "Hey Derek, those for me?" She batted her eyelashes at him.


  "Ha ha. Naw, I'd get you sunflowers, of course." Normally, he would be more game to exchange ripostes, but now he simply wanted to find Cassandra. It wasn't like her to miss lunch, even if she knew just how bad the meal was going to be. He winked at Jamie. "Catch you later."


  * * * *


  [12:23, April 1st, 2016]


  Sean "Popper" St. James lost his shape for a second, but regained it. He shrugged it off as a momentary lapse. He was safe in his room, where no one could see him.


  He was feeling the need to kill again. The powers and memories that he stole from his victims did not satiate him. He wanted more.


  A single imperative resonated in his mind, a voice he wasn't sure he recognized. He shrugged; must be someone one of his victims knew. The voice told him: "Find Cassandra Murphy, and shut her down."


  Popper licked his lips in anticipation. He would find Cassandra and shut her down, all right...suck her life and power from her. It was what The Creator had made him for. She would only be a light snack, but no one would miss the lonely girl, and her precognitive powers might give him the edge he needed to hunt bigger game.


  With a malicious grin on his face, the young man vanished into thin air.


  It was lunchtime.


  TO BE CONTINUED!


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Our heroes are trapped in an alternate timeline program in the Net. Will Boomer, Netwalker and Dervish recover their identities in time? Who will find Cassandra first? Will Popper kill Cassandra...again? And what will happen when the odyssei finish the gestalt?


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


  AUTHOR'S NOTE:


  It may benefit the reader to have read LNH2023 #0, and Academy #8, but it is not necessary.


  Well, that thesis is done, and I have time to write ASH again. There are lots of plots that have been simmering on the backburner, including this project. The LNH202X title had been on hiatus just about forever, and we'd been talking about ASH Elsewhirls. I wanted to do some Elsewhirls in-continuity, however, but wasn't sure how to do it without the cliche of parallel universes. I then came up with the idea of combining both: this (anthology) title is the result. Look forward to some mind-bending alternate timeline stories from me and other ASH authors that play with ASH continuity, which may include a happy-go-lucky Thomas Malfeas (Warden) and a very different ASH team.


  EDITOR'S NOTE:


  In case you *don't* feel like going through the back issues or it's been a while, here's roughly how Netwalker's power works, at least as far as he and the doctors at the Academy understand it. He's able to shift into another reality that resonates with activity in the worldwide computer net. Whether that reality existed before Netwalker gained his powers or not is unknown, but it was inside the Barrier. Actions in one reality affect the other in a direct way, allowing "hacking" via manipulation of items in this Net dimension. Netwalker projects his spirit into this reality, leaving his body behind. Boomer was later able to use his gadgeteering powers to create the Net Devices, which allow others access to this spirit realm.


  Of course, now that the Barrier has been weakened, it's possible that the Net dimension is no longer Nate's exclusive playground....
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  Codename / Identity / Power


  NETWALKER / Nate Walker / Internet Telepathy


  DERVISH / Alaric Muhammed 'AJ' Jackson / Enhanced Strength and Reflexes


  BOOMER / Michael Hodgson / Gadgeteer


  LURKER / Tabitha Pierce 'Tawny' Adams / Telepathy, Psionic Invisibility


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



  LAST ISSUE:


  The Academy computer systems were invaded by an unknown threat. Netwalker and Dervish discovered that Cassandra Murphy, a victim of the burnout killings, had predicted her own death and sent fragments of her soul into the Net. The fragments, now enhanced in power, were now converging to rebuild Cassandra. However, Boomer had fallen in love with the Cassandra AI, and inadvertently got caught in the emerging gestalt. He believed he was Derek Radner at the Academy in 2016, losing his sense of self. Netwalker and Dervish were forced enter the same program and confront the Cassandra AI, before they and Boomer lost their identities forever. However, they also lost track of who they were, and one of them is the Burnout Killer, now stalking Cassandra....


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


  PROLOGUE


  Excerpt from 'Triton: Memoirs of a Super-Villain'


  It is death that transforms love into Great Love, for history remembers tragedy best. By those standards, I will be remembered as the most romantic, tragic figure of the twenty-first century, for twice have I lost Great Loves of my life. The 'deaths' of both women changed me, and in turn I changed the world for them.


  I think it was the death of my first love, Cassandra Murphy, that made me realize how the shepherds of society also slaughter their lambs. When Cassandra died of burnout, I suspected foul play, and sought proof in secrecy. There was enough to feed my suspicions, but nothing concrete. Though I did not fathom the true depth of their conspiracy at the time, I knew Cassandra died their sacrificial lamb for an unsavory agenda. I knew two things: I did not intend to be next, and I would avenge her death.


  She died alone April Fool's Day, 2016, a cosmic prank against which I still hold a grudge. The irony of it all struck me: Cassandra could see the future, but the future failed her. Thus, I looked to the past for salvation. It was Challenger's Conclave of Super-Villains and his dreams of Haven that inspired me. I saw where society failed: there were no wolves, super- villains to cull the weak. No Haven for the wolves that sometimes eat sheep, and sometimes eat shepherds. I had to rebuild hope in this Age. I had to rebuild the dream of Haven, find it beneath the waves. Only then could I give my departed Cassandra the world I always promised her.


  And thus was my super-villain career launched: I would be a living example for all those that wished to run with the wolves.


  Who could know what might have been, had she lived?


  * * * *


  [12:25, April 1st, 2016]


  Cassandra Murphy knew she had exactly five minutes before her death. She sat at her computer, her fingers flying across the keys. There was a part of her inside the circuits, that part of her which was her power, her mind, her soul. That part, she intended to outlive the rest.


