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  ASH Universe: Time Capsules


  COHERENT COMICS UNINCORPORATED PRESENTS


  TIME CAPSULES


  Time Capsules is the first anthology series for the ASH Universe, and is meant to have one-shot stories or very short arcs. The hook for the series is a time capsule dug up by archaeologists in 2135. Each story will be tied to an item or a record stored in the capsule. For more details, read #0.



  Collected in this Volume


   #0 - Legacy Discovered: This short story introduces Professor M'Cormack and her first-year graduate student Kaoru Spinoza as they open up the time capsule. By Dave Van Domelen.


   #5 - Going To The Mattresses: A prelude to the upcoming "Paragangs Of New York" series by Tony Pi! Devlin Marx sets out to take a gamble on a new venture in Manhattan, between the devils and the deep blue sea....



   #6 - Interview With A God: Kaoru reads through a transcript of Charlie Rose's interview with Bragi, Norse god of poetry and storytelling. No plot to speak of, but hopefully an interesting read. :)


   #7 - Paraball 2025 Wrap-Up: Not really a story, just wanted to get all the Paraball stuff in one place instead of being in Author's Notes scattered about.


   #8 - Memoirs of a Kong: January 2006 is Ape Month at rec.arts.comics.creative, and this issue of Time Capsules honors that theme with a look back at the movie career of Joe Jung of the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas.


   #9 - Development Cycle: Introducing a new writer to ASH, Andrew Burton! Not all supervillains in the 1990s had the Magene, nor were all of them really particularly villainous. Some were just kinda weird, like Doctor Developer, master of the deathtrap....


   #10 - Mayflies: Written by Dave Van Domelen, this reveals the events of Dragonfly's life in the "Mainline" universe, after the divergence point seen in Coherent Super Stories #4, as Kaoru Spinoza finds Robert Baines's old diary.


   #11 - The Abyss Looks Back: Written by Dave Van Domelen, a piece of a book by Third Heroic Age psychopaths Max & Dex, on tactics to use when hunting superhumans.


   #12 - Think of the Children: Written by Saxon Brenton for High Concept Challenge #2 and wrapped in a 2135 framing sequence by Dave Van Domelen. Apparently the hamsters from the ASH Holiday Special #1 bred a civilisation, and their descendants realised that they might not be able to coexist with humanity....


  Collected Elsewhere


   #1 - Conclave Arise!:CSV Omnibus: Deep Armageddon


   #2 - [UUR 500] [VAI 980]: CSV Omnibus: Conclave Arise!


   #3 - Dust to Dust: CSV Omnibus: Deep Armageddon



   #4 - The Plane That Came Down And Woke Up The World: New author Wil Alambre looks at another side of the story told in the opening issues of CSV.


  



   Annual #1 - The Darker Angels of Our Nature: Warden Omnibus: The Annuals


  #0 - Legacy Discovered


  Copyright 1998 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  It is the year 2135, and the world is a much different place in many ways. However, a few things have remained relatively constant, like the human tendency to think that today is the only era that really matters, or the fact that it never is.



  Another thing to stay unchanged is that there are still people who study for the sake of the studying itself, academics who seek understanding because it's there to seek. Also unchanged is that these people have students to do their scutwork....


  * * * *


  "Dr. M'Cormack," wheezed a voice from the hall. "I've got the box, could you open the door?"


  The professor in question, a gracefully-aging woman of largely Euro descent, smirked and walked to the door, turning the doorknob she'd had fabricated by an engineering student who was looking to earn extra credit points in an entry-level anthropology course.


  Kaoru Spinoza struggled to shift the box onto a table before killing the power to the gravcart and letting it settle heavily onto the surface. Even weightless, it had had a lot of mass to move around.


  "Doc, why can't you get a voice command on the door like normal people?" Kaoru sighed, leaning against the crate, his face flushed and darker than normal.


  She smirked again. "Kaoru, if you can't understand that, you're not going to last long in this department."


  He frowned. "Doc, Professor Greene doesn't live in an adobe dwelling and sacrifice his enemies to the Sun. Professor Ikawa doesn't bind her feet."


  "Using a doorknob is hardly a major dislocation, Kaoru. And it helps me feel a little closer to the era I'm studying. Remember, this is a part of history for which we *have* most of the cold facts, so it's important to try to understand the mindset behind those facts. And if living with a little inconvenience like a doorknob helps me grasp the thinking of the Apocalyptic Age more completely, then I'll use a doorknob."


  Kaoru just shook his head and scanned his reader over the bill of lading imbedded in the packaging. "Another 'time capsule.' More trinkets and duplicates of records we already have. I suppose I'll be spending the rest of the month cataloguing this stuff for you?"


  Dr. M'Cormack waggled a finger at her student. "Don't speak so poorly of time capsules. I know you'd rather be working at the new Minoan digs, but any of the people there would *kill* for a Minoan time capsule, if one existed. Hopefully, someday you'll thank your ancestors for trying so hard to be kind to future archaeologists."


  Kaoru shrugged. "Okay, I know that the whole idea of the time capsule started up because people started to become aware that posterity might appreciate better historical information, but why did they keep burying the damned things long after we started keeping permanent records of everything under the Sun? This one," he rapped on the crate, "it's from the late 2020s. We have buildings full of archived information from that era, the permanence problem had been licked by then."


  "They don't call 1950-2050 the Apocalyptic Age for nothing, Kaoru. From 1946 until 1998, there was a very real chance of a nuclear armaggedon, which would wipe out most records...a time capsule would presumably survive to tell the post-reconstruction civilization what things were like. And then, of course, in 1998 there *was* an apocalypse which staggered the world. It took a few generations before people understood what the Godwar was and that it wasn't coming back. Many people wanted to leave some hidden sign of their existence, something which could be dug up after the next disaster."


  "I suppose. But since there wasn't a 'next disaster,' we still have all the history intact. So why bother with the time capsules?"


  "Doorknobs."


  "Huh? Oh, I get it. I think. Those everyday things they might not talk about in the official records, but which a 'regular person' might put in a time capsule," Kaoru realized.


  "Ah, he *can* be taught," M'Cormack smiled. "Go ahead, open it up."


  The graduate student pressed the seal release patch on the crate, and the front side came loose in his hands, followed quickly by the other four panels which could be removed. The packing foam dissolved at the first hint of oxygen, leaving only a faintly plasticky smell behind.


  Kaoru let out a low whistle. "They wanted this baby to last."


  Dr. M'Cormack ran her fingertips along the preternaturally smooth metallic surface. "Collapsinum. No wonder it was so hard for you to move. Ah, here's the panel." She flipped out a thick slab of ultrastrong metal which stuck for a moment before moving. It protected a recessed button, which she pressed.


  The mechanism protested slightly, then the lid rose up on four slim rods. There was a faint click, and M'Cormack knew that the rods had been released, so it was possible to lift the lid off entirely. Not wanting a hernia, she left it in place.


  "Kaoru, why are you wincing?"


  "Um, it occurred to me that it might have been a weapon of some sort, a bomb maybe."


  "Casing a bomb in collapsinum is rather stupid, Kaoru. Besides, it was probed before being sent over, that's standard practice. Sometimes it IS a bomb, after all. Many digs are in supervillain hideouts or bases for secret paramilitary organizations." She pulled out a slightly irregular white sphere, slightly larger than her fist. "Here, catch!" she tossed it to her student, who bobbled it before clutching it to his chest.


  "What is it?" he eyed it suspiciously.


  "A baseball."


  "Pull the other one, it emits subsonics. Where's the stitches?"


  M'Cormack grinned broadly. "In 2025, they experimented with balls molded from a single piece of polymer, designed by computer to have aerodynamic properties identical to the old leather, string and cork ball, but be fairly indestructible, plus much cheaper to produce. Purists hated the new ball, and it was phased out by 2034. Oddly, the same method applied to Combine footballs caught on and lasted until the sport died out. Apparently, whoever put this capsule together felt that the new ball was an important symbol of his age."


  "Bet he was disappointed in 2034," Kaoru snickered.


  "Maybe, maybe not. He might have felt that the new ball was an important symbol of 2025 in the same way the swastika was an important symbol of 1939. People take their sports very seriously, in almost every era," M'Cormack noted.


  Kaoru peered into the capsule. "Looks like mostly data discs. The old optical storage format, I think."


  The professor nodded. "CDROMs, yes. We'll probably get a lot of useless duplication here, especially if they're commercially available discs. Hopefully these were compiled by the person or persons who organized the capsule, however, so we can learn something from the choice of items. Fire up the CDROM reader, let's see if the people in tech support fixed it right this time...."


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


  Time Capsules is an anthology series in the ASH Universe, tied together by items placed in a time capsule. Each story will be based on an object found in the container, or a piece of information on the CDROMs. The stories will range from the grand struggles of superheroes and supervillains to slices of everyday life, and will be told in whatever style the writer prefers. It's possible for the entire story to be encoded as a movie on one of the CDROMs, but more likely that the object from the capsule will only provide one piece of the story which is told.


  Time Capsules #1 will center on the ransom video made by the Conclave of Super-Villains and will tell the story originally intended for CSV #4. Based on a plot by Tony Pi, written by me.


  Future issues will come out irregularly, as ASH writers get ideas for one-shots they'd like to tell outside the structure of their regular series. If you don't currently write an ASH series but have an idea for a Time Capsules story, talk to me about it. I reserve the right to decide who gets to play around in my sandbox, of course, and to edit any stories.


  #5 - Going To The Mattresses


  Copyright 2003 by Tony Pi and Dave Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows a "one-armed bandit" over the shoulder of KaoruSpinoza, who is watching the wheels come to a stop. The twothat have already stopped show little cartoon bombs.]


  



  It had been a long day's walk, a sort of busman's holiday for the young history student. Where his peers were taking their 2136 spring breaks in places like NeoIbiza or the Orbs...or just staying in their offices through break, in many cases...Kaoru was touring some of the more historical cities of Earth. Today was New York.


  Oh, New York didn't have a LONG history as cities went. After all, 250 years ago, the island of Manhattan was still mostly forested wasteland with a bunch of docks and warehouses clinging to the southern tip. But few cities had seen so MUCH history crammed into so little time as the Big Apple. From de facto capital of the world to near ghost town and back in a mere century and a half, it had seen barons of industry, gods and even foreign invaders call it home.


  He'd started the walking tour in the traditional manner, at the old World Trade Center, site of the deaths of thousands in the 1998 when Odin sent out his warriors to cull the worthy dead...without worrying about whether they were still alive yet. While most buildings of its era had been dismantled or required heavy renovation for safety purposes, a sort of ghostly half-existence seemed to cling to those forbidding twin towers. It was as if Odin's actions granted a sort of undead immortality to the site, for it needed neither renovation nor maintenance to remain standing after almost a century of near-abandonment. The old MetaPsych organization had used it as a base of operations for some decades, but no one since had been able to endure the strange otherworldly presence that the Center had. So it had been made an official memorial and left to itself.


  Kaoru had seen much over the course of the day, from preserved pre-disaster buildings to the brand new Crilley Plaza, home of numerous alien embassies. He'd taken lunch in Central Park, a slice of false nature designed to break up the monotony of a concrete island, once surrounded with the residences of the rich and famous. And now he stood in front of the Cloisters.


  The Cloisters made a good metaphor for the entire island. Equal parts real and artifice, it had been put to a great many purposes...museum, throne of a god, casino, beacon of light against a falling darkness, and museum once more.


  Kaoru put his hand up against an exterior wall which had been decorated with embedded poker chips as a reminder of that one incongruous part of its past, and wondered what strange, secret deals had been made to convert the Cloisters into a casino....


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


  [Manhattan, Autonomous Sector - December 24th, 2024]


  It had once been the United Nations headquarters. Then it was briefly redubbed the World Building in an attempt to lure the fledgling United World to the city. Now it was simply known as the place where the city's true power resided. The place where I had come to...save the world? To save my soul, at least.


  "This is a highly irregular request, Mr. Marx," said Rex Umbrae. "You wish to convert the Cloisters into a casino?" He tapped a few keys on a handheld unit. "Your finances are in shambles. What makes you think you can turn a profit, or even have enough resources to buy the Cloisters?"


  "I admit, there have been setbacks." This was the first time I had met the man who was also called the King of Shadows, and the undisputed master of the new Manhattan. A genetically engineered Khadamite, so the rumors went. I did not doubt that he could crush me with his raw strength, and I would be unable to Anchor him. "But as one businessman to another, you know that a sharp mind for money is our greatest asset. I will liquidate what remaining holdings I have: the Atlantic Majestic, and my last stocks and bonds. I know that's not enough, but look at it as a down payment. The Cloisters would become the first and only casino in Manhattan. It's far enough north to escape paragang involvement. Think of it: the lure of new visitors and businesses back to New York, knowing that a safe, Anchored casino was here."


  I paused to gauge his reaction. While he would be hard to read by any standards, I could tell by instinct that Umbrae saw the potential. But I had to give him more to chew on.


  "It's a property that you have no use for. After Oghma's avatar claimed it during the Godmarket, it has seen its share of hauntings. But with a powerful Anchor such as myself present, there would be zero paranormal activity. No powers to use in cheating...or fighting...in my casino. When the buzz spreads, even the paragangers would come in peace, knowing that it's neutral ground. This is what you've been waiting for, Mr. Umbrae. Tourism."


  Umbrae nodded. "True. But what of your Conclave? Do you intend to use my city for your organization's revival? Or is the Conclave truly dead?"


  I should have known that Umbrae would know of the Conclave. "I am alone now," I told him. "The Conclave is in the past. I look towards a new future. But it does not change my resolve to keep the powerful paranormals in line. You have brought order to Manhattan, Umbrae, and I only seek to help you enforce it. We may have different means, but our goal is the same."


  "Order." Umbrae stroked his chin. "Very well. You may have your Cloisters, Marx, so long as you abide by my laws. In granting you your venue, I will be the senior partner in the Cloisters Casino, and collect my dues. My legal department will draft up a contract. But most importantly, you must keep the truce, as I expect from any paragangs or organizations that would operate under my sovereignty. Understood?"


  I smiled. We stood, and shook hands. "Thank you."


  And that was it. A year after I had been betrayed by Lorenzo Archangeli, I had put the final nail in the Conclave coffin. Had it been only a year? It seemed much longer.


