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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCH LEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [April 7, 2024 - Mexico City]


  Sal gently knocked on the door to Arturo's apartment. The morning air was crisp and cool...cleaner than it had been in generations...but that wasn't why Sal was fighting back shivers. He hadn't been this nervous when hunting down Cole!


  No answer. Maybe Arturo was at work? Sal paused, realizing he didn't know what the man did for a living, or what his work schedule was like. All he really knew was that Arthur was a former gang member. Maybe he worked an early shift, or left at dawn to make it to a job across town.


  Sal was just about to turn around and leave, when the door opened. "Hi," he blurted out as Arturo's face appeared in the crack of the door allowed by the security chain.


  "Good morning, Cabellero," Arturo grinned. "I was starting to worry I'd never see you again after...well, you bolted like a conejito."


  Sal scratched the back of his head nervously. "Yeah...ironic. Um, I hope I'm not keeping you from your job?"


  Arturo's voice was muffled by the door as he closed it and threw the chain. "Of course not. I work at home...data archeology."


  Sal nodded. One of the odder jobs in the new economy. A lot of computer systems went down in the wake of the Godmarket, and even more crashed as the worldwide system partially collapsed. The really vital stuff had been recovered years ago, but there was still a market for people to sift through the graveyard of hard drives for useful information. The job called for skill and discretion. The fact that Arturo had gone from gang member to data archeologist was impressive.


  Sal walked in the opened door and paused before taking the chair he'd been sitting in last time...when Arturo had kissed him. He felt his resolve slipping, so he decided to blurt it all out before he changed his mind.


  "Arturo...you're right about a lot of the things you said. About my love life, or lack of one..." he paused to take a deep breath. "When you kissed me, I know I panicked. But I think that was mainly because I was afraid that I...I liked it. You seem to know me without hardly knowing me, if that makes any sense at all. I think I could fall in love with you, except..."


  "Except I am a man," Arturo finished. His expression betrayed no reproach or even regret.


  Sal nodded. "If it was just me, well...I don't know. I've always thought I was pretty enlightened about sexuality...just a part of life, not this huge taboo. But now that it's happening to me?" He shook his head in confusion. "But it's *not* just me. As recent events have made pretty clear, this is still a VERY Catholic country. There haven't been any burnings at the stake lately, but homosexuality is still considered a sin. A particularly threatening sin, given the whole 'macho' culture."


  "Don't ask, don't tell?" Arturo smirked. "I think I can be trusted not to go to the tabloids with this, don't you?"


  Sal shook his head. "Even yesterday, I might have agreed with you. No, don't get me wrong...I trust you to keep it secret. But I don't think that having it a secret in the first place is a good idea, not now that it's staring me in the face. This would be a secret for all the wrong reasons, because I'm afraid of the consequences of the truth coming out. That kind of fear can poison a relationship, turn love into resentment or even hate. I don't want to feel trapped by you. You deserve far better than that."


  For a moment, there was silence between the two men.


  Finally, Arturo broke the silence. "I had hoped you wouldn't think that. You're still afraid to really let someone love you," he claimed, pensively stroking a day's growth of beard.


  "No...I'm not, surprisingly. Last week I had a good hard look at my love life, and I think I let a lot of my fear go. But I'm a hero, Arturo. Not just because I fight the bad guys, but because others look up to me. They want to see someone they can believe in. But they don't want to see me as I am, they want to see me as the ideal of what they already believe. It's not my fault they're stuck in the 'Thou Shalt Not' mode of thought, but that doesn't mean it's okay for me to betray them."


  "What about betraying yourself?" Arturo countered.


  Sal shrugged. "Part of the job, the role I've chosen in life. Not all battles are fought with my fists...if it means giving up something for myself in order to keep giving people hope, then I'll do it. Changing what people believe...that's the job of a different kind of hero, I guess. Gawain didn't get to find the Grail, it was up to the next generation."


  "Neither did Gawain stop looking."


  Sal grinned. "Caught in my own metaphor." He paused, the grin fading. "Arturo, I do care for you. A lot. More than I'd have thought I could care about a man not related to me by blood. And I hope you're still willing to lend an ear when I need to talk about my troubles...but that's all I can ask, and all I can offer. Anything more just wouldn't work out. Not in the world we live in."


  "At least you now know what you really want in a relationship, instead of all the things you had in failed ones," Arturo patted Sal on the shoulder.


  Sal looked up and smiled. "A girl just like you. But, um, who doesn't need to shave."


  * * * *


  [April 8, 2024 - Baffin Sector]


  Aaron and Gene looked at each other warily as Aaron entered the room. It was hard for Aaron to screen out Gene's surface thoughts, since they were in a "quiet room" with its own psi shields. The only minds in the room were his, hers, and Jo Ridley's.


  Which mean there were only about two dozen other minds to distract him from Gene's thoughts.


  That was the puzzle, Jo's extra minds. Somehow, Lorenzo Archangeli, also known as the criminal Rebus, had learned the technique of creating "Thetan Bodies" in another person's mind, using nothing but conventional brainwashing techniques. These extra pseudo-selves were acting as guardians, keeping Agent Ridley's memories of her captivity locked up. That told Dan Tracey, field commander of STRAFE, two things.


  One, Rebus wasn't confident that Ridley would avoid being taken alive.


  Two, he expected her to be taken to MetaPsych for treatment afterwards.


  The Thetan Bodies were remarkably effective at keeping out telepathic probes. Rather than block probes with brute force, they'd gently nudge intrusions into "safe" areas of the brain. The technique couldn't keep psis out of your mind entirely, but it could protect a small cache of secrets.


  "You ready?" Gene asked, somewhat coldly. She hadn't bothered to put makeup on over a fading bruise on her face...one Aaron had given her when a seduction attempt on her part had gone horribly wrong [ASH #20 - Ed.]


  Aaron nodded. The theory was that, thanks to his own multiple "minds," he'd be able to get a clearer look at the Thetans and possibly find a way past them.


  "Agent Ridley," Aaron said to the DSHA agent who had spent months in Rebus's hands, "before I start, have any of your memories of the captivity come back on their own?"


  She shook her head, frowning. "Sometimes, I think bits come back to me when I'm dreaming, but I can never hold onto them. Even when a telepath is monitoring my dreaming."


  "Ah well," Aaron replied. "And you also understand that part of your contract with the Combine government gives us the authority to do what we have to in order to determine what happened during that time. I'll try to stay away from any intensely personal memories not relevant to the investigation, but I can make no guarantees."


  "Yes, yes...enough with the legalese, get on with it," Ridley spat, her facade of cool indifference cracking just a little.


  Aaron took a deep breath. +-Ready, Paul?-+ he slipped into psi-speak.


  -+As ready as you are, literally,+- the voice in Aaron's head smirked. Aaron knew this was just a set of memories he had of his former partner, that Paul had really died almost a year ago. But it was...comfortable...to keep thinking of that voice in his head as Paul.


  Contact entered Ridley's mind. Almost immediately, he shifted so that the memories and thoughts were interpreted as images and sounds and other recreations of those abstract patterns. That was a skill he's picked up from his absorption of Paul's life experience, and it made things a lot easier.


  He screened out the casual thoughts and strong memories, heading straight for the churning maelstrom buried in Ridley's mind. It looked like a tornado composed of human bodies, moving too quickly to follow.


  +-Paul, can you do something about the speed?-+


  -+Compensating....+-


  Suddenly, the whirlwind collapsed into a ring of people, standing on a plane in front of Aaron. A lone figure stood in the center.


  +-That's got to be the real Jo Ridley in the middle there. I don't suppose we can just go over?-+ Aaron asked.


  -+No go. The metaphor breaks down...this is just a convenient representation of the Thetan barrier, better than the whirlwind as far as looking at it, but no easier to bypass.+-


  Aaron experimented with it anyway, willing himself up into the "air." The ring moved to track his movement, always keeping someone between him and Ridley. Well, the real Ridley. Every one of the Thetans was a copy of the woman, but dressed in some sort of uniform or costume. Aaron could move around to a different one, but never just go into the ring.


  --Linked in,-- Gene's mental voice whispered. --So that's what a Thetan Body looks like when you nail it down.--


  +-Typical of Rebus,-+ Aaron smirked. +-Ridley is Riddle-y. Look at all those professions...this is a puzzle. Now we just need to find the key.-+


  -+Is that a candlestickmaker?+- Paul's voice asked. -+Not exactly a common profession these days. And I'd bet that woman in the leather apron with all the tools is a tinker.+-


  --Butcher, baker, candlestickmaker,-- Gene suggested. --I see a butcher, but no baker.--


  +-Tinker, tailor, soldier, spy. Ten to one the real Ridley's tagged as a spy, since she's a DSHA agent.-+


  -+Maybe the majority are a blind. Go for the right few, and the rest will disperse?+-


  Aaron nodded and stepped up to the tinker. Grabbing her, he tossed the Thetan Body to one side. The ring closed up before he could get through, though. +-Anyone see a tailor?-+


  -+That one, over there, with the loom. More a weaver than a tailor, but it's worth a try.+-


  Aaron moved to that Thetan and grabbed at her. She fought back, a lot harder than the tinker had. After a struggle that seemed to last several minutes, Aaron finally got her out of the way. Again, the ring closed...and the tinker was back in place. So was the "tailor," who moved to another place in the ring.


  +-Not a tailor, then. Or we have the wrong key. Something tells me, even with the difficulty of getting to the puzzle, Rebus wouldn't make it so simple.-+


  Aaron felt Gene nod. --I agree. We need to get some more brains on this puzzle. For now, let's get descriptions of all the Thetan Bodies in detail, then we can dump this in Grind's lap.--


  -+Right...there's a referee....+-


  * * * *


  [April 8, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  The intercom buzzed. "You have a visitor," said the Anchor on duty outside the door. The doctors had agreed that while an Anchor was necessary for security, it would be better for Arin if she didn't feel like she was being kept prisoner, her powers damped 24 hours a day.


  "Who is it?" Arin replied, sitting up a bit in bed. Physically, she had recovered enough to have the energy to get out of bed, but emotionally... she just didn't see much reason to.


  "Um...his name's Peter. He has ASH credentials."


  Peter? The only Peter Arin knew who could have graduated into ASH at this point was Peter...what was his name...Dupres. Telekinetic talent. Why would he be visiting her? It wasn't like they were friends or anything. Ah, well...what did it matter? "Send him in."


  The door opened and the Devil walked in. This was NOT Peter Dupres.


  "Hi!" the Devil said cheerily, his hooves clip-clopping on the tile floor as he sauntered in. Oddly, he was wearing some sort of biking pants and a t-shirt that said "I Survived The Sinking Of Atlantis, And All I Got Was This Stupid T-Shirt."


  "Okay...now I *know* something is wrong with me," Arin muttered.


  "Why?"


  "Because I'm not screaming and running from the room," she replied.


  The Devil looked miffed. "I usually have the opposite reaction with the ladies...don't tell me I'm losing my touch?"


  Arin blinked. "I hadn't pictured Satan as much of a ladies' man."


  Now it was the Devil's turn to be taken aback, but he recovered quickly. "Oh, that...geez, get a reputation for being a party animal, and next thing you know all the johnny-come-lately religions are branding you a bad guy. Look, I'm not Satan. My name is Peter. I'm a satyr. You know, from Greek myth?"


  Arin smirked despite herself. "I don't see that as much of an improvement."


  "That is because you," he pointed a somewhat hairy finger at her, "are fun-impaired. But I forgive you. And I'm here to help. Before you fly off the handle, it's not going to involve any drunken orgies, although everyone could benefit from a few of those, in my not so humble opinion."


  "Then what? I didn't really pay much attention in my Classics course, but I don't recall satyrs being good for much else. Oh, music, I guess. Here to play a song?" Arin asked.


  "Nope. Better. Word's been getting around that you're kinda adrift right now. Flattened affect, which is why you didn't run screaming in any direction when I came in. You're a fervent believer in your God, but have just been violated by an even more fervent believer."


  "A madman," Arin grumbled.


  "They make the best followers...madness is a sign of the divine touch," Peter countered. "In any case, you're not sure what to believe in anymore, or if it's even worth caring. Trust me, I've been around the block a few thousand times, I've seen it all. Mostly from a barstool, but hey."


  "So you're here to convert me to your faith?" Arin almost sneered. "I've been sorely tested, but I don't think I'm ready to abandon my God. Especially not for paganism."


  Peter shook his head. "Nah, even *I* don't believe in my gods. They're a bunch of bastards. Literally, in most cases. And I think recent world history would bear out the, ah, drawbacks of worshipping them. I don't think you need a new religion. I *do* think you need a new philosophy." He pulled a scroll out of his beltbag. "This should help you out."


  Arin took the scroll and looked at it dubiously. "I don't read ancient Greek, if that's what this is."


  "Not yet, you don't," Peter grinned. "Look, you ever hear of a play called Lysistrata?"


  "Wasn't that the one where a hoyden shook a city to its knees because of her pride?" Arin asked, somewhat puzzled at the seeming shift in topic.


  Peter's jaw dropped for a moment. "Boy, you people have GOT to do something about the state of education in this country. Lysistrata was about a woman who had the backbone to point out that the men were being stupid, and the cleverness to do something about it. Anyway, she's based on a real person, oddly enough. A Maenad...a follower of Dionysus...who decided one day that drunken revelry and tearing men apart with her bare hands wasn't all there was to life. She started inspiring other women to bring a Maenad- like intensity to their lives, but without the mindless violence and drinking. Kinda fun-impaired herself. This annoyed enough powerful men that they managed to get her exiled and then secretly assassinated. One even arranged for a spell to wipe her from the memory of the world...so I can't say her real name, that spell might still be floating around to whack me. A few bits remained, hence the play that was written a couple generations later. And I kept one of her scrolls around, 'cause I kinda liked her before she got all serious on everyone."


  Peter tapped the scroll. "ANYWAY, one of the points 'Lysistrata' made was that women had to be literate before they could really be free and equal. Being something of a mage herself, she made a bunch of scrolls outlining her philosophy, then enspelled them so that the reader would learn to read as she read. Neat trick, eh? So just keep Anchor boy out of the room, and you shouldn't have any problems sussing out the scroll. I don't think you'll find anything in there that really contradicts what you believe in...just advice on living life more intensely. Or 'furiously' as the scrolls put it."


  Arin stared at the scroll for a moment, then put it on the table next to her bed and nodded. "Thank you. Um...while you're here, could I ask you about something? I'm looking for a, well, devil's advocate, and you seem to fit the role."


  "That's not all I fit," Peter leered, "but go on."


  "I'm pregnant. The doctors don't want to tell me directly, but I'm pretty sure of it. And the father's the madman who kidnapped me, who basically raped me while deluding himself into thinking I was his wife. The fact I can even talk about this without wanting to claw my own eyes out means I must still be in shock over it all, if not worse."


  "Well, there's ways to..."


  "Yes, I know. An abortion. I'm almost afraid that the reason the doctors won't tell me is that they're thinking of killing the baby in secret, and then pretending I was never pregnant."


  Peter scowled. "Why would they do that?"


  "There's a lot of reasons, but I think the biggest is something called the Owens Effect. When the parents of a child really want a supernormal child, the baby's more likely to have the Magene. The...father of my child definitely wanted an army of powerful sons and daughters to help carry out his crusade. The doctors must worry that my baby would develop powers while still inside me, or at least that the child would grow up to be a powerful madman like Joshua."


  "And you think, despite everything that's happened, that aborting would be wrong."


  "Killing," she paused for emphasis, "my baby would be a sin. Allowing it to happen would be a sin. But the possibility of bringing evil into the world doesn't sit well with me either."


  "Well...there's a third option," Peter waggled his eyebrows. "So long as you don't mind giving birth to a baby satyr."


  Arin's brow furrowed in confusion. "What?"


  "You know, a little of the Satyr-day Night Special," Peter thrust his pelvis forward suggestively.


  "No, it doesn't work that way," Arin shook her head. I'm already pregnant, I can't get...differently pregnant...?"


  "Maybe it doesn't work that way for humans, but it does for satyrs. We're embodiments of sex, strong drink and general debauchery. If you and me wink-wink-nudge-nudge any time before the actual birth, it'll come out a baby satyr. Don't worry, the horns and hooves are soft until the kid's older. We satyrs are magically fecundalicious."