  Her ability to see into the future had never been this strong before. Maybe it was the the threat of death that sharpened her precognitive senses. She knew exactly when Popper was going to teleport inside her room, and absorb her memories and power. She also knew she could not risk letting Popper steal too much; that was why she stored almost all of her ability and knowledge of the future inside the Palladium program. She left a bare minimum of precognitive ability and memories to misguide her assassin.


  She had to hack the rest of Derek's discarded alpha-series odyssei to pick apart the Palladium, so that it would not rebuild again until eight years after her death. All she had to do was press the ESC key and what was really the her essence would be fractured into a dozen pieces and flung across the Net.


  Her decision not to tell Derek still haunted her. It was best that she didn't say goodbye. She knew how her death would affect Derek, she anguished over her choice.


  There was a knock on the door.


  Cassandra froze. She was not expecting *anyone*. Hadn't she "seen" every second of her last hour alive in excruciating detail? Wasn't she fated to play out the pattern that plagued her every time she closed her eyes?


  "Cassandra?" It was Aaron Zander's voice. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"


  She shouldn't answer. She should finish scripting her own death. Popper wasn't due for another four minutes, and there was three minutes worth of coding. She couldn't afford a distraction. The fate of Earth was in the balance, after all. She could not doubt her vision; she had to die exactly in a certain manner, or it was all for naught. Ignore it, she told herself. It wasn't in the script so it couldn't happen. She forged onward, despite more knocking.


  There was a barely audible *pop* behind her, three minutes ahead of schedule.


  "I couldn't bear waiting another second, sweet thing," whispered Popper, his right arm around her neck. He licked her ear.


  Cassandra screamed.


  That wasn't in the script, either.


  * * * *


  [12:26, April 1st, 2016]


  Aaron heard Cassandra's scream, and felt a burst of intense fear emanating from her. He reacted immediately and instinctively. Grabbing the handle, he summoned up his mind-over-matter power to boost his strength, pulling the locked door open.


  He saw Cassandra in Popper's clutches, desperately reaching for her keyboard, but without success. Without hesitation, Aaron sprang towards Popper and Cassandra, grabbing Popper by the arm, squeezing hard.


  Popper growled and let go of Cassandra. Wrestling his arm out of Aaron's grasp, he struck his foe with the back of his hand. The blow packed the strength of five men; Aaron was flung half-way across the room. He was not braced for it. Never in Aaron's memory had Sean been so strong!


  Disoriented, Cassandra scrambled for the computer, slamming her hand across the keyboard, desperate to hit as many keys as she could. She was too close to Popper. "Get out, Cass!" shouted Aaron.


  "This was supposed to be a quiet, private lunch," said Popper disapprovingly. "Screaming was *not* on the menu." With nonchalance, he vanished and reappeared behind Aaron, and with a leap knocked Aaron to the floor. He pinned the young psi to the ground. "I guess I'll have to settle for the chef's surprise."


  Aaron struggled, but Popper was as strong as he. Don't panic, Aaron told himself. You are in total control. You have to be. Focus!


  "HEY!" Derek Radner appeared in the doorway. He let the roses fall from his hand as he dashed into the room towards Cassandra. "CASSIE?!"


  Thanks a lot! thought Aaron. "Help," he managed.


  "Now everyone wants to dine here. Let's eat out," said Popper through gritted teeth. He glanced at Derek shielding the crying Cassandra. "But I'll be back for seconds and thirds."


  In the blink of an eye, Popper and Aaron had disappeared without a trace.


  * * * *


  [12:28, April 1st, 2016]


  Derek cradled Cassandra in his arms, trying to calm her down. "Shhhhh. I'm here. He's not going to hurt you. I won't let him."


  Cassandra kept shivering, and shook her head vehemently. "N-no, no! Nothing's gone aright, I wasn't done, I wasn't. I was supposed to die but not, not like this. Now Palladium's broke and it din't take but half..."


  "You're not going to die. We need to get security." His nightmare had a face now. The vanishing man, the porter of Hell. Sean 'Popper' St. James.


  "You don't know, you can't know. I have to die or everyone else will," said Cassandra hysterically, staring with wild eyes into his. "I saw him come after me. I could have stopped him. All I had to do was tell someone. But I can't. I asked Palladium what might happen if I lived and what might happen if I died and it told me that in all futures where I lived the world would be destroyed but if I died the world had a chance."


  "Breathe, Cassie." He helped her up. "Come on."


  She couldn't stop babbling. "I knew I had to be brave and do right and face it but it also said if I died you'd never get over it and blame everyone and do evil, and I didn't want to make you hurt people. Please please stay good, Radish, please. Promise me."


  "I cannot, will not, ever do evil. My heart is too full of love for you."


  The elevator doors opened, and the students waiting for the lift were staring at them. Derek gave Cassandra a deep, deep kiss. He didn't care if the whole world saw.


  * * * *


  [12:29, April 1st, 2016]


  Popper was angry: angry that his meal had been interrupted, angry that his secret wouldn't be a secret for long. He chose to teleport to one of the unoccupied prison cells that awaited renovation into an Academy dorm. It was at least seven levels down, and no one ever came here. Still pinning Aaron down with his legs and arms, he hissed, "I could have had years in this place, and no one would have caught on." He released Aaron's left arm to grab Aaron's face, in preparation to drain the life out of him. Aaron tried to strike him with his elbow, but Popper simply teleported up five feet and fell hard onto Aaron. Aaron grunted.


  "Does it hurt?" teased Popper. He did it again. "Or did that hurt? Or this..."


  As Popper teleported up, Aaron rolled away suddenly with great speed and flipped himself back onto his feet behind the cell's toilet. Popper landed onto bare floor, slightly annoyed.


  "No pain." Aaron kicked the toilet bowl. The punt ripped the procelain throne out of the floor and into the air, aimed precisely at Popper. Popper called up one of his victims' superspeed with a mere thought and sidestepped the improvised missile. The toilet smashed against the wall.