  It was time to forge a new beginning. I only wished Ursula were here to share this moment.


  * * * *


  [The Cloisters, Manhattan, Autonomous Sector - February 28th, 2025]


  I stood on the West Terrace of the Cloisters, and looked out over the Hudson River. The Cloisters was named after the parts of five medieval French cloisters incorporated into the museum design. It overlooked Fort Tryon Park and the Hudson river. The renovations had been quick, thanks to Umbrae's involvement in the venture. When you owned the city, you could make things happen at due speed.


  I hated having to make an alliance with Umbrae. He had his own secret agendas...and used unscrupulous means to carry them out. But this was a new game, with a new set of rules. If the Conclave's methods had not been adequate to stop the growing paranormal threat, I had to find a new strategy to handle them, even if it meant a temporary alliance with men like Umbrae.


  And the answer was in New York, where the paragangs ran rampant. What could I have done in the safety of my last casino in Atlantic City? Nothing. Jessa's visit in November proved that. She was willing to face the problem head on in Manhattan. So too must I "go to the mattresses", as it were. Find out why I failed the first time.


  First thing I need was a strong security force, to build respect among the paragangers. And of course, to forge a team that would become my new enforcers in a world-gone-wild.


  This time, I would not make the same mistakes.


  "Mr. Marx?" came a voice from behind me.


  "Yes, Marie-Laure?"


  "Your guests have arrived, and are waiting in the Cuxa Cloister."


  I nodded. I had sent private invitations to people that I thought might join in this new venture of mine. People who might be sympathetic to my secret cause. Certainly, I expected a few moles from the Combine government, and Umbrae himself. I would deal with them, in time.


  But for now, I would welcome my new associates, and find out how they can help me change the world.


  There were three of them gathered in the Cuxa Cloister, one man and two women. As I expected, I did not see Jessa Dumont among them. She had lost her powers in Reykjavik, but it wasn't her scrying powers I wanted. I wanted a good soul, I told her repeatedly, but she declined again and again. Her heart was in the Free Clinic.


  "Thank you all for coming," I said. "I am Devlin Marx." I went up to the Chinese woman first. "You must be Madelyn Chin. A pleasure to meet you at last. I once crossed paths with your grandfather, the Black Opal. He was a great man, and I have much respect for him, even though our goals had been at odds during that episode."


  Ms. Chin nodded curtly. "Jessa told me about your goals, Mr. Marx. I am here because I would like to help the city, but I have no fondness for Rex Umbrae. Ever since Warden disappeared, I have become increasingly concerned for the people of this city, like my grandfather before me. I will gladly train your people in hand-to-hand combat, Mr. Marx, if it will help with the paragang problem."


  "How effective is the vigilante that you do have?" said the other woman. She was Jo Ridley, the former DSHA agent who got tangled up in my kidnapping a year ago. Rebus had wiped her mind, made her into an assassin. Luckily, the Academy of Super-Heroes had rescued her and deprogrammed her. But unluckily for her, the Department of Super-Human Activities no longer trusted her after the brainwashing, and she has been jobless since. I must admit, I also felt responsible for her downfall in the first place.


  "Hellhound?" said a man with a lead foot. Another former law enforcement officer, Ben Whitman, who was discharged from the force for taking bribes from paragangers. He had had his foot turned to lead in the gang war last year. "I don't trust her, or any other vigilantes. Who's even seen her face? How do we know that she isn't a crony for one gang boss or another?"


  Madelyn Chin shrugged. "We don't know for sure. But she's been a thorn in everyone's sides. I don't think she's after anything but justice."


  Jo Ridley shook her head. "Still, vigilante justice is sometimes misguided. I'll reserve my judgment until I see her in action. After all, Umbrae's laws are not the Combine's laws. But we should all answer to the same moral authority."


  "There will be plenty of time to discuss the dynamics of the factions in the city later in our meeting, when you meet your staff," I suggested. "Ms. Chin will be in charge of physical combat training, as she mentioned. Ms. Ridley will teach the basics of ranged combat as well as surveillance techniques. And Mr. Whitman will be our expert in all things Manhattan, as well as coordinating security in the casino, with the aid of some of my former employees from Atlantic City and Las Vegas."


  "Shouldn't we hire some paranormals?" asked Ben. "We can't go head to head with Bathory or Dr. Jacky. You saw what they did to my foot!"


  I walked over to Ben, and gently placed my hand on his shoulder. The touch was enough to Anchor the effect on his foot, and the lead became flesh again. His eyes widened in amazement. "There will be no paranormal powers while I am on the premises," I promised. I let go of Ben, and let him marvel at his foot. "Your foot will remain normal while you are here." I was glad I could make that promise, as not all transformative effects could be undone by the power of an Anchor, as any victim of the Cockatrice would tell you...assuming they could say anything ever again after meeting her lethal gaze.


  "I'm in, Mr. Marx," said Ben, his voice cracking a bit. "I thought I'd never wiggle my toes again, and now...."


  I knew then I had won over Ben Whitman. "This is a second chance, Ben. For all of us. Whatever we had been in the past cannot compare to the new strength that we will build together. We may not be a powerful force. We may not be an army with the strength to fend off the paragangs. Not yet. But with dedication and caution, we will change New York for the better. Marie-Laure, champagne for everyone, please." I took a flute of champagne, as the did the others. I raised the glass high.


  "To our new start!"


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


  Kaoru ran his finger around the edge of a five dollar chip, coated in an anti-UV layer to keep it from degrading like most eco-friendly plastics of its age. Yeah, there'd certainly been a lot of gambling in this place, and not all of it for chips....


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


  Authors' Notes:


  Dave -


  Consider this a sneak-peek of a new title that Tony's working on, "The Paragangs of New York".


  Oh, and this is eligible for the 2003 RACCies. }->


  Tony -


  The "Tony's Icons" page has been updated with tiny little pictures of various ASH Universe characters circa spring, 2025! Go see it at http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/tonyicons.html !


  



  #6 - Interview With A God


  Copyright 2004 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows a blond-haired man with a neatly trimmed beardsitting in a chair on a minimalist stage. His long hair ispulled back in a ponytail. Surrounding him is a phantom imageof a wild-eyed, shaggy-haired, long-bearded version of himselfdressed in furs and carrying a drum.]


  



  Kaoru Spinoza flipped through the file listing on the old-fashioned optical disk, looking for a specific date. The disk was an archive of an interview show hosted by a man named Charlie Rose, and the date he was looking for was...there! January 8, 1998.


  It was just a transcript, whoever put together this collection didn't feel the need to include the bulkier video files. Kaoru sighed. He'd hoped to cull another "god sighting" for his collection, but at least the raw information would be here.


  He opened the file.


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


  THE CHARLIE ROSE SHOW DATE: 1/8/98 GUESTS: BRAGI, NORSE GOD OF POETRY; ELI WALLACH, ACTOR NOTE: CLONING PANEL SCHEDULED FOR THIS SHOW WAS DELAYED TO 1/14/98


  OPENING CREDITS AND ANNOUNCEMENTS SPONSORED BY ODIN, THE ALL-FATHER


  CAMERA SHOWS CHARLIE ROSE (CR) AND BRAGI (B) SEATED AT INTERVIEW TABLE.


  CR: Good evening, my guests tonight are Bragi, the Norse god of poetry and storytelling, and later on, actor Eli Wallach will be here to discuss his career and his role in the new off-Broadway production of "Visiting Mr. Green." Bragi, welcome to the show.


  B: Good to be here, Charlie.


  CR: Before I start with the serious questions, I must admit I was a little surprised by your appearance. The three-piece suit, the neatly trimmed beard, the...


  B: The lack of animal pelts? (CHUCKLES)


  CR: Well, yes.


  B: Charlie, just because our main claims to fame came from bygone days doesn't mean we cling to them. We want to win over the hearts and minds of modern-day people. Sure, we've always had a small core of worshippers who liked the wild hair and animal skins look, and we're grateful for their continued devotion. But we have things to offer everyone, and we don't want to alienate people by looking like something out of Wagner...although I'm not knocking the Ring Cycle, mind you. (GRINS)


  CR: All right, I can accept that. So, as gods for the modern day, what DO you offer potential worshippers? It's no secret that several pantheons of heretofore mythical gods have been engaging in a media campaign, trying to gain followers.


  B: Personally? Inspiration. Poets, writers, storytellers of all kinds, they're my target demographic, to use adspeak. I can reach inside and touch that spark of creativity in each of them, unlock it for a crucial moment. Let them reach their fullest potential and create the works they're all capable of, if only freed for the merest moment from the things that drag all mortals down.


  CR: Isn't that, well, cheating? Doing their creating for them?


  B: Not at all. Like I say, it's the potential within them. If someone prays to me and has no spark, I can't really help them. I don't want them writing MY poetry, I want them writing their own. I just bring their natural talent closer to the surface, where they can grab it with both hands and wrestle it onto the page. (CLENCHES FISTS)


  CR: What do YOU get out of it? How does worship help you?


  B: Well, I get a lot more good poems and stories out of it! (LAUGHS) Let me tell you, eternal life can get awfully dull, and the nigh-endless creativity of humanity helps me get through the eons. But yes, worship itself is a reward. I can't say exactly how...I'm not being censored or condescending here, Charlie, it's just not something that can even be expressed in terms a mortal can grasp. I think that being able to grasp it is what makes one a god, in fact. Some mortal cult leaders have come close to touching on it, and I think that's what drives so many of them mad.


  CR: Okay. Now, what about other Aesir? They strike me as being largely focused on warriors, and the ad campaigns have reflected that.


  B: Well, yes. The most tangible benefit we offer is bringing mortal soldiers into the immortal host of Odin, to help fight in Ragnarok. We're not as miracle-oriented as the Asgardians or Babylonians, so we can't compete for the average worshipper as well. However, we do offer something else that mortals find attractive. Immortality...of a sort.


  CR: Are you referring to the apples your wife Iduun tends?


  B: No, not that sort of immortality. (LAUGHS) Consider this, Charlie. All gods have minds that work on multiple layers of reality. Even those who seem to be dullards are really just putting on an act in keeping with their godly portfolio. We all have phenomenal memories...if something comes to our attention, we never let it go. And if someone comes to our attention as being remarkable in some way, we may take the effort to remember their entire lives. This way, they live on in our minds forever. Or at least until the end of all. Worship us, and we are more likely to take notice of your life. Granted, immortality of the self is a lot more popular, but many people just want to know they mattered, that someone will always remember them. And that's one of the things we do. Worship us, live a life worth remarking on, and your name will live forever in our memories.


  CR: What if they don't think they're capable of living such a life? Aren't you then taking their worship and giving nothing in return?


  B: (LAUGHS) Charlie, mortals have long said, "The gods help those who help themselves." We are here to inspire you, give you another reason to try harder. Everyone is CAPABLE of living a life worth noticing, they just have to make the choice to DO SO. Before we came back to this world, no one could know for sure if their actions would earn them a place in eternal memory, but we give them hope.


  CR: That brings to mind another question I wanted to ask. What about God with a capital G? Or Allah, or the Buddha? They don't seem to be participating in what's being called the Godmarket. Speaking as a god yourself, do you think they even exist?


  B: (STROKES BEARD) That's a tough one, Charlie. There's several main camps of opinion among we small-g gods on the matter. The first I suppose you could call the atheistic view. We're the top of the theological ladder, there is no God over us, we rose up from mortals rather than being created by one or more almighty Gods. Oh, and I should note that due to the way we experience time and interact with it, we can't be certain of our own origins in most cases, which helps support the atheistic view. The second, and the one I and most of my pantheon endorse, is that there is a non-personified higher power. Fate, Wyrd, Karma, whatever you choose to call it. We are doomed to a particular end that we cannot avoid or forestall, but it's nothing personal. Things happen they way they must happen. The third camp is probably the most common: there is an all-powerful deity, but it's one of us. Someone managed to figure out how to transcend to the next level, or will figure it out...time is flexible for us, as I mentioned...and has established dominion over all that is, was, or will be. And these gods are also likely to be trying to figure out how to become that omnipotent entity. Finally, some gods believe in Yahweh, Allah and so forth. They worship higher powers like mortals worship us, and put themselves forward as heavenly servants.


  CR: So, are you saying that, for instance, angels are really just lesser gods who have decided to serve a greater one?


  B: Well, I'm not saying they ALL are. If Yahweh does exist, He certainly is up to the task of making His own angels and ministers of grace. But I do know several gods who look and act like angels, and say they are guided by the grace of Yahweh. Or Allah, for that matter. And there's a whole host of Chinese gods who claim to follow the Buddha...they also tend to claim that Buddha the man attained such enlightenment that he skipped over our power level entirely and became almighty. I try to stay out of such arguments, though. There's enough wars between the gods as it is, without dropping a professional speaker like myself into the mix. Just because I can talk the legs off a donkey and convince it to go for a walk afterwards doesn't mean the donkey won't be angry at me later on, after all.


  CR: That sounds suspiciously like a quote from something.


  B: You got me, although it's more of a paraphrase than a quote. I'll have to admit, while he didn't actually worship us, Douglas Adams did talk about some of us in his later books, which got my attention. My FULL attention, if you gather my meaning. I'm one of the few in existence who knows all of the things he planned to write but never got around to. Maybe I'll contact a ghost writer and put out a special edition? (GRINS)


  CR: Well, it looks like our time is up for this segment, and you've started making puns in any case. That's probably a danger sign, given your "godly portfolio".


  B: Well, yes. I can make puns on a single subject for days on end, in any language known to man. The original "Don't Get Me Started," Charlie. Thanks for having me, I know your audience is full of writers who would do well to worship me. With a little luck, we could see a new surge in American writing.


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


  Kaoru stopped reading, since he wasn't interested in the long dead actor. Odd...nearly 140 years on, and the big questions of God were still as unanswered as ever. And even the gods didn't know for sure.


  Or, of course, Bragi could have been lying. Lies may have been Loki's portfolio, but someone once said that all writers are professional liars. And the god of writers would certainly know a thing or two about the subject.


  Too bad Bragi wasn't taking calls anymore, Kaoru mused. He certainly could use some inspiration on his thesis....