  Arin arched a skeptical eyebrow. "Then why isn't the world drowning in satyrs?"


  "Angry husbands with torches, pitchforks and absolutely no sense of humor. I'm the only one left, because I'm the soul of restraint," he leered. "For a satyr, anyway. Well, the only one left for few months...hey, I went without for decades, I just sorta cut loose once I got back to civilization. Ah, the clip-clop of little hooves..." he fluttered his eyelashes mock-romantically.


  Arin sighed. "The crazy thing is, that's not necessarily a bad option, all things considered."


  "Well, if you do decide to go with what's behind door number three," Peter winked, "try to get some food into yourself. I prefer women with some meat on 'em."


  At this point, Arin let her fist glow with power, and Peter beat a hasty retreat from the room.


  * * * *


  [April 9, 2024 - Baffin Sector]


  "The quick brown fox jumped over a lazy dog," Grind said as he walked into the conference room.


  "Which buys us...?" Gene quirked from her seat where she pored over a computer screen.


  "It's the key," Grind explained. "Once I worked out all the possible professions for the Thetan Bodies and started permuting them, I came up with that phrase."


  "Isn't that one of those puzzles itself? The kind where you try to come up with the shortest sentence containing all the letters in the alphabet?" Aaron pondered.


  "In a way. The actual example for that is 'The quick brown fox jumps over a lazy dog.' However, in popular usage it was quickly corrupted into the 'jumped' version, used in a number of typing exercises and the like. This corrupted version is notable because of what it lacks."


  "No letter 's,' right?" Gene asked. "Spy! The real Ridley is the 's,' so she's the only one not represented by one of the Thetan Bodies."


  Grind nodded. "Here's the list of professions," he slid a disk into Gene's computer and called up the information.


  Aaron skimmed over it, committing it to memory. "Wait," he stopped. "Yankee? That's not a job...."


  "Well, being a member of the old baseball Yankees was a job," Gene replied. "Not that there's been a team in New York City since 1998."


  "No, Aaron's right," Grind explained. "This is the odd one out. If it were in the format of the other Thetan Bodies, it would be 'Baseball Player' or perhaps a particular position. I'm guessing this is a clue, that Rebus wants to let us know he's up to something in New York. Unfortunately," he frowned, "thanks to the recent paragang treaty, neither STRAFE nor ASH is allowed to go into New York City. I doubt Rebus anticipated that result, but it certainly works in his favor. You two could look into things as part of MetaPsych business, of course."


  Gene had that look she got when she was sifting through the minds of everyone in the complex. That sort of thing was frowned upon most of the time, but when Gene had arrived at the place she'd been unable to avoid doing it...she was a "hearing" paradigm telepath unable to plug up her psychic ears. And now, as deputy head of the installation, she had the authority to do it when she felt it necessary. "The jersey was an old style...number ten. Over a dozen Yankees wore that number, but it was retired to honor Phil Rizzuto. Shortstop. Often called," she paused and groaned slightly, "the anchor of the infield."


  "Triton's been a bad influence on Rebus," Grind deadpanned.


  "There's probably more to it than just that, but I can't think of anything right now," Aaron admitted. "Well, now that I know what order to attack the Thetans in, I can get at Ridley's memories and see if there's anything useful...."


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2024 - "Lost Angeles", California Sector]


  Channel leaned over to talk to the helijet pilot while Scorch and Essay got out of the vehicle. "Reports of this new paragang say they have at least one member with a strong ranged attack...stay powered up and ready to come in, but on the ground. No need to give them a target right away."


  The pilot nodded and switched the helijet over to standby mode while Essay pulled a trio of motorcycles out of the cargo compartment. Only a little bigger than the dirtbikes they resembled, the Magnum Industries Hoplites were based on a design originally commissioned by the St. Louis Cavaliers superhero team in the 1980s.


  "Aw, couldn't we get Ihis?" Scorch mock-whined.


  "Sure, if you wanna look like a paraganger yourself," Essay smirked. "Besides, those are street machines, and there's not much street where we're going," she gestured into the rubble pit that was the old Los Angeles.


  Los Angeles...the city where she was born, where she lived until the Big One hit in August 2013. The outlying communities had been rebuilt into a sort of crescent-shaped city, but the core areas were too dangerous to go back into. It had taken years to clean up the bodies and eliminate the worst of the fire hazards. Only now was the serious cleanup starting, with the possibility of returning to the valley.


  Sticking up out of the ruins was a lone skeletal finger...the Renaissance Building. Started in 2011 as part of a proposed new wave of quake-proof highrises, it turned out to be the only thing that didn't collapse. But with devastation all around it...well, no one had bothered to reclaim it yet. Especially since it was only about half-completed when the quake hit. Still standing, but far from safe.


  The three sealed their sound-filtered helmets and revved up the Hoplites. The engine noise was cancelled out, letting them hear each other and the ambient sound.


  "Why would any paragang want to hang out here?" Scorch asked, bumping over a few shattered curbs to help him get a feel for the bike. "Nothing worth stealing, no territory worth claiming."


  "Pay more attention during briefing next time," Channel replied. "It's a good enough hiding place, and the 'gangers are hitting surrounding communities. Best guess is that they're building a bankroll so they can move into Manhattan with some pull. Second best guess is that they're trying to turn L.A. into a new paragang hub, and need to get some incentive going."


  "Watch the distortion sensors I built into the helmets," Essay cautioned. "They've got at least one speedster from reports...this thing can pick up the spatial distortions Meteor and Lightfoot generate at top speed, so it might give us advance warning against them."


  "Okay, why don't we have Meteor with us?" Scorch countered.


  "Special mission," Channel shrugged. "Besides, these guys are all 'ganger-level power, it's not like we're fighting the CSV."


  They drove in relative silence for the next few minutes.


  "Nothing yet. They definitely don't see this as turf," Essay finally said. "Or they think we're too tough to mess with," she added, sounding like she didn't believe that for a second.


  Suddenly a thick, dense smoke poured out of the rubble to either side of them.


  "Filters!" Channel shouted. "IR can't penetrate this stuff!" he added as he tapped a set of lenses on his helmet.


  Scorch immediately stopped, which was a good thing, since a flaming blue blur shot by right in front of him. The blur started to come around again, and a set of trained reflexes kicked in.


  If Scorch had had the luxury of time to form complete thoughts, he might have thought something like, "The speedster seems to be burning alcohol. Those look like fuel tanks on his boots and wrists. Bet if I can lead him just right with a flame blast, I'll set off his reserves." But he didn't, so he simply whirled and nailed the blur with an intense blast of flame.


  He was rewarded as his opponent's boots exploded, hurling him gracelessly through the air and into a pile of bricks.


  Meanwhile, Channel was converting the random thermal motion of the air around him into one-directional motion, generating an icy cold wind that was sweeping away the smoke cloud. Essay, for her part, had engaged a sonar system in her helmet and was taking potshots into the murk with her rocket gun. Both had stopped their cycles, but hadn't gotten off yet.


  Then the fuel cells of all three suddenly went dead.


  "What?" Essay paused in her shooting and got off the cycle. This probably saved her life, as all three bikes promptly exploded into flames. She reeled backwards, batting at the fire on her arms for the moment it took Channel to deal with his own problem and turn to her.


  Scorch, of course, was only annoyed. He could see a faint figure through the smoke, and shot flames to bracket him. Didn't want to kill the guy, after all. And not everyone's fireproof.


  He never saw the second speedster run up behind him, and the world went black as his helmet shattered from the force of the newcomer's jackhammer- like blows.


  Meanwhile, two figures were stepping out of the smoke. One wore some sort of high tech armor, while the other seemed to be wearing motorcycling leathers. Both were sheathed in a silvery coating that was apparently being generated by the one in leathers.


  Essay fired a rocket at the armored figure, but its soft head just bounced off. Swearing, she switched to a magazine of armor piercing rounds, but they did no better.


  To his credit, Channel suspected this was a distraction, so he wasn't surprised when a man with a large axe came out from behind cover and launched a lightning bolt at him.


  "Gah, more lightning," Channel hissed as he grabbed the lightning and twisted it into a blast of sound. The filters in his and Essay's helmets compensated for it, but the axeman reeled back, dropping his axe and clutching his head.


  "Esh...Esshay...shumtin's wr..." Channel started to slur. His vision swam, and he turned to see Essay was swaying uncertainly as well. The armored figure was doing something to them...he felt drunk! He tried to concentrate on the man, leech away the warmth from inside the armored shell, do SOMETHING, but he was finding it hard to even stand.


  Then the speedster who had felled Scorch was back, and both Channel and Essay were knocked out.


  * * * *


  "That was easy," Jackhammer crowed. "I got all three!"


  "Only one on your own, bro," Tracer said as he limped over from where he had fallen. "ReAgent had the other two almost gone already."


  "And he wouldn't have been able to get close enough to pull that stunt if not for me," Schild boasted.


  General Kasca landed in the midst of all this and smirked behind his helmet. "Exactly. Teamwork. Tracer distracts. Schild protects. ReAgent weakens. Jackhammer finishes off." Then he looked over to Sparker. "Unfortunately, not every maneuver works out. Sparker, once you'd been made, you should have broken off, especially with Channel still conscious. He could have turned your lightning into something that would have penetrated Schild's barrier."


  "Sorry," the young German apologized as he tried to rub a headache away. "I thought I could give ReAgent time to get closer."


  Kasca paused and considered it. "Perhaps. But part of working as a team means following the plan. You're not a tactical genius, Sparker. You're a cannon. Cannons should fire only when told to."


  "Yes, sir."


  Nomad and Panzer came out of their hidden positions and joined the group.


  "I don't see why we only committed four against three. Overwhelming odds would have been a better tactic," Nomad frowned.


  Kasca shook his head, a gesture that was almost invisible behind the plating of his large helmet. "More is not always better. We only needed to protect one man, so why commit both Panzer and Schild? And the odds of getting in each other's way would also increase. Besides, while it may or may not have been sound tactically, an overwhelming assault would have been a poor idea strategically. This way, our full strength will remain unknown to the enemy."


  "If we kill these three, we remain completely unknown," Nomad argued. "And our enemy will be three less."


  Sparker picked up his axe and shook his head. "Hengst, this isn't some gang we're fighting. It's a government agency. They could recruit a hundred guys tomorrow if they really wanted to."


  "Hm, perhaps you're more than just a cannon," Kasca nodded. "Beyond that, this is an elite group. I know how this sort of organization works. They will be reluctant to recruit new members so long as they do not permanently lose any. If we kill these three, ASH will simply grieve, move on and bring in three new members. If we leave them wounded, their 'spots' on the team will remain unfilled. Besides," he added ominously, "the point of all this is not to kill ASH. A sufficiently large bomb in the right place at the right time would accomplish that. I want them beaten, humiliated and most of all, left alive to suffer."


  "So, what do we do with them? I can guarantee they'll wake up with a nasty hangover, if nothing else," ReAgent offered.


  "There's a quaint custom of the old Roman Empire I think we can revive. Leave it to chance...they might die if no one finds them soon enough, but I think we can guarantee they'll be found," he pointed to the Renaissance Building.


  Kasca's next words sent a shiver up the spines of everyone present and conscious, except for Nomad.


  "Crucify them."


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


  Next Issue:


  The Revanche has taken first blood, who will be their next target? And what is the special mission Meteor's away on? Plus, see Warden #15 and Warden Annual #1 for what Rebus has planned in New York!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Normally, hydrogen fuel cells don't explode. That's one of the benefits of using them. But ReAgent turned the hydrogen and oxygen into hydrogen peroxide, which is QUITE nasty in pure form. The stuff you get at the drug store is a rather dilute solution...nearly pure H2O2 has been used for torpedo fuel.


  #24 -"Process of Elimination"


  [cover shows a gallery of pictures of the members of the Academyof Super-Heroes. A red marker has slashed X's over the picturesof Scorch, Essay and Channel, and is poised over Gawain's face.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCH LEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ?


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ?


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ?


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [April 15, 2024 - Khadam]


  Few turned to look for more than a second as the woman entered a dingy bar that was nearer to the Vivarium than most wanted to be. Many of the patrons used the notorious Vivarium as a training ground, however, so most people didn't want to be near *them* either. But as the woman did not immediately try to kill anyone upon entry, she was largely ignored.


  Her features bore a strong Ethiopian cast, and her shoulder-length black hair was woven into tight braids. She moved like a cat that was barely able to keep from lunging at prey, and her hands twitched nervously from within oversized gloves.


  "So, where's the party?" she asked, stepping up to the bar and placing her hand on it rather more firmly than she needed to. A few looked up, shrugged, and went back to their business. "You, snake-owl," she fixed the Pranir bartender with a glare.


  "Yes, human? You may call me Soul-of-Discretion," he added obsequiously. The translator hung around his neck turned the series of whistles and clicks he made into an approximation of English, having sampled her opening words and determined the needed language.


  "I hear a whole lotta paranormals got busy here lately, some kinda contest. I wanna know if the contest's still open," she snarled. Her face may have been Ethiopian, but her voice was definitely American, right down to the ingrained arrogance of the American Abroad.


  "Ah," the Pranir's eyes lit up with dollar signs, or his race's equivalent. "The recent...activity in the Vivarium, yes. Information is valuable, indeed. For whose payroll do you spy, that we may set a fair price for my knowledge?"


  "What makes you think I'm a spy?" she scowled.


  "Questions you have been asking, Frenzy," she raised an eyebrow that he knew her name. "Subtle, perhaps. But word travels. And, really, everyone here is a spy for someone."


  She grins slightly, the first expression to cross her face that wasn't negative. "Maybe I am, maybe I ain't. It's poor form to admit to it, though, yes?" she mocked Soul-of-Discretion's speech pattern.


  The Pranir made a small choking sound that was the closest his race could come to a chuckle. "Fine, play that game we shall. You are looking for a 'piece of the action,' and I want a slice as well."


  Frenzy gingerly opened a pouch at her belt and pulled out a number of gold and diamond rings. "Traveling funds...punched through the side of a strongbox," she pantomimed that action, the oversized gauntlets she wore making it more than plausible.


  Soul-of-Discretion nodded, reaching out and pulling three of the rings across the table. He looked to Frenzy and she nodded, collecting the remainder. "Information not very valuable now, but worth it to stop wasting time, I think," the Pranir whispered. "Conclave of Super-Villains wanted new members. Ran candidates through the Vivarium, from what I hear. Most died...many enter the Vivarium, few leave. Conclave has picked a new home in the area...if you really want to apply, you might find them with persistence. Or Conclave might find you and forcibly discourage unsolicited resume. Your choice." With that, he slithered off to deal with other aspects of his business.


  Frenzy started to leave the bar when a hulking cyborg stepped in front of her. A few patrons started to edge away from the immediate vicinity.


  "Mors Nolens was my bud-brother," the cyborg said without preamble.


  "And?" Frenzy asked, not bothering to try and get around the Scytharian cyborg. "Is this supposed to mean anything to me?"


  "No. But your body may mean something to the Conclave," he snarled, bringing a number of implanted weapons online. While not one of the top-of- the-line EBod Scytharians, it was clear that this alien cyborg was accustomed to being feared.


  No one saw Frenzy move, just the results. In an eyeblink, the cyborg was out on the street, his cybernetics sparking from a dent in his chest. Frenzy idly brushed some bits of metal and flesh from her right gauntlet. She left the bar without further incident.


  A few minutes later, Frenzy stood under a rock overhang in the mountainous area outside Khadam. Several miles outside Khadam. She squeezed her earlobe twice and her face started to shift, losing some of its angularity and becoming paler. She stripped off the gauntlets, revealing flesh that was also fading from a deep brown to a lighter, "milk chocolate" hue. She extracted a padded helmet from under the rock and adjusted the microphone.


  "Ready for pickup at designated point in ten minutes. Send the Tesla Branch my regards, Grind...the disguise worked perfectly, especially with all the local Anchors out of the picture."


  Then Meteor struck off into the desert, leaving a cloud of sand in her wake....


