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  Earth.


  To look down on it from space, you'd hardly know that anyone lived there. Unless you had senses beyond the human norm, that is. And you certainly wouldn't be able to tell that a mere generation ago, the population had been more than twice its current level.


  Descending, you could start to pick out the larger cities, the coloration distinctive of farmlands, the oddly straight rivers that turn out to be canals.


  Getting closer, into the atmosphere, you start to lose the impression of a globe and feel more like you're suspended above a flat surface. The particular flat surface in this case is Northern Wisconsin, North American Combine. Although there are places more desolate and depopulated, the sparsely scattered towns of this wooded expanse do a better job of *feeling* like the middle of nowhere.


  Once a major center for the incarceration of superhuman felons was located here. They called it the Northwoods Correctional Facility officially. Unofficially it was called the Pit. But there haven't been significant numbers of supervillains in nearly a generation. And although that is starting to change, years ago the place was converted to more 'noble' purposes.


  Now it is called simply the Academy. Unofficially, some call it the Academy of Super-Heroes, both after the famed superteam of the previous century and because it essentially *is* an academy for young superheroes.


  And unofficially, some there still call it the Pit.


  Today is a major day in the history of the Academy, although its isolated nature doesn't lend itself to pomp and celebration. Today, August 15, 2022, the brief summer vacation ends, and the first class to graduate from the collegiate level of the Academy begins Graduate study.


  In being heroes.


  * * * *


  The lecture hall, like most structures in the Academy, was deep underground. Originally this served the purpose of making the facility extremely difficult to escape from...even teleporters wouldn't risk "popping out" without knowing exactly how deep they were being housed. Optical pipes channel daylight from the surface to "windows" now, to lessen the claustrophobic effect. Of course, as has been true throughout time, any classroom is stifling to the student who doesn't want to be there.


  A few students shift in their seats, obviously in the "not wanting to be here" group. One in particular looks angry, but does a fair job hiding it from most of his classmates. However, most are either excited to be starting the year, or at least glad for the change of routine from whatever they did to occupy the vacation. A small knot of students clusters around a couple who beam proudly. Looking closer reveals the pair is showing off new wedding rings to the (sometimes sarcastic) admiration of their friends. An extremely large Italian-looking man turns from the newlyweds and looks wistfully at a woman in the corner. She fakes being intensely interested in her books, avoiding making eye contact with anyone. Moments after the large man sighs and turns back to the group, the woman takes a shy glance at another young man in the classroom. This one has already read all the orientation materials and sits at attention, focused on the lectern as if his eyes were boring holes in it. He sits like a spring coiled perhaps a bit too tightly, too ready to spring into action at a moment's notice.


  The social dynamics fade rapidly as the professor enters the room. Students sit down and do their best to look attentive. Some succeed, some fail. The professor takes no heed, knowing his words will quickly gain their attention, and more fully than they might expect.


  He opens a folder, glances at it and the small class, and closes it with a nod.


  "I suppose traditionally you'd be given a speech about the Academy, its history and purpose, and all that rot. But without exception, you've all been attending the Academy since at least two years ago, so there's not much you need to know. You also know that you've been chosen on the basis of your abilities to participate in this program, which I suppose is most easily described as Advanced Superhero Studies. But don't refer to it by the initials of that, please." He smiled slightly before continuing. "Most of you register on the Tesla Index as Supernaturals in at least one area, and several of you have potential in all areas. A few of your number are merely Supernormal, but have trained themselves in skills highly useful in combat and emergency situations. Everyone else in your graduating class has moved on to some sort of 'civilian' employment or advanced study in traditional programs...and some of you may end up joining them.


  "All of you have the power and potential to be great heroes. Physically. But a major part of this program will be to determine who has it in them MENTALLY and ETHICALLY to be true heroes," he tapped loudly on the podium to emphasize his words. "Oh, I see a few of you glancing at people you think won't make that grade, but keep in mind that none of you are considered to be automatically out. A few managed to graduate while still showing obviously 'unheroic' attitudes and no intention to change. They were placed in positions where this wouldn't be a liability. And you recall the case of Mr. Radner, who thought he could be a 'supervillain' during his leisure time. Some of you even helped bring him to justice. His type is not in this room...at least as far as we can ensure it. And in my experience, some of the greatest heroes of the past have started off on less-than-certain moral grounds. Strafe, who saved Chicago from destruction, started as a petty thief but became one of the most self-sacrificing heroes the world has known. It just takes the right opportunity for a cretin to become a hero...and we'll be giving you all as many such opportunities as we can."


  The professor paused for a moment and fixed his gaze on each person in the room, as if checking their souls for blemishes that would have to be burned away. A few students started to look uneasy as they realized the professor hadn't given his name, and they'd never seen him before...or maybe they did. The sixty-or-so year old man had greying brown hair, an unremarkable physique and not particularly odd clothing. They could have seen him a hundred times but not remarked on it. Before any could ask his name, he continued.


  "However, the real purpose of this session is to give you the truth. While most schools give you the facts about administration and the like, you already know all that...but you don't know the truth about the past. Few do. You may know rumors, or sanitized versions of the story, but I'm here today to tell you what *really* happened on July 6th, 1998."


  As he had expected, this got their attention and held it. July 6, 1998... Doomsday. The End of the World As We Know It. The day all the supernaturals vanished, along with more than half the world's population.


  "The Causality Wars." The name just hung there, like a sword poised over the audience. Even more than twenty years later, it still invoked a feeling of dread. The name itself was known only as part of a radio broadcast made by the legendary Tymythy Twystyd as he rallied forces to stop it from consuming the entire world. The professor continued.


  "You all know about the so-called Godmarket from your history studies. You also know the rumors that the various pagan gods and demons seeking worshippers in 1997 and 1998 ignited the Causality Wars. This is wrong. Oh, it's close to the truth, and it assigns the blame to the right party, but the Godmarket didn't ignite the Causality Wars. They've been raging throughout time and space for millenia. What we experienced was merely a very minor battle in a very large war, a war which involved powers as far beyond our comprehension as we are beyond that of a stone. Most of the casualties were the result of these godlings draining power from worshippers to use in attacks or defense. That everyone then alive with active Magenes was also taken has been attributed to various things...chance, stacking the deck since many supernaturals were worshippers, or simply being better fuel for the fires of hungry gods when the willing worshippers ran dry. In fact, it was none of these reasons.