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


  Author's Notes:


  I don't really watch Charlie Rose on a regular basis, just snips and bits here and there, so apologies if I got him totally wrong. I did, however, look up the real guest lineup for that day. :)


  This piece mostly came out of some musing over breakfast on the topic of how the believe in intercessitory saints and angels makes a lot of "monotheists" into de facto hierarchical polytheists, a topic I muse on every so often. This time, though, I drifted onto how this might apply to the ASH setting. Were angels and saints really Fullbloods who believed in God? I considered just doing an essay on it, but then decided to make it a tiny bit less dry and do an interview transcript. But what talk show would likely have such a topic? Well, Charlie Rose sprang to mind, and it only took a moment more of thought to pick Bragi as the likely guest. And, of course, that lead to an expansion of the topic.


  I was originally going to make this a one-shot like the Ash Wednesday story last year, but then I realized it would fit as a Time Capsules issue pretty well. Time Capsules just hasn't been getting used much, since it looks like its intended purpose of being a try-out book isn't being taken advantage of.


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


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


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


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


  



  #7 - Paraball 2025 Wrap-Up


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows a baseball that's glowing with Kirby Krackle.]


  



  Kaoru picked up the glossy pamphlet, turning it over in his hands and feeling the history soaked into the plastic sheet. It was actually a photodegradable plastic, so only being sealed in a time capsule had kept it from turning to dust long ago.


  He opened it and started glancing through it.


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


  PARANORMAL LEAGUE WORLD SERIES 2025


  WELCOMES YOU!


  WHAT IS PARABALL?


  Glad you asked! Paraball is the nickname for baseball played by teams in the Paranormal League, which is run by Major League Baseball. The Paranormal League only takes players who have active Magenes, making for a truly exciting twist on a classic game!


  WHO HAD THE IDEA FOR PARABALL?


  Several people claim to have been the first to have the idea stretching bac as far as 1965, but it was Genevieve Axel (owner of the Kansas City Royals) who actually did something about it in 2022. With the help of owners of other teams in both the American League and National League, she recruited fourteen young paranormals and split them into two teams: the Baltimore/ Washington Federals and the New York Neons (based in Rochester).


  HOW DID THE FIRST SEASON OF PARABALL GO?


  There were stumbling blocks, as you might expect, but the two teams played each other ten times, and also played exhibition games against the Atlanta Braves, the Chicago Cubs and the Colorado Blue Jays. This first season helped in figuring out the rules of the game for the Paranormal League.


  Most of the rules that were developed just took existing baseball rules and said that affecting the ball or another player with a supernatural power was the same as doing it with a part of your body. So no shooting at the ball to knock it away from a fielder!


  It was also ruled that the baserunner couldn't use powers to become untaggable...this included teleportation, ghosting, super-speed over fifty kilometers per hour, or any power that would let the player get more than two meters above the basepath or go below the basepath. In general, moving faster than fifty kilometers per hour in the infield is prohibited.


  Of course, with only fourteen players, they could only anticipate so many possibilities. And many powers were expected to cancel each other out, such as movement powers allowing fielders to deal with superhumanly strong batters. Equipment was, of course, made much stronger to deal with the expected punishment.


  WHAT ABOUT THE 2023 SEASON?


  Increased graduation rates from the Academy let the Paranormal League recruit enough new players to expand to 4 teams of 12 players each, with the original two teams playing by National League rules and the new teams (Chicago Fire and San Diego Kings) playing by American League rules.


  With 48 players and a few extras who were held in reserve, it was now possible to really test out the rules for Paraball, and a lot of refinements were made. It was time to integrate the leagues.


  THE 2024 SEASON: INTER-LEAGUE PLAY!


  Now things were really cooking as games between the PL and the NL and AL counted in the standings for the non-powered teams! The PL teams could not participate in the regular post-season, having their own short tournament instead, but their games against "normalball" teams affected the overall records. Many credit Colorado's ability to deal with PL teams for their strong position at the beginning of the post-season last year.


  While many expected the Paraball teams to run away with their games, you need to remember that these players were largely students at the Academy, and never played serious competitive baseball before joining the Paranormal League. The wealth of experience found on traditional teams made up for the supernatural powers, with the overall season going nearly half and half.


  It was agreed that Paraball players would not be eligible for the All-Star Game ballot, as even PL players had argued against being included, given their advantages in terms of popularity. Or, as we like to say, every Paraball game is an All-Star Game!


  2025: A YEAR OF WONDERS!


  The season that's just about to end today saw the Paranormal League expand to eight teams of twelve players, with even more expansion planned for 2026 with the addition of Japanese and European teams! With competition for qualified supernormals high, all sorts of people joined the new teams, including reformed members of so-called paragangs (none with serious criminal records, of course). The Paranormal League is nearly equal in numbers of male and female players...plus a few players who aren't male OR female! By contrast, although the gender barrier in Major League Baseball was broken in 2014 by Clarisse Stone, women still make up less than one percent of the players in the AL and NL.


  The PL's record against the AL and NL stayed about the same as in 2024 this year, because of the expansion drafts that split up the most experienced players. However, current plans are to phase out inter-league play in 2027, once the Paranormal League is large enough to support a full schedule on its own.


  Of the four teams added this year, the most noteworthy may be the Mexico City Knights, the only team to take an actual person as its mascot. Sal Napier, the Green Knight of the Academy of Super-Heroes, is the inspiration for the team, and has attended every home game that he could.


  THE TEAMS: 2025


  The Original Two - Games played at home by the Federals and the Neons are played under National League rules.


  Baltimore/Washington Federals: One of the two original teams, they play most of their games at the new Kleinman Stadium in Baltimore, although the Orioles have priority scheduling there. At least one game per season is played at Bentronics Field in Arlington, home of the Senators. Caroline Riggs is the star pitcher for the Federals, with a 200 m/s fastball!


  New York Neons: The second of the original teams, the Neons draw fans from the entire northeastern America, especially Boston. Rochester itself isn't a very large city, but it was picked because it was easily accessible to both Boston and Montreal. Deon Williams is the current rising star of the Neons, using his control of light to find new ways to not quite break the rules, and causing more rules arguments than any five players put together.


  The 2023 Expansion - Games played at home against the Fire and the Kings are played using American League rules.


  Chicago Fire: Many people think of this as the ASH home team, and members of that organization can often be found in attendance when their duties allow. Despite this, they seem to be cursed to have the least effective roster in the league, and have ended at the bottom of the standings in their three years of play.


  San Diego Kings: This team was the closest Mexico had to a home team until the 2025 season. Their consistently high attendance and vid ratings were the main reason the second expansion was held in 2025 instead of waiting for 2026. Ernesto Rodriguez, with his ability to stretch his limbs up to ten meters, is the team's star outfielder.


  The 2025 Expansion - Games played in Dallas and Mexico City operate under National League rules, while those played in Edmonton and St. Louis use American League rules.


  Dallas Stars: The 2025 expansion was kind to this new team, as they drafted three founding members of the Neons and used the trio as the core of a winning strategy that took them to this World Paraball Series you're attending today! Rod Karnes's magnetic abilities may not directly affect the ball, but his natural skill at the sport and strong leadership have made him a true MVP.


  Mexico City Knights: Taking ASH strongman Sal Napier as their mascot and inspiration, this plucky team may have finished in the middle of the pack this year, but they never, ever say die! Rosa Mirabiles, nicknamed the Squire, has literally put balls out of the park with her superhuman strength and excellent batter's eye.


  Edmonton Megas: This team was originally going to be the Montreal Megas, and they've never forgotten the lost city, dedicating every game to their missing countrymen. That intense spirit has led them to numerous come from behind wins, and put them into the World Paraball Series! Catcher Simon Levay's occasional short-term precognitive flashes make him the best friend a pitcher could have.


  St. Louis Cavaliers: Notable for a strong first half of the season and a complete trainwreck of a second half, many attribute this to the loss of star first baseman Eric Davies, whose superhuman reflexes made him a .500 hitter and an excellent infielder. Davies suffered a heart attack in July, and became the first person on the long-term Disabled List for the Paranormal League. He's expected to return to play in 2026, so wish him well!


  2025: THE RECORD


  Team (Seed) W L PCT POST1 POST2 POST3 Stars (1) 30 6 0.800 WWLW WWW WWLLWL* Federals (2) 25 11 0.694 LLL Megas (3) 20 16 0.556 WLLWW WLWW LLWWLW* Cavaliers (4) 18 18 0.500 LWWW LLL Knights (5)** 16 20 0.444 WLLL Neons (6)** 16 20 0.444 LWWLL Kings (7) 13 23 0.361 WWW LWLL Fire (8) 6 30 0.167 LLWL


  * Today's game! ** Tie broken by inter-league results.


  Team (Seed): Team name and their seeding for the post-season. Bracket A is


  1 vs 8 and 4 vs 5, bracket B is 2 vs 7 and 3 vs 6. W: Wins in Paranormal League (not counting inter-league) L: Losses in Paranormal League PCT: Winning percentage POST1: Win/Loss in the 5 game bracket semifinals POST2: Win/Loss in the 5 game bracket finals POST3: Win/Loss in the 7 game World Paraball Series


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


  Kaoru put down the pamphlet with a shrug, and tapped a few keys. Edmonton won the final game, 8 runs to 2 after being tied at 2 for most of the game.


  "Maybe I'll see if there's a recording..." he muttered to himself.


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


  Author's Notes:


  No, this isn't really intended to be a story. I just wanted to get all the Paraball stuff in one place in the wake of a conversation online about superhumans and sports. And let anyone curious know how the season went. :)


  [Later note: The Minnesota Duos were mentioned in ASH #38, but they were actually a team planned for the 2026 expansion. The person who thought about the Duos didn't actually follow Paraball.]


  The use of the terms "Major League Baseball," "National League" and "American League," as well as the names of some teams, is not meant as an infringement on the rights and properties of Major League Baseball.


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


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


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


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


  #8 - Memoirs of a Kong


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows a cyborg gorilla chatting amiably with a talk show host]


  



  "So, Kaoru, what's on tonight's docket?" Caius asked as he flumphed down on the common room's couch. One of the advantages of having a housemate in the history grad program was that he could dig up all sorts of weird entertainment programs from the archives.


  "A grab bag," Kaoru turned on the main screen. "I've been going through the old modular talk shows of the 2030s again, I figured we could use the promo segments to decide what oldies you want me to fire up the full versions of next week."


  Janna clapped her hands. "Excellent, K! What host are we getting?"


  Kaoru smiled. "None. I actually managed to get the source clips this time, with the generic vactor body. I figured it'd make for a weirder experience."


  There were sounds of agreement around the common room at this. Modular talk shows had been designed to plug in a virtual host that best fit the viewer's demographics and preferences, then assemble a show out of monologues, skits and promo segments that the viewer might like. Not as sophisticated as the AI vactors of the 2050s, but they had a certain rustic charm.


  "Okay," Kaoru sat down next to Janna. "First up is a plug from 2035, for that classic of Badfilm, 'Raging Mad'. Release runtime of one point seven hours, director's cut two point two...."


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


  A humanoid silhouette behind a desk gestures to his right. "Our next guest is Joe Jung, writer and director of the new biopic, 'Raging Mad'!"


  The view switches to a curtain that is pulled open to reveal a cyborg gorilla in expensively tailored evening attire, his metallic parts burnished to a high sheen. An unseen audience explodes into applause, while the band strikes up a few bars of a highly retro Peter Gabriel song.


  The camera follows Joe as he crosses to the desk and takes a seat next to it. The chair creaks ominously, eliciting a chuckle from the audience.


  "So, Joe, whatcha know?" the host-surrogate asks.


  "Well, I know my movie is going to be released this week," Joe smirks, an expression that looks vaguely threatening on his simian face.


  "Ah, getting right down to business," the host chuckles. "I hear this is the first movie both written *and* directed by a non-human terran. Is that right?"


  Joe tries to look modest, but fails. "A number of AIs have, of course, written movies before, and some non-terrans like the Pranir Seeks-Better- Lighting have directed, but as far as I know, I'm the first to both write and direct, yes. And I also did my own mocap after deciding that a vactor would better portray my younger self than de-aging makeup."


  "A triple-threat, then. I hear there was a romantic subplot as well, but that it got cut from the final release version?"


  Joe nods regretfully. "I felt it was rather powerful...of course, since it happened to me in real life, I'm biased," he chuckles. "But the movie was running long, and interspecies romance didn't go over well with test audiences. Something had to give, and love's labor was lost."


  "Too bad," the host sympathizes.


  "Well, when the archival version is released in March, viewers will have the option to see the full story as I envisioned it, if they so desire."


  "Great. Let's go to the first clip, Joe. Could you set it up for the viewers?"


  "I'd be glad to. This is actually the first scene of the movie, and it's an action scene. It takes place shortly after my uplift, and for a long time it was among my earliest memories. I'm fighting my way out of the Khadamite Vivarium, and, well...roll it," he grins.


  * * * *


  A small repair robot scuttled away as Joe approached.


  "It wasn't a threat, but I kept a wary eye on it," a voiceover droned, "everything could be made into a threat, after all. I'd been made into a threat by the Technomancers, who had sent me into this place. This 'Vivarium,' a place of life. And death."


  Joe checked the telltales of his newly augmented arms again. They blinked green, full power. Once again, he reached for the gun that wasn't at his hip. "Chipware taught me how to use guns, but they'd sent me in here unarmed," the voiceover continued. "To see how resourceful I was."


  Carefully rounding the corner of a building that looked like it had been blown up repeatedly and rebuilt with no eye towards aesthetics, Joe broke into a slightly awkward run, gaining quickly in confidence and grace as he synched up properly with the metal legs that replaced the ones he had been born with.


  He used his momentum to leap atop a wall. This was a signal to the rest of the creatures in the Vivarium to attack, slay whoever was bold or stupid enough to make himself an obvious target. A trio of plasma bolts streaked towards him from different directions. Joe evaded them all, then headed in the direction of the least accurate blast.


  "I went in unarmed, but I wouldn't leave that way."


  Back at ground level, Joe smashed his way past a pair of figures that looked like they might have been men once, but their arms had been replaced by masses of steel tentacles. He tore one loose and snapped it as a whip ahead of him, clearing another lesser threat from the field.


  Then a wall burst apart, knocking Joe to the ground and revealing a towering mass of squamous flesh and bony spines....


  * * * *


  "Thrilling action," the host gushes. "Now, you said it was one of your earliest memories for a long time. What changed that?"