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2024 - Lost Angeles, California Sector]


  Solar Max paused for a moment, fighting the fear that gripped his heart in icy claws. Before him, three of his friends and teammates were tied to the frame of the incomplete Renaissance Building, looking for all the world to be dead.


  Then he triggered the scanners built into his armor. Positive heat signature, breathing was shallow but discernable.


  He reached out with his power and slowly removed the pull of gravity from around the three. He had no idea what other injuries they may have suffered, and even the simple act of taking pressure off their bodies might jar something loose. Nearby, a helicopter landed on a stretch of former boulevard.


  Gingerly, Solar Max concentrated on the steel cables binding Essay, Scorch and Channel to the girders. Slowly the cables strained...then snapped, drifting idly in the null-gravity field fifty stories above the ground.


  With that problem solved, JakZak carefully lowered the three floating bodies to street level, where the helicopter paramedic crew was already waiting.


  "Hold them there for now, Solar Max," one of the medics said. "And if you can, bring the antigrav in as close to their bodies as possible, so we can get in and check them for injuries."


  JakZak complied, and a small swarm of medics descended on the hovering figures. It was a very nervous three minutes that passed.


  "Okay...doesn't look like any of them has any major internal injuries. Bring in the stretchers!" the head paramedic ordered. The injured heroes were gently turned in the air and placed against the pallets. "You can release them now," the medic nodded to Solar Max.


  JakZak nearly dropped to the ground himself after letting go. There was an exercise he used to do when working on his fine control...assemble a broken eggshell in mid-air and hold it as long as he could. This had been harder.


  Now it was all in the hands of the doctors. JakZak burned with the desire to find whoever did this and extract some measure of justice...but it was obvious this had been a well-planned ambush. No way could any paragang have taken out all three ASH members so easily. If he went charging off, he'd probably land in another ambush.


  He sighed and took to the air.


  * * * *


  [April 24, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  Arin Kelsey stared at the scroll the satyr had given her.


  She wasn't reading it...she didn't need to. She'd read it a dozen times already and practically committed it to memory. True to Peter's claims, she could now read ancient Greek, for all the good that would do her.


  Her mind whirled with the contents of the scroll. One of Peter's claims was certainly *not* true...she could not simply go on believing in the faith she'd been raised in and also accept these new teachings.


  Oh...the scroll did not contradict the core of her faith. It said nothing about God or gods, either to support or deny them. It was all about how one should live her life, all in the details.


  And the details went against quite a bit of what she'd been raised to believe. The Devil was in the details, as father used to say before she was sent off to live away from home. He probably still said it...father was not one to change anything rapidly.


  The way of living furiously, it was called. But this fury was not a wrath...no, it was another of the Deadly Sins. It was pride. She'd been taught to be humble before the Lord, to be humble before her elders, to be humble before her husband once she married...humility was an important part of denying other sins and living a righteous life. Pride goeth before the Fall, it was the sin that led to all other sins.


  But...the scroll seemed so *right* about so many things. And what had her humility gotten her so far? Pushed around by those whose pride could barely be hidden behind pious words? Believing in herself so little that she was terrorized into a coma?


  She shook her head and picked up the scroll. There had to be a middle ground. Too much pride, a pride that placed oneself above God...that was certainly a sin. But she was God's creation too, and He loved her as He loved all His children. If she couldn't believe in herself at all, wasn't that like saying that God was wrong for loving her? That her opinion of her own worth was more important than His? Wasn't *that* a form of pride as well?


  Arin sighed and put the scroll back on the table next to her bed, placing one hand over her stomach. And then there was the child within her. Was she proud enough to think she had the right to say whether he or she lived or died?


  * * * *


  [April 28, 2024 - Mexico City]


  Sal strolled down the street in the early morning, enjoying the fresh, brisk air. The Sun had come over the mathematical horizon, but the ring of mountains around Mexico City meant sunrise was still a few minutes away. Still, the pink-tinged skyglow was enough to start the streetlights turning off for the day.


  All in all, Sal felt pretty damn good, as he had since he reached a resolution of sorts with Arturo. Sure, he was concerned about his injured friends...Scorch and Channel were recovering from concussions, and Essay might never walk again thanks to the insidious damage of crucifixion, but somehow that didn't spoil Sal's mood. For the first time in ages, everything seemed alright in Sal's own life...he was confident the other troubles could be dealt with. A year ago, he might have worried himself into uselessness over all the things that were happening around him...but that was when he was already maxed out on self-doubt and feelings of worthlessness, spending all his energy trying to put on a good front. Now, though, the good was all the way through, not just a front. He knew things would work out.


  Sal waved cheerfully at the people he passed on the street, early risers starting to stir and night-owls heading for bed. Compared to a small town, it was already pretty crowded, but for Mexico City, the streets were practically deserted.


  Then he noticed a pair of eyes on him.


  The eyes belonged to someone who was definitely not a local. He looked vaguely Greek or Slavic, Sal wasn't sure. He was wearing a serape, a sort of blanket/cloak combination, and it looked like the sort of thing sold to tourists. A bit on the garish side, but also very new. It hadn't been lived in, it was still bright and clean. It was the sort of thing that indicated the stranger was trying to blend in, but failing horribly.


  Sal started to look away, but the stranger stepped out into the street and headed towards him purposefully. He walked with a bit of a swagger, this was obviously the sort of man who was used to fighting...and winning. Sal cursed under his breath. He'd wondered how long it'd be before some punk paraganger local decided to "gunfight" him in order to get himself a reputation before leaving for the Big Time in Manhattan. Answer? Not any longer at all.


  "Green Knight," the stranger said once he was on the same side of the street. He spoke English, apparently, but with a very heavy accent, one Sal couldn't place. Slavic, maybe? Definitely eastern European.


  He turned around and smiled as pleasantly as he could. "Yes?" Sal inquired. "Can I help you?"


  The man dramatically threw off the serape, revealing a tightly-muscled body clad in a loincloth and some leather wrappings. Sal suppressed a groan. The stranger had probably bought the serape for the express purpose of being able to remove it with a flourish.


  "I wish to fight you," the man grinned. "You may tell others that it was Nomad who beat you."


  "Look, I'm not interested in gunslinging," Sal sighed. "If you want, you can tell people you beat me, if that'll make you happy."


  "I don't see what guns have to do with it, I need only my blades," his grin widened as shimmering planes of force extended from his hands. "And if you will not fight me, I will tell people you stood by and watched as I killed everyone on this street," he swept the blades for emphasis. People nearby started to quicken their pace and move away nervously. Few could understand the heavily-accented English Nomad was speaking, but his body language was pretty clear. Violence was imminent. "And do not try to call for your friends...I can kill many before even the rapid Meteor could arrive. So. Will you fight me? I swear that if you do, I will not harm any of these people."


  Sal thought for a moment. He'd hoped no one would try this, but he knew it was inevitable. If he didn't fight, this bastard probably *would* kill a few people just to prove his point. And if Sal did fight, then every punk looking to make a name for himself would know that he could lure the famous "Green Knight" into a fight by threatening people. Still...no choice, not really.


  "Fine. I'll fight you," Sal put on his helmet. Maybe he could call in some support quietly, to clear out any other civilians.


  Nomad lunged at Sal, who was a bit slow in ducking to the side. One shimmering blade bit into his thigh, spattering the ground with blood. Oddly, it didn't hurt...probably because the energy blade had cut the nerves before they could transmit any pain.


  "I will bleed you until you faint," Nomad sneered. "If I wish for you to feel pain, though, I have my ways."


  Sal put his hand to the cut, and was surprised to find it had already closed. Even the amount of blood that came out was far less than he used to bleed from cuts. He reached out to grab Nomad by the head, but his opponent sidestepped and laid another cut onto Sal, this time on the upper arm. It hardly bled at all before sealing. Nomad turned his sidestep into a spinning kick across the arm he'd cut, but all that did was spin Sal around a tiny bit.


  Sal smiled. "Nomad, I'm guessing you don't know a lot about the details of supernormal physiology, right?"


  "Only what anatomy I've learned by cutting my opponents into pieces," Nomad snarled, thrusting out a blade that bit deeply into Sal's raised forearm. No blood came out at all this time, and when Sal jerked his arm away the cut healed instantly.


  "One of the things that makes a supernormal hard to kill is that we can not only take a lot of punishment, we can recover pretty quickly. Thing is, a lot of this depends on the person's state of mind...a suicidal supernormal may actually sicken and die by sheer force of will." Sal kicked a rock from the sidewalk at Nomad. It pierced his side like an airgun pellet, raising a welt and drawing blood. "I finally got my head together recently, so I guess I'm healing a LOT more quickly than I used to. Too bad your blades are too sharp to really cause pain, you might be able to knock me out if they actually hurt."


  Nomad snarled and rushed Sal, slamming a force-gloved fist into Sal's gut. Sal's breath whooshed out and he staggered back a step. Nomad followed with a savage knee to the groin, but Sal was careful enough to wear the proper equipment, so it only hurt a little bit. Well, more than a little, but it wasn't the incapacitating blow Nomad had expected. The man was definitely stronger than your average punk.


  But not as strong as Sal was.


  He grabbed Nomad in one hand and slammed him to the pavement, cracking it in the process. Now it was Nomad's turn to exhale involuntarily.


  Nomad rolled away and sprang to his feet, eyes blazing with anger and determination. No more boasts, no more taunting. He feinted a kick, then sliced Sal's left arm off just below the shoulder.


  Nomad stepped back to smirk at his handiwork. The smirk turned to a scowl when he saw there was no blood gushing forth from either the stump of Sal's arm or from the detached limb.


  Sal paused and looked at his arm, resting on the ground. He could still feel it...and this was more than phantom limb syndrome. He tried flexing his left hand...and it moved! Nomad jumped back in astonishment.


  Sal calmly bent down and picked up the limb. He could see blood moving through arteries and veins...it would vanish from the open end and, he presumed, reappear at the stump of his arm.


  "Bizarre," Sal commented. Then he pressed the arm up against his shoulder. It slid around of is own accord as bits reattached correctly. Within seconds, it looked only as if Nomad had cut the sleeve of Gawain's costume. "I guess I really *am* the Green Knight...the one of legend could be hacked apart and put himself back together again."


  "Not if I take the pieces and scatter them to the four winds!" Nomad snarled, extending multiple blades from each hand and running at Sal again.


  Sal grabbed up a chunk of the broken pavement and threw it at Nomad, careful to aim downward so that any debris would hit the street rather than buildings across the street. Nomad raised his hands to protect himself, turning the single projectile into a grapeshot of rubble that flung him to the pavement.


  "You seem pretty tough," Sal commented as he grabbed one of Nomad's ankles and slammed him against the sidewalk tentatively. Nomad shouted in pain, but was still conscious and intact. So Sal tried again, harder. That did the trick, and Nomad went limp. Apparently the man couldn't generate blades anywhere but his hands...or he was simply not used to being grabbed by the leg and hadn't thought to try slicing off Sal's fingers.


  "Gawain to ASH HQ," he said into his helmet comm. "I've got a paraganger here who needs pickup and restraints. And...say...he might be connected to the 'gangers in Lost Angeles, now that I think about it...."


  On a rooftop a few blocks away, General Kasca smiled. Nomad was powerful, yes. But he simply would not adapt to working in a team. Kasca could have simply paid him off and sent him back to Greece, but that would have been a waste of resources. So he let the loner try his hand at taking down a member of ASH. Either he wins and another ASH member is down, or he loses and is out of Kasca's way. To sweeten the pot, Nomad had been fed false information for the past week...should he be questioned, he would lead ASH into a trap.


  However, the gambit had been even more successful than Kasca had hoped. He now had valuable intelligence on Gawain, who was significantly more powerful than previous records had indicated. Powerful enough that the Revanche would not be able to confront ASH alone. Time to bring in some reinforcements.


  Kasca was walking a fine line...he had to injure his enemies quickly enough that the first victims would not recover before his final stroke, but he also had to move carefully, lest he give himself away and draw down the entire team on terms not of his choosing....


  * * * *


  [May 1, 2024 - MetaPsych, Baffin Sector]


  "Well, you've passed all the required tests and completed training to the satisfaction of your instructors," Gene Clark tapped on a handheld screen. "But I'm still not sure if I want to approve your return to active duty, Aaron."


  "Well, approval or no, I'm needed, and Taylor feels he can trust me enough to bring me back. We're down several members, and someone seems to be methodically picking us off," Contact replied. "Besides, I *have* passed all the tests, so what's the problem?"


  Gene frowned. It was a carefully-practiced expression, intended to make her look as far from pretty as possible. "You know what the problem is. You haven't fully integrated the experiences you gained from Paul. All the things that let you pass those tests are part of Paul...but you can ignore 'his' voice when it suits you. So while you can beat the exercises, you can still 'shut off' Paul's ethics and rely on your own...and your own ethics are a lot weaker than I'd like."


  "Trust me," Paul's voice said from Aaron's mouth. Then Contact turned and left to catch his flight to Mexico.


  After he left, Gene muttered, "I wish I could."


  * * * *


  [May 4, 2024 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  "Don't tell me *you're* cutting out early too?" Nate Walker asked from the door of Tom Dodson's room. Unlike most students his biological age, Tom didn't have to share space with a roommate, although this was as much due to his entering during the school year as it was to his special circumstances. Special circumstances like being legally 57 years old, thanks the the joys of time dilation.


  "'Fraid so," Lightfoot replied. "Looks like someone's actively hunting ASH members, Solar Max arranged it so I could take my finals early and head out to help hunt down the hunters. Wait...'too?' Who else is heading out early? As far as I know, we might be bringing in one or two of the current Grads to help out, but no one who's still taking regular classes and stuff."


  "Willot," Nate sighed. "She got some sort of personal dispensation. Family business or something. She took her finals early and lit out for New York. At this rate, no one's gonna be here during Finals Week, eh? And what's this about promoting the grads? Does it have to do with Manhattan, perchance?"


  Lightfoot did a doubletake. "No...reinforcements to fight whoever's hunting us. Why, the rumor mill have something on Manhattan?"


  Nate put on his "innocent" face. "Well, Tawny said that Ben said that one of the instructors was overheard saying that the Grads might be put into action in Manhattan at the end of the semester. Sort of a field exercise for their summer term. Heck, the current members of ASH went out into the field after only a single semester."


  "And are currently being chewed up, I might add," Tom frowned. "I dunno. I wouldn't want to put anyone in Manhattan, much less newbies with no field experience. Hell, *I* don't want to go to Manhattan, and I've helped save the world a couple times."


  "Well, good luck tracking down the choad-monkeys who put Essay in a wheelchair."


  Lightfoot nodded, then said, "Not to mention putting Scorch and Channel in the hospital."


  "Yeah, but they aren't as cute as Essay is," Nate smirked.


  Lightfoot chuckled as he left the room he'd called home for the past several months. He didn't really miss it, but he really hoped he'd be able to return to it...because the alternative wasn't pleasant....


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


  Next Issue:


  ASH versus the Revanche, the final battle!


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


  Author's Notes:


  None this time out...it's all pretty straightforward, I think.


  #25 -"Shadows Over Wichita"


  [cover shows Solar Max and Ramjet grappling as they fall. Cameraangle is above them, so we can see a black, glassy surface farbelow, with tiny figures fighting on the ground.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCH LEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / INJURED


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / INJURED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinetic / PROBATION


  



  [August 22, 1991 - Somewhere over Kansas]



  Triple Eagle strained his wings to the breaking point. He'd never approached supersonic speeds before, even at Setting Three of his harness. Nor had he ever had to go so fast with passengers. But the incomplete SDI net hadn't been able to knock down all the missiles fired by the hardliner coup leaders. No one was sure how they'd gotten such complete control over one of the launch stations...some were guessing that The Persuader was working with the hardliners, for his own ends. Or maybe Devastator had decided to back a plan that might destroy a big chunk of humanity.


  Either way, the Kansas City branch of ASH was the only one with even half a chance of intercepting the missile arcing towards Kansas, probably aimed at a military base in the area, but maybe intended for a population center, like Wichita. And Triple Eagle was the only flier on the team.


  The plan was simple. Triple Eagle would get them close enough to the missile to do something. Then, between Blackjack's magic and Pushover's ability to sap kinetic energy, they'd stop it.