  "A circle of magick wielders determined almost instantly that the extradimensional powers would drain Earth dry of all life before their battle would end. Earth needed a weapon against the 'gods.' And they got it in Tymythy Twystyd, also known as Timothy Bose." A minor commotion broke out in the class. "Yes, I know some of you were raised in the Chyrch of Tym, and this does confirm your beliefs in part. But understand this: Tym was not a god. He wouldn't want to be worshipped as one, and gave his life to stop the actions of other gods. What he *was* is a hero. He pooled the power of every last person on Earth with any scrap of Magene power and channeled it into...something. We'll never know exactly what he did, but it saved Earth and locked the gods out again. It also cost us a major resource, and the world's economy was rocked to its foundations. The loss of three billion or so normal people didn't help much. Neither did the panic caused by fear that death was merely postponed, not prevented. A fundamentalist fever gripped the world, people turning as far against the pagan gods as they could. Atheism also gained more followers, but the atheists didn't burn people at the stake or stone them to death. It was worst in the Moslem nations where religious intolerance was stronger to begin with...anyone suspected of being an infidel was killed by crazed mobs. Even the United States, bastion of cynicism that it is, had a few lynchings based on religion during the two years of near-chaos that followed. Many of you have first-hand experience with this, having lost one or both parents to the madness. The world became strongly polarized. Fundamentalist or Atheist. Children born very powerful or totally normal, thanks to the Owens Effect. Totalitarian governments or anarchies. All of you remember how only recently the North American Combine restored even a pretense of democracy and civil rights. China is still a closed nation, and the few remaining tribes of Africa are the largest organized groups for most of the continent.


  "This is the world you've grown up to inherit, to protect. Good luck, you'll need it." His tone shifted from earnest to almost bored as he finished with, "Your schedules should be accurate, if not consult with the secretary. Not that there's much to arrange, you all take the same three classes plus individual study. Oh, and Mr. Taylor, please follow me to my office. That will be all for this session."


  The class broke up, some practically running out of the room and others milling about to discuss the new revelations. John Taylor parted from his new wife, assuring her it wasn't anything bad, at least he hoped so, and followed the professor out of the room.


  The two walked in silence to the Hub of the underground structure. The professor wasn't volunteering anything, and John felt uncomfortable with breaking the silence. They passed a group of Freshmen rushing from one lecture to another and boarded a tubecar, which rapidly whisked them to the office area near the surface.


  Finally, they reached a modestly appointed office, an office that oddly had no name on the door. Simply the title "Professor" with no name inscribed after it. They entered and the professor inclined his head to indicate John should take a seat. Then the professor sat behind the desk.


  Silence.


  Finally, John's curiosity got the better of his respect for authority, and he opened his mouth. "Why am I here?"


  "Sorry, metaphysics isn't my strong suit. But I suppose you're in no mood for my attempts at humor. John, according to all tests performed, you aren't living up to your potential. Oh, your gravitic powers are impressive, but you use them unimaginatively. You settle for mere brute force applications, when yours is the power to manipulate the very fabric of reality. And don't try to say you're just not very imaginative...I've read some of the works you wrote for your humanities courses. Are you afraid of yourself, John?"


  John was surprised by the blunt question. He stammered, "I-I'm not sure. I guess I've never really thought about it. I never needed to do more, and... well...I guess it's partly my upbringing. You know, if you've read my files, that my mother remarried when I was five. My father was very atheistic, almost militantly so. I guess I was raised with the value system that the miraculous is bad. Look...you're not the Counselor, and I've talked to her enough times already. As long as I stay on top of the game, perform well enough to keep up, why should I try to do more?" John surprised himself with his last outburst, but he only seemed to disgust the professor.


  "Damn it, that's NOT the attitude I want to see from anyone, least of all someone with your potential. And no, I'm not the Counselor. The Counselor's job is to make sure no one slips into insanity or maladjustment. She's not responsible for pushing anyone above the norm, just keeping them from dropping below it. That's MY job now. And 'just getting by' will get you killed extremely fast as a superhero. Trust me, I've seen too many go down that way. Almost had it happen to myself once."


  "Wait...you were a superhero? But you're...."


  "Too old? Well, yes. By all rights I should have disappeared with everyone else. But I was lost in another felching *galaxy* for a decade, the result of my own overconfidence. When I got back, it was to a ruined world. Sometimes I think I might have made a difference had I been here...found a way to stop the threat without such a terrible sacrifice. Your powers are so much like mine, John. I don't want to see you end up regretting the choice not to be all you can. Especially since you could so easily find yourself in my boots, wondering what might have been if you'd been somehow better...."


  John's expression became one of shock as he realized who the professor was. "You're...."


  "Yes, I'm Solar Max, one-man intergalactic space program and the guy who helped stop Lord Ebon's big push in 1996."


  "Why...why didn't you let anyone know you were back before? The world needed heroes, damn it! Um, sir."


  "The world I came back to may have needed heroes, but it didn't *want* them very much. So I stayed under wraps, working behind the scenes. Who do you think pushed the hardest for founding the Academy? Sure, Senator Ping was the public founder, but I convinced him to stick his neck out on it. I figured the best solution was to make sure the new generation of supernaturals got the proper training and indoctrination. Yes, you've been indoctrinated, even if you don't know it. The ends are being used to justify the means a lot in today's society. But at least your indoctrination is gentle, unlike what Khadam does to its acquisitions. And although it may be ethically questionable to warp someone's mind, the fact we're doing it to make you better heroes makes the bitter pill go down a little less harshly. Heh," he snorted, "my age is showing. To you kids the whole idea of freedom of thought is a bit quaint, it's only now coming back into fashion. For a while free-thinkers were a liability, after all. Don't worry, though...I feel enough guilt over this for all of you."


  John shrugged. "I don't feel like I've been brainwashed."


  "Well, it's not that blatant. It's been more subtle...the way your lessons in secondary and college coursework were structured, the kinds of entertainment you've been allowed, et cetera. No modern-type high-tech mindtwisting...just good old-fashioned indoctrination to an ideal. If you can tell it's there, it failed. But anyway, this was done mainly to prevent the bottom ranks from turning totally evil. You can't breed a hero, a hero has to make himself. And that's what I want you to do. Make yourself a hero."


  "I'll try, Dr. Van Domelen."


  "Ah, I see you remember my 'Secret Identity.' Well, don't tell anyone. Not even your wife. Officially, I'm just 'The Professor.' Certain people didn't even want me telling you, but I felt it would help you overcome this mental laziness you're in the grip of. Now run along, you've got other activities scheduled today."


  John stood and saluted, then left. The professor looked mildly irritated at being saluted to, but then grinned once the door was closed. He walked to an armored panel in the wall, previously a weapons-locker for the guard station this room once was. Tapping in an access code, he opened it, revealing an alien suit of space armor, painted red with a yellow band down the left side of the chest and the front of the left leg. An orange sunburst radiated from near the top of the band.


  The professor patted it affectionately, running a quick finger over the small pits and dents in the chestplate. "Still fits like a glove," he mused to the empty air. "But hopefully I can pass it on someday soon...."


  * * * *


  CLASS ROSTER (partial, several candidates require only an additional quarterto graduate college level)


  Drake, Anthony "Tony" - Totally invulnerable to physical harm. However, hisnerve endings are still active, and he feels the pain of blows.