  Joe shifts in his chair, setting off more creaking and more audience tittering. "Some self-improvement. You see, humans aren't the only species to have the Magene, although it's extremely rare outside of Homo Sapiens. I was born with it as well, my gift is intelligence. For a gorilla, I was a supergenius. By human standards, I was about as clever as a C-student in college. A sober one," he adds, and the audience giggles. "The upshot, however, was that the procedure the Technomancers used on the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas presumed normal gorilla intelligence, and it didn't interface properly with my brain. It was years before I found out I even *had* meaningful memories, and had my cybernetics adjusted by a mercenary tinkerer to let me access my full potential."


  "This was when you broke away from Khadam, yes?"


  "Wouldn't you, if you came to remember what I recalled then? How my life was torn apart?"


  "True enough," the host nods. "And I think we have a clip of that, and it's part of one of the Full Immersiovision (TM) first person virtual sequences. Why did you decide to use Immersiovision?"


  Joe smirks faintly. "I presume you're referring to the hazy, indistinct quality of Immersiovision, as compared to more expensive later-generation virtual envelopment technologies? Well, budget was a concern, but I felt that for scenes involving hazy, half-forgotten memories, it was actually more fitting than, say, the VirtuReal or B-There processes."


  "Making a silk purse out of a sow's ear, then? Great. Let's roll it. And if you have an Immersiovision-compatible unit at home, you may want to turn it on!"


  * * * *


  The forest is silent. The mist hanging about the trees is not enough to explain the silence. A danger is near.


  You look around. You're alone. This does not seem to bother you on its own, though. But this is a suspicious sort of alone. You move as quietly as you can through the understory of the mountain rainforest, flaring your nostrils to take in the faintest scents.


  You see something wrong.


  The old silverback of the troupe is lying still on the ground. Too still. Dead still. But the silverback hasn't been sick, isn't that old yet. And he isn't lying the way he always does when he's sleeping.


  You approach, and your eyes fix on a red tuft of fur on the end of a shiny thing, sticking out between the shoulderblades of the silverback. Is it some sort of poisonous creature?


  You tap the red thing. It's stuck into the silverback by some sort of hard, sharp beak, but doesn't seem to be alive. How strange.


  Something makes you whirl around, and a red blur passes just in front of your face!


  You leap in the direction the red blur had come from, to smash the nest of the things. Something moves in the undergrowth, a panicked retreat. It comes into view.


  It was a skinny not-gorilla!


  You have seen the not-gorillas before, a memory whispers, but have always avoided them. They had many strange things, dangerous things. Tools. Weapons. This one holds a long black stick, but is just trying to point it at you, not swing it.


  You reach out and grab the stick out of the not-gorilla's hands with a sneer. Something about this stick is different. The not-gorillas were not stupid, you know. There must have been a good reason for just pointing it. You look at where on the stick the not-gorilla had held it, and see a little side branch.


  You point the stick at the not-gorilla, who is shouting now. Warning his troupe, probably. These are invaders, and you have to stop them. You push on the side branch, but it snaps off. You snarl.


  Then you feel a sharp sting on your leg. You look down, and there is another of those strange red things. Then to the side, and there is another not-gorilla with his own stick, pointed at you.


  The last thought that runs through your head as blackness reaches up to engulf you is the realization that the red things must live in the sticks....


  * * * *


  "Of course, it's what happened after I got my memories back that's the *real* story," Joe confides. "But if you want to see that, you'll have to wait for the download to become available on December 12!"


  "I can't wait," the host replies with enthusiasm. "Let's all give Joe Jung a big hand!"


  The audience explodes with applause.


  The segment ends.


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


  "This can't have made back its investment," Janna opined. There was general agreement from the half dozen or so people in the room.


  "Oh, it was a total anchor," Kaoru nodded. "But it ended up something of a minor cult film in the 2060s, which is why I was able to find a copy. So, wanna see the whole thing next week?"


  "Sure," Caius shrugged. "I expect I have some sins I need to atone for."


  "Then we definitely need to see the cut romance plot," Denny smiled. "I've seen some of those sins, and they need BIGTIME pay."


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


  Author's Notes:


  January 2006 is Ape Month on RACC, ookie.


  A few terms got slung around that you might not be familiar with, or that might be used slightly differently in 2035 than in real life.


  "Mocap" is short for motion capture, wherein an actor's movements are recorded for use in animating a computer-generated character. For instance, Andy Serkis did mocap for King Kong and Gollum.


  "Vactors" are virtual actors. Sometimes they're simply image skins over a mocap frame, other times they're programmed with a library of mocap actions which are strung together into a performance. Library-based vactors are useful for realtime computer animation or for making late changes, but tend not to be as good as full mocap. As implied in the opening, by 2050 a vactor was actually an AI that could drive CG bodies, rather than a set of routines.


  "Uplift" is a generic term for procedures that take an animal of sub- human intelligence and bring it up to (or near to) human intelligence. Cybernetic brain boosters, genetic tampering, magic, whatever.
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  #9 - Development Cycle


  Copyright 2007 by Andrew Burton


  



  The cover shows a patriotically-themed superheroine bound up in chains, hanging over a pit full of alligators with laser eyes, while various missiles streak past her on all sides and the fuse on a nearby bomb burns down. "In the clutches of the devious Doctor Developer!"


  



  "You might find this one...interesting...Mr. Spinoza," Professor M'Cormack grinned in that way that Kaoru had learned to dread. She handed him a silvery disk in a plastic case. "It's a DVD, pressed some time around 2007, with a collection of transferred videotapes from the 1990s. A piece of obscure 'fanwork' by someone interested in one of the lesser known figures of the Third Heroic Age."


  "Hero or villain?"


  "That's something you're going to have to figure out," she smiled again, before leaving the room.


  Kaoru looked at the amateurisly printed label on the disc, "Doctor Developer's Greatest Hits, volume 1: 1993-1997," it read. With great trepidation, he loaded the DVD into his computer's adaptor and waited while it spun up....


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


  "My name's Doctor Developer," the super-villain said into the camera. "I guess you know that, though. I mean, if you're watching this video it's probably because you've been following me for a while." He shifted in his chair for a bit, then coughed into his hand.


  "I'm not all-knowing or all-seeing," he explained. He let out a small sigh. "That would be nice. I've tried a few experiments with it, you know, but there's only so much you can do with today's computers. Video arrays are fine, but the software's just not ready for true optical recognition. Maybe in a few years.


  "It probably wouldn't be a problem if I had any kind of Tesla rating, but I'm one of the very, very rare cases...head cases, heh...of people who works in this business without a magene." He scratched the back of his head. "But I'm rambling. Sorry. Anyway....


  "You know who I am, but I didn't know who you were going to be when I recorded this, as I tend to prepare these things well in advance. I have a short list, but since this is a one way feed I'm going to assume you're not one of the engineering types who come after me. No offense, but I have a tendency to rattle on, and since I want this to be completely fair, I don't want to use any verbage that a lay person wouldn't understand.


  "This tape is tied to a motion sensor, so the fact that it's playing means that you're awake enough to trigger it. Hopefully my talking has given you enough time to wake up fully." He paused for a moment, then nodded. "Okay? Let's begin."


  Lady Lawful sighed and strained against the manacles that were holding her down to the floor of the warehouse. The whole deathtrap thing wasn't as much a bother as Doctor Developer's running documentary on how he was going to kill her.


  "First off, those shackles that are holding you down are made of a rather dense alloy. I'd imagine that if you were one of the 'bricks' on my short list and had a day or so to work on them, you'd probably be able to ratchet one of the stakes out of the ground or exploit some flaw in the material. However, when this message runs out, and the VCR detects blank tape, you'll only have about fifteen minutes."


  Lady Lawful shifted again, trying to get a better view of the shackles. The light in the warehouse wasn't the greatest, but she didn't see any cracks in the cement or metal. If Deedee...she decided that would be how she greeted him to his face if they ever met...was serious about a day's work, maybe there was some flaw he was trying to hide. She continued to examine the chains as well as she could.


  "I say fifteen minutes, because that's how long I figure it'll take for the water in the warehouse to fill up so that you'll drown. There is one person on my short list who wouldn't be inconvenienced by that, but I wouldn't put her here anyway. But I digress. You can't see it, but just outside of this warehouse, there are several thousands of gallons of water in a water tank. When this tape goes blank, valves will start to pour water in here...no pumps, just good old gravity doing what it does best."


  "Two trophies for swimming," Lady Lawful thought, "and I'm going to drown. Oh, Deedee, you certainly have a timely flair for the ironic." He had planned this well. The position of her arms and legs alone made it difficult to sit up, and the collar around her neck made it impossible. He wouldn't have to dump too much water to submerge her face.


  "It's not one of my most elaborate traps, but I suppose it'll suffice," Doctor Developer continued. "So, for now, I bid you adieu. I would wish you luck, but that might conflict with my own interests. Good bye."


  After a moment Doctor Developer's face vanished from the screen. A moment later, the screen flipped to blue. Lady Lawful closed her eyes, and listened. True to his word, she could hear a slightly metallic scraping noise soon followed by the sound of pouring water.


  Lady Lawful growled and shook her head. "You are so dead when I get out of here, Deedee."


  * * * *


  Doctor Developer grinned as he watched the water flowing into the warehouse floor, pooling up around the captive Lady Lawful. She was struggling quite erratically, pulling at the chains that held her down. If her blond hair hadn't been soaked by the water filling the floor, he imagined that it would have been much more lustrous as she struggled to free herself.


  "So, boss," one of his lackeys asked, "you think you'll get 'er this time?" Neither of them looked away from the monitor, but Doctor Developer could almost hear the concern in his lackey's voice.


  This was, he counted, the fourth time they'd trapped Lady Lawful. Every time before, she either managed to get out at the last moment or the death trap would suddenly break down, hence going with this older but more reliable set piece. The minions had gotten a bit antsy this time around, wanting to simply dispose of the heroine.


  Doctor Developer shrugged. Why not. He turned his command chair around, away from the display, so he could look at his lackeys.


  "You all agree, I pay well, correct?" Doctor Developer asked. The lackeys nodded, looking between each other. "You've never been convicted of a crime while working for me. Never had to pay lawyer fees. My heists are good business for you all, wouldn't you agree?" Again the lackeys nodded. "I hope you will remember that when I say what I'm about to say.


  "She's going to escape." The lackeys gasped and murmured between themselves. Disbelief was quite apparent in the tones of their voices. Doctor Developer continued, "I'm not a murderer, guys. Thief, sure. Scientist, yes. Murderer, no. I wouldn't want to kill Lady Lawful or any hero, so long as I don't have to do it."


  One of the lackeys raised his hand and asked, "Then what's with the death traps?"


  Doctor Developer blushed slightly. "Well," he hemmed, "I rather like deathtraps. They're a classical methodology within our line of work. It lends an air of authenticity to a job when we get to use one on a hero. Makes a statement."


  "Plus," he didn't say aloud, "Lady Lawful looks really cute thrashing around in a wet costume." He smiled to himself. "Not that the goons need to know that."


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


  "Would you please be quiet?" Doctor Developer asked, causing the sound of rattling chains to momentarily cease. He was trying to be polite, but there was undertone of irritation in his voice.


  "No, I won't," Lady Lawful replied. She shifted around, making her bonds clank and rattle. "I'm just going to talk, talk, talk, talk. Blah, blah, blah. Yak, yak, yak. Rattle, clank, rattle. As long as it bothers you then I'm going to talk, and rattle these chains, and...."


  "I will knock you out again," Doctor Developer warned, sounding tired and fully irritated.


  Lady Lawful let out an exasperated sigh. "Fine, whatever," she said. She relaxed and leaned up against the support column where Deedee had chained her after his booby trap knocked her out earlier. The chains holding her weren't that strong, but Deedee had taken the precaution of removing her Enhancement Belt. Without it, even with the extra strength she normally had, the chains were too strong to break.


  There wasn't much to do but wait for Deedee to make his next move. She figured his next move would come pretty soon. Typically when he broke into a research facility...like the one to which Lady Lawful had tracked him...it was for a specific purpose or to grab some new scientific toy. Waking up chained to something while a miniature camera watched wasn't uncommon when dealing with Deedee; waking up and seeing him still at work was a different sight to behold. There was still a camera, though.


  She watched Deedee silently for several minutes.


  He was hunched over a computer terminal, typing furiously at the keyboard. Every once in a while, he would grunt or curse at the computer. It was quite apparent that whatever he was doing was frustrating him. Lady Lawful couldn't remember any time before when his nerved appeared as frayed...even when she'd captured him in times past, he treated the arrest more like a lost game than anything else.


  "Hey, Deedee?" Lady Lawful asked, "You okay?"


  His typing crawled to a stop. "Excuse me?"


  Lady Lawful shrugged. "You seem kind of, I don't know, upset...more unhinged than usual, I guess...is everything okay?" (She'd seen villains irritated before, mostly when she'd just foiled their crimes, which explained their demeanor.)


  After a moment, Deedee turned around in chair. He watched Lady Lawful for a moment, no doubt trying to decide whether she was serious or trying to taunt him. After a moment, he shrugged to himself and began talking, "Do you know what VLSIS means?"


  Lady Lawful shook her head.


  "It stands for Very Large Scale Installation of Supertechnology," Deedee explained, "It's a computational model that incorporates conventional network computing designs with Violation Physics technologies. In this case, we're talking about several hundred VP-based computers on a network being used for data entry by supernormals. Their presence and active use of the supertech computers in parallel, in effect, create a functional supercomputer that processes beyond the limits of normal physics.


  "It's a computer that not only exceeds the projected abilities of every conventional computer and some hypothetical quantum computers but also operates like a conventional computer network. The supernormal users use standard operating systems on supertech machines; that means if I could just get past their security...." He sighed deeply.


  "Why do you want to use it?" Lady Lawful asked. "I'm guessing it's not so you can launch nuclear missiles, like in the movies."


  "Never," Deedee replied. "I've written a genetic algorithm should evolve into a fully operational algorithm for a bipedal robot, but my projections show that using it on a conventional system would require several years before it turned into anything useful. On a VLSIS network, that would be shaved down to a couple of hours."


  "Did you submit it to them officially?" Lady Lawful asked.