  Somehow.


  "There it is!" Pushover shouted over their helmet communicators. "I...I got it!"


  The missile streaked into view...then slowed. It was still going over a hundred miles an hour, but now they could slow down and have time to try... something. With horror, Triple Eagle realized they were over a city. Whatever the original target had been, if they couldn't defuse the atomic warhead now, it'd would plummet onto the people below.


  "I'm going to try to send it into another dimension," Blackjack said, carefully looking through his magical deck of cards. "We need to get right in front of it!"


  Triple Eagle obliged, shielding the magician from the intense winds with his wings...the last thing they needed was for the cards to be swept from Blackjack's hands at random. They were dropping at nearly terminal velocity now, and the city loomed below them.


  Blackjack held up the card while Pushover strained to keep the missile from speeding up in gravity's pull. A glowing rectangle appeared between them and the front of the weapon, then slowly moved to cover the very tip of the nosecone. "As soon as the front end's in, get out of the..."


  Blackjack was interrupted as the missile's pressure-sensitive detonator was tripped by the conditions of the null dimension it was entering.


  A second sun flared to life over Wichita, atomic fires tearing open a hole in reality to unleash far deadlier energies.


  In an instant, the city was no more.


  Nearly half a million people died that day.


  And three heroes.


  * * * *


  [May 4, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Is it safe to go in?" Contact gestured at the door. The room behind it was reinforced for use as a sparring room or gym, but now it was empty save for a single man.


  Solar Max tilted his head to Peregryn, who shrugged. "He may be hiding a ranged attack from us. But the precautions I have taken should do for now, until the men from the Cavity come with the special Collapsinum restraints. Just don't get too close...the spell of repulsion could push him close enough to a wall that he'd be able to cut a hole in it."


  Contact opened the door. Inside, the man called Nomad was drifting bemusedly in the middle of the gym.


  "Ah, the telepath," Nomad sneered in his heavily-accented English. So far, he hadn't shown up in any records that ASH had access to, even the EUROPA ones. Then again, he seemed to be from the blasted lands in the former Balkans...easy enough to never get on the tax rolls if you're willing to live with monsters. "At least you are man enough to face me, rather than hiding behind a window. Come closer," he taunted.


  "No thanks, I like my body parts where they are," Contact snorted. "We *could* just keep you sedated for this, you know."


  "And I am oh so grateful," Nomad tried to bow, but ended up spinning briefly instead.


  "I am going to ask you some questions," Aaron said flatly. "You know I'm a telepath, and I can tell if you're lying. If I don't get satisfactory answers, I'll have to directly scan your mind. But if you answer me truthfully and completely, I'll stay out of your memories and spare you any secrets I might accidentally dig up."


  "Feh. I have no reason to lie, nor any secrets I fear the uncovering of. I answer you because it amuses me to do so, and because I owe no loyalty to that armored fool, Ramjet," Nomad spat. The spittle arced back to strike him in the face as a result of the spell that held him at the center of the room. "Pfah."


  "Who is Ramjet?"


  "A man in an armored suit. He never removed the helmet, and he spoke with a mechanical voice," Nomad replied. "And before you ask, he was flesh and blood. I think he merely used a device to talk to us, since he seemed to know every language he might need, but always stiffly and formally."


  -+Truth,+- Paul whispered in Aaron's ear.


  "What sort of weapons did he carry?" Contact asked, hoping to get some indication of the man's origins.


  "Hmm. Mostly his tongue. He liked the sound of his own voice, especially when that voice was giving orders. He also carried a rifle that fired either lightning bolts or a blue light, and had a similar weapon on his wrist. There was a sword always at his hip, but I never saw him actually use it. And the rocket boosters in his suit could be used as weapons, I suppose," Nomad pondered.


  -+True again. Time for the $64 question.+-


  Aaron nodded inwardly, then asked, "Was Ramjet behind the attack on my people on Los Angeles?"


  "The three we crucified? Yes, it was his first strike. I still think he should have slain them all, but he has his plans and his plots." Nomad paused to fix Aaron with a feral grin. "I *did* have 'permission' to kill Gawain if I felt it necessary, however. Too bad he cheated and wouldn't die."


  "*Why* is Ramjet trying to pick us all off?"


  Nomad shrugged. "The man is a mystery to me. First he claims it is purely about revenge. You people humiliated him once, and he wanted you humiliated as well. I can understand that. But he told me a few days ago that he also had other business. That once he felt you were weak enough to not be a threat, we would all go to a place called Wichita and seek some item of great power that is buried there."


  -+Wichita?+-


  +-Yeah, what would be there?-+ Aaron though. +-It got fusion-bombed back in the early 90s. Surprisingly "clean," but devastating. Anything valuable there would have become part of the glass crater. Unless it was powerfully magic....-+ He switched to speech. "Did he give any indication what the item was?"


  Nomad shook his head. "He said he trusted me more than the others, but he didn't trust any of us that far."


  -+Truth, at least as he knows it. Personally, I can't see why anyone would trust this guy.+-


  +-Yeah, but Ramjet may have simply wanted someone to brag to, and figured this guy was too thick-headed to do anything dangerous with the information.-+


  -+I suppose,+- Paul's mind-voice answered.


  "That will be all for now," Aaron said, stepping out the door and closing it firmly behind him, to the sound of mocking laughter.


  * * * *


  [May 5, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The meeting room was packed. Everyone had been called to the Chicago base, and even the injured team members were present. Scorch and Channel had recovered enough to be sitting up on their own, but still bore indications of their ordeal. Essay sat sullenly in a powered wheelchair, idly tinkering with its controls.


  In addition, Lightfoot and Contact, returned to active duty, were in the room, along with Dan Tracey of STRAFE and a short Asian woman in a gold and yellow uniform and goggles.


  Given the crowding, Solar Max decided that maybe he shouldn't have worn his armor, as he gingerly edged his way to the head of the table.


  "Okay," Solar Max began, bringing the general hubbub of the room down to a hush. "Some of you know most of this already, but I want to make sure everyone's up to speed. Someone's gunning for us, an unknown by the name of Ramjet. He has gathered a team named Revanche, or 'revenge,' so we can *probably* assume that Ramjet is someone we have met before. Given his access to advanced technology, it's likely he's connected to Khadam, and may be the same man who led the assault on us here in December. In fact, given the somewhat...embarrassing...way that attacker was defeated, this seems likely. However, based on the information gained from a captured member of the Revanche," he glanced to both Contact and the newly-renamed Green Knight, "it appears that revenge is not his only motive. He wants us out of the way so he can obtain something under the remains of Wichita." He nodded to Peregryn, who stood to speak.


  "We all know that Wichita was destroyed in 1991, during an atomic blast. However, according to the notes of Tymythy Twystyd, the real damage was done by a dimensional rift that somehow coincided with the blast. A minor mage known as Blackjack was killed attempting to stop the nuclear weapon, so it is entirely possible his efforts made things worse by opening the dimensional rift. In any case, Ramjet *may* have discovered this information as well. I doubt he has arranged all of this to acquire Blackjack's mystical deck, it simply wasn't that powerful. However, Ramjet may have access to information I lack, true or false, and be under the impression that something came through that rift and is buried under the obsidian plain," Peregryn finished, sitting down again.


  Solar Max turned on the projection screen, bringing up very hazy satellite pictures of a dark circle with a lake in the center. "SatIntel doesn't give us much. When it's rained recently, the glassy surface of the impact crater can give a lot of false readings, plus the area's still a little 'hot' in terms of radiation, which can mess up sensors. But it looks like there's some deliberately introduced haze in recent pictures, as if someone's using some kind of stealth device. There's no one on site on a permanent basis due to the small amount of residual radiation, but as of the last check, things were calm. We've had the area cordoned off, however... we'll be the ones to make the next check."


  "A body check," Scorch snarled.


  "We're going in in force. STRAFE will be helping set up a perimeter over the horizon to mop up any stragglers, especially if Ramjet has a large support group...something he'd need for large-scale excavations of the crater. Scorch, Channel and Essay...you're staying here. None of you has checked out medically, and I don't want you getting killed because I sent you into a fight you weren't ready for."


  "Bullshit!" Scorch shouted, rising from his chair. The action brought on a wave of vertigo, and he clutched the table for support. "I want in on this!"


  "Sit down, Scorch," Channel pulled at his friend's arm. "You can barely stand right now, JakZak's right. We suffered serious concussions and then we were crucified...even with our faster healing, we're nowhere near combat ready."


  Essay just glared at Scorch silently. At least *he* would heal eventually. It would take magic beyond Peregryn's skills to fix the damage to her spine.


  "We know the Revanche's strength, thanks to our captive's psionically- assured candor. Two speedsters of moderate power, an alchemist of some sort, brothers who can create protective skin-tight force fields, a lightning- thrower with an axe, and Ramjet himself. The force field brothers present the biggest tactical challenge, since they were able to make their allies immune to even Scorch's flames. This is why I've brought in Christina Li from the current crop of Grads," he gestured towards the woman in yellow.


  "Why not Dupres?" Channel asked. "I thought his telekinesis was a lot stronger than Li's, no offense," he added in the woman's direction.


  "None taken," she smiled. "But your scouting reports are out of date."


  Grind spoke up at this point. "We felt that our main priority in picking a new member was to bring in someone who could take care of himself or herself in a fight...not a good idea to bring up someone who would be taken out within seconds. Li's previously low power level meant she spent a great deal of time training in the martial arts, especially defensive maneuvers based on the 'monkey' style. And the fact she was born in China turned out to have an unexpected side-effect...last summer, after the Premier of China died, her power level shot up dramatically. She was apparently Chinese enough to count for the Premier's Anchor effect."


  Li nodded. "In terms of brute strength, Pete still has a slight edge over me. But strength isn't everything."


  "Li, codename Breaker, will have the job of making sure that Panzer and Schild, the force field brothers, are removed from the field of battle. She may not be able to hurt them, but she can keep them away from anyone else, eliminating their tactical benefit. Meteor and Lightfoot will deal with the enemy speedsters, Tracer and Jackhammer. Peregryn should be able to keep ReAgent in check, while I deal with Ramjet. That leaves Contact and Ga... Green Knight to deal with Sparker and any reserves Ramjet may be keeping back. We leave at three AM, I want to be there about dawn...."


  * * * *


  [May 6, 2024 - Remains of Wichita, Kansas Sector]


  The helijet landed briefly at the edge of a D-shaped lake at the center of the crater, disgorging its passengers and then taking to the air again.


  The obsidian-like ground was cracked and pitted by three decades of weathering, but it still shone in the early dawn light, throwing odd glares in every direction. A deep crack running nearly the diameter of the miles- wide crater formed a boundary for the central lake, letting excess rain drain off into the groundwater. Everyone standing at the lakeshore wore helmets with polarized visors to deal with the dawn sunlight now gleaming off both lake and rock alike.


  There was no memorial statue or plaque for the half million dead. The site itself was memorial enough. Ten miles across, the black disc was one of the few man-made artifacts visible from orbit...if you considered devastation to be "man-made."


  "Peregryn, any impressions?" Solar Max snapped out after a few silent moments had passed.


  The mage closed his eyes and concentrated. "Death. Souls crying out over the unfairness of it all." He opened his eyes. "But no objects of power. No impression strong enough to punch through the wailing of lost souls."


  Solar Max turned briefly at the sound of a splash, but sensors registered nothing in the water. "Everybody, keep an eye out. It's not going to be easy to set up an ambush here, but if Ramjet's really here, you can be sure he'll try something."


  "Cordon in place," hissed Solar Max's radio as Grind checked in. Radiation was enough to add a bit of crackle to the signal, but not enough to block it. "We have some evidence of heavy machinery passing through the area, doing a sweep with binoculars."


  "Let's all start a search pattern together," Solar Max ordered. "The last thing we want to do is separate and get picked off one by one." Using his gravity powers, Solar Max lifted up everyone present, and Breaker used her telekinesis to propel them gently away from the lake.


  Minutes later, Peregryn held up a hand, indicating he had sensed something. Breaker let go and allowed the winds Peregryn summoned to guide the hovering team in the direction of interest.


  "The ground has been disturbed over there. A dig site, perhaps," Peregryn cautioned.


  Solar Max checked his onboard sensors. "You're right...there's more damage to the obsidian, more loose rubble. Heads up, everyone."


  Just then, Solar Max's lungs seemed to catch fire. He coughed convulsively as he dropped the others, and they seemed no better off. Warning lights went off in his helmet.


  "High concentration of NO, NO2, NO3 and NO4 detected in air supply," the computer warned. "Activating scrubbers."


  On the ground, everyone forcibly exhaled the contents of their lungs as the air became hazy, then breathed through the filters in their helmets. Only Peregryn seemed unaffected, the air immediately around him magically purified by a bound elemental.


  "Enough," the mage said, a calm and dangerous edge to his voice. "I call upon the air to purify itself," he raised his arms, and the haze was swept away in a burst of wind. "Your trick will not work again, little alchemist," he added, looking straight at a patch of shattered ground. He concentrated, and the glassy fragments formed into a fist, rising up out of the plain and holding an armored figure in its mighty grip.


  Then the ground exploded all around them as Hell broke loose on Earth.


  * * * *


  Solar Max coughed again, trying to keep from getting phlegm on the inside of his helmet visor...automatic systems would clear it in time, but he didn't really have time.


  Numerous bunkers had just burst open, disgorging the members of the Revanche...plus reinforcements. Four scaly beasts each the size of a...a commercial jet...burst out from under a covering of obsidian shards. Each with no fewer than three heads. Hydras. Worse, the disruption of the ground had broken Peregryn's hold on ReAgent, leaving the alchemist free to scurry behind cover.


  He didn't need to give any orders. Everyone knew what to do. Sal and Aaron would have a bit tougher of a time until the others took out their assigned targets, but they could manage. And the NOx trick, while more effective than JakZak had expected, was only a momentary problem.


  All this went through his head in a flash as he picked his target, the armored figure Nomad had called Ramjet.


  "Let's take this out of the general melee," Ramjet called out to him over speakers built into his suit, then shot into the sky.


  Solar Max spared a glance down, seeing that two of the hydras were currently sheathed in silvery protection. But left alone, Ramjet could simply snipe from outside the range of the others. Grimacing, he took off after the enemy leader.


  "I don't know what you're trying to get revenge for, Ramjet," he called out on his own speakers, "but we can sort it all out when you and your men are in jail!" He reached out to swat Ramjet out of the sky with a wave of increased gravity.


  Nothing happened. An Anchor? Could this be an elaborate plot by Rebus? If Ramjet was an Anchor, that might explain why he was so willing to get away from the general melee....


  "A wonderful thing about an antigrav harness, Solar Max," Ramjet sneered. "It truly IS 'anti' gravity. Its systems can compensate for anything you can throw at me."


  Okay, not an Anchor, not necessarily. Time for the direct approach, see whose armor shell is tougher. Solar Max arrowed in with the intention of slamming into Ramjet.


  Ramjet nimbly drifted aside, firing a cyan beam of light from his wrist. Warning lights flashed inside Solar Max's helmet...the beam hadn't penetrated, but it had scored the surface of his armor deeply.


  "And my training lets me fight in three dimensions quite well," Ramjet added. "Does yours?" With that, he unlimbered a rifle from his back and fired a much more intense blast, which Solar Max only barely dodged. "By the way, now that the battle is joined, I suppose I can tell you that this has all been a trap, taking advantage of the natural sensor-jamming properties of this place, and its abandoned state. I lied to Nomad, expecting him to be captured. This is all about restoring my honor, and that of my family. Not that you know anything about honor," he sneered.


  JakZak frowned. It was almost as bad as he'd heard fighting Triton was...talking about honor right after boasting that he'd hung one of his own people out to dry! The man truly did love the sound of his own voice, and apparently wanted to let Solar Max know exactly how he was being beaten, and why.


  Still, Solar Max had chosen the time of the fight for a reason. He'd been practicing a new stunt, and the Sun was in a perfect position for it, just poking over the horizon. Flinging wide the net of his power, Solar Max created a thin lens out of space itself, causing the sunlight incident on several hundred square meters of sky to focus on a single spot.


  On Ramjet.