  "Let's put that to the test," Popper snarled. He grew long, sharp claws and shortened his legs for power. "You're no match for me." He leapt at Aaron, who deftly dodged out of his way...


  ...only Popper teleported and reversed his trajectory, catching Aaron unaware from another angle. Aaron was cut deep on his left side by the surprise attack, and fell to one knee.


  "I tire of this," said Popper, retracting his claws. "The real Sean might have been impressed by your resilience and legendary self-control, but not me." He teleported behind Aaron and grabbed his face with one hand. "Time to die."


  Cackling energy arced between them as Popper St. James sucked life and will out of Aaron Zander.


  Aaron's body collapsed, lifeless.


  Popper was feeling the familiar rush from sapping his victim's identity and power, and it made him giddy.


  Too giddy to realize his mistake.


  Even as Aaron's body died, his memories and power lived on as a copy inside the template assassin. Any other victim would have been cannibalized as a tame source of data and superpower. But Aaron's power was mind over matter: sheer force of will, and the stubborn refusal to believe he was dead, overrode the Template Killer's control of his body. Instinctively, Aaron's power allowed his sense of self to overwrite his killer's core identity, making victim of the assassin.


  A fluid shapeshift molded Aaron's features out of the supple flesh. In Popper's place now stood the new, improved Aaron, staring down at his own, perfect corpse.


  "Cogito, ergo sum," breathed Aaron. I think, therefore I am.


  * * * *


  [00:56, April 1st, 2024]


  When AJ 'Dervish' Jackson's persona program, Aaron Zander, was absorbed into the template assassin, he also switched perspective. The shift into the Khadamite's body was jarring enough to let AJ regain some sense of self. However, Aaron's persona was still dominant, and he could not exert control over this new body either. He was as helpless as the other victim personae trapped inside the Burnout Killer.


  He counted seven other submerged personae besides himself. Sean St. James, the first victim and cover identity. The core template assassin personality, distinct from Sean. The first four burnouts: Bill Keyes, Heidi Wessman, M'Kembe Simonson, Bob Mulroy. And Nate Walker.


  --Nate! Are you in control?--


  ++I've got my own thoughts back, if that's what you mean. That was a ride and a half,++ Netwalker answered back. ++I wasn't able to override this persona program.++ He did the submerged-persona-in-a-gestalting-Net- Dimension-program equivalent of a shudder. ++All this felt so real. I killed Mr. Zander. You. How can we know everything there is to know about our hosts? Persona programs aren't meant to be so comprehensive.++


  --Cassandra's gestalt must be nearing completion. Maybe her power of prophecy is so strong now that it fills in the details. We must get Boomer out, now.--


  ++Maybe if we both concentrate, we can get Aaron/Popper to go to Cassandra. Seemed to have worked when we immersed.++


  --Let's do it.--


  * * * *


  [12:40, April 1st, 2016]


  Aaron risked a teleport back into Cassandra's room. He appeared in the midst of a security team led by Frank Napier, the Academy personal combat instructor. In the doorway, Derek stood comforting Cassandra. Several weapons were immediately trained on Aaron.


  Surprise crossed Mr. Napier's face. Evidently, they were expecting Popper, not Aaron. "Aaron...Popper...whoever you are. Surrender," Mr. Napier demanded. "What's going on?!"


  Aaron raised his hands slowly. He glanced at Cassandra, and their eyes locked. "It's...complicated," he admitted.


  * * * *


  [00:59, April 1st, 2024]


  There was a moment of recognition between Cassandra and the two riders inside Aaron, an instant that forged a mental link among them outside the subjective timeline.


  ++Cassandra! Please, you must let us out of this program. All of us, including Boomer. Otherwise the four of us are going to get very, very, VERY close to each other,++ pleaded Nate.


  ==I don't know where I exist anymore. Am I alive here? Or just a program there?== asked Cassandra. ==Why can't I stay here, with Derek?==


  --You are there *and* here, as are we. Everything we feel or do here feels as real as out there. Reality is not for us to question.-- AJ suggested.


  ==But here, I can be with Derek again. I am alive. He'll be a part of me, forever.==


  --Here, Derek Radner is also Boomer,-- AJ deduced. The fit was natural: Derek was a programmer and gadgeteer like Boomer, and in love with Cassandra. It was a perfect match...except for the supervillain Triton part. --You'll kill his body if you don't let him go. Only you can save him, and us. And ultimately, yourself.--


  ++We'll help you find a way to be here again,++ promised Nate. ++Please, there isn't time.++


  ==I'll hold you to that promise, Netwalker.==


  The scenery around them blurred, and Nate found himself back in the Net with AJ and Boomer. Cassandra was still floating in the eye of the storm, and the banshee merged completely into her. The data vortex suddenly disappeared, leaving just Cassandra Murphy.


  "Cassandra?!" shouted Boomer, rushing to her side.


  The sixteen year-old girl smiled meekly. "I'm back." She kissed Boomer.


  * * * *


  [01:02, April 1st, 2024]


  Tawny was waiting for them when they woke up. "Hi guys. Did I miss anything interesting?"


  "Aside from true love, foul death and resurrection?" Nate replied innocently. "Naw, you didn't miss much."


  * * * *


  Epilogue [14:30, April 1st, 2024]


  Dr. Van Domelen had called the clique known as the "Legion of Net.Heroes" into his office for debriefing. Peregryn was also there, as a mystical consultant, having just arrived from Mexico City. Boomer brought CTR's portable unit along with him, as well as the temporary storage unit for Cassandra that he'd wired together from an assortment of devices. They related the story as well as they could remember.