  Grant-Taylor, Sarah - Hyperspeed, capable to operating 20 times faster thannormal human levels. Theoretical top speed of 480 kph hampered by windresistance and endurance problems. Maximum sustained speed of 190 kphobserved. Married John Taylor (q.v.) after graduation.


  Henderson, Howard (Junior) - First full-fledged magician to graduate fromthe Academy. Specializes in elemental magicks (Law 2), son of DSHA headHoward Henderson, overcompensates for perceived special treatment.


  Kelsey, Arin - Able to explode with the force of a ton of TNT. Needs trainingto enable finer applications of power. Very shy, needs additional workon assertiveness.


  Kleinvogel, Jen - Can create an antigravity sheath which allows her to fly andrenders her partially invisible. Has yet to demonstrate any more generalgravitic effects, tests as strongly spiked in TI.


  Napier, Salvatore "Big Sal" - Superhuman strength, capable of pressing severaltons under controlled conditions. Quite intelligent, but hides behind afacade of "Italian Goon" stereotypes.


  Rodriguez, Sara Ana "Essay" - One of the few in the class not registering assupernatural, her intuitive gadgeteering talent was considered enough ofa combat asset to allow her in. Additionally, her attitude did not suither for engineering work, and she rarely builds anything that can be usedby others. Bodybuilding in connection with her generally supernormalTesla Index has given her marginally superhuman strength, which is usefulconsidering the bulk of some of her inventions.


  Scorch (nee Scott Handleman) - Flame projector, legally changed his name toScorch at age 18. Acts like the typical 'hothead' but is capable of beingquite cool and collected when he needs to.


  St.James, Sean "Popper/Pops" - Teleporter, short range. Parents both killed inan accident when he was 14. Despite this, he's well-adjusted and evengregarious.


  Sylvester, George - Manifested his ability when he learned Thermodynamics.Able to increase the efficiency of energy directed at him, effectivelyviolating the 2nd Law of Thermodynamics. Normally converts heat intooffensive punch or shifts attacking energy into a form less likely toharm him. Frighteningly powerful when working with Scorch.


  Taylor, John Zachary "Jakzak" - Gravitic powers: object manipulation, flight,defensive screens. Needs to learn subtler applications. MarriedSara Grant (q.v.) right after graduation.


  Teller, Jason William - Very minor telekinetic powers, only in the supernormalrange. However, was inspired by his near-namesake (William Tell) to usehis powers to gain supernal accuracy with any form of ranged weaponry.Long practice has enabled him to strengthen his TK in the 'push' directiononly, letting him fire attacks without need of a bow or gun, although he'smore effective if fully armed.


  Tracey, Dan "Grind" - Only barely supernormal, let alone supernatural. Anintensely dedicated young man, he's pushed himself to the utmost, bothphysically and mentally. Capable of defeating even Mr. Napier in hand tohand combat. A brilliant tactician and detective. The classical"Super-man" if there ever was one. However, this has left him sociallyless-than-adept, and his dedication may prove to be hollow when he'spresented with his first real moral crisis.


  Zander, Aaron - Psi talent, his ability to use 'mind over matter' to enhancehis own physical attributes and heal injuries landed him in this program.However, this separated him from his lover, Paul Mahler, who was acceptedinto MetaPsych on graduation. Has made five transfer requests to date,none accepted. Someone at the top keeps blocking them. I only hope thatwhoever is making this decision knows what he's doing. A disgruntledtelepath can make the entire group agitated.
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  Excerpt from Beyond UFOs: A History of Modern Extraterrestrial Contact,Academy Press, 2018:



  
    CHAPTER TWO: KHADAM


    The small African nation of Khadam is exceptional for its early and frequent contact with extraterrestrials, notably the Scytharians and the Pranir (see Ch 8 and 10 for fuller treatment of the two races than found in Ch 1). And it is also exceptional for its abysmal track record in such dealings, making most of the mistakes it is possible to make.


    Before we cover in detail the heinous crimes of this nation, and it is not exaggeration to call them heinous, a short history of this odd nation will be presented for clarity's sake. The origins of Khadam, and how they seem to defy logic at times, is covered more fully in texts covering the history of Violation Physics: this is a mere overview of events, not an explanation of how they could have happened.


    In late 1902, numerous inhabitants of the small city of Ghat, located near the border of Algeria and Libya, reported seeing strange lights in the sky. However, the isolation of this desert community prevented any real investigation into the claims of (as local records stated) "illiterate nomads and drunkards." This strange event was the result of a crash-landing performed by the Scytharian ore-carrier "Huxxis" (the closest English transliteration of the name). All conscious crew members died, although the ship remained relatively intact and its cargo shielded from the sands which quickly buried it.


    For the next forty years, little happened to disturb the crashed vessel. We can only assume a rescue mission was launched but failed to locate the ship. In any case, the next time anyone living would set foot in the ship was during the First Heroic Age, when the odd influences of paranormals and popular culture favored the discovery of the ship, albeit in a roundabout fashion.


    The year was 1942. Hauptmann Dietrich Zugmann proposed an African version of the Maginot Line to secure against Allied invasion: a series of fortresses along the eastern border of Algeria. He apparently had the ear of powerful men in Berlin, for the project was approved, and the first of the fortresses started at the more defensible mountainous southern end. Of course, by the time even this fortress was complete, the "Zugmann Line" was obsolete. For failure to generate any kind of benefit for the Reich, Zugmann was ordered court-martialled (it's also possible that he'd also lost his Berlin connections by this time). Zugmann and a handful of loyal men fled to nearby Ghat. With the Allies already advancing on Tunis to the north, the search for a lone failure was considered unimportant, and the action of the war shifted north.


    Over the next several months, Zugmann saw the way the tide was turning and decided to set himself up in a better position than the Allies would no doubt have waiting for him after the inevitable loss by the Reich. He raised a small army of locals and seized Ghat from the small Italian garrison there. Once victorious, he set about building a facade of democracy that would bring favor from the Allied powers, and declared the Fortress, Ghat, and a small area between the two to be the Republic of Khadam. No one's really sure why this name was chosen, although the official line was that it was the name of a heroic local who died in the conflict to liberate Ghat. By October a complete puppet government was installed and work started on making the Citadel (the fortress's new name as seat of government) more self-sufficient and also more capable of peacetime exercise of power.


    On October 15, 1944, workers expanding the outbuildings of the Citadel discovered the buried Scytharian ship. However, after nearly a year of uncovering and examining it, no one was able to find a way in.


    This changed on September 2, 1945. The slight worldwide rise in radiation levels following the various atomic detonations that summer triggered the (somewhat deteriorated and hypersensitive) radiation detectors on the ship. The extra shielding was deployed and several hull breaches were uncovered at this point. During exploration of the ship, the cargo holds full of Technetium (an element not naturally occuring on Earth) were discovered. In addition, the technology on board, designed to be used by miners and not scientists, was accessible enough to be deciphered. And when several fleeing German scientists found their way to Khadam, the investigation of the Scytharian technology sped up its pace.