  Ramjet tried to get out of the focus of the lens, but Solar Max could adjust the massless lens at the speed of thought. But it had bought Ramjet time to press a control on his suit, and a shadowy sphere suddenly surrounded him. The focused light defocused as it struck the sphere.


  "With a name like Solar Max, I felt I should be prepared against a light-based attack with a refractory field, yes?" Ramjet mocked, his shield dropping as soon as Solar Max let the lens relax.


  This was *not* good....


  * * * *


  The first decisive action of the fight on the ground was over in the blink of an eye. Dozens of lightning-quick hammerblows from Meteor, assisted by the gloves she'd worn as "Frenzy" a few weeks before, dropped the faster of the two enemy speedsters before he could react. The slower, if stronger one had been accelerated into the path of a hydra's flaming breath by a touch from Lightfoot, and then skipped out across the lake to come to a rest on the other side, a kilometer away. Meteor then raced over there and finished the job Lightfoot had started.


  "Breaker, get those guys off the backs of those two hydras!" Meteor shouted, pointing to a pair of monsters sheathed in silvery force fields. "Lightfoot, try to herd the hydras apart so Contact and Green Knight can concentrate their efforts!"


  Peregryn and ReAgent were squared off, but it looked almost as if Henderson was toying with the armored man. Or, more likely, being extremely careful, playing a defensive game to avoid any unpleasant surprises.


  Meteor cast her gaze around. There was one person missing, the one with the axe that shot lightning. He was probably hiding in reserve to ambush someone. She started racing about the field of battle, looking for an unopened bunker or hidey-hole.


  Meanwhile, Breaker had grabbed Panzer and Schild in the shimmering golden aura of her telekinetic power and was tossing them into the lake. It was shallow enough they wouldn't drown, but it would keep them out of the action for a while.


  Lightfoot was hurling handfuls of crushed obsidian at the hydras. His ability to impart speed ended the moment he let go of an object, but he could always speed up his own arm to throw things. The steely scales of the monsters deflected his projectiles as if they had been a light summer rain, but the annoyance value was sending them apart from each other.


  Suddenly, a bunker opened up almost in front of Meteor, and a lightning bolt blazed out. She dodged reflexively, although she could tell right away that it had no chance of hitting her.


  There was a sharp scream.


  Meteor glanced back to see that ReAgent had been struck instead, his bad luck. The bolt hadn't gotten past the man's armor, but the distraction let Peregryn put the alchemist down for the count.


  She tried to grab the axe away from Sparker, but he was too strong and too ready for that sort of move. She settled for a rapid series of punches that she knew would be enough to drop a low-level paranormal like this one. He fell partly back into his hole, but didn't let go of the axe, even in unconsciousness.


  "Not bad," she mused aloud. All the paranormal threats taken down in under a minute.


  Then one of the hydras hurled Sal into the air on a long arc would would have slammed him hard into the glassy floor of the crater if Breaker hadn't grabbed him and guided him down.


  "Unfortunately, the paranormals were the easy part," Meteor grimaced.


  * * * *


  Solar Max couldn't spare a moment to look down and see how the rest of the battle was going. He could hear his wife's voice over the communication band, and it *sounded* like things were going well, but he couldn't really concentrate on the meaning of the words she said. He was too busy trying to stay alive.


  Ramjet could ignore his powered attacks and was a far better hand to hand combatant than JakZak was, so brawling was not an option. Now he was playing with Solar Max, firing his rifle with just enough warning that the hero could dodge. Most of the time. He'd tried using a smaller gravity lens to deflect the shots, but it took him too long to set those up, and Ramjet was good at compensating for the warping with a second shot hot on the heels of the first.


  At least he recognized Ramjet's weapon. It was called a Tsaran Beam Rifle, in common use out among the various alien races in this part of the galaxy. It accelerated a beam of electrons into a special crystal, which then slowed them down. The bluish Cerenkov radiation (discovered by a person called Tsaran on some other planet, apparently) was then focused by the same crystal into a destructive beam. The crystal could be moved aside to use the rifle as a particle beam attack, but it wasn't very accurate or powerful in an atmosphere.


  Still...the crystal housing might be outside the immediate field of the antigravity harness Ramjet was wearing!


  Risking a direct hit, he paused and focused his power on the end of the rifle, pulling at it. With a cracking sound, several joints popped and the crystal housing flew free! In fact, the barrel itself seemed to have been damaged, because Ramjet slung the rifle back onto his harness with a grunt.


  "Very good, you've cost me a weapon. My backup isn't as strong, but I can still kill you with it," he raised his right wrist and let loose another shot, splashing against Solar Max's arm and sending armor plate flying in a hot spray before JakZak could duck aside. "And you can't get at this wrist- mounting with your powers, either."


  Two options. Fly back down and see if someone else on the team could deal with Ramjet. Or try a desperation play.


  Ramjet must have noticed Solar Max glancing towards the ground, because he chuckled. "You're not getting me to go back down there, Solar Max. If nothing else, those hydras are no longer under any control, now that ReAgent has neutralized the sedatives in their blood. I'm not getting into that mess. I'll withdraw and plan anew, if need be."


  Ooookay. So the options were now: let the mastermind go, or risk blowing himself up. No choice, really.


  "Your harness has been pretty good at keeping you from the effects of gravity so far," Solar Max replied, "but let's see how it handles things when I take off the kid gloves!"


  "Please," Ramjet snorted derisively. "Give it your best shot," he spread his arms wide, pausing in his pattern of fire and inviting attack.


  "I will," Solar Max muttered under his breath as he gathered strength. He didn't do this very often, because it was incredibly dangerous. But...it wasn't like there were any noncombatants in the area to get hurt if this went wrong.


  With his mind, Solar Max grabbed at the structure of spacetime right in front of Ramjet, and PULLED. He could feel the systems in Ramjet's harness straining to keep local spacetime curvature flat even as he tried to create a wormhole. Not to anywhere in particular, he just wanted to see how much the harness could take before shorting out.


  It turned out that spacetime gave out before either of the combatants did. Still weak from the disaster of a generation ago, it shredded like wet tissue over a volume of perhaps a hundred nanometers. Almost nothing, on the scale of people and planets.


  But enough.


  The backlash itself knocked Solar Max out, so he didn't get to see the liberated atomic blast energy splash against Ramjet's defenses and crumble them like eggshells.


  * * * *


  Peregryn summoned up a golem created from the fractured obsidian surface and set it to attacking one of the hydras. It wasn't strong enough to do much, however...the spirit of this place had been so ravaged thirty-odd years ago that there was little for him to work with but the spirits of the air, and they were unable to affect the mythical beasts. He could turn aside the flaming breath issuing forth from the myriad heads, but little more.


  It was a stalemate. The hydras were practically uninjured and did not seem to be tiring. But ASH had managed to avoid any serious injuries as well, thanks to good teamwork and Peregryn's magic.


  "Perhaps we should lure them out of this place," Peregryn suggested over his comlink. "Once we are in a place with greater natural magic, I may be able to destroy the beasts."


  "It's eight kay to get out of here," Meteor reminded him and the others listening in. "It could take us hours to move them, and we're going to get tired before they do."


  "Maybe call in an airstrike?" Lightfoot suggested.


  "Sounds good to me," Breaker agreed, distracting three heads of one of the hydras with a barrage of obsidian shards.


  "Of what?" Contact asked as he tried to tie two heads together with little success. "They're immune to their own fire, so incendiaries won't work. And they're pretty bulletproof and fragproof!"


  "They are, for all their power, living things," Peregryn pointed out. "They have a weak spot or more than one. Saturation bombing would find that weak spot, I think."


  Suddenly, a figure no one had been paying attention to leapt up and ran up the side of a hydra that the Green Knight had just toppled. "Here's the weak spot!" Sparker shouted, plunging his axe into a spot at the base of the creature's necks.


  It howled in pain and shook, throwing Sparker into the air, towards the lake.


  At that moment, Peregryn finally got a good "look" at the axe the young man carried. It was no reproduction meant to mock the Jotunish hero of the 1960s. It was the Axe of Justice, the real article. And if this man was carrying that axe, he could not be evil...not anymore, at least.


  "Breaker, catch him!" Peregryn called out.


  The telekinetic was taken aback, but she shrugged and snagged Sparker before he could hit the water, hauling him back to land.


  "Trying to switch sides at the last minute?" Breaker taunted as she set him down.


  "I was always on your side," he countered. "I was *aiming* at ReAgent earlier. I joined this group as a mole, and I can help you kill these things, I've seen it done."


  "We can trust him," Peregryn said, gesturing at the axe he still held, despite being thrown through the air. "That's the weapon that belonged to Rechtigkeit. Its magic forces the wielder to do what is right...or at least instills a strong conscience."


  Meteor suddenly appeared next to them. "Fine. How do we kill them, Sparker?"


  "Call me Justice," he said, pointing to the places he'd torn Vogue Ghoul patches off his leather jacket. "Stab them deeply enough at the base of their necks, like I tried to do. It's like severing someone's spinal cord... they'll live, but they'll be paralyzed and easily finished off," the German man replied, gesturing with his ichor-stained weapon.


  Contact was fighting off two heads from the back of a Hydra. "Gimme something sharp, and I'll take care of this one!" he shouted.


  Sparker handed the axe to Meteor. "Give him this...it should work with a little more strength behind it."


  One green and yellow blur later, Contact had driven the magical axe home with so much force that two of the beast's five necks flew from its body like rockets. It slumped down and was still. Within moments, Contact had gone to the other three hydras and dispatched them while his teammates distracted or held down the monsters.


  Contact was about to hand the axe back when everyone looked up to see a blindingly brilliant flash. Visors went totally black to block this out, although Sparker had to cover his face with his free hand.


  "What is it?" Meteor asked of no one in particular.


  "Something has ripped open the dimensional boundaries, first breached by the atomic blast of 1991," Peregryn replied calmly. "Probably Solar Max. The effect has been to release a portion of that initial blast from whatever place Blackjack was trying to send it."


  Lightfoot looked at the faint glow limning his suit. "Whoa, fields are picking up loads of neutrinos from whatever that is."


  "Well, if it was enough to be a danger to us, we'd already be fried, so let's just worry about Solar Max," Contact pointed out. "I...think I can see him up there, a faint shadow against the light. There's two shadows, both falling pretty fast."


  The blast was fading, and in seconds those without augmented senses could see the two figures.


  "The one on the right, that's Solar Max!" Contact shouted.


  "Breaker, grab him!" Meteor ordered.


  As she sent out tendrils of saffron power, Breaker asked, "What about the other one?" Silently, she wondered if maybe she should change her name to Centerfielder, with all the catching she was doing today.


  "Let him bounce," Meteor snarled.


  Before anyone could protest this, the other figure had managed to right himself and turn on some sort of rocket thrusters. He was still falling, but he probably wouldn't bounce.


  He *did* bounce after Meteor slammed her fist into his faceplate at half the speed of sound, however. A large crack crazed the surface of the armor and he slammed against the body of one of the hydras.


  "You lose," Meteor smirked.


  "No, I win," he smiled through the hazy and cracked faceplate. "I've triggered an atomic bomb of my own...appropriate for this setting, yes? I'd hoped to be able to get out of range before it detonated, but I'll die happily if I can take you with me and restore my family's honor."


  "How long?" Solar Max demanded as Breaker set him down.


  He pressed a button on his belt. "Zero, now."


  He grinned.


  Nothing happened.


  His smile faded as there was silence for a moment.


  There was a gurgling sound from the lake. A hole seemed to be opening up in the water, and then a miniature submersible on tank treads shimmered into view as some sort of invisibility sheath dropped. It was holding a canister in its manipulator arms, and there was a blank screen on its front, below a camera eye.


  The screen lit up with Essay's face. "Ay, anyone lose an atomic bomb in the lake? Hope you don't mind if I disarmed it. Oh, and I'm guessing this isn't whatever the badguys were coming here to find, no?" she said through an external speaker.


  Meteor removed Ramjet's helmet before he could react. "Say goodnight, Gracie," she said as she slammed her armored fist into his face, knocking him quite cold.


  * * * *


  [May 7, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Hey, I knew I hadda stay behind, but I didn't wanna miss all the fun!" Essay protested in the background as Peregryn chided her for spending all night awake and working on the submersible when she was supposed to be resting.


  Meanwhile, the members of the Revanche had been stripped of their armors and gadgets and were secured by guards from the Cavity. ReAgent, the only one with truly dangerous powers while chained, also wore a collar that would shock him into unconsciousness if one of the guards took his thumb off a switch.


  "So," Solar Max asked as Ramjet came around to consciousness. "Who are you? You aren't in any of our records, not fingerprint or retinaprint. We checked your onboard computer...it had a program for translation to Santari, so we know you have some connection to them."


  Ramjet kept his counsel, glaring with barely contained hatred at Solar Max.


  "He's a general in the Galactic Warrior Corps," Contact said. "He's practically shouting his identity mentally, an ego-boosting mantra, basically," the telepath explained. "Name of Kasca."


  "You'll get no more from me, telepath!" Kasca shouted in strangely- accented English far different from the synthesized voice he'd used previously, twitching his muscles in some sort of coded pattern then wincing as if expecting his head to be blown off. When it wasn't, his eyes widened in surprise.


  ReAgent was giggling. "Bastard. You think I wouldn't be able to tell when someone has an explosive charge at the base of his skull? I picked that up weeks ago, when I was probing you with my power to see if I could get any dirt on you...find any addictions I could feed, that sort of thing. I figured you meant to suicide if we lost...but I wanted you going to jail with the rest of us, so I neutralized your suicide bomb. It was a big one, too, Maxie. I should get a reduced sentence for saving your life just now!" He broke into howls of laughter. It was the brittle, unsettling laughter of a man who had just introduced some powerful mood-altering drugs into his own system. "Hope you enjoy jail...*I* sure will...."


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


  Next Issue:


  A highly-placed figure in an alien government has been caught trying to commit mass murder...how will ASH deal with it? And will they even bother, once they find out what's been happening in Khadam? Plus, shocking developments in Arin's pregnancy!


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


  Author's Note:


  The details of Kasca's plan and motivations will be covered next issue, but if you can't wait, check out his first appearance in ASH #12. That should make things fairly clear.


  Wichita's destruction was part of the original Champions campaigns set in my ASH universe back in college. We went pretty much "one month is one month" time, and I needed stuff to fill in the summer breaks. I usually picked events that were fun to have as background, but wouldn't have been good games to play, for whatever reason. One such event was that the Soviet Hardliner Coup (TM) of August 1991 got a little further out of control. To make up for the fact that the PCs had ended the Kuwaiti invasion in under a week, you see. By this point, Quayle was President (the PCs failed to stop an assassination attempt on Bush), and I decided that he was on the ball enough to have gotten SDI partially working. Plus, the Soviets were able to stop some of the missiles themselves, remotely. That left just a couple for the heroes to stop, and they dropped one. Blackjack, Pushover and Triple Eagle were members of KCASH (Kansas City ASH) and their players had no desire to keep playing them, since all three were based on ideas that worked HORRIBLY in Champions (52-slot multipower, Drains as exclusive attack, and Multiform respectively). So we decided that this would be a good way to have the characters go out heroically, since there was no way their powers could stop a missile. }-> I adjusted them a bit for the opening sequence so it wouldn't be a total farce.


  #26 -"Channel Crossing"


  [cover is looking over Channel's shoulder as he fights his waythrough some kind of explosion or fireball.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCH LEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinetic / PROBATION


  



  [May 10, 2024 - United World Building, Australia]



  "Kasca of Kas'r has been handed over to me," Delta Rose confirmed, her short pink hair bobbing slightly as she talked. While she looked human, that was the result of extensive prosthetic surgery designed to let her fit into a humanoid-dominated organization, the Galactic Warrior Patrol.


  Last time I'd been to this building, we'd been sneaking around...badly, as it turned out. Delta's alien mind not only made her almost impossible for telepaths to read, it also interfered with human psi powers in the vicinity, including our psi-boosted disguises. My buddy Scorch nearly jumped out of his skin when she calmly invited us in last summer. [ASH #8 - Ed.]