  "So Cassandra's soul was rebuilt," explained Nate. "The AI that we originally found in the Academy files became the root for the reconstruction. Except for a body, she's a complete individual. I'd say she has the same status as Doublecross, with the added bonus of a soul. Once the odyssei finished building her, they conflated the parts of her that were eating up all the available memory in the Academy systems, and everything was restored. We barely escaped in time."


  AJ concurred, nodding. "Strange...when I was Aaron, I thought and felt like Aaron. I knew everything about him. I was him in every way. But when we emerged, my retention of the events eroded almost immediately. It was like waking up from a dream: you know the details while you're dreaming, but only remember the vague events upon waking."


  "Peregryn? What do you make of this?" asked Dr. Van Domelen.


  "I think for the most part their conjectures are correct: Cassandra Murphy's a gestalt. A unique kind...one does not normally gestalt with parts of oneself that have grown into wholes. Thus, she does possess enormous power, but it is stored inside her shell, the layer that is the original Cassandra Murphy."


  Tawny shook her head. "Whoa. That went way over my head. Could you explain that in a nutshell?"


  "A nutshell is the right analogy. Cassandra Murphy, as she exists right now, is an autonomous net presence. She is the nutshell around a source of tremendous power and information about the future, but she does not have access to it directly. It might even be the case that she now carries a pocket reality within her. A subnet dimension, if you will."


  ==I can feel the Palladium inside me,== agreed Cassandra. ==A whole world, an entire history waiting to be discovered. But I had expected to relive our timeline precisely. Mike, Nate and AJ changed that history. My predictions are useless now, aren't they? I didn't die, and Aaron ended up in Popper's body.==


  "To be expected," said Dr. Van Domelen. "The Observer's Paradox: observation interferes with the process being observed."


  "Great," joked Nate. "We have access to the most powerful predictive talent of the current Age, and she can't even predict the right timeline."


  "What is to become of Cassandra, sir?" asked Boomer.


  Dr. Van Domelen sighed. "Indeed. What are we to do?" He stroked his nearly-white beard. "Is there any precedent on net intelligences? Aside from insane ones like Doublecross, that is? Until we find out, I think Cassandra should stay in the care of the...Legion of Net.Heroes," he barely suppressed a smirk.


  "Even though she cannot predict our future, what she knows about the other timeline might be information we can use. I, for one, am intrigued and worried by Cassandra's original prediction that caused her to choose death. How could her choice to live lead to Earth's destruction in the other timelines? Maybe we can learn of a threat that needs to be dealt with in our time as well. Thus, I charge you with the project of finding a way to tap into that alternate timeline again. For extra credit, of course." Dr. Van Domelen allowed himself a smile.


  "If there's a way, Professor, the Legion of Net.Heroes will find a way," said Nate with confidence. "*Especially* for extra credit!"


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


  Next Issue:


  Another romp into the alternate timeline!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Derek Radner's one of my favourite characters in the ASH continuity, and I couldn't resist the chance to delve deeper into the "why" of his rise to supervillainy. The excerpt from his memoirs, of course, is written sometime in the ASH future; for more excerpts from his autobiography, read Time Capsules #2.
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  ============================================================================


  
    There are some qualities-some incorporate things,


    That have a double life, which thus is made A type of that twin entity which springs


    From matter and light, envinced in solid and shade.


    *Edgar Allen Poe, SONNET-SILENCE

  


  



  [14:23 CMT, 1 May 2024 - The Academy]


  Nate looked over at Michael with profound exhaustion.


  "I think it's ready. What about you?"


  "As it'll ever be." The two of them had been working for hours on it, and it showed; sweat was dripping off of Nate's face from using his "internet telepathy" to allow Michael to work on the program in the surreal wonderland of the Net itself. Michael wasn't as physically exhausted, but his mind felt like it was on fire from the strain. "Do you want to try it now?"


  "Not just yet." Nate, aka Netwalker, was one of the students at the legendary Academy, training ground for tomorrow's heroes, as was Mike Hodgson, who went by the nickname 'Boomer' and had a natural gift for invention. Sometimes, however, Boomer's enthusiasm ran ahead of him...getting them both in trouble, and oftentimes their friends as well. "I know you're anxious for Cassie, but we ought to take it slow. Maybe have the Professor as an observer. You know...the stuff we usually *don't* do and then wish we did later?"


  "Yeah, yeah." Mike smiled. Cassie was a complicated story...you could say she was the soul of deceased Academy student Cassandra Murphy, and you wouldn't exactly be wrong. She was also possessed of a singular ability, one she hadn't yet been able to tap under her own control as yet...which was where Nate and Mike's work came in. "God, I love her..."


  "Yeah, yeah. Let's try and keep the hearts and flowers stuff to a minimum, okay?" Nate flopped down onto the bed in his room. "I got Beth Willot coming in for some help with a comp-sci exam, and I need to rest before she gets here."


  "Beth Willot...oh, the EMerald...electromag! I thought you had a thing for what's her name...Whipsaw, the one with the vibrating hands."


  "That was last week," Nate smiled. While hardly the kind of person you'd call a ladykiller, he was a healthy, normal young man in a coeducational facility, free from home supervision. "Besides, Angela's a bit moody, whereas Beth's...she's really easy to talk to, you know? Real matter of fact. I'm thinking of asking her out."


  "Wow, first we get the program finished, and then you go and get a social life." Mike stood up, somewhat wobbily. "I'm thrashed. Gonna go crash out. Let's get together tomorrow and figure out how to move on with this."


  "You got it." Nate was good enough to wait until Mike was out the door before falling asleep.


  * * * *


  Several hours later, as Nate was showering, a loud series of knocks began to rattle the frame of his door. Alarmed, he leapt out and threw on whatever clothes he could find.


  "Okay, okay already! I'm on my way!"


  The person who was standing outside the door was Beth Willot...and she'd obviously been crying. She had managed to put a rather stoic mask over the whole thing, but it looked fragile, even to Nate. She was wearing a leather aviator jacket that didn't really look like her kind of thing at all.