    In 1948, the United Nations recognized Khadam and granted it observer status. Hans Zugmann, Dietrich's elder son, was sent as a representative, causing a mild scandal when it was discovered that expatriate Nazis really ran the nation. At this point, the nickname "Zugnovia" surfaced in reference to Khadam.


    Despite the scandal, Khadam prospered in its trade of the rare metal Technetium, and looked to be on its way to buying a certain amount of respect. It is during this time that the Khadamite scientists first revived the sole survivor of the crash, an artificial life form code-named DU 3345, intended to guard the cargo at its eventual destination. Although unable to control it, they learned much from its biochemistry and started breeding minor superhumans. In early 1953, the cover story that the Technetium was in a meteor began to wear thin, as the amount of pure metal exported already would require a meteor large enough to wipe out life on the north coast of Africa.


    However, this was pushed from the world's consciousness when Khadam apparently launched the first unmanned orbiter in 1956, the so-called Z-40. Although it was revealed in 1994 to have been the Scytharian ship's distress beacon, launched by accident, the launch set in motion the frenzy of scientific activity known as the Space Race. With the major publicity of this event, Khadam started to attract the finest and most unethical scientists in the world. Suspicion that the Khadamites were raiding alien technology stopped many ethical scientists from leaving for Khadam on the first available boat, and the reputations of several early "new citizens" turned away many more. Still, Khadam was vaulted into the position of scientific eminence and offered to sell its space technology to any with the price. Despite official claims to the contrary, both the USA and USSR (parts of the current North American Combine and the Eurasian Union) bought large amounts of Khadamite technology over the next ten years.


    Dietrich's death in 1961 triggered the death of his puppet government as well. His son Hans, determining that the nation's position was secure without the pretense of democracy, declared himself the President for Life. The Zugnovia nickname stuck, and stuck hard. In 1964, fully 45% of those interviewed in the United States thought "Zugnovia" was the nation's real name.


    Hans began a massive restructuring and modernization program, walling off the entire nation in an effort to make the Berlin Wall seem puny and establishing the Upper City. The Upper City was a technological paradise, a gleaming white city topped by the spire of the Citadel. In it lived the scientists and elite troops, as well as the growing class of those who found it convenient for lack of extradition laws. Below, the remains of the old city of Ghat turned into a walled ghetto, a marked contrast to the Upper City's splendor. Meanwhile, Hans's younger brother Karl managed to unlock the roots of many of the ship's technologies, and started to plot against his brother.


    Khadam was perhaps better suited than anywhere else on Earth to benefit from the Second Heroic Age. It became a haven for "Mad Scientists" and supervillains and a source for much of the "supertech" of the era. By this time, the Scytharian trader was totally shielded from detection from outside and covered with a facade of buildings. Eventually, international pressure forced Khadam to give up most of its fugitive villains, but the most brilliant or manipulative managed to fake their own deaths and retreated into shadow, forming the Council of Technomancers. They were led by Karl Zugmann, who used them as a tool in reducing his brother to the status of puppet.


    Over the next decade, advances in actual technology were blunted by research into Violation Physics, but Karl did make significant advances in real genetics, breeding his own son Arnold to become a superhuman being without use of Violation effects.


    When the Third Heroic Age started, Khadam once more became a haven for villainy. But to deflect international criticism, the Council of Technomancers secretly funded the construction of an artificial island in the Mediterranean and eventually shifted all the more public villains there. It was known alternatively as Haven and Upper Zugnovia. The strength of the villains residing there was more than enough to prevent any assault, and no proof could be found that Khadam really built it.


    1998 is when the story of Khadam's involvement with extraterrestrials really started, and much of this chapter concerns events of these more recent years. When the supernaturals disappeared, so too did Khadam's two main industries: supertech and harboring fugitives. Haven itself exploded violently: several residents had installed "deadman switches" to ensure any would-be assassin would die with them. And with all of these triggered at once, the explosion was visible from Malta. A few salvage operations were launched, searching for the treasures supposedly hidden in Haven by its larcenous inhabitants, but nothing more than twisted rubble has ever been found. And without supertech, it was impossible to do more than scratch the surface.


    Khadam was thrown into a panic. The Lower City tried to rebel, but quickly found that the technology used by the elite troops still functioned. The Upper City was largely depopulated, but enough remained to keep control. And it is now known that Khadam had been the subject of numerous Pranir overtures over the previous five years...now Khadam finally had a reason to say yes. Khadam became a port of call for Pranir smugglers and numerous other lesser races. Political turmoil within the Planetary Confederation at this time (see Ch 4) prevented the Closed status of Earth from being enforced from without, and the fact Earth was tottering on the verge of collapse prevented any real enforcement from within.


    Over the last twenty years, Khadam has provided the Pranir with a market for advanced, and often dangerous, technologies. A short catalogue of the greater distasters created by this is listed later in the chapter. In addition, the fact that Arnold Dietrich survived the Causality Wars encouraged Karl to step up genetic research, killing countless women and children in his quest to create his own breed of superhumans. The Lower City is no more than a gene pool for Dietrich's experiments on humanity, and the Pranir have helped him by supplying Scytharian genetic manipulation secrets. We only know of the horrors which go on in Khadam because Arnold's eldest son rebelled and escaped to tell the world. Sadly, he was killed by an assassin shortly afterward.


    Arnold Zugmann officially rules Khadam today. However, the true rulers are a coalition of Pranir Trade House Elders in concert with the few surviving Technomancers. Khadam has been, and remains, the strongest argument in human history against unchecked extraterrestrial contact. The remainder of this chapter will discuss specific incidents and examine them in depth.

  


  



  "Popper" St.James shut the text with a snort and put it back on the library shelf. Even compared to modern texts, that was pretty biased, he thought. And the concept of unbiased, objective history texts had been out of style for nearly a generation now...compared to an older book that piece of tripe was practically anti-Khadam propaganda.



  Granted, he conceded, Khadam still wasn't a pleasant place for the lower class, but nowhere was anymore. Not really. The North American Combine had seriously relaxed labor laws in order to compensate for the loss of workers and technology, leading to near-slavery for the common working folk. Sure, they said things were improving now that the economy had stabilized...but how much of that was merely making other nations look worse to boost us by comparison? And let's not even talk about China.


  Slightly fuming, Popper stalked out of the library. He didn't know why he always went there and read that crap...it wasn't as if he wasn't getting enough indoctrination in his coursework. All it did was piss him off.


  Heck, treating the words of one lone fugitive as gospel, just because it made Khadam look bad! What kind of academic, or even social, standard was that? For all the world really knew, Khadam could make everyone else look like banana republics, a shining paragon of technological utopia. Of course, it probably didn't, but the fact that no one even seemed to wonder about it irked him.