  "I understand that as a Santari, he'd be under your jurisdiction, but he tried to kill us, and almost succeeded in a few cases," Solar Max gestured in my direction, then swept his hand to indicate Scorch and Essay as well. "I don't want him getting away with a slap on the wrist because he's part of a Santari High Family."


  Delta laughed, a short, bitter bark. "You're a good man, Mr. Taylor, but you really don't understand politics," she smiled, then turned to look out the holographic "window." This office was deep inside the main office block of the United World Building outside Canberra, so there couldn't be any real windows. But, as a natural flyer, she must have felt closed in without at least the illusion of an opening. "As long as there was only suspicion, House Kas'r could deflect probes and generally keep us from poking around. But now that we have Kasca red-handed, they're going to distance themselves as much as they can. Besides...his crimes carry a very swift death penalty."


  The surprise on JakZak's face probably mirrored my own, an expression that swept over the whole room. "Attempted murder isn't that..." I found myself blurting.


  The alien woman turned to face me. "Conspiracy to destroy a planet IS 'that.' As a high-ranking official in the Corps, Kasca was one of a few people we had our eyes on after the Arcanovore incident last year, since he had both access to the information and possible motive to pass it on. Standard procedure is that subjects under investigation are taken off active duty, which we did. But he knew our surveillance procedures too well and was able to fake his presence on a remote hunting preserve on Santar while he headed for Earth. Now that his House is trying to distance itself from him, though, it's stopped blocking our investigators, and we have proof that he was the one who told the rest of his House about the Arcanovore, and not some conveniently-deceased Pranir infopeddler as they initially claimed."


  She paused to catch her breath, her normally pale face was turning ruddy with suppressed anger. "We may no longer have the power to enforce the laws effectively on an interplanetary scale, but the Galactic Warrior Corps *will* keep the law amongst its own. I plan to question him to find out if he has any other plans in the works, or if he's given away the location of any dangerous technology...and then I will carry out his sentence."


  I guess most of the others were thinking right than about how alien she really was...but I know my history. This was all very human-like, at least in the results. It's just that ASH wasn't a military organization, so we didn't think like one. The Corps, however, was a very ruthless military organization. It had to be. It guarded secrets that could destroy entire solar systems. Secrets that Kasca still carried around with him.


  JakZak recovered first. "Fine. One question, though: is there a superweapon buried under Wichita?"


  "Not one of ours, no," she replied. "As far as I can tell, he chose the site purely for its ability to jam sensors and its remote location. That it also interefered with magical detection was an extra bonus. No, there was no carrot there...he just wanted to humiliate you all and then kill you for the setback you dealt his House last year." She sighed. "Kasca was always way too big on honor, especially that of his High Family. A generation ago, a man like that would never have made it past trooper rank. But now, with petty politics getting into everything..." she threw her arms up in frustration.


  Contact spoke up. "If you want, I can scan his mind. It will be more effective than regular questioning, since he's not a psi-blank like you." I didn't have to be a telepath to know that Contact was concerned about Delta Rose's methods of interrogation. Torturing Kasca to death didn't even appeal to *me*, and he'd *crucified* me!


  "No," was her firm response. "Like I said, he knows too many dangerous secrets. And no offense meant to you personally, but I can't let *any* human have that information. That's why I had him segregated from the other prisoners as soon as I heard he'd been captured...there's a chance he might have tried to pass on some bit of lethal information as an act of vengeance. With his implant disabled, I should be able to extract whatever information I need before I carry out sentence."


  She kept saying "carry out sentence," rather than "kill him." The others might've thought by then that she wass a cold monster, but I could see that she didn't like what she had to do either. Like the soldier who had to condemn a pillbox full of enemy soldiers to hideous burning death with his flamethrower...she knew it was a horrible act, but a necessary one. Or was I just projecting my own sense of unease at this all onto her? Perhaps. But she'd been among humans longer than I'd been alive, some of it had to have rubbed off on her, right?


  On the other hand, at any time in the past generation she could have been given the "necessary" order to destroy Earth, for the safety of the galaxy, and she once said she would have carried out such an order. The queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach was from more than just the aftereffects of my injuries....


  * * * *


  [May 16, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Scorch and I put down our cards when Essay wheeled into the room.


  "I hear you two've been cleared for duty," she sighed.


  "Er, yeah. Clean bill of health," I almost apologized. "I thought you were working on some sort of leg supports so you could walk again?"


  She nodded and stood up. But I didn't applaud, because I could tell from her expression that she wasn't happy with whatever solution she'd found. Even *Scorch* was keeping his trap shut. Then she wobbled and fell back into the chair.


  "Induction coils wrapped around my legs and lower body can send charges into my muscles and make them contract," she explained. "But I'm still numb below the waist. No feedback control, it's like controlling a videogame character."


  "Well, there's always practice," Scorch offered helpfully.


  Essay nodded. "Working with a physical therapist on that. But I can lift nearly a ton, manos...it'll take a long time before I have enough fine control to trust myself not to kick a hole in someone by accident, no?"


  "I guess it'll be a while before you're back in the field then," I replied glumly. I couldn't get over feeling guilty about all this. She's the toughest of the three of us, physically...why did *she* have to be the only one to suffer permanent damage? On the other hand, it did point out how damned lucky I'd been lately. Two near-death experiences this year alone. Hadda think of something to do about that.


  Essay spat out some word in Spanish that I didn't recognize and doubted would be in a dictionary. "I may not be able to walk for a while, but I'm not gonna sit around on my ass doing nothing! Already started building myself a replacement for this," she patted the wheelchair, "with weapons, sensors, maybe even a hoverdrive if I can swing it."


  Scorch and I grinned in spite of ourselves. At least she wasn't rolling over and dying, a good sign. Then Scorch's grin faded, as if he'd just realized something.


  "Wait...you're totally numb below the waist?" he asked.


  Essay nodded grimly.


  "So you can't..." he trailed off.


  She shrugged. "I didn't have a sex life before this, so I don't see it mattering much."


  "Really?" Scorch arched an eyebrow. "I'd have thought..."


  "You'd have thought wrong, okay?" Essay spat, then wheeled out of the room.


  "Real smooth," I sighed.


  * * * *


  [May 21, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  I knew what to expect before I stepped out of the helijet outside Madison. The fireball was visible from miles away, its concussive waves having flattened half an acre of trees in the first seconds.


  Arin Kelsey was having a bad day.


  Ten minutes ago, we'd gotten an emergency call from the hospital where Arin was recovering. Thanks to Lightfoot, we were already on site, but there'd been time to fill the two of us in.


  Arin had been out for an early morning walk in a nearby park with Peter the Satyr, something that still has my head spinning. The two of them? Weird. Suddenly, she doubled over in pain. Peter tried to come to her aid, but she hurled him away with a focused concussion bolt...one of the tricks she'd "learned" while under Cole's control. Seconds after that, she burst into a sustained explosion that had not yet let up. And it turned out that the actual concussion waves were natural, so none of the available Anchors could get close enough to shut down the violation effect driving the blast field. The source was Anchorable, but unreachable.


  That's where I came in.


  "Any changes?" I asked the first person I found who seemed to be in authority.


  He shook his head. "MetaPsych's got someone upstate on some sort of nature hike, he's gonna try to get here as soon as possible, but hopefully you'll be able to handle this."


  "Fine," I nodded. "Where's the Anchor?"


  "You're looking at him," the man replied.


  "Okay. Here's how we do it. I divert the blast as I go in. You stick close, but keep your Anchor tamped down. Once you're *sure* you're close enough to lock down Arin's powers, tap me on the shoulder twice."


  He bobbed his head in agreement. This was a dangerous trick...if he shut down my powers without shutting down hers, we could both be toast. And the little trick I'd been thinking of wouldn't have saved me, since I'd be Anchored.


  We stepped up to the periphery of the blast field. She's been blasting for over fifteen minutes now...I had no idea where she was getting the energy.


  Concentrating, I converted nearby concussive energy into a beam of light that I aimed upward diffusely. We walked forwards, the beacon letting those outside follow our progress.


  After a few steps, I realized that the ground was sloping downwards. Arin's blasts had pulverized the ground and fused it into a glassy crater, unsettlingly familiar after Wichita. The ground continued to drop away, and my heart sank.


  "She's floating on blast pressure!" I shouted over my shoulder. I couldn't damp the roar of the explosions without silencing my own voice as well, so I shouted as loudly as I could.


  We reached the center. I could feel the forces I was redirecting now coming from straight overhead, and I sent my diverted energy off at an angle. Arin was still invisible through the heat. I grabbed the Anchor's arms and wrapped them around my waist. He resisted for a moment, then understood, holding on tightly.


  Then I took my redirected energy and launched into the heart of the maelstrom. It was a wobbly sort of flight, but we thudded into something solid.


  And just like that, it was all gone. I scrabbled to grab hold of Arin as she went limp and we fell several meters onto fused bedrock. With a shock, I realized that Arin must have been nine months pregnant, if not more!


  "Protect her!" I shouted to the Anchor as I tried to shift myself so that my body would cushion her fall. The three of us landed painfully, and I heard a bone or two crack beneath me as the Anchor hit first. Amazingly, he didn't lose his hold on Arin's powers.


  Emergency workers scrambled into the crater, skidding along the still hot sand and rock. Arin's eyes fluttered open as she raised a hand to her belly...then her eyes shot wide open.


  "I guess he made the choice for me..." she almost whispered. Then pain wracked her body and she cried out.


  The first doctor to reach the bottom took one look at Arin and called out over his shoulder, "Hurry, she's about to give birth! No, I *don't* know how that's possible!"


  And considering she'd only been carrying the child three or four months at the outside, I didn't know either....


  * * * *


  [May 21, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  I wanted to just crawl into bed and sleep for a day or two, but I didn't think my legs would make it all the way from the helipad to my quarters, so I settled for slumping in a chair in the lounge. The lounge turned out to be occupied, but I was too tired to care at the moment.


  Christina Li was also in the room, and it sounded like she was playing the guitar...or a synthesizer, since the sounds didn't quite fit a stringed instrument. As I sank into a deep comfy chair, my curiosity won out over my weariness enough to ask, "Whatcha playin', Tina?"


  "Laser Guitar," she answered without looking up. Well, I didn't think she looked up, but my eyes were closed at the time. Then, as if anticipating a followup question, she added, "Lasers and photogates for strings, analog pressure sensor strips on the neck for chording. Never really caught on, but it's useful for practicing my fine control and multitasking, since I can't use my TK on the strings like I do on the chording. My 'uncle' Brent gave it to me as a graduation present, although I used to play one of his before I came to the Academy."


  I nodded. Well, I sort of slumped more. Tina and her father were the only survivors of a group that fled China in 2001. Her mother had gotten her PhD in the U.S., and her contacts helped the two survivors make it into the country and gave them a place to live. Tina grew up around universities, around scientists and other weird people. So it wasn't too much of a surprise she played some sort of avant guarde instrument. Sounded nice, though.


  "So," she paused, turning off the instrument and folding it up. "I heard Arin Kelsey had her child today." It was a statement and a question. He'd been there, he knew the details. Sure, Tina probably didn't know Arin as anything but "that nervous girl in the lead class," but curiosity is part of being human. Or superhuman.


  "Yeah. Christopher Martin Kelsey. Born either four months premature or two months late, depending on what calendar you use. Six kilos, about." By this time my eyes were open again, so I saw Tina's brow furrow in confusion. I smiled weakly. "Near as we can tell, little Christopher has time-control powers of some sort. Once his Magene kicked in, he started aging at an accelerated pace. I guess Cole really DID want an instant army for his holy crusade."


  "That sounds horrible! How did Arin survive? She...did survive, right?"


  "Barely. Wherever she gets energy for her blasts, she tapped into that source to feed the baby's hunger. She got locked into that, which is why I had to help shut her down. We also shut Christopher down, which was a damn good thing...a few minutes more and..." I let the words trail off. It was more grotesque than I really wanted to talk about at the moment. If ever. "But the energy wasn't enough, and she's drained of a lot of proteins and nutrients, serious crash. As if she'd spent a few months on a hunger strike all at once. She's on an IV drip that's practically a pump right now, and Christopher is with an Anchor. Poor kid...he's gonna have to stay with an Anchor until he grows up enough naturally to learn to control his powers. And even then, time control is so dangerous that the government might insist on keeping him Anchored at all times."


  Tina frowned. "Welcome to the People's Republic of Combine."


  "It's not..." I was too tired to argue with her. "Whatever." Back at the Academy, she and Popper had been the closest thing we had to anarchists, in her case due to her rather liberal academic upbringing and resentment about China. Popper was another case entirely, but I wasn't going to hang *that* stigma on Tina's head. After all, she wasn't a Khadamite Template Assassin. On a good day, I might have been able to convince her that Anchoring Christopher really was best for everyone, Christopher included.


  At the back of my head, there was a niggling little voice that told me that some powers were just too damn dangerous to be used. Kinda like Scott Ritter back at the Academy, during senior year. He and JakZak had about the same powers, but while JakZak seemed to have some sort of internal circuit breakers, Scott didn't. Like, when JakZak pushed reality too hard, it swatted him back...but only JakZak suffered for it. When Scott pushed too hard, reality broke, and everyone suffered. MAN was that a nasty afternoon when it all busted loose. Scott had understood, and had someone at MetaPsych put mental blocks on him so he couldn't accidentally use his powers...or even casually. I knew there was another really good example bouncing around the back of my brain, but I was too tired to remember it. Anyway, your freedom to destroy the world ends at my world, to modify an old aphorism about faces and swinging fists. I understood that, Scott understood that...Tina didn't seem to.


  Tina picked up her guitar case, a little thing about the size of a textbook, and stalked out of the room.


  * * * *


  [June 3, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Ah, the people love us," Scorch licked the last of the spices off his fingertips as we left Ziggy's Za.


  "They love Sal, but us? What makes you think that?"


  "We get free food. It's almost a crime," he smirked.


  "Dummy, I set up an account there last summer, don't you remember? It just comes straight out of our bank accounts," I smacked him on the back of the head.


  "Shhhh, don't spoil the illusion, George!" he grinned. "Of course, given how much we actually spend otherwise, it might as well be free. Your sister keeps sending us clothing, claiming we make her more money by wearing them than any supermodel could...not that I am not beautiful," Scorch batted his eyes and pursed his lips in a mockery of a male model. "We get housing and transportation on the job, and neither of us has gotten into any expensive hobbies yet. Suppose we should?"


  I shrugged. "Well, most of the money spent on us goes into stuff other than our pay. We're doing okay, last time I checked our balances, but I wouldn't start collecting Ihis or anything."


  "Well, if we turned evil like Radner, we could be rich," Scorch smirked. "Or dead...ten to one he's been backstabbed by now."


  "Nah," I shook my head. "On the first point, we get enough that we don't need to steal to live...and anyone still motivated by greed after all the ethics we had drummed into us at the Academy wouldn't be in ASH. They'd be working for some megacorp as a high-priced security guard or pitchman. Like Ramon, over at Magnum. Second, from what Sarah was able to figure out in Khadam, Triton's gathering reinforcements. He's the one with the big 'Classic Villain' thing going...if he were dead, I suspect the CSV would collapse into solos and duos, not try to get bigger. The larger the CSV gets, the bigger the temptation to just lob a nuke at them or something, and I think most of them know that."


  "Unless Radner's gimmicked up an anti-nuke device or something," Scorch countered. "Um, and they kept it after killing him."


  "Maybe," I shrugged. The whole CSV situation worried me. They were parked somewhere near the Citadel of Khadam, making deals with God knew who. So far, the rulers of Khadam had deemed it more profitable to coexist more or less peacefully with their neighbors...if you ignored a few border disputes with the Moslem Confederation and trouble with the Eurasian Union's African members...but Radner's megalomania could result in everything hitting a very large fan in that hemisphere. The Anchor Plague had almost done that already, but fortunately Peregryn had been able to defuse that.


  I decided to change the subject. "What do you think about the new Marshals program?"


  "What, putting one or two of the current Grads in each major city around the Combine?" He shrugged. "I still think we should grab all forty or so of the current class and clean out Manhattan. We both know the only reason there's anything resembling peace there right now is because the head inmate is running the prison. I don't care how well-financed and well-organized the paragangs are now, fifty of the Combine's best and brightest supernormals should be able to wipe them off the island and into the Cavity inside a week."