  "Yes. Several times, through various false identities without criminal records," he answered. "Every time they turned me down. 'Bipedal robots are something easily accomplished through Violation Physics technologies. It would be a waste of resources to run your algorithm,'" he said, obviously quoting a form letter. "I think Doc Droid might be blackballing me."


  Lady Lawful was quiet for a moment. After a moment of thought, she asked, "Why can't you 'hack' past their security? You're usually pretty good at that sort of thing."


  Deedee turned back and thumped the monitor. "They've setup some kind of VP detector. I suspect it's designed to detect some kind of malformed packets, to make sure whoever's entering their password is Tesla-ranked." He fumbled through his pockets. "What a week to have my quantum randomizer broken by some Anchor," he sighed.


  Lady Lawful bit her lower lip. Deedee wasn't like any other super- villain she'd ever met. He didn't do what he did to cause problems or hurt people. In fact, from everything she heard, he was credited for several advancements in sciences that didn't rely on Violation Physics.


  "So, all you need to get in is someone with an active Magene?" she asked. Deedee, who was back to staring at the terminal, grunted an affirmation. "Fine. Untie me." Deedee spun around, looking more than a bit confused. Lady Lawful let out a loud sigh. "There's only one of us here with a Magene, right?"


  "Yes," Deedee answered. He stood up from his chair and walked closer to Lady Lawful. "But, you're not supposed to help the bad guys."


  "I'm not helping you," she insisted, "You forced me to do it." She glared at Deedee, who had stopped moving as he parsed her words. "Got it?" she asked.


  After a second, Deedee nodded again, smiling widely. "Yes," he answered, "forced you. Because that's what we super-villains do!"


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


  "Hold it right there, puss pocket!" a familiar voice cried out. He'd never met the owner in person, but certainly had it on tape.


  "Uh-oh," Doctor Developer groaned. He quickly pocketed the blocky processing unit he was working with, and reached for his laser rifle. Once again, he inwardly groused over his bad luck; if he'd been born with the Magene, his basic laser rifle could have been something more. As it was, using some rather sophisticated parts he'd acquired from Khadam, it wasn't more than a peashooter compared to what low end, Tesla-ranking minions could wield.


  He was about to turn and fire his rifle in the direction of the yell, when a hand gripped the end of the barrel. The hand yanked the rifle free of his grip, sending it skittering across the room.


  "If that's broken, you're going to owe me..." he trailed off as the hand wrapped around his throat. "Hurk!"


  "You," the voice seethed. "You left me tied up to a nuclear bomb." The hand tightened. "I should squeeze the life out of you like a bug, you rotten piece of slime."


  "It wouldn't have...Hurk!"


  The bomb wouldn't have gone off, Doctor Developer tried to explain. He'd removed the explosive materials from within the bomb, ensuring it would never have gone supercritical, even if the fissiles would have tripped any radiation detectors pointed at it. It was bait to draw in and distract an unwitting hero, not made to hurt anyone. Explaining it out loud was going to be problematic, though, without a functional larynx.


  "Put Deedee down, Depot," another voice, both familiar and welcomed, said. Doctor Developer recognized Depot now that he had a name to go with the mask. (In fairness to his memory, he had left three heroes chained to the faux bomb, giving him two possibilities for an unfamiliar face.) He hadn't realized the technology hero could move so fast, but suspected it was just another weapon stored within the hero's namesake.


  "Not this time, Lady," Depot said. He looked away from Doctor Developer, back toward the shadows. "He's gotten away with this enough. It ends here and now." A gloved hand grabbed the arm Depot was using to choke Doctor Developer. The sound of tearing metal quickly followed the placement of the hand, and shortly thereafter, the hand released Doctor Developer.


  "In case you forgot, Depot," Lady Lawful said as she pushed the armored, so-called hero away from Doctor Developer, who was kneeling on the ground gasping for air, "we're the good guys. We don't 'end' things like that." She jammed a finger into his metallic chest. "Jack said you were likely to do this, but I stuck up for you.


  "I told him you were one of us, the Third Strike. I said there was no way Depot would go off the farm and try to track Deedee down. I guess I was wrong. I don't like being wrong, Depot."


  "I don't like almost being killed by a piece of trash," Depot said. He stood up a bit taller, trying to be as intimidating as one person can be to another, at least when that other has just torn a chunk of their armor off with their bare hand. "You of all people should..."


  "Should know that Deedee's traps are rigged not to work," Lady Lawful spat back. "If you'd waited for the results of Jack's investigation, you'd have known the bomb wouldn't have gone off." Depot's posture relaxed, causing him to lose about three inches. "Get out of here, go back to base, and you either tell Jack what happened or I will. We clear?"


  After a minute, Depot nodded. "As snow," he said. Without another word, Depot turned around and stopped back out the way he came in the first time.


  For a moment, the room was quiet, until Doctor Developer spoke. "Snow isn't clear," he said. His voice was a bit raspy, but worked well enough.


  "Don't you start!" Lady Lawful snapped. She turned around and offered the villain a hand up. After accepting her hand, Doctor Developer was standing next to his arch-nemesis. "Hand it over. Give me the processor whatever."


  Doctor Developer sighed, and pulled the block out of his pocket. "So, now what?" he asked, "I go to jail?"


  "You should," Lady Lawful grumbled, "but I'm going to give you a choice." She set the processor block down on a table. "Deedee, you can go to jail if you want, I'll take you myself. That's once option."


  "What's the other?"


  "You can come work with Jack and myself, be our Third Strike," Lady Lawful explained. "Depot's out after this stunt, he probably should have been out a while back." She sighed. "Frankly, Deedee, if you keep pulling these non-lethal deathtrap stunts, you're going to piss off another Depot, and I probably won't be around next time.


  "With Depot out, we'll need another tech-guy on the team, someone who knows real science and applied Violation Physics...I know you don't have the Magene, but I've seen you work with people who have it before."


  Doctor Developer tried to look as self-important as he could. After a second, he let out a small sigh. "Why me? I mean," he fumbled, "after all I've put you through. I'm a villain."


  "You're no 'villain,'" Lady Lawful said in a tone somewhere between dismissive and almost motherly. "I don't think you've ever hurt anyone, aside from bruising a few egos. If you wanted me...or any hero...dead, you wouldn't go through the trouble of the traps. You'd just shoot us.


  "The choice is yours, though. I can take you to the police, or I can take you back to H.Q."


  Doctor Developer rubbed his chin for a moment. "If I work with you," he asked, "does that mean no more deathtraps?" There was an almost hopeful glint in his eyes.


  "Don't press your luck, buddy," Lady Lawful said with a wry grin, "Jack has very strict policies about deathtraps in the work place."


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


  "I don't trust you," Lady Lawful said firmly. "You're a super-villain, and super-villains aren't to be trusted." There was a slightly impish tone to her voice for the second sentence.


  "I promise," Deedee said. He made a cross over his heart. "I think you'll like this. Just sit in the chair." He pointed to a wooden stool. It was one of the stools in his machine shop laboratory. There weren't many places in the piles of junk where a person could sit; the stool was one of maybe two of them. It was, of course, covered by one of the many cameras in the room.


  "Reluctantly," Lady Lawful said. She hopped onto the stool. "Now what?"


  Deedee smiled. "Watch."


  He clapped his hands together...


  ...which activated a sun lamp...


  ...which shone on a bed of mutated plant seeds...


  ...which started to grow, shooting off tendrils and vines to the side.


  "Superbiotech is really clever," he said proudly. "I'm told that because it has its own spirit, it can maintain a Violation Effect itself, so long as an Anchor isn't nearby. This could open up a whole new area for me, I'm surprised it hasn't caught on more widely."


  After a minute the rapidly growing vines began to weigh down a scale...


  ...which caused the needle to slowly inch over from zero pounds on the left to a greater weight on the right...


  ...which slowly grew taut and eventually had enough pull to flip on an old fan.


  It took a minute, but the fan's blowing eventually started to move a small model of a sail car...


  ...which moved across a relatively clean workbench top, until it bumped into VCR tape...


  ...which fell forward, starting a chain reaction of tapes across another work bench.


  As Lady Lawful watched the tapes, she realized they were actually climbing up an impromptu staircase made of books. At the top of the stairs, the last tape fell forward and off the stack. As it fell, the tape landed on a toy crossbow sitting on the edge of the table. The VCR tape hit the crossbow trigger, firing the suction cup-tipped arrow across the room, between Lady Lawful and Deedee.


  Attached to the arrow was a string, which was pulled across the room with the arrow. As the suction cup slammed itself into the far wall and stuck, it drew the string out so that a small, shining ring was held aloft right in front of Lady Lawful.


  She looked down at the ring. "Is this...?"


  "Jennifer, I know you probably deserve someone who was never a criminal," Deedee said, trying to look her in the eye, "but we've really made a pretty good pair the last few months. Had some fun. Done a lot of good with Jack's team. It's been one of the best times of my life.


  "If you say 'No,' I won't blame you. There's probably a dozen really good guys out there who..."


  "Yes!" Lady Lawful said. She slid her finger through the ring, and snapped it free from the string. Once it was unanchored, she slid off her stool, and embraced Deedee, planting a kiss squarely on his mouth. "The answer is *yes*." Once more the pair shared a kiss, which lasted long enough for Lady Lawful to realize something.


  "Just one thing, Deedee," she said.


  "What?"


  She looked around the laboratory for a moment. "Where did those mutated plants go?" she asked. "I don't see them."


  "Hm," he looked around. "Maybe that's why they never caught on. Too *much* spirit."


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


  Kaoru blinked.


  After a long moment, he gingerly took the disc out of the reader, placed it in its sleeve, and firmly put it away.


  "Deathtraps as courtship. Right. I don't think I wanna see volume two...."


  ============================================================================
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  Cover shows Kaoru Spinoza sitting back and reading an aged and yellowing diary. Half-strength in the background are images of Dragonfly and Ladyhawke taken from Coherent Super Stories #1-4.


  



  [June 23, 2136 - East Lansing Archaeological Dig, Earth]



  "Ready, Mr. Spinoza?" Doctor Smith asked.


  "Never readier," Kaoru replied, finger poised over the touchscreen.


  Kaoru knew, intellectually, that archaeology was about the little things, and building up the big picture from them, but that didn't make the occasional "vid moment" less exciting. After weeks of careful sifting on his first significant dig, of using imaging technology to peer through dirt and metal at each step, of carefully recording every little detail no matter how inconsequential it might seem...they were about to open the vault.


  The entire dig had been encased in a bubble before he'd even arrived for the season, of course. He, Doctor Smith and the other grad students all wore skintight cleansuits and breathing apparatuses in the xenon atmosphere maintained inside the bubble. That way, when the vault was opened, there'd be no contamination. Pressure in the dome matched that inside the vault as closely as their readings could gauge it, so nothing would blow in or out. A small eddy was inevitable from the opening itself, but even that would be kept to a minimum.


  In other words, every precaution had been taken to suck as much drama out of the moment as possible.


  It was still dramatic as hell, as far as Kaoru was concerned.


  "Go," Doctor Smith nodded, and Kaoru tapped the screen. The automatic systems slowly turned the dial on the combination lock to the numbers indicated by scans of the interior. Slowly and gingerly, in case any corrosion had slipped past the mechanical eyes of their scanners. The vault itself was a historical artifact, as much as its contents were, after all. Breaking it in a rush to get at the contents would just be bad science.


  As the dial clicked around, Kaoru reflected on what they already knew.


  The property had belonged to Robert and Amy Baines in the 1970s, a duo that history now knew to be leading superheroes of the Second Heroic Age, Dragonfly and Ladyhawke. Shortly after Robert's death in 1979, Amy had moved to Chicago, leasing the house to a series of tenants but never selling it... and never returning either, apparently, for scans showed it still contained a wealth of artifacts. Several Dragonfly and Ladyhawke costumes, assorted peripheral gear, and a number of books.


  It was the books that he most looked forward to seeing with his own eyes. Scans had already told them most of what could be gleaned from the technology inside the vault, but they couldn't read pages on paper (yet, anyway...every so often someone claimed to have devised a scanner that could, but it never worked out well enough for field work).


  Despite his lack of seniority at the dig, Kaoru's extensive experience studying the era in general and superhumans in specific had quickly made him Dr. Smith's right hand man.


  There was a final click, and the door slowly eased open. Kaoru resisted the urge to try to bait Dr. Smith into the hoary old Tutankhamun exchange about "wonderful things".


  Besides, he could see inside clearly enough himself. And on top of the stack of books was exactly what scan refinement had suggested would be there, a wondrous thing in its own right, more so than any glittering gold.


  A diary.


  * * * *


  [June 29, 2136]


  Carefully, with mechanical precision, the robot hand turned another page of the aged journal inside the xenon-filled box. Kaoru's computer screen showed the pages, automatically applying rough first-pass filters to correct for fading ink and discolored pages.


  It was a sad story, really, at least in this volume. The journal had taken up five books, but while the first four were stacked first to fourth in order, the last one had been set askew atop the stack, as if the first volumes had been loaded into the vault before the final was complete.


  Most of what he'd read so far was either a matter of existing public record, or minutae of Robert Baines's personal life that he'd leave to those more interested in studying the man in depth. Frankly, Kaoru was more interested in the big secrets right now. And he thought he might be hitting another one now....


  * * * *


  [May 25, 1976]


  Nothing special happened today, but I couldn't shake the feeling that something SHOULD have happened. All day long, I kept looking at the phone, or checking the radio, I even went into the basement and checked the Z-tector a half dozen times! But nothing happened.


  Amy joked that I need to make a flying wheelchair and get back into action, that I was going stir-crazy. Actually, I have made a hovering wheelchair, but the chemotherapy has been making me too susceptible to nausea to actually fly. A short hop up the stairs and I'm starting to go a little green around the gills. At least Amy got over HER morning sickness. And it was only in the morning.


  Flower Power offered to send me an "herbal" remedy for that, which I suspect involves THC. Still, I may take her up on the offer, especially since it looks like I'm not getting a replacement DSHA liaison, so there won't be any governmental types snooping around.


  * * * *


  [June 29, 2136]


  The next several entries were pretty normal, at least for a retired superhero with cancer. Notes on his wife's pregnancy, references to technical papers (also found in the vault), some musing about the inevitability of bowing out of the superheroic life for good.