  Still, he knew better than to speak openly about his feelings on this matter. He had no desire to spend the rest of his life under the microscope of governmental scrutiny just because he had the bad judgment to speak his mind. Scarier than the "McCarthyism" of the previous century, the current trend was no passing hysteria. Rather it was a calm and steady government policy, supported by the vast majority of the sheep which kept that government in office. No witchhunts, just...watching. Making sure all you did was talk, and making sure you didn't talk to the wrong people. On the surface it was almost benign, but the social pressures brought against anyone under observation were far worse than any law the government could pass. Jimmy'd made the mistake of speaking out too much in his Junior year, and now he was off in some grunt job where he "couldn't hurt anyone with his antisocial tendencies." Feh.


  Emerging into the central core of the underground structure, Popper turned left and headed up the spiraling ramp to the nearest elevator. He needed to get outside, get some fresh air. Seeing that the nearest 'vator was nearly at the bottom of the shaft, he glanced across the huge open shaft from which the nickname "The Pit" had come. Another elevator was nearly at his level, but he'd have to sprint to get to it.


  With the help of a few short teleports, he made it to the elevator just as the doors were closing. Rather than hold the elevator, he just "popped" inside. He nearly ended up standing on "Essay"'s bags when he arrived in the cab, and tripped over himself trying to get out of her way.


  When he had righted himself, he realized that the normally very vocal Angeleno hadn't even cussed him out once for his rather rude entry. In fact, she seemed more downcast than he'd seen her.


  "Hey, Essay...what's down wit' you?"


  She mumbled something, but he couldn't quite make it out. "Come again?"


  "My little cousin, Carlos, he burned out this mornin'. I'm gonna take him home for th' funeral," she all-but-whispered.


  "Oh, damn...I didn't know he was...I mean, I read about the Frosh burnout victim, but I didn't put the names together. I-I'm sorry, Sara...if I knew I wouldn't have been so flip about it. Is there any...."


  "You can shut UP!" she shot back, punctuating the last word by stamping her foot on the metal floor of the elevator. Popper shut up, and cringed a little when he saw she'd made a minor dent in the floor. He was quiet for the next few seconds, and then the elevator had reached ground level. Essay picked up her bags and walked out.


  Popper decided he didn't want to go out after all, and stabbed the number for the grad residential level.


  * * * *


  Normally around sunset, the Observation Deck was a fairly crowded place. Atop a tower rising nearly ten stories above the ground, it offered a view of the outside welcomed by a community which lived almost entirely underground. However, most students were still busy trying to get back into the swing of the academic year, which cut down attendance some. And the fact that a major storm had blown in kept more away.


  As a result, only a few small clumps of students and instructors dotted the relatively large plex-domed room. The westernmost cluster of couches and chairs was, by unspoken tradition, the lair of the oldest students. Of course, with the size of the oldest class having been cut down from several hundred to just the Grads, the area would eventually be encroached upon by the new Senior Class. But this hadn't happened yet, and although several Grads commented on how empty the area seemed now, none seemed eager to give up the right to the space.


  A half-dozen Grads sat around one table a few meters from the edge of the dome, with one other student a few meters more 'coreward' of them. He seemed absorbed in some kind of research, flipping thought manila files and calling up information on his portable computer. The rest were drifting from one topic of conversation to another, as each tried to steer the discussion to his or her pet topic. At the moment, the largest of the group is talking in somewhat wistful tones.


  "Y'know, sometimes I almost tink Arin's not innerested in men. But den I'll catch her lookin at Grind over there like he was some kinda god ta her. What does she see in dat guy, anyway? Ta coin a phrase, what's he got dat I ain't got?"


  Everyone immediately started listing things, and words like "a brain" and "diction" drifted about until he waved them down.


  "Awright already. You know this is just an act, and so does she. So I like playing big and dumb even if I'm not dumb. Is dat so wrong?" He grinned.


  "Sal, maybe your problem is you're being too subtle," suggested the lone woman at the table. "I mean, she's from a fairly sheltered, fundamentalist upbringing, she didn't have a social life until her powers manifested and she came here two years ago. She may not know a gentle pass from simple courtesy. I remember when dufus here," she playfully whapped the man next to her, who mock-cowered, "was first trying to hit on me, he was so unthreatening about it I thought he was gay or something. 'Course, I know better now," she grinned.


  Sal shrugged his mountainous shoulders. "I dunno, Sarah...I don't wanna be too blunt about it, I might scare her off or worse yet, offend her."


  A raven-haired young man with a sadly receding hairline put a finger in the air as if to point at his words. "There's also the possibility she just doesn't feel ready for a relationship, so she focuses her attentions on someone she knows is inaccessible. That way she can still hope without the danger of getting what she wished for."


  The man next to him, wearing a t-shirt that read "SCORCH" on the front, nodded. "Yeah, George may have a point there. Just wait, Sal. When she's ready to commit herself, she'll stop mooning over Grind there and be in the market for a real man. Which leaves Aaron out of the running, I guess."


  Aaron's expression darkened momentarily before he regained the control over his emotions every telepath must have when interacting with non-psis. "Bite me, Scorch. Just 'cause you were the butt of a lot of 'flamer' jokes in secondary school doesn't give you an excuse to take out your insecurities on me."


  "Whoa, Aaron...I felt that psiwave you let out there. I thought you didn't flare up like that anymore. What's eating you? And no smart remarks, Scorch."


  "Who, me, Jakzak?"


  Aaron sighed. "Same as usual. Request to be transferred to MetaPsych got turned down *again* today."


  Sarah frowned, "This makes, what, eight times? The Admins must sympathize with you, or they wouldn't let you keep trying...someone in the DSHA must be blocking it, the bastards. Still, you and Paul are both psis, can't you keep in touch?"


  Aaron shook his head and sighed again. "Not really. Intensive psi training at MetaPsych requires the Talents be shielded from affecting the outside world, so they're sequestered for the first few months. He gets out of the shields at night, but he's usually so exhausted we can only maintain the link for a few minutes at a stretch. Sometimes I wonder if some fundie at DSHA found out about us and is intentionally trying to keep us apart to quash our 'immoral' relationship. Bah."


  Jakzak frowned. "Anyone in that kind of position who doesn't know how it is with psis and love must have bought his way into the job."


  Scorch grinned and started to say something, but George wrapped his hands around his partner's mouth. Scorch tried to mumble around the hands, and even generated flames to try and get George to let go, but George merely turned the heat into mechanical work and tightened his grip.


  "Uncle?" asked George.


  "MUMPHL," nodded Scorch, and George let go. Of course, the whole effort was largely symbolic, since Aaron had 'heard' what was practically a mental shout from Scorch: "Oh, yeah, the Higher Love of psis, and I suppose the condoms were for storing loose change in?" He pretended he hadn't heard it.


  While making a point of ignoring Scorch, Aaron diverted his attention by tapping up the day's local news on the screen mounted next to his chair.