  "And cause the deaths of tens of thousands of innocents in the process, when the paragangers start fighting dirty," I snarled. Scorch was my best friend, but sometimes his view of reality was dangerously simplistic. "The team they *are* sending in may not be able to do everything in a week, but they should be able to do it without depopulating Manhattan entirely."


  "Fine, fine," he waved his hand in a "simmer down" gesture. "Other than wanting them to sweep the streets of Manhattan, I think the Marshals are a good idea. I mean, look at what Sal's been able to do just by hanging out in Mexico City and being available to the people. And the sort of obvious turfwar kind of crime in Chicago's way down from before we got here, although I bet a lot of the problem kids went to Manhattan when we showed up. Putting one or two Grads in uniform in each big city should help. Ten to one the local authorities kick and scream, though."


  "Oh yeah, the cops are just going to LOVE having some superpowered kid hanging around, getting to play by different rules. Not that *I'm* too keen on the broader police powers the Marshals are going to have, either," I sighed. "Remember Hetherington and Akagi? They honestly missed being able to all but lead-pipe suspects, like they used to before the government decided to un-suspend individual liberties."


  "Yeah, STRAFE's got a bunch of ex-SPIRIT guys like that. If Popper hadn't turned out to be an evil shapeshifting power-stealing Khadamite, he might have ended up in STRAFE with them, and...hoo boy. We'd be finding ex-SPIRIT agents teleported onto flagpoles minus their clothing. And maybe minus some body parts. But how does this relate to the Marshals?" Scorch asked.


  "Think about it. The Marshals will have certain dispensations depending on their powers. Those with telepathy will be allowed to use broadscans in areas they think may be crime scenes. Those with vision powers or other super-senses will effectively get to eavesdrop without a warrant. And so forth. Granted, it's nothing we're not allowed to do as well, but...."


  "But you trust us more than you trust them," Scorch finished.


  I shrugged. "Basically. We've been put through the crucible a couple times, and we haven't always come through intact...remember why Aaron got to take an extended vacation in Baffin. But we're a large enough group to regulate each other and cover any lapses before they get too bad. But a solo operator might fall into the trap of abusing his legal powers, and that could get unpleasant."


  "Not to mention, the local cops aren't going to like having someone around who can break laws they can't," Scorch nodded.


  "I'm worried about it going the other way, actually. What if a Hetherington in the local police decides to buddy up to his local Marshal and convince the kid...look at me, I'm calling people a year or so younger than me kids...to bend the law for him," I pointed out.


  "Hey, until *they've* been crucified, they're kids, I say," Scorch grinned.


  I chuckled. "You have a point there. And I kinda hope they stay kids, if you know what I mean."


  "Hey, I just thought of something," Scorch said. It was an old enough joke that I didn't comment on the novelty of him thinking of something. "We can work well as a group because we have someone for every contingiency. You and I don't have much defenses, so others cover for us. Sal's a brick wall, but he has trouble affecting anyone out of reach, which is where we come in. But solo Marshals can't back each other up like that. What're they gonna do?"


  "I checked out the standard uniform and kit they've been trained on," I replied. "Bulletproof...well, bullet-resistant...uniform with extra armor plates on vulnerable areas. Optional armored helmet, but for most jobs they'll just wear a rig like Essay's goggles-and-comm. Sidearm's one of those new over and under jobs...flechette gun on top, armor piercing rounds under, both caseless, with electric triggering. And for softer targets, a baton with a taser built in, three or four charges before waiting for the capacitors to build back up. Phalanx motorcycles for those without movement powers. They cost about ten times as much as a regular motorcycle cop to equip and train, but they're not just beat cops, they're PR."


  "Indeed," Scorch nodded. "That reminds me, I checked the sales figures for May. My action figure outsold yours. Nyah nyah!"


  That was when there was a sudden pain in my neck and the snap of a rifle shot. I couldn't feel my body, but I could see the shock and horror in Scorch's eyes as my blood sprayed onto his face.


  * * * *


  "This is WGN Breaking News. Minutes ago, a mere three blocks from the Academy of Super-Heroes headquarters in downtown Chicago, ASH member Channel was shot by an unknown assailant. Channel, also known as George Sylvester, brother of fashion designer Juliana Silvestri, was pronounced dead at the scene. More information as it becomes available, plus a full story at five. We now return you to The Carole Jackson Show."


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


  Next Issue:


  Those who knew Channel remember him, both publicly and privately, in "Eulogies."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, I know that the Next Issue box in #25 promised reactions to the events in Khadam. But then I decided to tell this issue from Channel's point of view, and since his death takes place before the events of CSV #13, it became a bit of a logical impossibility to cover that stuff. Such is life. Or death.


  A note to newer readers, the example Channel couldn't quite remember in the "powers too dangerous to be left loose" musing was his own near destruction of reality in ASH #15. Because the the way that resolved, he can't remember it, as it never actually happened.


  Scott Ritter was created by John Scheibeler, aka Uplink.


  #27 -"Eulogies"


  [cover shows a plastic action figure in Channel's likeness. Thehead has been pulled off and the limbs are askew. The shadow ofa tombstone falls across half of it.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCH LEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / DECEASED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / MEDICAL LEAVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinetic / PROBATION


  



  [June 10, 2024 - Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia Sector]



  A generation ago, the hallowed ground in which the nation buried those who served it loyally had reached its capacity. Only the truly valorous, or at least truly well-connected, were still laid to rest in this graveyard outside Washington D.C. However, between the desperate poor and the disparate power brokers, the population of the old nation's capital had suffered a rather serious reduction in 1998. During the rebuilding, the new Combine government saw the wisdom in increasing the size of the cemetery at Arlington, an act that was to bear fruit during the dozens of microwars waged in the opening years of the 21st Century. Already the new grounds were a quarter full.


  The original cemetery, however, still saw the occasional new burial. No one had been callous enough to disinter existing soldiers and statesmen to make room, so only a handful of plots remained, doled out only by specific decree of the Chancellor.


  Now, for only the third time in the past decade, such a decree had been made.


  Scorch, born Scott Handleman, sat on the dias next to his friends, colleagues and others, waiting his turn to publicly say goodbye to his best friend. He wore a formal outfit that was a cross between his now-destroyed field "costume" and a military dress uniform, and clutched a half-melted piece of orange and red plastic in one hand. He was sweating, but not because of the high-collared uniform or the late Spring heat...he was immune to the effects of high temperature.


  He was sweating with the effort of not screaming out in rage and pain and burning down the entire cemetery. He hadn't been able to keep George from dying, and he hadn't even been able to catch the killer.


  The Scorch action figure in his hand melted a little bit more....


  * * * *


  [June 3, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The last thing I said to my best friend was to taunt him over goddamn ACTION FIGURE sales.


  The next thing I knew, there was a hole in his neck the size of a baseball, and his blood was spraying all over me.


  I keep telling myself there was nothing I could do to save him at that point...neither of us can survive having our spine blown apart like that. But I can't stop hating myself for what happened next.


  My training kicked in. I didn't even spare a glance for George as he flopped to the pavement in a spray of arterial blood. Instead, I scanned for the shooter and flared up so that a second shot might vaporize before hitting me. Maybe it was shock, not just training...because a second later I looked back down at George's body and it hit me what had just happened.


  Damn it, this wasn't just a combat casualty, this was my *friend*!


  I felt stupid doing it, but I checked for a pulse while I grabbed for my comm. I guess I was hoping that maybe George had picked up a new power, like Sal had done, and he was still alive. I hit the panic button on the comm, a sort of all-points 911 call for help.


  Dead.


  No...*killed*. MURDERED. And the killer had to still be up there, up on one of the rooftops.


  White-hot rage filled me and I leapt into the air. I shouldn't have even tried that...I couldn't fly, right? And I should have been surprised or even exhilirated when it actually *worked*, when I rose into the air on a pillar of blue-white flames.


  But I was too angry to think about anything but finding the killer and turning him into a small pile of ash. No...not completely. I remember wanting to burn off his hands, his feet, work my way inward and *then* start asking who hired him. And once I found that out, kill the gunman and the guy behind this.


  The street lit up like a second Sun had dropped down from the sky, and in a heartbeat I was high above the twenty and thirty story buildings of the area. My clothing had completely burned off, and so had the "fireproof" costume underneath, but I didn't care. Besides, if anyone *had* looked my way, he wouldn't have seen anything but a blinding flare.


  Then I saw it.


  A rifle, atop a nearby roof. But no shooter. I decided to let the police handle the evidence collection, I wanted that gunman.


  I burned through the roof access door so quickly and with such intensity that it didn't have time to catch fire...it just vaporized in a haze of plasma. Walls ignited along my path just from the heat of my presence as I flew through the halls. A few workers were too slow getting out of my way and they found their clothing on fire.


  I didn't care.


  And I didn't find the shooter, either.


  Damn.


  * * * *


  [Arlington]


  "My name is Scott Handleman, and George Sylvester was my best friend. You may know me as 'Scorch,' and the newscasts are probably running that name at the bottom of the screen right now...it's my legal name, after all. But that was just a kid being a kid, playing games with the legal system. I'm Scott, Scorch is just a costume I put on. And while all the headlines and feedlines are talking about Channel dying, Channel's not real either. *George Sylvester* died last week.


  "George was my best friend...sometimes my only friend. God only knows how he was able to put up with me, or why he chose to hang out with me when there were plenty of others who weren't complete jerks. Sure, we were assigned as roommates when we got to the Academy...space was still tight, and they figured if anyone could survive an accidental power surge on my part, it'd be George. But even when they finished converting the rest of the old Pit and we weren't roommates anymore, we were still friends. It's like he wouldn't just toss me out to fend for myself socially, although looking back, that would probably have forced me to grow up. He joked that he hung out with me for the free energy he could use, but there were dozens of energy projectors he could have teamed with...he always agreed to work with me.


  "Others are going to talk about how Channel saved the world from destruction, but George saved me from self-destruction. When no one else would even talk to me, he stood by me...I'd have probably beaten Triton to the punch as first super-villain of my generation if not for George. And even after I got through the worst of it, he was always there to keep me from shoving my foot too far into my mouth, not that I made it easy for him."


  Scott held up a warped bit of red and orange plastic. "Even at the very end, I was giving him a hard time, boasting that my action figures were outselling his. Now stores can't keep his on the shelves. Jesus."


  Scott turned from the podium and returned to his chair, his eyes dry. But Essay could see the faint puffs of steam around his face as the tears vaporized instantly.


  * * * *


  [June 3, 2024 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  The fires were out, thanks to the sprinkler systems and Howie's magic, so I goosed my chair into the elevator. It was still in safety shutdown mode, but a quick _ajuste_ and I was on my way up. I squirmed a bit in the chair while I waited...I still couldn't feel anything below the waist, but I'd been sitting for half an hour, circulation was bound to be getting pinched off a little. After all, I wouldn't wanna cripple myself MORE.


  "Pah!" I half-spat, half-laughed.


  The doors opened and I eased my hoverchair out onto the roof, kicking up a little gravel in the process. Howie was standing in the middle of the roof, his arms raised and his eyes closed, doing some _brujeria_ to try and figure out who shot George.


  I shuddered. We were all too easy to kill, too many people wanted us dead now. What if it had been me instead? What if it had been Howard? I tried to put those thoughts out of my mind and concentrated on the task at hand.


  Cutting a wide arc around Howie, I approached the gun. The killer had left it behind for some reason. But why? I'd hung around Grind enough to know there were three basic answers to that question. One, the killer was more concerned with being seen carrying the weapon than with any evidence left behind on the weapon. Two, the killer's means of escape made it impossible to bring the gun. Three, it was a plant. Like Rebus had meant to have that brainwashed Ridley woman kill the Pope and leave evidence blaming it on the Santari.


  I pulled out a small joystick and extended a manipulator arm from my chair to pick up the gun. No sense marring it with fingerprints or glove smudges at this stage.


  It was some sort of electromagnetic railgun. Hypervelocity rounds, as accurate as a laser at this kind of range. And it wasn't very concealable. The barrel was a meter and a half long and made of a solid piece of fairly complicated materials. Definitely alien manufacture, but the sort of thing anyone with money and a few illegal contacts could get if they were willing to risk being caught in the Combine with an illegal weapon. Private ownership of advanced alien weaponry was good for a trip to prison for the next decade or so.


  The railgun was an odd choice of weapon for an assassin, though. It couldn't be broken down and concealed, period. The complex electronics required very precise alignment, and removing the barrel and replacing it in the field guaranteed the gun would simply explode. I ran a few checks based on what I knew about electromag rifles, and confirmed it had been fired recently. This wasn't just a decoy weapon. And anything that could have concealed it on the way in would have concealed it on the way out...the killer would have looked suspicious carrying a large case of any kind on the way out, and Scorch had nearly killed a guitarist out on the street when he ran out of building to search.


  "Teleportation," Howie said, shocking me out of my contemplation.


  "Como?"


  "The killer teleported. Perhaps in, perhaps out, perhaps both, but probably not." He walked over to me and placed a hand near the railgun. "There's traces of the spatial clastic on this weapon that match the faint signature I'm getting over this entire rooftop. Whoever the killer was, he brought the gun in via some sort of teleportation."


  "Then the gun is a plant," I nodded. "The killer could have brought it with him on the way out, too."


  Howie narrowed his eyes. "Maybe. But I can only sense one teleportation here, at least only one magical teleportation. The killer may have had other means of escape, means which forced abandonment of the weapon."


  "You get any other vibes off the gun?" I asked.


  Howie shook his head. "Strong electromagnetic patterns from the firing. Any residual aura could have been erased by that, since I'm not sensing any other imprints."


  I clenched my fists. This was _un fregado_. George and I may have not been that close, but he was still a friend, and I wanted to find out who exxed him. Meanwhile, Howie was focusing more carefully on the rifle.


  "I think...I think the teleport originated in...Europe. But I can't narrow it down any further with others nearby," he apologized. "Could you leave the roof for a while?"


  I made the servos place the gun back on the roof and nodded. I turned and headed back for the elevator.


  An hour later, he had a city for us.


  Berlin.


  * * * *


  [Arlington]


  JakZak tried to avoid tugging at the collar of his dress uniform as he stepped to the podium. A screen set into it lit up with the notes for his eulogy, a piece which had been scripted for him by public relations workers two days ago. He'd tried to argue that with the Chancellor making a speech as well, he should be allowed to just speak his mind, but Someone Had Decided that as team leader, Solar Max had to give a properly spun eulogy. He didn't think much of the final result, but apparently Someone thought it would hit the right notes with the public.


  "Ladies and gentlemen, citizens of the Combine, people of the world..." he opened. "We all owe a debt to the man we honor now. Channel helped save the world on several occasions, and many of us would not be here if not for him. When one of the greatest evils of the 20th Century returned, it was Channel who defeated Devastator. When the Conclave of Super-Villains sought to destroy Perth with a nuclear warhead, he disarmed it. He was instrumental in capturing the psychotic terrorist Joshua Cole. And many other cases where his power and his courage stood between the world and devastation."


  JakZak paused to catch his breath and suppressed a frown. "Many other cases?" The speechwriters must have been trying to imply that ASH had been far more active, fighting threats that the public wasn't ready to know about. Maybe someone's constituents were complaining that ASH didn't seem to be doing anything lately. He braced himself and continued.


  "It is ironic, and even sad, that this man who lived only to help his fellow living beings and who faced down threats greater than any the world has ever seen, should meet his end from an assassin's bullet in the supposed safety of his home. I hope we all can remember how he lived, not how he died, and live in the example he set."


  With an almost audible sigh of relief, JakZak left the podium. If even half of what he suspected was true, though, that "assassin's bullet" might be a lot more than it seemed, perhaps another threat greater than the world had ever seen....


  * * * *


  [June 5, 2024 - Berlin, Germany]


  After my last couple of encounters, I didn't feel very comfortable heading into a potential fight situation without the armor I inherited from the original Solar Max. Especially since its internal systems had finally repaired all the damage done by Kasca's attacks. But we were guests in the Eurasian Union, and neither Aaron nor I could really risk pushing that hospitality right from the beginning. So we settled for light jackets and slacks made from Maglar, a next-generation replacement for Kevlar. It might stop a bullet or two, and would definitely give us an edge if things got ugly.