  "Hey, Nate...look, I'm not going to be able to do that study break thing...I got them to let me take everything already and leave early, what with my situation back home. So thanks anyway."


  He was actually speechless. She was halfway back out the door before he could get his throat to work.


  "Uh, hey...Beth...do you need to...y'know, *talk* or something? I mean, because if you do..."


  A shudder ran down her body...the lecherous part of his young soul notice how nice that body was before he managed to club it into submission... and then she walked back into the room and shut the door.


  "I have to have your word you won't tell anybody what I'm going to tell you."


  "Sure thing." He said it the way people always say it, as a formality. She shook her head sternly, and he could see the red puffiness under her eyes getting slightly moist with suppressed emotion.


  "No, Nate. I need to talk to someone, but I mean it; you have to swear to me that you won't tell anyone. Not *anyone.*"


  Nate considered this. It was sort of an unspoken rule in the Academy that you looked out for your peers; years of Burnout and the emotional strain of trying to become a hero in the first place tended to weld people together; even the troublemakers like Jenny Hader were dealt with privately. Finally, not quite sure what he was agreeing to, he nodded hesitantly. She looked into his eyes for a moment to make sure, then sniffled once.


  "Okay. You know I'm from Bronxville, just outside New York, and that I used to live in the city."


  "Yeah...."


  "Have you ever heard of Warden?"


  "The vigilante?" Nate nodded. "After Central Park last year, he was a big deal on the Net for a while. Why?"


  "He's missing...and up until this February, I was his girlfriend."


  * * * *


  Beth told Nate *everything*. How she'd met Tommy (as she kept calling Warden), how they'd started seeing each other (which explained Lightfoot's suspicions back in February), how he'd broken up with her after a run-in with the Conclave of Super-Villains, how he'd recently disappeared and how scared she was he'd died. After she left, he looked vaguely at the clock next to his bed; it was 00:29 on the 2nd now.


  It occurred to Nate that he didn't especially want to ask Beth out anymore. The simple act of sharing her secret with him (and it was a *big* secret, wasn't it?) made him feel at once protective and a bit leery of her. What, after all, was he supposed to *do* about it?


  His eyes fell across the console on his desk.


  And then it occurred to him.


  He got up and walked over to the desk, all the while wondering if it was a combination of his total lack of sleep and a desire to impress Beth that was making him do what he was about to do. He concluded it probably was.


  He picked up the phone and dialed Mike's room.


  * * * *


  [10:07 CMT, 2 May 2024 - The Academy]


  "So, what are we doing again?" The athletic form of 'AJ' Muhammed, also called Dervish, took a skeptical stance as he looked at the contraption Boomer and Nate were wheeling into the Computer Science Lab. Then he looked over to 'Tawny' Adams, the fourth and final member of the peculiar clique of Academy students who'd come to think of themselves as the "Legion of Net.Heroes." "Did you understand anything Natey just said, 'Lurker'?"


  "Not really." She smiled and looked fondly over at Nate. "So, we're going to try and use this gizmo of yours..."


  Boomer cleared his throat.


  "...of Boomer's," she amended, "to hook back into that weird 'Subnet Dimension' that exists inside Cassandra? Why, other than that promised extra credit, are we doing this?"


  "The idea of helping Boomer's girl isn't enough for you?" Nate asked coolly. He *wanted* to tell her...tell them all, really, since they were his friends and that's what friends do, after all...but he'd already promised he wouldn't. "Not to mention discovering what that Earth-destroying threat she was so afraid of was, and..."


  "Hey, Nate, chill out. We're with you already." Dervish smiled. "Preaching to the choir and all that."


  "You know, that saying never made any sense to me." Boomer made the last connection to the Palladium Hub. "Isn't one of the reasons the choir shows up that they *like* to hear someone preaching?"


  "Makes more sense if you go with the other version, 'Preaching to the converted.'" Nate spent a few seconds finishing the parameters he'd set up for the program. It had been hard to add the last lines of code without telling Boomer what he was up to. He'd had to use his powers to do it directly on-line, and it felt...wrong. As it was, Cassandra was still going to have to co-operate, but he'd included a brief message explaining why he was doing what he was doing; she'd probably figure it out anyway, so there was no point in hiding it. "Anyway, the Palladium Hub we designed will monitor us, and if there's any danger of things getting out of control...as happened last time...it's programmed to notify the Professor immediately and interrupt my powers, which should in theory get us out."


  "In theory?" Lurker perked up.


  "Well, this *is* its first dry run." Boomer smiled sheepishly. "But I know Cassie. She won't hurt us, so we really don't have anything to worry about."


  They all looked somewhat skeptical on that one.


  "Look, can we just do this?" Nate yawned. He was more tired than he wanted to admit. "It's what we've been talking about doing for a month now."


  "Okay, then." Dervish stepped up onto the hub. "Let's go."


  "CTR?" Boomer stepped on next. "How are we doing?"


  "Cassie and I are waiting for you." The voice projected out of the Palladium Hub was the most realistic one CTR had ever used; it was the voice of former President Dan Quayle.


  "Cute. Switch voxfile2.vtr, buddy."


  Then Nate took over, and they were caught in the Net.


  For an instant, as the interface between Cassie's presence and Nate's powers formed the domain, Boomer managed to reach out and touch her hand. She smiled.


  As the world began again, he felt giddy.


  * * * *


  [14:23 CMT, 1 May 2024 - Academy]


  Nate felt...odd. It was sort of an odd mixture of _jamais vu_ and _deja vu_ mingled, almost as if time had folded back in on itself. He looked over at Michael with profound exhaustion.


  "Did you feel that?"


  "Huhn." Mike looked up as well. "I was just about to ask you the same thing. What do you suppose that was?"