  "Damn," he muttered.


  "What?" asked Sal.


  "Another Burnout. Essay's cousin went training alone and managed to fry his Central Nervous System from overexertion."


  "Shi.... Every year, they warn the new kids to always train with a partner, spot 'em fer signs of burnout, but every year someone doesn't listen and ends up dead. Poor Essay," said Sal.


  Jakzak replied, "I guess that's why she was getting ready for a trip today. Funeral. Damn. She lost half her family in the 2013 Quake, she really doesn't deserve this."


  "Yeah, if anyone should be a Burnout victim, it should be Grind over there," interjected Scorch.


  Apparently he'd been listening, since Dan "Grind" Tracey stood and carried his computer over to the table. "Actually, Scott," he stressed Scorch's birth name, "I've always wondered why I haven't suffered neurological overload syndrome myself. After all, I push myself to the limit, and I've never even come close to such a breakdown."


  "So, um, Dan, figure anything out?" asked Sal.


  "I think so. I've found a very disturbing pattern by reviewing sealed medical records for the past eight years on paranormal deaths. Yes, I know I'm breaking a dozen or more rules doing this, but I felt my life could be at stake, as well as many others. Apparently, Burnout, as it's colloquially known, occurs in clusters. The Academy is the biggest one. We've lost thirty-four students to it confirmed, and three other possible. The Eurasian counterpart to the Academy has lost twenty-five. New York and Los Angeles have both reported a few isolated cases. And other than that, no location has had more than one incident. Granted, few other places have paranormals pushing themselves to the brink of exhaustion like we do here, which is why no one has seriously studied the patterns.


  "But my interest was piqued by the clustering, and I looked for other patterns. My information wasn't complete enough to look for patterns in Eurasia, and the other sites lacked enough samples to form a statistical background. But here at the Academy, there is a disturbing pattern. When correlating the age, experience and power levels of the victims against time, I found that these factors rose significantly faster than the average values did. In other words, at first only the weakest of us Burned Out. Generally only those at Paranormal levels. In the past two years, however, high Supernormal ratings of victims were more common. It's as if there is an agency behind the Burnouts, one that is getting more powerful and confident as the years go by."


  "How strong is this evidence, Grind?" asked Jakzak, the first to get over the shock of the implications.


  "Not very, I'm afraid. And since the Academy hasn't been around more than eight years, data from before that isn't very meaningful. This is too weak to go to the authorities with, I'm afraid. The statistical significance is almost nonexistent...I'd be patted on the head, told I'm a clever kid, and to leave the medicine to the doctors. And whatever is really killing these students must be psychic in nature...it leaves no physical marks, nor any evidence that can be found by conventional medical means that it's anything other than internal neural overloading. Sadly, no psi has completed, or even really entered, traditional medical training yet. I have the feeling that the killer is being careful enough to evade any crude psi investigation...no offense, Aaron, but even Paul, talented as he is, wouldn't know what to look for."


  "No offense taken. What would we be looking for?"


  "I'm not totally sure...I'm not a medical doctor either. I suspect there would be some kind of mental 'entry wound' that a psi could find if he looked, a place where the attack first hit. There might also be a mental scream of sorts as the victim is attacked. Could you detect something like that?"


  Aaron shook his head. "Not without intensive training in external sensing. And all I really get here is training in my more combat-worthy abilities. Sorry."


  Jakzak sat up and leaned forward. "I guess if the authorities can't be brought in yet, it's up to us Grads to be on the lookout for any possible killer. Let's spread the word, but quietly."


  Grind shook his head. "That might not be a good idea."


  "Why?" asked Sarah.


  "Because, whoever is behind this has been here for eight years. The only reason I mentioned this to any of you is that you all entered during the second year of the Academy, as Sophomore in secondary education, so you're clear. But several of the others are suspects, as are many of the instructors and support staff."


  "Even Essay? She's been here 8 years..." noted George.


  "Yes, even her. For all we know, she might have killed Carlos to throw suspicion off of her. It may sound callous as hell, but we have to regard her as a possible killer as well."


  Above, lightning lit of the sky and thunder seemed to shatter the heavens....
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    The Godmarket


    [...]


    The most important thing to realize about the effects of the Godmarket is the social classes targeted most strongly. Everyone knows that the poorest in every society flocked to these new gods, seduced by the promises of a good life, or even a not-insufferable life. Especially hard hit were the poor of advanced countries, who had access to all the varied methods of recruiting used by the gods (television being a major method). In less-developed countries, people who would otherwise have been claimed as worshippers were saved simply because they had yet to hear of the new gods. Experts have estimated that for every day more between the start of the Godmarket and the Causality Wars, another 100,000 would have died.


    But the poor stand out because there were so many, and so many of them died. But almost as important in causing the turmoil of the remainder of the century were the very rich. As has happened throughout history, the rich got involved with religion as a means of increasing their personal power. The loss of so many powerful business and political leaders at a time when their power was so desperately needed made the situation all the worse.


    Nations without a strong middle class ceased to exist for all practical purposes. When the poor and the rich are all there are, their loss means everyone is gone. This was exacerbated by the "miracles" performed in many of the more stratified countries, ensuring that everyone did know about the gods there. Whether an emergent nation survived at all depended largely on whether it had any "native" gods that sought to win back their old geographical locations. However, few nations were so without modern telecommunications as to be totally spared. And the revolutions that rocked many of the survivors once the technologically-endowed elite died killed tens of thousands more. But that's another section.


    [...]


    The North American Combine


    [Publisher's Note: this section contains material previously not cleared for publication in North American editions.]


    The roots of the North American Combine were humble enough, but the final product was to prove a conspiracy theorist's greatest vindication and also greatest rebuttal.


    In the 1970's and 1980's, a series of Executive Orders established broader powers for the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Some pointed out that these broad powers could lead to a "shadow government" supplanting democracy in a time of crisis, and never letting go. Others claimed this was mad rambling, and that crises like Hurricane Andrew and the devastating firestorms of 1978 (started by a group of flame-using superterrorists) proved the need for a strong FEMA. FEMA quickly established ties to the Department of SuperHuman Affairs, due to the large number of artificial disasters brought on by the Third Heroic Age.


    Meanwhile, Canada and Mexico, without strong SuperHuman Affairs departments of their own, developed de facto ties with DSHA. These ties were formalized in a much-publicized rider to the North American Free Trade Act, giving the United States large discretionary powers in dealing with superhumans in all three countries. In the end, budgetary concerns helped NAFTA past the other two governments, since the only real alternative was to spend billions on their own programs.


    Over the next few years after NAFTA, FEMA got more and more involved in Canada and Mexico, being more able to get on the scene quickly than the local agencies and following in on the DSHA's coattails. They always pulled out once local emergency relief was in place, but they were becoming a normal sight outside the United States. There was some grumbling, especially from Canadians, but most people were simply glad to have the help.