  As the Concorde III came in for a landing in Berlin, it was easy to see how divided the city still was, even a generation after the nation was officially reunited. West Berlin was a jewel of the Union, a prosperous gleaming city that showed all the benefits of being part of a powerful economic alliance. Clean, secure, diverse...it wasn't just a nice place to visit, it was a great place to live. But East Berlin had become the dumping ground for everyone who couldn't make it in the grand new capitalist society. It had been poor thirty years ago, and it just kept getting poorer. A certain minimum of services kept it from being a hellhole like Ghat or even Manhattan, but it was still an unpleasant place to be. Every year there was some referendum on putting up a new Berlin Wall to keep the "bad elements" from encroaching on West Berlin.


  Naturally, Aaron and I weren't here to check out all the glittering new skyscrapers and classic architecture. We were here to check out those "bad elements," the European version of Manhattan's paragangs...the Vogue Ghouls. Whoever had killed Channel...George...was a paranormal. There's no way a baseline could have escaped so quickly. Well, maybe a few highly-trained people, like Rebus, but he couldn't have teleported in. Plenty of Vogue Ghouls would have taken a contract to kill a famous Combine hero.


  Fortunately, we had three things going for us.


  One, Vogue Ghouls are notorious posers. Odds were someone had blabbed, bragged to enhance his prestige, and the info would be out there.


  Two, we had an inside man. "Justice," who had infiltrated Kasca's group, was a local, and we had already arranged to meet him. He would have some ideas who could have pulled such a disappearing act.


  Three, we had Aaron. As much as I disliked his sometimes cavalier attitude towards picking the brains of others, this was a situation that called for it. Besides, he probably wouldn't even have to read any minds. Like George once told me, just the threat of a telepath is usually enough to get people to spill their guts perfectly legally. And what's another grain on the scales of my guilty conscience, anyway? I chuckled bitterly.


  "Hm?" Aaron glanced across the aisle at me. We would have sat together, but the steward recognized us and asked that we sit at the emergency exits. Made sense to put the flying, gravity-controlling guy and the super-strong guy where they could most easily get out and help in an emergency.


  "Nothing," I lied. He shrugged.


  We landed and had an uneventful trip through the airport and a local law enforcement branch to present our credentials. They gave us the standard warning about going into East Berlin, although their faces made it plain they hoped we found some trouble so we could eliminate it for them. After all, we were hardly normal tourists, or even normal law officers.


  As a reflection of the times, the taxi would only take us as far as the park where Checkpoint Charlie used to stand. Another rank of taxis, far shabbier than the one we took from the airport, waited there to take the daring or the desperate into East Berlin. One practically ran us over in eagerness to get our business.


  "Need a ride?" a familiar voice asked in Eurolac-accented English. It was Justice. "It may look like an old _Trabbiclatter_, but I done souped it up with a little help," he mock-pitched.


  Aaron grinned and held the door open for me, and we both squeezed into the smallish taxi. While the body was that of a twencen major polluter called a Trabant, I could tell from the faint hum that the engine had been replaced by electric motors. Justice probably saved on fuel by recharging the things himself.


  "By the way, I never properly introduced m'self. Colin Shaw, ex- paraganger gone straight as a cabbie," he reached into the back seat with his free hand as he pulled away from the curb. I shook the proffered hand, as did Aaron. "In town for business or pleasure?" he joked.


  "Definitely not pleasure," I snarled a bit too harshly.


  Colin paused. "Okay, we're away from the Westside security devices, I can talk a little more freely now. Sorry to be flip there, but it's expected of us rash Eastsiders. I got you a couple names that might be helpful, people from around here I ain't seen lately who mighta been able to get away from a rooftop so fast without being seen."


  "Shoot," Aaron replied. "Photographic memory," he added.


  "Right. Petra Hollander's a maybe. She can turn into an energy ball and fly, but she's not really invisible or anything. Kasca tried to recruit her for the Revanche, but she said no. Ain't seen her a lot, but she usually hangs in Dresden anyway. The speedster brothers would be likely, but they did join Kasca and you got them in jail, right? Then there's Harith al Khayal, punk kid who claims to be Khadamite royalty or something, but no one believes him, or that it's his real name. Anyway, he can turn almost invisible, and he's a bit of a second-story man, so he mighta just gone over the wall and climbed down while everyone was searching the inside of the building. Finally, if you just wanna include the ones who could get away under their own power, there's Adam "Ant" Hoffstaedter. He can shrink himself and a kilo or so of stuff with him, but he couldn't have taken a gun with him. Heck, he mighta decided to hide inside the gun, figuring no one would try to destroy it and blow the evidence chain...then he'd get out before anyone looked too closely at the gun. He's been out of town for a couple weeks now, and he was throwing money around before that, so he's definitely been hired for *something*."


  We'd been driving pretty much aimlessly while this went on, and I actually caught myself thinking that the people who lived here should be moved out by the government, that this place was not really fit to live in. Then I thought about Dallas, and what O'Ryan had said [ASH #11 - Ed.].


  Aaron, thankfully, broke my reverie by asking, "What about those you think might take a contract but who would have been teleported back out?"


  Colin threw up his hands, then grabbed back onto the steering wheel to make a tight right turn. "A couple dozen, at least. But no one's been talking about it, so whoever did it hasn't been back to brag."


  "Or is more afraid of his employer than of losing out on the notoriety," I suggested.


  Colin snorted. "Yeah, right. If the cops ever *really* wanted to take out the Vogue Ghouls, they'd just have to send one guy to a big party with a wire. He'd get enough evidence to send 'em all away for quite some time. I do what I can to make sure the worst baddies meet suitable fates...ya know how many idiots actually make plans in the back of a cab? Anyway, trust me, they'd talk. Enough _fluessiges Brot_ and these guys'd admit to robbing their grandmas while talking to their grandpas. I've been there, reccy?"


  I sighed. So much for the first thing I thought we had going for us. The second and third didn't do much good either...we crisscrossed East Berlin all afternoon and didn't get any closer to finding out who'd been teleported from here to Chicago, or how....


  * * * *


  [Arlington]


  "Sometimes, siblings get along fine as kids. Usually, though, we fight like cats and dogs. Back when I was still Julie Sylvester and George was a little pain in the neck six years younger than me, we never really got along. The best our parents could hope for was an armistice, for him to stop trying to torment me for half an hour, and for me to publicly acknowledge that I had a brother.


  "But a funny thing happened when I went to Italy to study fashion. I actually missed the little pain. I looked forward to seeing him on holidays and the one time the family came to visit me at school. And it wasn't just that he was starting to grow up himself, becoming studious and serious as he learned about the powers he had. I think it was really that...when you don't have the everyday, petty stuff building up all the time...you really can't *not* love family. We let ourselves get blinded by all the little annoyances and bickering until we can't stand each other, but that's just on the surface. Deep down, the love is there, and it never goes away. When our parents had misgivings about my changing my name to Juliana Silvestri, George stood by me.


  "Although he always claimed that I was the artistic one in the family, George knew as much as anyone about the importance of being able to express yourself. He may not have chosen to be as brash or outspoken as others, but he never begrudged them their choices, either. After all, he put up with a pretentious poser like me, right?"


  Juliana carefully wiped away her tears and left the podium while the world watched.


  * * * *


  [June 11, 2024 - United World Building, Canberra, Australia]


  I flashed my ID to the night watchman. With my comings and goings as odd as they were, he probably saw me more often than the day shift did. Of course, he was mainly there for show...the real security was watching me on monitors and would have stopped me dead had I been an impostor.


  "Go on in, Mr. Ritter," he waved from his desk.


  I'd been listening to the funeral in my car on the way into the UW Building, and before that on the remote pickups of my armor as I came down from orbit. I hadn't really known George that well, but he was a nice guy, and didn't deserve to go that way. Assassin's bullet, according to the feed I tapped before landing out at my house in the countryside.


  What really struck me was what Scorch said, about changing his name back. I used to needle him about being the second most powerful Scott at the Academy, and that he changed his name just so I'd shut up. Probably the only really classy thing he ever did around me, though, was that he didn't give me hell back over it after I gave up my own powers. Just made me think about how far both of us had come since the Academy.


  And how far Channel had come.


  Sobering thought.


  As usual, the door to Rose's office opened just before I got to it. One of these days, I'm going to catch her watching the hallway on one of her viewscreens, but not this time. Most showed exterior views, but two were on coverage of the funeral.


  "Ritter, good to see you back," Rose said without looking at me. She was watching some woman I didn't recognize give a eulogy...ah, George's sister, the scroll along the bottom said. Normally, we'd be among the only ones awake in the whole complex, other than the security staff. But people all over the mini-arcology were staying up late to watch the funeral. And people over in Perth were holding their own memorial service.


  I paused before asking my question. I'd been working with this woman... well, this person...for months now, and I still couldn't really anticipate her reactions to things. Sometimes she seemed so damn human, and other times I couldn't even comprehend her motives, much less agree with them. At least when people are shooting rayguns at you, you have a pretty good idea where they stand. But Rose? Never knew if I'd grab a thorn by mistake. But I had to ask it.


  "So, do you know who did it?" I nodded towards the screen. One thing I *did* know about her, she kept her cards close to her vest. She had no qualms about holding back information...like who killed George...if she felt that ignorance could motivate the right people. Like that whole shell game she played with Aaron and Paul, keeping them separated for the better part of a year.


  She shook her head. "Kasca didn't have any contingiency assassination plans. He wanted to kill ASH up close and personal, that was his style," she replied.


  "Maybe he decided to go against style this time?" I countered.


  "No," was her firm answer. "You weren't on Earth when I questioned him, but you've seen how...thorough...I can be." I tried to repress a shudder. Her lack of sympathy for a defeated enemy was one of those places where her "human emulation routine" tended to break down. Killing the people that need to be killed...that I can handle. Have handled. But Rose could go way beyond just killing a guy. Left to her own devices, she would have cut a bloody swath through the supervillains of the 1970s, but fortunately for them, she was under orders to blend in and play nice. "He had no extra backup plans beyond killing everyone present with a nuclear weapon. And frankly, that was a pretty thorough plan, although I wouldn't have been too keen on being around for the explosion if I were him."


  I shrugged. "Maybe a telepath would have been a good idea anyway."


  She finally turned to face me. "Definitely NOT. I stick my neck out far enough by letting you know the things you do, and I can at least control your access to sensitive information. A telepath, no matter how careful or conscientious, would stumble across all sorts of dirty little secrets and dangerous big secrets in Kasca's head. And then the genie would be out of the bottle. One of the big reasons I was sent back here after my first tour is that I'm telepath-proof, like all my race. Besides," she turned back to see the Chancellor of the Combine step up to the podium, "there's no way I would let anyone scan Kasca without me present, and I fog out telepathy in the general vicinity. Moot point. Now, how did your mission go?"


  * * * *


  [Arlington]


  A man who looked like a politician and was probably influential in local affairs stepped up to the podium. "Ladies and gentlemen, I present the Chancellor of the North American Combine, President Carlos Ruiz of Mexico." Then he stepped back and faded into the row of suited men to the left of the podium, an almost faceless mass compared to the colorful uniforms and outfits of those to the right of the speaker.


  Ruiz, a slightly balding man with a short mustache, adjusted the microphone by perhaps a millimeter. The nervous habit of a short man accustomed to following taller speakers, and not yet used to things being arranged for him. When he spoke, it was with accentless English polished in years of diplomacy, private business and politics.


  "To my right sit some of the greatest heroes the world has known, and certainly the greatest heroes of the North American Combine," he gestured expansively. "Yet, the best of them all now lies before us, and will soon be consigned to the earth. By their every action, the Academy of Super-Heroes earns the hatred and fear of evil men, women and even creatures. By merely existing they are a threat to those who would deprive us of all we have fought so hard to rebuild these last twenty-five years. And now we see the price they pay, pay in blood. Should we retreat in fear, believing that even mighty heroes such as these are not safe from retribution? NO! To do so would be like spitting on the grave of this brave man, George Sylvester.


  "We must look to the example Channel set with his life, not fear the example set by his death. No...the ones who should fear are those who slew this great man! The assassin and those who sent the assassin will not... go...unpunished!"


  * * * *


  [June 10, 2024 - Khadam]


  "How did that man ever get elected President? Especially with a speechwriter like that?" my faithful Irrlicht, my Light Errant, snorted as she flitted around the armory of SkyHaven. It pleased me to bide my time in the heart of the Conclave of Super-Villains' abode until the time was right to take overt control.


  "He appealed to the weaknesses of the meat," I replied, gracing my followers with the glow of my wisdom. "Only in the purity of light can reason be unfettered from the calls of the meat. Men like Ruiz think they have power, but it is only power over meat. Soon that sort of power will be of no...matter...in the new world."


  Another of my servants, my Giantstar, cast a nervous glance at the images of the funeral floating in the air. "Do you suppose they'll figure out that Irrlicht was the killer?"


  His matrix was unsettled. I could tell at a glance that he *wanted* the world to know she was my chosen assassin. He was not one who followed the Path of Light by choice, as Irrlicht did. He needed coercion in the form of my loyal Noir, as did many of the others. This new Light Brigade of mine was dangerously disloyal in thought, even if their actions were to my liking. Many would come over in time...even *I* was not truly able to see the light of reason or the reason of light initially. The others? Well, soon I would have my choice of vassals, and the disloyal could be permanently added to Noir's collection of actors.


  "They may," I conceded. "The false clues...the Khadamite rifle, the use of Labyrinthe's WorldMaze...will only keep my enemies at each others' throats for so long. But this is merely a convenience. Contrary to the Master of Meat's assurances, we will indeed go unpunished. For the only man who could have destroyed us with a thought will never *have* another thought!"


  I allowed myself a hearty laugh, and inwardly chuckled at how several of my minions seemed afraid of me at that moment. Good. If they were still ruled by the patterns of meat, at least let their fear of me be the foremost of those patterns.


  "We now effectively rule Khadam, with its access to the space crafts and technology we need for our next step," I assured my flock, stroking an example of the technology we already controlled thanks to my brilliant subversion of SkyHaven...the Astro Spear. Its Collapsiron shaft was more solid than solid, and it was strong enough to form the central link in my Grand Design. "Within days, weeks at the outside, the Conclave of Super-Villains will no longer be a threat to us, and Labyrinthe will join the Light Brigade. And then? Then nothing will be able to stop us from liberating the world from the shackles of meat!"


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


  Next Issue:


  Channel's dead. The Cavity had been broken into and many guards killed. Triton is the new ruler of Khadam. And, somehow, this is all Solar Max's fault, or at least he thinks so.... Be here for "Solar Flare!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  See CSV #11-13 for the rest of the story on the conflict between Doublecross and the Conclave of Super-Villains, the events of those three issues take place mere days after the funeral of George Sylvester. See the upcoming series Star Knight, by John Scheibeler, for more on Scott Ritter. Finally, if you're curious about the political structure of the Combine (and how the President of Mexico could wind up leading the entire Combine), see http://www.physics.ohio-state.edu/~dvandom/ASH/Combine, an information file that goes into detail about the political system of the North American Combine.


  For those who haven't figured out the details of the murder from the clues given, here's a run-down of how it happened. Note, if you haven't read CSV #11-13 yet, do so before reading this summary, since it ties into that story and will give away details about it. So, here's a little spoiler space.


  Irrlicht, who has established some control over Labyrinthe (as seen in CSV #11) used his WorldMaze to teleport into Chicago (a piece of the Berlin Wall had been planted near ASH HQ so Triton could launch a surprise attack if he felt it necessary). She carried the rifle with her. Then she carefully destroyed the piece of the Berlin Wall, reducing it to dust so that the WorldMaze would not be discovered...Doublecross wanted it to remain intact for his own plans, and he wanted to be able to strand a chunk of the CSV when he attacked SkyHaven (the fact that he was able to strand them in the Cavity was particularly nifty for Doublecross). After shooting Channel, Irrlicht assumed her energy form and zapped into the wiring of the building, escaping before Scorch could even realize Channel had been shot.
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