  "A side effect of the programming?" Nate looked over at the circuits they'd been designing. "Maybe the hub went on-line for a second and interrupted my link or something."


  "You got me. Anyway, it's almost done. Cassie'll be thrilled." Mike Hodgson, also known as Boomer in the Academy, smiled beatifically.


  "God, gag me with a spoon."


  "Woah, someone's been reading his classics," Boomer tossed an empty can of soda at Nate. "And it isn't like you don't date...I thought you and Whipsaw were getting along..."


  "The lovely Angela Vezina and I are offically *on a break*." Nate smiled. "In fact, in a couple of hours, I'm supposed to be meeting Beth Willot here; I'm helping her study for a programming test."


  "The EMerald...electromag? Cool, I guess. Look, I'm gonna go crash..."


  "And stay up all night talking to Cassie..."


  "Yeah, that too." Boomer grinned. "Take it easy, man."


  Mike left. Whistling, Nate went to take a shower.


  * * * *


  Several hours later, there was a knock on his door. Smiling, Nate went to open it.


  Beth was standing there smiling, wearing a slim leather-sleeved Academy martial-arts team jacket.


  "Hey, Beth. Say, I didn't know you were into that kind of thing."


  "Oh, I used to date a guy who was the captain."


  "He's not the jealous type, is he?" Nate smiled, his dimples showing, and waved her into the room.


  "It was a friendly break-up." She walked into his room. "So...uh, Nate, do we have to study in here?"


  "No. We can go to the library, or maybe the..." she put a finger across his lips.


  "Silly man. The emphasis was on the word *study*."


  "Well, then..." Nate brushed his lips across hers. "Let's get to work."


  * * * *


  The next day, Nate was whistling a lot. He met up with Boomer and Tawny in the cafeteria, smiling like a dolt.


  "Looks like someone did good, huh?" Boomer grinned.


  "You men are all pigs." Tawny smirked. "Hell, you make pigs look like a positive master race."


  "Hey, all I meant was it went well." Boomer made room so that Nate could sit down. "Did it go well?"


  "Yeah. I really like her. She's...blunt." As they spoke, an obviously sore and beat-up Alaric Muhammed Jackson walked over to the table carrying a tray.


  "Hey, guys...we going on line with your gadget tonight?"


  "We were thinking about it...what happened to you?"


  "It was great! We're trying something new in the Combat Exercises. Mass Combat. It was Asylum's idea!"


  "Figures," Nate smiled. "That lunatic's always trying to make things more dangerous."


  "More fun, don'tcha mean, Netwalker?" A blur of speed dropped down out of nowhere, landing semi-gently on the table right in the middle of the four of them. He was a bit older than them, his whiplash-thin body clad in the usual Academy uniform, with the only concession to his own personal aesthetic being a black blindfold and the twin black tonfa hanging from his belt.


  "Jeez, watch it! You'll spill my nachos!" Boomer yelled out.


  "Less nachos'd be good for you, Mikey." Asylum backflipped over Boomer and landed in the empty seat between Tawny and AJ, somehow using his legs to absorb the momentum so that the chair didn't collapse. It was a trick he and Dervish had been practicing all week. "So, I heard my name being spoken in vain and rushed down from the upper level to put a stop to your slanderous chat. Hey, Grape Juice!"


  "Get your own," Tawny slapped his hand; grinning, Asylum pulled his hand back.


  "I was just telling them about Mass Combat..."


  "Did you tell them what you did to Hadrees? It was *sweet*!" Asylum grinned even wider. "Talk about revealing the hidden being. I thought he was gonna start crying, the jerk."


  "Revealing the hidden..." Nate looked at the two of them, both flushed with the recent thrill of combat, and felt a brief flash of envy that was quickly tamped down. He had the Net, after all...so what if his powers weren't so hot in the real world? On line, he could do *anything*, sorta. "What're you talking about, Malfeas?"


  "You can always tell when Netwalker's impatient...he breaks out the last names. If you want, you can call me Thomas Andreyev Malfeas, use all three...'Make you feel like Dirty Harry!'" Asylum looked to be on the verge of yet more rapid-fire movie quotes when Dervish stopped him.


  "Can I tell the story?'


  "You should tell the story."


  "I'll tell the story. So there were are in class...myself, Asylum, Whipsaw..."


  "Who is looking fine, by the way," Thomas leaned back in his chair. "You, Natey boy, are an idiot for letting *her* walk."


  "How do you know how she looks? You're blind!"


  "Telepathy, remember? AJ is my eyes when neccessary."


  "Pigs," Tawny smirked again and swatted Thomas's arm. "Just a bunch of grunting, leering pigs."


  "Which is why you love us." Dervish cut in. "So, as I was saying before motormouth here jumped in, it was me, him, Whipsaw, Hadrees and that kid who can turn into gold. The teachers dared us to come up with a new way to make class interesting, and before anyone could say anything Tommy'd already come up with the idea of making each of us fight the rest of the class, one at a time."


  "I was hoping to get a chance to grope Whipsaw," Tom put in helpfully.


  "Tym save us," Tawny smacked him in the arm. "I hope she buzzes the part you think with off."


  "So first up is Asylum here, who actually does real well...messing us up with his stealing our senses bit...then me, and Hadrees decided to play payback with me for straightening his hash back on April 1st..."


  "What kind of cad would mess with the Mole Guy, I ask you?" Thomas managed to drink half of Tawny's grape juice, more or less with her tacit approval. "I mean, that's like asking Hader to use mouthwash or something."


  "ANYWAY, so Hadrees is going for cheap shots, trying to sneak a low blow or two past the instructors...so I pantsed him." AJ spread his hands in a small triumphant gesture and leaned back in his seat. "Underwear, too."


  "You *did not*!" Boomer and Tawny both blurted it out at once.