  The entry for July 1, 1976 was just a clipping from the local newspaper, Lansing's "State Journal". The robot arm carefully unfolded it, revealing a grainy grayscale photo of Dragonfly and Ladyhawke under the headline, "DETROIT DUO RETIRES!" A short piece was printed below the photo.


  "Citing lingering injuries resulting from the Dimension Z invasion of last year, Dragonfly and Ladyhawke sent local and national media a letter explaining their decision to retire from heroics (for full text, see page A2). The governor is expected to comment on this tomorrow, but has released a preliminary statement expressing gratitude for their years of selfless service to humanity. (See A8 for the SJ's farewell to the duo.)"


  Oddly, Baines had written no comment that day, or for several days afterward. Nor was there a clipping of the governor's promised statement, although Kaoru made a note to check the State Journal's archives later to see what he could turn up.


  When entries did start up again, they were fairly terse, as if Baines was reluctant to even talk about matters to himself. But then Kaoru found an intriguing entry.


  * * * *


  [July 26, 1976]


  Found something odd in the yard today. A sinkhole, maybe six or seven feet deep and almost as wide. My best guess is that it formed overnight, and was the real reason I woke up in the middle of the night, but I was too groggy to go check once it became clear there wasn't anything attacking or on fire.


  It's about ten feet from the edge of the secret part of the basement, Amy thinks maybe it was the result of our having disturbed something when we built the addition a few years ago, and it just now collapsed after years of slow erosion or something. Thing is, it's a dry hole, so it's not like I'd dug too close to the water table, or broken a pipe somewhere.


  On a hunch, I pulled out the Z-tector, and did get some really faint pings, but it's hard to be sure if the hole was really the cause, given how much weird stuff has come and gone through our basement over the years. I might even have triggered random dimensional pockmarking with my gravity experiments.


  Oh, I can just see ever trying to sell this house. "Anything else we should know?" the realtor would ask. "Well," I'd reply, "there's a persistent knock in the water pipes in the winter...oh, and you might occasionally have a dimensional inversion happen and take a few cubic yards of reality away. Nothing to worry about, though, I'm pretty sure it'll take all of a person, not just half."


  Ha.


  Anyway, as long as we have a brand new hole without the need for any digging, I'm thinking of putting in a vault. Hide some of the more sensitive stuff from the lab, maybe let me turn the basement into a rec room or something. Hey, the little one's going to grow up eventually, and might appreciate having a basement bedroom away from the parents. And away from the other children, if we're lucky. Waste not, want not.


  * * * *


  [June 29, 2136]


  Another newspaper clipping, this one small enough it didn't need to be unfolded, although care had to be taken turning its page, since the adhesive strips used to secure it had long since decayed. It was a birth notice, for one Rodney Casey Baines, born August 4, 1976 with a birth weight of 8 pounds, 13 ounces. Kaoru started to convert that to kilograms, but rolled his eyes. "Like I know what a reasonable birth weight is in the first place," he smirked to himself.


  Rodney, at least, had grown up healthy. History knew him as Rad, the infamous radiation-wielding member of the original Academy of Super-Heroes during the Third Heroic Age. Also, perhaps unjustly, notorious for being knocked unconscious more frequently than almost any other hero of his age. But what did people expect? The kid fired beams of hard radiation that could melt through heavy armor! Of course the badguys are going to concentrate on dropping him as quickly as possible!


  And, of course, he vanished with the rest of the paranormals in 1998.


  Entries were sparse for a while after the birth, no doubt because Robert had his hands full helping with the baby. At least Rodney didn't become radioactive until his teen years....


  * * * *


  [May 11, 1977]


  I've asked for, and gotten permission to take, an extended sick leave. The doctor was right, the cancer metasatized (or however that's spelled?) and spread before they took off my leg. The chemo's been keeping it in check to some extent, but even going in to work at the office twice a week is too much. What little energy I have is spent helping Amy with little Roddy.


  At least I've found some interesting theoretical problems to chew on, so I can keep doing research from home. There's not as much grant money in theory as there is in experiment, but the NSF just established a fund for Violation Physics and they're tossing money to just about anyone with a shred of a reputation to work on anything related to VP, so I should be able to keep the Dean happy as long as I still have the energy to read and write. Wilson's been sending me preprints of his work, and Chuck's been letting me know about his exploits in the field using the gear I made him, so I've got some data to work with.


  The suits and spares went in the vault yesterday, along with my older private diaries. Basically, anything that couldn't be explained by my professional interest in superhero stuff went in, just in case. Especially since I might need to hire a nurse to come in and check on me, if I want to put off living in a hospital.


  We ended up doing some digging after all, so we could access the vault from the basement, but Chuck helped on the gruntwork. And we're concealing the opening really well, so if Roddy does end up with it as a bedroom, he shouldn't stumble on the opening.


  Yeah, that's gonna work. Right.


  * * * *


  [June 29, 2136]


  Not a lot of entries of any kind after that, mostly short notes on trips taken (or cancelled) and papers written. Kaoru expected there'd be more of use in the technical journals for this time period. "Chuck" was Chuck Morse, the non-powered superhero known as Weapons Master, most likely. And "Wilson" had to be Wilson Blair, a fellow Violation Physics researcher, and husband of the first Lady Lawful.


  Ominously, the final entry in Robert's hand was followed by another newspaper clipping, this one held in by a metal clip, from the April 2, 1979 edition of the State Journal.


  "BAINES, DR. ROBERT 'BOBBY' - Born September 22, 1946, died April 1, 1979 after a long struggle with bone cancer. The son of Sgt James Baines and wife Corazon, Robert was a professor at Michigan State University from 1971 until his death. He was made an honorary full professor in 1978. His research specialty was the new field of Violation Physics, the study of the ways in which superhumans can do the amazing things they're capable of. Diagnosed with cancer in 1976, he managed to stay active in his field until a few months before his death. He is survived by his parents, his wife Amy Corrigan Baines, and son Rodney Casey Baines. A memorial service is planned for April 4."


  It was strange. With only a few exceptions, everyone who had been alive back then was long dead and gone...but it felt like Baines had just died. Maybe spending several days with the man's private memories brought him back to life, in a way, if only for a while.


  There were only two more entries after the obit, neither in Robert Baines's handwriting, unsurprisingly. The first was dated, and while not signed it was almost definitely written by Amy Baines, his widow. He had to chuckle a little at the gallows humor of the opening sentence....


  * * * *


  [September 12, 1979]


  If you're reading this, hopefully it's either because I finally felt it was safe enough to reveal Bobby's and my secret lives, or you're an archaeologist far enough in the future that it won't matter anymore.


  I'm putting my husband's last diary and the rest of our "paraprofessional" mementos into this vault and sealing it, then collapsing the tunnel that leads to the vault. I can always tell Rodney about all of this when he's old enough to understand, but -


  There's too many memories here. In this vault, in this house, in this STATE. I thought I could handle it. It's not like his death was a surprise, in battle or hit by a car or whatever. I had plenty of time to prepare, but I guess you can never really prepare for this kind of thing.


  So I'm moving to Chicago, at least for now. Maybe I'll head out farther west, put even more distance between me and this place. I'm going to rent the house out, I've already found a junior faculty who's getting married and needs to get out of campus-owned housing, so I'll have that income to add to savings while I get on my feet. Thank God for medical insurance! The lease includes strict terms about not doing any remodeling without getting my permission, so the vault should be safe from discovery.


  I can't think of anything else I want to write. Or maybe I can't narrow it down. Too much to say is about the same as nothing, isn't it? I can't fit it out through the pen.


  * * * *


  [June 29, 2136]


  "Guess it never was safe," Kaoru muttered to the empty air. He knew that the secret behind Ladyhawke and Dragonfly did get out in the mid 1990s, but by then it may have been too hectic to go back and retrieve the vault. Or maybe Amy just wanted to let it stay buried instead of picking at old wounds. Or she planned to let Rodney open it when he got old enough...and he didn't live to see his 21st birthday.


  The final entry had no date, and was simply, "I'm sorry I couldn't save you. JZT".


  "Let's see if I can get a time on this," he said to no one in particular. Chemical analysis of the air inside the vault was still being narrowed down, but he could check the ink right now.


  Non-destructive spectroscopy results scrolled onto the screen, quickly vanishing and being replaced by a list of possible ink manufacturers from the central database. It wasn't a very precise means of dating, but it did tell him something very important.


  None of the inks on the list were manufactured prior to 2010.


  "Verrrrry interesting...."


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


  Author's Notes:


  After reading comments about Coherent Super Stories #4, and thinking about the matter, I decided that the readers deserved a fuller explanation of what happened in the "Mainline" ASH continuity after the divergence point in 1976. Unfortunately, I decided this as I was trying to get to sleep on a Sunday night, and didn't manage to actually GET to sleep until I'd roughed out pretty much the entire thing in my head an hour or so later. The next day was a tad bleary, needless to say. Initially the idea was to tack a couple scenes onto CSS #6 as a backup, since that issue looked like it might be a little slender, but it quickly grew out of control and ate my brain.


  The Lansing State Journal was still called just the State Journal in the 1970s, changing its name to the LSJ in 1980. Thank you, Wikipedia. :)


  The title of this issue was actually one of the abandoned issue titles for Dragonfly's arc in CSS. Waste not, want not! ;)


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


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


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


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


  #11 - The Abyss Looks Back


  Copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen



  



  The cover is a simple russet sheet with Courier-font lettering. On it is the title, "HOW TO KILL...SUPERHEROES".


  



  [Excerpt from "Max & Dex's Guide To Freakhunting", Paladin Press 1993. Full text available by request to those with appropriate clearance.]



  CHAPTER FOUR - UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL


  Let's say you can't take the freak out from a distance by sniping or a well-laid trap, and you're stuck in a face to face confrontation. What next? Well, if your a freak too, doing the world a favor by thinning your own herd, the details are gonna depend on exactly what your powers are. You'll wanna check out chapter seven real carefully. But keep reading, because some freaks keep mooks around as security, and those mooks probably know all the stuff in this chapter already too and will try to use it against you.


  However, if all you have are guts and guns, you're gonna need to know the appropriate tactics to use against your target. And yeah, that can mean surrendering or running away...dying for the cause sounds pretty, but it doesn't really help the cause a lot.


  We're gonna go into the details of how each type works and the major subtypes you'll find later in the book, but for now, here's the classifications me and Dex have worked out for freaks. You have wimps, martial artists, bricks, zappers, mentalists, crossclass, suits, mages and megafreaks.


  1) Wimp. These guys don't really have any powers useful in a fight, nor are they trained. Maybe they can fly, or have a little bit of mind power, but not at a level that will make things too difficult. These guys you can deal with however you want, you might even want to use your bare hands for that extra bit of personal satisfaction. Just be sure to wipe the crime scene (see Chapter 9) really carefully. Odds are you won't be able to claim self defense on these guys like you can for most of hte others.


  2) Martial Artist. Maybe they have powers, maybe not, but their main assets in a fight are their fighting skills. They depend on mobility for defense, so you really want to take them by surprise if you can, but in this chapter we're assuming that didn't work. Anyway, this group of freaks may not actually have training, some just get by on inhuman speed and dexterity, but the same principles apply.


  When I was a cop, they always told us to go for center of mass shots, and not waste time with head shots or kneecapping, and that's your advice here too. Why? Because no matter how much fancy footwork they may use, their center of mass (usually in their stomach) is easy to track. Well, easier than a head or a leg. These guys train long and hard to learn how to fake out attackers and make them waste shots, don't fall into that trap. You're just wasting your time trying to take that head shot unless you're so good you're practivally a freak yourself.


  Center of mass shtos are an especially good idea if you have one of those anime-imitating idiots who's always jumping around. On the ground they may be able to bob and weave all over the place, but once they jump they're just clay pigeons. Their center of mass has to follow a nice easy parabola like in high school science class, and that's when to take your shot. It has the extra benefit of putting them above anyone else in your crew, reducing the chances of friendly fire.


  [Callout Box]


  DEX SEZ!


  Max has a good point, but he's forgetting one little detail. Guys have been shooting at jumping-bean freaks for years now, and the enemy's starting to catch on. There's plenty of ways to make yourself a harder target even when on a ballistic path. For one, if you bend into a C shape, your center of mass is no longer actually inside your body, so you can still dodge a shot aimed along your trajectory. Also, throwing stuff at attackers while in the air will change the trajectory a little, as will doing weird aerodynamic tricks with capes and robes and stuff. You might want to arrange with your crew to assign someone to always shoot at jumpers a little high or a little low while everyone else is skeet shooting. Just in case.


  [End of box]


  Now, the thing about being a martial artist type is that you need your mobility, so armoring up is a bad thing. You'll run into the occasional one with a force field or magic "silksteel" togs or diamond skin, but they don't really count as "martial artists" anymore in our book. They're that "crossclass" mentioned earlier. Anyway, at most they'll have some kind of torso armor and maybe a helmet. You see, they know their center of mass is the easiest to hit, so they armor up there.


  Not a problem.


  Why, you ask? Because unless you're a freak too, you're not going after these guys alone. Trust me, even with body armor, taking a .45 slug to the chest will throw you off your game for at least a couple of seconds. Once you hit the freak in the chest, your buddies can take those harder-to-make head shots and put the target down. Although, if you know you're going up against a martial artist who wears traditional body armor, you might want to pack armor piercers.


  Area effect weapons are generally a bad idea against these guys, though, as much as it might seem to cut down their defensive advantage. It's hard to get clear of these freaks, and you end up taking down too many of your own guys in the process. Even stuff like gas isn't a great idea, because martial artists are fast enough to snag a mask off one of your crew. If you can get some sort of exotic field effect weapon with a defense that's hard to spot and remove, though, use it. Sonics are great for this, because you can get ear filters that go all the way inside the ear. Keep in mind, though, the type that got their goods from training might be able to resist the effects of a lot of nonlethal weapons long enough to feed the weapon to you sideways.


  3) Brick. Built like a brick outhouse, these are the guys who throw cars and shrug off bullets like rain. You need serious prep to go after them, but they have plenty of weaknesses you can exploit, usually.


  Their most common issue is speed. Where martial artists are all about not being hit, bricks are about not caring if they're hit. So you can take all day to set up your shots. Even with a regular pistol and ammo, a bullet in the eye, down the throat, or in the ear can mess up their day, and you don't have to be Commander Force to make good a face shot on a brick. And if you think a kick in the goodies hurts, a bullet there will make even Set bend over and toss his cookies. Agile bricks are around, though. They're rarely as strong as regular bricks or as nimble as martial artists, but they're enough of both to count as crossclass.