    Then the Causality Wars hit. Even in Canada, as much as 15% of the population was killed. 23% of the United States died (although a smaller percentage of legal residents) and 60% or more of Mexico and other Latin American nations died immediately. Worse, much of the higher governmental structure had vanished (see section on the Godmarket for reasons).


    FEMA stepped in immediately, being run mainly but mid-level bureaucrats and designed to function without a 'head.' When it became apparent that no superhumans existed anymore, the DSHA personnel stepped in wherever FEMA needed people.


    After a few weeks, it became apparent that a government was needed. The military, weakened by massive losses (despite official orders, over half of the enlisted men ended up worshipping Ares or Thor) also lacked a clear legal authority to step in and take over. The remaining officer corps was reluctant to play the part of military Junta, and went looking for a government. Congress was almost gone, however, and President Quayle (see "The 1990's" for how the Two Term Limit was repealed to allow him to serve his third term) had been a powerful Superhuman and thus victim of the Causality Wars.


    In stepped FEMA again. It had the structure, it had the personnel and most importantly it had the legal authority. FEMA assumed full governmental powers for the duration of the crisis, a crisis which only recently has been officially declared over.


    It's uncertain exactly how Canada and Mexico got drawn in, but it is known that by the time FEMA assumed full powers (October 12, 1998) it had already set up disaster relief in both nations. The ruling PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) in Mexico had already been rocked by the electoral scandals of 1994 and the ensuing minor revolts, and was totally destroyed by the Godmarket. The only remaining Mexican power structure, its Army, was convinced to take orders from FEMA with a minimum of trouble, and Canada followed suit soon after.


    After the immediate riots and famines had been brought under control, a process that took nearly two years, it became apparent that the FEMA structure was the best government they could hope to have for the near future, especially given the rise of several warlords in South America and the threat of the Chinese. Delegates from FEMA and the remnants of the legitimate governments of Canada and Mexico met in St. Louis, chosen for its central location, and the North American Combine was officially born. The Articles of Combination were signed on January 1, 2001, creating a single government to control the three nations.


    In structure, the Articles were a mixture of parts of the United States Constitution and FEMA's operating guidelines. States and Provinces were shifted one step down the political ladder, with the three former nations now having the powers reserved to states and the Combine as a whole operating as a Federal government. Some of the smaller former States and Provinces (now called Districts officially, although the old titles are still used) were merged, such as New England District, Maritimes District and Appalachia District. A structure borrowing from the Bill of Rights and Canadian Precedent was established, but the Combine government could suspend any part of it during a state of emergency, and at first suspended it all. At this time (2021), all but Article 2 (Freedom of Religion) and Article 34 (Equal Rights for Homo Sapiens Magi) have been put into effect. There has been little public demand for enactment of Article 2, as the Godmarket is still fresh in the minds of some, and Article 34 may never come into effect. On the other hand, although the rights are not guaranteed, neither have they been seriously violated since 2014.


    Since 2001, the Combine has moved fairly steadily back towards the democracy from which it was born, with the exception of a brief backslide in 2013-2014 after the Big One destroyed a large portion of southern California District. It hasn't gotten there yet, but the fact that this can be published shows it's making progress. It is speculated that pressures from other nations in the United World organization over the past three years is primarily responsible for activation of Article 1, Freedom of Expression. Especially given the powers that the UW has over the Internet. This will be discussed at greated length in the new section on the UW.


    [...]


    Eurasian Union


    Europe was already making hesitant steps towards economic unity before 1998 with the EC, or European Community. However, the dislocation brought about by the Causality Wars made something like the EC a necessity for survival.


    The charismatic Lenard Duvallier was one of the few major political leaders in Europe not to be tempted by the Godmarket. Some say because internationalism was his religion and he would not abandon it so easily. In any case, he was largely responsible for making the EC a reality in 2002.


    In 2003, the economically devastated former Soviet Republics petitioned for membership, offering great natural resources but insufficient capital or skill to exploit them. For although Western Europe had a modest 12% death rate from the Causality Wars, Eastern Europe lost anywhere from 40% to 80% of its population, depending on the region. India and its neighbors followed suit, wishing protection from the increasingly insular and threatening China.


    Following the example of the North American Combine, the Eurasian Union was formed, with the backing of Duvallier, who saw it as just another step towards his dream of a world government. On May 5, 2005, the Eurasion Union was formed as a tightly bound economic union but a loosely bound political body. As a result, the Union quickly took on plutocratic characteristics, with the richer nations flexing their muscles in the poorer nations. A brief war broke out over Bangladesh as China tried to absorb that nation as it had Korea and all of Southeast Asia, but the Union gave up Bangladesh as part of a treaty to ensure Japan's safety from Chinese domination. Japan joined the Union in 2010 after several years of de facto membership.


    As the result of being a primarily economic structure, the rights of citizen varied from state to state, although certain commerce-related rights were guaranteed throughout the Union. Over time it became more convenient to have if not the same laws, similar laws throughout the Union, and such were changed to suit. The result is similar to the old British Commonwealth, with certain laws and rights taken as guaranteed without an actual declaration of rights. Some attempts have been made at creating Articles similar to those in the Combine, but with limited success. The philosophy being one of "if it isn't seriously broken, don't fix it."


    Despite this, the Union remains the strongest hotbed of pro-United World sentiment on the planet, due in no small part to Duvallier's rousing promotion of the body.


    [...]


    The People's Republic of China


    Much less is known of this nation than most are comfortable with, as it withdrew into a Cold War-era insularity at the turn of the century. No reliable figures on their losses are available, and offical statements of less than 3% losses are seriously doubted. Most estimates fluctuate between 40% and 75% losses for the Chinese.


    What is known about China is that their armed forces survived quite well, as demonstrated by their annexation of North and South Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, Laos, Kampuchea, Borneo, Burma, the Malay Republic, portions of far Eastern Russia, Kazakh and Uzbek by 2001. Formation of the Eurasian Union, plus the threat of nuclear reprisal once central authority over such weapons was reestablished halted China's empire-building drive, but not before Bangladesh and the Philippines fell under their hegemony.


    It is strongly suspected that China trades with the Pranir, although not to the extent that Khadam does. Social conditions are estimated to be roughly the same as in the early 1960s, although there is apparently more capitalism in their economy. Experts believe that China's Communist government has been reduced to figurehead status and that the real power is the military, a belief supported by their capitalistic leanings and the fact that Hong Kong is still a major port city (although no longer as free as it once was).


    China is the largest nation not to join the United World.


    [...]


    Australia


    Relatively unaffected by all of the turmoil of the past two decades, Australia maintains strong ties to both the Eurasian Union and the North American Combine because of the constant threat of China to the north. The government in Canberra has resisted joining either of these two bodies, and as a nation the Australians seem to take a perverse pleasure in maintaining their independence while teasing the Union and Combine with occasional hints of leaning one way or the other.