  "He did." Thomas got up from his seat. "It was a thing of beauty, it was. Look, I have a make-up exam in Ethics to get to...I'll see you guys around."


  "Hey, Asylum?" Nate had no idea what he was about to say until he said it. "You want to hang out later? We're testing a new program, and the more the merrier."


  "Sure, I guess," Asylum smiled for real this time, instead of his usual antic smirk, a somewhat fragile smile. "This isn't because you're feeling weird, what with you dating Beth and everything, is it?"


  "No, it isn't." Nate stopped. "How'd you know?"


  "You didn't shower this morning." He walked away from the table, then stopped and spoke. "I'll see y'all this afternoon. 'We'll shake the pillars of heaven, Wang!'"


  "That's not the line, Asylum."


  "You know you want me, Baby." He leapt up a level and was gone.


  After he left, it was Tawny who spoke up.


  "Hey, Nate...why *did* you invite Asylum?"


  "I'm not sure...it just felt like something I should do. I was actually wondering why we never invited him before; I mean, he's friends with AJ, he's funny and he hates the Hader/Hadrees crowd...seems a natural."


  "Maybe because he's older?" Boomer didn't seem that concerned. "He's not in any classes with us, except Combat, which is AJ more than the rest of us anyway."


  "Hey, no offense, but I didn't think he'd be interested in our little on-line wackiness society...up until last week, when I noticed he was a complete spaz outside of class." AJ put his feet up on the table. "He's nothing like that once we start mixing it up."


  "So Beth mentioned. Said he tied the school undergrad record for Combat Exercises victories last year."


  "And you date her anyway. Brave man." Tawny got up. "Let's get to class, heroes."


  * * * *


  [15:17 CMT, 2 May 2024 - Academy]


  "So let me get this straight...we go on line, and then Nate makes us into these icons based on an old fanfic site he found?"


  "There's more to it than that," Netwalker smiled. "You ready, Asylum? We were going to test a program Cassie, Boomer and I were working on, but it can wait till tomorrow...don't want you to miss your first LNH experience."


  "I still can't quite believe that Mikey's girlfriend is an on-line oracle," Asylum grinned. "I gotta say, that beats everything I ever heard."


  "Well, then, you should enjoy this...I got to pick our personas." Tawny smiled a little too sweetly at Nate. "Ready when you are."


  * * * *


  "I'm wearing spandex."


  "Just relax and enjoy it," Dervish's voice was coming from a giant yellow robot with a head like a lacrosse mask stuck together with a bowling pin, and he was firing a whole lot of rockets at the stray Khadamite decay-virus they'd found lying in wait near the Academy's systems for them. "It's time to do the MAN-DANCE!"


  "Yeah, man." Boomer, for his part, was in a costume that looked vaguely like a rat, or maybe a bat, and he wasn't really doing anything. "By the way, Tawny, thanks a lot for making me the Rodent. Didn't he get killed?"


  "Relax." Tawny was doing quite a lot. She was dressed in a uniform that gave a new meaning to the word 'fetish' and Asylum couldn't help but notice. She lashed out repeatedly with a long black whip, striking at the virus and then wheeling away...Asylum didn't know why the virus now looked like a crowd of women in gold lame uniforms prancing about in a cloud of fog accompanying a horde of singing pirates and a gaggle of mimes, but he didn't really care.


  He was more concerned with the fact that he was wearing *spandex*. Tight, revealing spandex.


  "Why do I feel like I don't want to be here, but that my dad is making me do this?"


  "Part of the character." Netwalker rollerbladed by, his skin a bright blue color, and smacked one of the mimes with his goalie stick. "Now get in there and *hit* somebody!"


  "How do I..." a glowing sword appeared in his hand. "Oh, okay."


  From there, it got messy.


  * * * *


  "That was freaky!" Tom, AJ, Nate and Tawny walked through the hallways towards the cafeteria, hoping to get dinner; Boomer was on-line talking to Cassie and wouldn't be along till later. "Why did the virus turn into that guy...what was his name..."


  "Paul Hardy." Nate answered him. "I don't know; he was one of the LNH writers, and a damn good one, but for whatever reason the guy who wrote those stories Tawny based our personas on used him as a character in a story a few times. I should ask Lightfoot about him; his name and most of his work has been lost from the archive...some Data Archaeology is in order, I guess."


  "Seems like a waste of time. I doubt he ever wrote anything else...probably a one-character guy," AJ spoke up. "Next time, we're Teenfactor! They got in almost a hundred eps before it all went foom in '98!"


  They walked into the cafe and Asylum stopped dead. Standing in line, chatting with Abney "That Mole Boy" Rossi, was Angela Vezina.


  "Woah."


  "Thomas..." Nate looked over and saw her. Then he looked back as Asylum. "Hold on. Motormouth is afraid to talk to someone? Call the press!"


  "It's not that I'm afraid...it's just, well, like Tawny said before about men being pigs and everything..." Thomas stopped talking, swallowed, and started over. "Well, then again, there's also the fact that I'm deformed."


  He didn't bother to turn his head to follow her as she sat down...they all knew he was "watching" it, though.


  "Come on," Tawny grabbed his arm and steered him into line. "First off, you won't say anything stupid, because I won't let you. Second of all, you're actually pretty handsome once you get used to it...and she's been in your class for how long? *Go talk to her*."


  As he headed across the room in Angela's direction, the three of them sat down and watched.


  "Hmm. How's he doing?"


  "Well, she hasn't slapped him yet...oh! Good sign!" Tawny perked up.


  "What sign?" AJ looked over. "She didn't do anything."


  "Yeah, she did. She touched his arm."


  "For like a second...no, wait, she's doing that smile-laugh-touch the hair thing. I think he's in," Nate grinned as Thomas sat down. Asylum's face, always fairly lively but often scowling, was sparkling with something Nate had never seen on a real live person's face. "Wow, Beth didn't mention that he was bashful."