  The key to fighting a brick, though, is research. Almost none of them are protected against everything you could use. Most are vulnerable right between the ears, so if you can get your hands on a psi weapon of some kind your golden. A lot of them still need to breathe, and they're not fast enough to grab your gasmask. Sonics are also usually good against them, although only as a delaying tactic. And if you run into a brick you haven't researched, try out a few of the standards...if nothing else, finding one that works will help fellow freak-hunters later.


  Forget the armor-piercers on these guys, though. First off, most AP rounds are designed to defeat a particular kind of armoring, like ballistic cloth. No guarantee a given brick's hide will have the right properties to be penetrated. Second, ricochets are gonna happen no matter what, and you have to think about how well your buddies are gonna be able to handle it with their body armor. You may even want to consider glasers instead. As long as your not getting through their hide, why risk hurting anyone else?


  [Callout Box]


  DEX SEZ!


  Still, remember the whole research thing. A lot of bricks just have thick skins, so an AP round will work just fine on them. And there's always the option of getting your hands on specialty "mad scientist" bullets that release acid or have mini-nukes in them or something. Doesn't matter what makes a brick tough, a Californium bullet's gonna hurt.


  [End of box]


  4) Zappers. These guys are all about throwing energy blasts around. They can often fly, which messes up tactical training something fierce as most of us have trouble thinking in a truly three-dimensional way.


  Thing is, they rarely like to get up close and personal themselves. They might have forcefields that can stop anything you can shoot at them, but most are pretty wimpy physically. Try to get into hand to hand combat with these freaks, wrestle them to the ground and go for a bonebreaker hold or something. Forcefields that are great against penetration may not stop you from twisting their arm out of its socket with the right hold.


  A word of warning, some zappers can go all electric eel on you. The ones who use fire particularly like to cover themselves in flames so you can't touch them. Usually they're too dumb to keep this secret, though, so if they look safe to touch they probably are. Just avoid the ones who come into a fight crackling with lightning all over, on fire, or otherwise with clear "no touchy" signs.


  The kind of energy a zapper throws around is often a good clue to defeating them. Going up against a fire user? Get your hands on some of that new firefighting gel. Electrical? Make sure you're well insulated or even wear a grounding wire so the current goes through it instead of through you. Guy emits hard radiation? Well, don't grapple with that one if you want to have kids. But there's some radiation cleanup gizmos out there that would help. Make friends with emergency response teams and learn where you can get countermeasures to various kinds of energy.


  [Callout Box]


  DEX SEZ!


  Usually the counter-energy trick works, but not always. Sometimes you get someone who controls a whole spectrum from one end to the other, like light and darkness, fire and ice, that sort of thing. You can't toss an opposite element at them and expect it to work, and your more passive defenses might blow up in your face. For instance, a grounding wire might stop EMerald's electroblasts, but her magnetic pulses could make it wrap around you like a snake.


  [End of box]


  Because zappers like to stay away from you, though, area weapons are easier to use on 'em. Sure, they're not as hard to hit as martial artists, but they're not sitting ducks either, and a guaranteed hit is always fun. Just make sure your area weapon isn't an energy type they control...it's NEVER fun to have your flamethrower bursts turn around and come after you! It's also not fun to find out that your zapper feeds on the kind of energy you're using, like an ice guy who turns out to be a heat-eater and just loves those flamethrowers of yours.


  5) Mentalists. I'm talking here about guys whose main schtick is getting inside your head somehow. If all they have is telekinesis, they might be considered mentalists by some, but they're just another flavor of zapper to us.


  The good news is that mentalists are usually both soft and and slow most of the time. Forcefields are likely, though, and some are smart enough to wear body armor. The bad news is, they usually avoid getting hurt by simply making you not attack them. Or by hiding. The really sneaky mindfreaks don't wear costumes or make themselves obvious, they stand around in hte crowd of bystanders and snipe. Those guys you really have to concentrate on taking down without a face-to-face, since they won't let you have one anyway if they have a choice.


  The key to dropping a mentalist, in general, is to break their concentration. While a distracted brick is still armored and can still smash you into red goo, a distracted mentalist is often all but useless. Sonics, flashbangs, puke gas...these are all good things. So is being a sneaky bastard yourself and planting someone in the crowd to take a shot from suprise. If they don't know an attack is coming, they can't block it. Mind you, a lot of these guys can pick up hostile thoughts, so it only works some of the time.


  [Callout Box]


  DEX SEZ!


  Here's a good time to bring up some points about forcefields, since so many mentalists use them as a primary defense. Zappers, some martial artists, and a lot of Suits do too, though. There's a lot of styles of forcefield, but most of them still let you see and hear through. They'll blunt lasers or sonic drills down to non-damaging levels, but there's plenty of things that can get through and mess up your target. Carry a strobe along, your target may find out the hard way he's epileptic. Dazzle weapons like the military has developed for crowd control are also good, and so are disorenting sound weapons.


  Of course, a forcefield often does nothing against an old fashioned net, and once they're down you can pull out the really big guns and see if you have anything that can get through the field.


  [End of box]


  The worst thing about mentalists, though, is that they love to take over your own guys and turn them against you. If you're going after one of these puppetmaster types, nonlethal weapons are a really good idea, since you might be staring down one of your own barrels! Once you have the freak knocked out, you can always just beat him to death with a rifle butt.


  6) Crossclass. The speedy brick, the diamondskinned martial artist or mentalist, the zapper who can punch holes in walls with his hands. These guys are a lot harder to deal with, because they tend to cover the weaknesses of one type with the strengths of another, and your tricks won't work on them. Your best bet is often running away or even surrendering and hoping your legal team's good enough (see Chapter 7 about building a good one).


  However, crossclass types are rarely as good at any one thing as the more specialized freaks are. That means that against a specialist, they can be outclassed. It's not a reliable or easily used tactic, but you can always try to sic someone on a crossclass to do the job for you. Fight freak with freak. Your job will be to act as support and make sure that the target is forced to try to compete with the specialist in their own area. Keep the speedy brick from using his speed against your brick. Keep distracting the mentalist zapper so he can't brainfry your zapper. That sort of thing.


  7) Suits. This is a special sort of crossclass, where most or all of the powers come from a powersuit of some kind, either high tech or magical. These guys are often nearly as good in every area as a specialist, but it comes at a price. Namely, since the power's not inside them, it can be taken away or bypassed.


  Tech suits are often susceptible to scrambling, turning the engine of death into a paperweight. Then you just need to pop a seal and drop a grenade inside the suit or something. Magic suits are harder to deal with, but there's mystic scramblers floating around on the black market too. I think Paladin publishes a catalog.


  Dex is supposed to chime in with some advice on dealing with forcefields, and a lot of that applies to suits too. If you can generate a special tone that makes people puke, puking inside a suit is gonna ruin the freak's day even faster than puking inside a forcefield. The tech guys will tend to install defenses against that sort of thing, though, so you'll never catch 'em twice with the same gimmick.


  8) Mages. "True" sorcerers are hard to come by, but they exist. Mostly you can treat them like mentalists, but they're a lot more versatile, and the smarter ones set up defensive spells in advance or even make charms to protect themselves.


  There is a special way to take down a mage, though, but it's gonna hurt a lot. If you can make a mage overextend himself, there's a chance he's gonna drop one of the many balls he has in the air and suffer what magic guys call "Backlash". I'm not really sure how it works, but I've seen it happen a couple of times, and it's really ugly. Mages balance a lot of forces, and if you can make that balance slip, it tends to come crashing in on the mage hard. The only problem is lasting long enough to push the mage to that point.


  [Callout Box]


  DEX SEZ!


  An Anchor can be a great asset to a freak-hunter team, as long as you're not depending on any supertech. Some are even professional freak-hunters, since they can shut down freaks' powers. But against mages they're especially useful.


  With a martial artist, odds are good he can still kick your head in even without his powers. If a brick throws a car at you from outside the Anchor's range, the Anchor's not going to do anything against the car hitting you. But almost everything a mage can do to you will be completely stoppable by an Anchor. Plus, just having an Anchor around seems to make Backlash more likely, from what I hear.


  [End of box]


  9) Megafreaks. Face it, some guys have it all. They're so powerful that either their weaknesses are all covered, or even their weak spots are too strong to touch. Guys like WarStar, Antiochus V, or Devastator. But notice that these are all "badguys". You may not be able to touch them, but you probably don't have to, as the freaks currently pretending to be humanity's protectors will fight most megafreaks for you.


  With these guys, run away. Pretend to be a normal joe. Just don't get into a fight with them, most of them won't even accept a surrender. Know your limits and don't pick a fight with someone way outside those limits. Or do something about your limits, like me and Dex did.


  Now that we've covered the basics, let's look at some of these tactics in more detail.


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


  Kaoru skimmed the rest of the chapter. It was all fairly dry, the sort of thing that looked like it had been half copied from a police training manual. Which, considering how Max and Dex were disgruntled cops before they went on their decade-long quest to eliminate superhumans, it probably had been.


  "A zealot is one who redoubles his efforts while losing sight of his goals," said Santayana, or words to that effect. Max and Dex certainly fit that definition. They had been so obsessed with "freaks" that they became some of the freakiest people of the Third Heroic Age. Mutated into unstable forms by Devastator (acting through intermediaries), their brains salvaged by Antiochus V and placed in robot bodies, their slain spirits dragged back to unlife by Lord Ebon...if the Wanderer hadn't finally laid them to rest odds were pretty good Doublecross would have gotten his hands on them and turned them into photonics, just to complete the set and have them working for all the era's greatest evils.


  They never seemed to care who gave them power, so long as they got a chance to kill superhumans. And their benefactors didn't really care which ones Max and Dex killed, using them as distractions or blunt instruments. A mutually malignant relationship all around.


  Kaoru closed the file and decided to go get some lunch. Sometimes there was only so much hate-filled insanity you could take in a morning, especially when it was so lucidly presented....


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


  Author's Notes:


  This one started as a quick paragraph or so, written more or less in Chuck Morse's "voice", as something I thought I should work into a story eventually (the bit about leaping martial artists). Then, in the course of explaining it on my LiveJournal, I decided I could get a "story" out of it all on its own. Well, an in-setting piece of "nonfiction", anyway. After tinkering with some ideas, I settled on an excerpt from a book by Max & Dex, a recurring couple of baddies from my ASH Champions game and its successor Raiders campaign. Commander Force also comes from that campaign, infamous for being kicked out of ASH after one mission because he didn't seem to care about where his missed shots went. He later got improved targeting software for his cybereyes, though, and became synonmous with deadly accuracy, the reason WarStar hired him (see WarStar #4).


  Paladin Press is a real outfit, publishers of the infamous "How To Kill" chapbook. I picked up a copy back in college, and it's a hoot. Purporting to be based on declassified Army training manual information, its advice ranges from the probably apocryphal (Russian anti-tank mine dogs) through the silly and useless (throwing a thermos's worth of liquid nitrogen at someone's head to freeze it solid...trust me, it doesn't work) all the way to the downright hazardous to the user (a recipe for caseless ammo that's all but guaranteed to explode in the barrel and injure the firer). There's some real stuff in there, but it's generally hidden by the bullshine.


  The most convincing story I've heard about Paladin Press is that it's a dummy company set up by the military in the wake of laws being passed that required declassification and dissemination of a bunch of stuff the military didn't want declassified, much less disseminated. So Paladin Press would buy the exclusive publishing rights to all this info, then put out deliberate disinformation like the liquid nitrogen foolishness, with just enough real stuff in there to be able to claim they were using the info they had the rights to. Their books were invariably cheap little black and white chapbooks like "How To Kill", and by the time I was in college they were widely known (among those who had heard of them at all) as a joke at best, and deliberate misinformation at worst.


  Thus making them a perfect target for subversion by Bennett Rush's "Ringer" agents in the late 1980s, although this is a "retcon" I decided on just today, not something I used back at the time (although I now wish I'd thought of it then!). After all, no one trusted their info to be valid, making them ideal for publishing stuff Rush wanted spread around right under the noses of the authorities. Paladin Press became a sort of supervillain small press, helping them share information and even spread the word to normals who might be sympathetic (such as the people who tended to buy Max & Dex's book). Even after Rush became the insane Lord of Living Light, his now-independent former agents in Paladin continued running it as a very profitable illegal enterprise. And heck, they even had all that declassified true military info to draw on for the stuff they sold on the racks in Haven. :) Paladin Press went out of business in 1998 for reasons which should be fairly obvious. It's possible some of the Ringers were normals and spared the events of July 6, but there just wasn't a market anymore....


  By the way, you'll notice more typos than usual for me. This is intentional. After proofreading I went back and put in a few to lend it that "really small press" authenticity.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #12 - Think of the Children


  Copyright 2009 by Saxon Brenton



  



  The cover shows a hamster in a mad scientist labcoat and goggles. The Impossible Five lay scattered and defeated around her as she chortles triumphantly. Or whatever hamsters do instead of chortle.


  



  For all the advances in telepresence and virtual reality, there was a certain emotional resonance that physical proximity created, a frame of mind that could be harnessed to create a whole greater than its parts. So, while much of education took place in scattered virtual classes across the planet or even across several planets, there was both prestige and benefit to be found in the sit-down in-person classroom. Naturally, giant lecture halls were largely a thing of the past, but smaller groups did still meet and bounce around ideas.



  Kaoru Spinoza led such a discussion group today as part of his academic apprenticeship that was still known as "graduate school", and the topic had drifted to an old late 20th Century saying, "On the internet, nobody knows you're a dog."


  "But were there any actual dogs on the internet?" one of the newer students asked.


  "It depends on how you define dogs, I guess," Kaoru replied. "I mean, there were at least two caniform robots active in the Third Heroic Age, and both had internet access. And Edouard the Catman was, as you might guess, part cat. But nonhuman presence on the internet didn't really get big until the 2020s, what with the various artificial lifeforms that were native to the net, or the infamous SatyrNet operating out of the Kingdom of Q'Nos."