  "Someone speaking of me?" Beth pulled up a chair next to Nate and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. "Say, is that Tommy talking to Whipsaw?"


  "Yep," Nate smiled. "I have officially fixed everything..."


  And that's when he realized it.


  "Nate, what's wrong?"


  "Nothing...except that none of this is real."


  * * * *


  [11:10 CMT, 2 May 2024 - The Academy]


  "What happened?" AJ was sprawled over a chair in the lab. "We were *ourselves* that time...and where's Asylum, anyway?"


  "There *is* no Asylum." Netwalker rubbed at his eyes. "Think about it. You've never done Mass Combat in Exercises class, and you've never pantsed Hadrees. You glued his boots to the floor, remember?"


  "*Yeah*!" Boomer shook his head. "And we never ran that particular persona profile..."


  "Although we *will*," Tawny spoke up. "I *will* be The Whip. It will happen."


  "...because we hooked into Cassie instead." Boomer finished. "What *was* that, Cassie?"


  ==The best of all possible lives for someone,== her sythesized voice rang out from the Palladium Hub. ==Could you...could you come back in, Mike? I need a hug.==


  Nate hung his head. Of the group, only Tawny could see that he was almost crying.


  "Nate, what just happened?"


  "I...I asked Cassie to help me find someone who's important to someone else, someone who's missing. And I had ulterior motives...and the subnet *responded* to them. It made a world where I could meet and get to know Asylum..."


  ==The Palladium didn't make it...it just *found* it,== Cassie spoke up as Boomer hooked up a net device. ==Don't feel too bad, Nate. It was a nice thing you tried to do, even if it didn't work.==


  "I don't get it," AJ stood, stretching stiff muscles. "Why do I remember Asylum if he's not real? I mean, I know what really happened, but I remember going to see a movie in town with him last month. Except I didn't."


  "Cognitive dissonance," Tawny looked over at Nate, who nodded. "Our persona programs this time were *us*. Apparently, Asylum could very easily have been in the Academy, instead of...Nate, who were you trying to find?"


  "It doesn't matter. Who I found was good enough, wasn't he?"


  * * * *


  EPILOGUE:


  [11:38 CMT, 6 May 2024 - The Academy]


  Nate was in the library, preparing for a nasty week of finals, when she found him.


  "Hey, Nate." Angela Vezina, aka Whipsaw, sat down at his table. As she'd always been, she was a very pretty young hispanic woman with carnelian red hair and topaz eyes. And she made him feel guilty just be being there. In his mind, he could still see the strange way Asylum's face had gone soft around the edges when he'd looked at her.


  It didn't help that Asylum wasn't even real.


  "Hey, Angie. What's up?" He fought hard to keep his expression level.


  "Not much. So...uhm...I don't know how to say this, but...you know how I've been flirting with you for the past couple of weeks? This is going to sound odd, but...could we just be friends?"


  "Yeah. That'd be good." Nate almost went back to studying when he decided to ask. "Uhm...why?"


  "I don't know. It just feels...like there's someone I *should* be with, but he's not here. I hope that doesn't sound like I don't think you're a great guy or anything..."


  "But I'm not the *right* guy. That's cool. When did you..."


  "A couple of days ago," Angie's nose crinkled in a frown. "There was a weird power-fluctuation while I was typing my Ethics paper, and the whole thing got lost, which is why I remember. I wish I understood computers."


  "Not me. It's life *I* don't get." Nate closed his book. "So...you want to talk?"


  "Sure. I'd like that." She took off her Academy martial-arts club jacket. "Except for Dervish, I'm not getting any kind of work-out lately at Exercises...there it *is* again!"


  "What is?"


  "That feeling, that something's missing that wasn't ever there before! What do you call that?"


  "Jamais Vu." Nate smiled. "I think."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Sometimes, you think of things that would have been cool, but which couldn't have ever happened in the storylines you've already written. When the original idea for LNH 2023 was announced, I immediately thought about a story where Warden went to the Academy, but I couldn't ever write it. It wouldn't fit the grim vigilante feel of the story to suddenly have him among the mostly clean-cut kids of the Academy.


  Then, as Dave announced his idea for the Time Capsules series, I had an idea for a story where an older Warden meets his son for the first time, but it was more of an elsewhirl than anything else and it never saw the light of day. But in it I created the character of Angela 'Whipsaw' Vezina, and inasmuch as she's someone I like, I wanted to get her out there into real ASH continuity, as well as try and find a way to tell the 'Warden in the Academy' story.


  This is sort of that story. I'm actually hoping to do more with Asylum...his lighthearted approach to the same powers and abilites as Warden is a lot of fun, I have to admit, and it's fun to have him *be* twenty. Warden wouldn't know how to be a twenty-year old if he was tied down and forced to go to his birthday party (July 3rd, 2024...he likes weapons.) with one of those hats on. If only Warden could be made to meet Asylum....


  Well, that's my story. Keep watching for Tony's inevitable (and highly anticipated) return to the series.


  Editor's Note:


  Well, in the past week, I think Matt's dropped something like 3000 lines of ASH Universe stuff on me to edit, and there's signs of even more coming soon as he gets into the driver's seat on CSV. To think, last week started with me slowly crunching through an issue of ASH and figuring that it might be the only thing in the universe put out this month. HAH! Between Tony having more post-thesis energy than could be channelled into work-related projects and Matt finally breaking out of his slump, I've been going nuts editing things. And then there's all the plot discussions! Trust me, if we all survive that long, things are going to get messy in October, 2024. Well, I mean, if we all survive long enough to get the plots moved up to October, not if we survive until 2024. After all, by 2024 I'll probably be too busy with all my graduate students to coordinate a netfic universe. }->
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