  "And all the aliens," another student chimed in. "Although there aren't any doglike races out there, at least that we've encountered." There were a few groans at this, the student was notorious for trying to steer discussions towards the possibility of alien interference in human culture.


  "Don't forget the hamsters," a dark-skinned girl pointed out. She tended to be silent much of the time, but when she did speak up, it was often a point that stayed with everyone.


  "Hamsters," the first questioner blinked. "I know the internet's been called a series of tubes, but a hamster habitat?"


  "No, she's right," Kaoru smirked. "In fact, when I was digging through an old educational server a couple years ago, I found that it had been hijacked by a group of uplifted hamsters. Let me call it up and send you the files...."


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


  [June 2, 2026]


  +-I'm a superhero and a diplomat,-+ " Contact told himself. +-I'm used to dealing with strange things and talking with alien people.-+


  -+Still, hyperintelligent hamsters are a first,+- interjected Paul, the disembodied consciousness that shared Contact's headspace.


  +-Well, yes. But my point is that this shouldn't be much different to meeting with a Pranir, or a satyr,-+ Contact told the self-aware memory. He looked at the hamster sitting on the table in front of him. As far as physical size and shape went he looked at first glance like a perfectly unremarkable brown and white hamster. However hamsters didn't normally wear capes or tool belts, and that simple fact was enough to prompt a thoughtful individual to notice that this small and furry person possessed dew claws that were articulated into opposable thumbs. There was also... Well, it was dangerous to project one's own sensibilities onto others, especially when those others were a completely different species with whom you'd had no experience in reading the body language, but Contact had the impression that the hamster was doing the diplomatic looking-politely-patient-and-dignified- even-while-chafing-at-the-bit-to-get-on-with-business.


  -+Best not keep the guest waiting,+- Paul suggested.


  "So, Mr. Lehweee," Contact said out loud, and making a passable attempt to pronounce the name meant for a smaller throat and higher register of voice. "You say you have an urgent warning about a rogue member of your species."


  Lehweee nodded, a deliberate choice of body language for the benefit of the human. "Ms. Lehweee actually, but you'd hardly be expected to know. "I'm here as the representative of my government. Not quite a full ambassador," she added wryly. "More a bearer of urgent news."


  "Understood," said Contact with a smile as he found himself warming to her.


  "Within the past four daycycles we discovered that one of our most prolific but eccentric scientists had gone missing. Her name is Dr. Hewiila. Some researchers were assigned to examine her paperwork to smell if there was any reason for her disappearance. The preliminary answer was alarming, and over the next few days things only grew worse.


  "Indications are that Dr. Hewiila has developed a dangerous fixation on human domination of the planet Earth, as well as the potential threat of superhuman conflict to both the Earth and adjacent worlds. We believe that she has used her expertise in extra dimensional physics to set up bases for herself away from the oversight of others, stocked them with high tech weapons, and is planning to try and eliminate the most powerful of Earth's paranormals."


  Contact raised an incredulous eyebrow. "Considering that the power levels of paranormals on Earth at the moment reach all the way to that of literal demigods, I'd say that if that's her plan then she's overreaching herself."


  "I agree," said Lehweee. "Although the point is how much trouble she can stir up, not whether or not she can succeed in her goal."


  "Point taken. And she's motivated by trying to keep the paranormal violence under control? That's a worthy aim, but I'm afraid the cat's out of the bag as far as that's concerned," Contact said. "After the recent attempts by the Planetary Confederation to sterilise the planet with a coronal mass ejection, or the future Santari to ram a planet killer spaceship into us, the most likely result would be to provoke fear that anything that can take out the current high-end paranormals is something too dangerous to be left alone."


  "Mr. Zander, at this point we honestly aren't sure what her exact motivations are, but there's a very good chance that they aren't fully rational. It may involve a pragmatic attempt to stop human paranormal violence spiralling out of control. On the other hand it may involve some version of nostalgia or belief in manifest destiny. We hamsters are originally from Earth, you see. We left for a new home when it became clear that even if we used our hyperintellect to limit our breeding, we would still soon come into conflict with humans. It wouldn't even have been at the point where there was genuine problems with dividing up resources. Based on human history our projections indicated that within two decades our faster expanding population would have grown to a point where humans would have begun to grow fearful and start looking for excuses -- any excuses -- to move against us. That's no way to raise children and start a civilization, so we simply left. Now, if Hewiila is somehow acting on atavistic territorialism, then that may be enough excuse to harbour a grudge. But on the other paw there's maltheism..."


  "Maltheism?"


  "Hyperintelligent hamsters were originally uplifted by humans," pointed out Lehweee. "There was a time, early on, when we looked upon you as gods. And if one of us were to grow angry with humans, and set about picking and choosing incidents of humans misusing their authority and technological ability, and using that as an excuse for why humans were unfit and needed to be cast down... Well, it's hardly as though they'd have to hunt far for excuses, now would they? Isn't it much the same with your own deities, after the God Market?"


  "Yes," conceded Contact. "So, at best we have someone motivated by goodwill but who's not thinking things through. At worse we have a twisted ideologue."


  "That about sums up the situation," agreed Lehweee. "However, there is some good news, of sorts."


  "And what's that?"


  "Dr. Hewiila seems to be working on standard military procedure to take out the most powerful threats first. At this point in time that's the Impossible Five. It could be seen as an opportunity to remove the current greatest criminal threat on the planet. Of course, that also has the risk of unacceptably high levels of collateral damage."


  Contact pulled out his blackcell. "Meteor isn't going to thank me for this, but I think we'd better start kicking this up the chain of command," he said, referring to the current leader of ASH while her husband, Solar Max, was missing. "Hey, Sarah? I've got someone here that I think you should talk too."


  "You'd better put the social introductions on hold and get here fast," said Meteor, cutting across his message. We've just gotten some intel that two of the Impossible Five have just been assassinated."


  * * * *


  Her name was Dr. Hewiila, but for this task of eliminating the human paranormals it had tickled her fancy to take on the nom de guerre of Dr. Incisor.


  There was clap of thunder as Dr. Incisor's mecha teleported in and displaced air with its arrival. Not that she was physically present in the thing. She needed to have a mecha present, simply for show, be she could easily direct it via zero-time lag extra dimensional links using quantum entanglement.


  Some five hundred meters below were a cluster of small rocky isles off the coast of Indonesia, one of which held a hidden base of the Impossible Five. *Had* held a hidden base of the Impossible Five, as the antimatter bombs that Dr. Incisor had simultaneously teleported in turned the base and volcanic rock above it into so much rubble and gamma waves.


  It had not harmed the two Impossible Five members who had been within, but then Dr. Incisor had neither expected it to nor wanted it to. The destruction was merely to flush them into the open so that when Dr. Incisor obliterated them it would be in full view of the various spy satellites that were even now focusing on the area in response to the explosions.


  And here they came. Chiaroscuro and Anhydra, flying up in an attack formation to outflank their assailant. Perhaps they would attack with the intent to destroy the mecha immediately as an example to others. Perhaps they would try to capture the hypothetical pilot for interrogation. Perhaps they would preen and posture again as they had at their debut at Monte Carlo, boasting about how being from the future they knew all about those defences that could be arranged against them.


  Feh, sloppy logic on their part if they relied on that third one. To erase their own pasts and make themselves immune to temporal gazumping they had to come back in time and set in motion a new history. Which meant their old history didn't include opponents working on ways of attacking temporally rootless foes. Which meant that they weren't prepared for THIS!


  One and a half seconds after the impossible pair appeared in the skies the onboard computer activated the temporal shredder. Almost everything in the area was native to this time and place, and had not only the one- dimensional temporal inertia that was a consequence of moving forward with the normal flow of time one second at a time, but also the higher-dimensional temporal inertia that kept people and objects anchored in their home realities as those realities wiggled though the multiverse, diverging and sometimes converging and generally spiralling about one another like a squadron of Yossarians with middle-ear trouble. The temporal shredder had no effect on these things.


  However the Impossible Five, being people who had recently disconnected themselves from their original time flow to turn their own pasts into closed loops, had not yet been in 2026 for long enough to re-accumulate their own higher-dimensional temporal inertia. The temporal shredder curdled higher dimensional time, and the vectors of every part of Chiaroscuro and Anhydra's bodies splayed randomly backwards and forwards and sideways into adjacent timelines, and the resulting shear forces caused the spacial matter making up their bodies to be torn apart at subatomic levels. Death was instantaneous but not at all messy. There literally wasn't enough left of them to leave a mess.


  * * * *


  Dr. Incisor waited until the assault mecha had teleported back and the intruder alert systems of her hidey-hole extra dimensional base has been confirmed to be reactivated. Then she let out a little giggle, and that giggle became a chuckle, and soon that chuckle escalated out of control into a peal of triumphant laughter.


  Ooooh, this was going simply too, too perfectly. Soon the Impossible Five, and then the Conclave of Super-Villains, and so on and so forth down the line of humanity's paranormal, technological and military power holders. And while the humans were scurrying around in response to the destruction of their overt power bases, all the while her long term plan was nibbling away in the background.


  It had to do with influenza. Her especially tailored strain of flu had already been deposited around the planet, and when winter came and flu season began the virulent but otherwise not particularly severe disease would spread across first one hemisphere and then the other. And as the humans were infected, little snippets of recessive DNA codes would insert themselves into the collective human genome. It would take a while...centuries probably, considering that the magene didn't properly follow Mendelian genetics...but eventually humans would stop producing superhumans. And while Dr. Incisor would hardly be around to see the fruits of her labour, the children and the children's children of her fellow hyperintelligent hamsters would be the better and safer for it.


  -----


  Marker's comments:


  Kweenraa,


  Your attempt to present an overview of the different lines of thought about the departure of our people from humans and hypothetical recontact is good. I particularly liked the figure of a diplomat who for reasons of professional objectivity can summarise the different positions within the word count allocated. The inclusion of incidental details about the Academy of Super-Heroes members shows an above average attention to detail for human paranormal current affairs.


  However, the sudden shift to a battle scene is jarring, and the use of a hamster super scientist who casually defeats the humans is both implausible and reeks of wish fulfilment.


  B+


  Spelling and style errors are marked in red.


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


  "That has to have been someone's idea of a joke," Mr. Alien-Obsession shook his head. "If there really was a colony of super-intelligent hamsters that use British-style English spelling, where did they go?"


  "Who says they had to go anywhere?" Kaoru shrugged. "Near as anyone can tell, by the 2020s they'd taken up residence either in the irradiated part of Syria..."


  "The ancestral home of the species," the dark-skinned girl noted.


  "...exactly. Or they'd found a pocket dimension accessible via the wastes of Syria. Much of that land is still contaminated even today, so they could just be hiding out there. Or maybe they did decide to leave before the disasters that came later. But they hid pretty well in the first place, the main archaeological evidence of their existence is from the outdated computer systems they'd hack into for resources, and I presume that at some point they managed to start manufacturing computers of their own rather than repurposing human-made ones. Which would have let them stop borrowing from us and go deeper into hiding. I'm pretty sure that this ambitious plan to foil the Impossible Five," he tapped his computer tablet, "was never put into action, though."


  "Or they killed the Impossible Five and replaced them with hamsters wearing human suits!" a student suggested, grinning.


  "You've been reading too many early 21st Century 'webcomics' again, haven't you," Kaoru sighed.


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


  Saxon's Notes:


  Written in response to the two concepts proposed by the joint winners of the first High Concept Contest. 'Superhumans worrying about their superhuman children' (submitted by myself) and 'uplifted animals' (submitted by Andrew Burton).


  I'm not quite sure where to begin untangling the threads that went into this story, so to keep things simple I suppose I'll just stick to the main ones. Apart from the overt theme of 'non-humans concerned about whether they can co-exist with humans' there's also a nod to the subtext of 'always a bigger fish' that Dvandom sometimes uses in his ASH stuff. So, the Impossible Five have arrived and are carving a niche for themselves as top dogs on the planet. Mm-hm, and what about when the next uber threat comes along and overshadows them?


  That was a driving notion in the original version of the story, which was labelled as an 'alternate unreality in a perpendicular universe'. (Mainly so that I could make up any old outrageous stuff and not have to worry about conflicting with any planned-but-not-yet-published canon.) In particular the line about the tailored influenza virus being used to remove humanity's magene was a reference to the way that in the 21st century setting of ASH there are an increasing number of paranormals but in the 38th century setting of the Spear Carriers there are very few. As well as being a concrete goal for Dr. Incisor to aim for it was also originally meant as a bit of pseudo-foreshadowing; and of course as a literary reference it's an inversion of the Wildcards virus used to introduce superpowers into the human gene pool.


  Then Dvandom suggested that it would be relatively easy to drag the story back to within spitting distance of mainstream ASH continuity by reframing it as hamster written Mary Sue fanfiction, which was duly Made So. Only a few minor changes had to be made, mainly to account for the fact that the narrator was now from a fixed cultural context rather than being a true impartial third person omniscient. The largest change was the removal of a short scene with Timeslip -- the adult Chris Kelsey -- on the grounds that his existence is probably being kept a secret from the general public. A smaller but more pertinent one was that despite her actions and reactions, Dr. Incisor is no longer explicitly labelled as a supervillain.


  One final piece of nerdstuff: The hyperintelligent hamsters (or their ancestors, anyway) first appeared in rapfic's 'Eight Tiny...Reindeer?' in the _Academy of Super-Heroes Holiday Special_.


  (And somewhere Continuity Porn Star dances, shaking his booty at the readership.)


  Dave's Notes:


  Main story by Saxon Brenton, 2135-era wrapper by me. I deliberately left spelling and usage errors in the bulk of it, since there had to be some errors for the grader to mark in red. :)


  Due to the stresses of getting ASH #100 done, I didn't participate fully in the High Concept Challenge #2, but when Saxon sent me an early version of this story as out-of-continuity ASH-fanfic, I started batting around ways to make it fit...after a fashion.


  In the webcomic Narbonic, a group of intelligent hamsters disguise themselves as a human via an armature, a trenchcoat, a hat and a paper plate with a face drawn on it. As a disguise, it doesn't really fool any of the real humans, but no one seems bothered by a bunch of hamsters operating a human suit anyway, so the disguise "works" in that sense.


  Finally, the Impossible Five actually set out to restore their own timeline not remove themselves from causality (that was actually Timeslip's goal), but the fact that the hamsters knew even part of the story is impressive. :)


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


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