    Australia has joined the United World, which has reduced pressures from the Union and the Combine to join them specifically.


    [...]


    South America and Africa


    These two continents suffered perhaps the greatest percentage losses in the Causality Wars. It is estimated that fully 94% of Africans and 86% of South Americans died, either in the Wars or in the smaller bloodbaths that immediately followed.


    As a result, there are no real governments on either continent, with the exception of Khadam and parts of the Moslem Coalition in northern Africa. Petty warlords rule segments of both continents, drawing from tribal structure in Africa and from the Drug Trade's structure in South America. Certain parts of both continents have been carved up by corporations and exist as "company towns" for the sole purpose of extracting resources from the land. None of these pseudo-nations are members of the United World, although some fall under the laws of member nations.


    [...]


    Moslem Coalition


    The aftermath of the Godmarket and Causality Wars succeeded in unifying most of Islam under the fundamentalist banner, with differences between Shiite and Sunni put aside for the first time in a millenium or more. Many nations with high Moslem populations were annexed by China or joined the Eurasian Union, but the Middle East hung together and formed a single Theocracy. Despite defensive use of its small nuclear arsenal, Israel was overwhelmed and retreated to Cyprus, where the government and many of the people continue to live as a nation in exile.


    The Moslem Coalition joined the United World in 2019 as a provisional member, due to strong opposition to certain aspects of the world government. As the climate becomes more relaxed with time, it is expected that the Coalition will eventually become a full member.


    [...]


    The United World


    Founded in 2018, the United World is a stronger world government than the United Nation was in many respects. It has great powers in dealing with extraterrestrial matters (such as the Pranir smugglers) and in International Law. This includes making it the only real body with power over the Internet.


    Unlike the UN, the UW delegates are elected by the people of the member countries (one of the major sticking points with the Moslem Coalition). For every 10 million citizens, a nation gets one delegate. Geographical blocks of 10 million people at a time are drawn up by the member nations, but must be approved by a UW committee (drawing up the districts alone delayed signing of the treaty by 3 years). Thus, between the current member nations, there are 178 delegates, representing all the various groups within each nation.


    The United World meets in Perth, Australia, a location chosen due to Australia's neutrality with respect to the two member superpowers. Thus, despite having only two delegates, Australia is able to wield noticeable influence in the UW due to the infamous phenomenon known as "access."


    [...]

  


  



  The Central Core of the Academy was one of the more impressive pieces of architecture in the modern world. Nearly a mile deep and a hundred meters across, it was originally filled with massive powerplants and security devices designed to keep in even the most powerful of supervillains. It was the feature that gave Northwoods Correctional Institute its nickname, "The Pit."



  Now, with the structure being used for less security-intensive purposes and with much reduced power requirements, the majority of the shaft had been cleared out and provided a breathtaking view. The bottom third was plugged by the geothermal taps that now powered the whole complex, and the few living areas at that level had been largely abandoned as too costly to keep at a comfortable temperature. A few upperclassmen who were able to ignore the heat (or even thrived on it) and valued their privacy had recently been allowed to take up residence in some of the lower areas.


  But Jen Kleinvogel never really liked the depths. She preferred soaring in the sky above, sometimes even reaching heights where she couldn't breathe comfortably.


  But tonight it was raining heavily, a real sky-opener thunderstorm. And she knew from experience that long before she could get above the roiling clouds of such a storm she'd be totally drained...if not electrocuted by the lightning which passed between the clouds.


  So she settled for the upper reaches of the Central Core. It wasn't as free as outside, but it was dry, and large enough for her to get at least some straight-flight time. The biggest problem she had with using the Core was that the walkways all around it were shielded to prevent people from falling out. A half mile was a long way down, after all. But that meant she had to enter and leave the Core at the very bottom. That, or find a maint guy and get him to open one of the service hatches. Neither option was terribly convenient, especially at night.


  Jen alit on a small ledge set into an elevator tube for use by the repair staff and looked down. Something like a thousand meters straight down onto the heat shielding over the geotap. She could faintly make out the marks made by the engineers planning installation of a new anti-gravity cushion...whenever someone could figure out how to make a reliable one, that is. Maybe when that got installed (if ever) they'd open up the Core a little and she wouldn't have to take the 'vator all the way down to get in. Essay built one for a final project last winter, but it conked out as soon as she got more than a hundred meters or so away.


  Her eyes travelled up the plexwalled shaft, idly watching the elevators doing their slow dance, automatically moving between the floors, occasionally stopping to pick up someone....


  Then she saw someone falling in the Core.


  She sprang from her perch and tried to make out who the person was even has her mind almost automatically computed a flight path that would let her intercept the target with a minimum of damage to both. It was hard to see through her own antigravity field, like wearing really dark sunglasses. The effect worked both ways, making her look like a shadow or ghost in flight.


  Her conscious mind made the identification just a fraction of a second too late to tell her body. It was Lana Smith, one of the younger kids. And a Ghoster, able to become phantasmal. It explained how she got into the Core, but also let her fall right through Jen's grasp.


  Sparing no time to curse herself out, Jen dove for the younger woman, remembering as she arrowed down that Lana was the same age as Essay's cousin, the one who Burned Out today. Could that have made the girl jump? But the psychs should have counselled anyone close to Carlos, right?


  Jen caught up and grabbed Lana around the waist, pumping her agrav field to the maximum to keep Lana from slipping through again.


  On the plus side, Lana's control over her Ghosting power wasn't good enough to let her ignore gravity fields, and while this meant she could keep falling Ghosted, it also meant Jen could grab her if she tried.


  On the minus side, to be sure of not letting go, Jen had to generate a really strong agrav field, and the two shot upwards. Not only was this taking them farther from safety at the bottom of the shaft, Jen had maybe three seconds before the pair splattered against the roof of the Core. Jen's field might keep her from being hurt, but she doubted she could keep her grip through a collision like that.


  Only one real option. Jen shifted her hold and snapped Lana's head sharply to one side in a modified sleeper hold Grind had taught her. She felt Lana go limp and cut power just in time to bounce jarringly off the ceiling.


  Jen wracked her brain. Did Lana have Advanced Recovery powers? It might explain why she tried such a drastic method, since the more common suicide approaches wouldn't necessarily kill her. But it did mean Lana could wake up in seconds.


  "Damn!" Jen spat. They still hadn't installed the "Panic Button" system inside the Core. She could hope someone saw them and hit the alert, but Jen's own powers made her hard to spot. Only choice was to hope she could get them down to the bottom before Lana woke up and took a faster route.


  Turned out Lana was a fast healer. This time Jen was a little more ready for it, though, and tried something she'd been thinking about practicing lately. And when she did it, she really wished she'd done more than think about practice.


  Jen's power let her generate both gravity and antigravity sheaths around herself. Normally she'd use one at a time, relying on the winglike shape of the sheath to maneuver. Sometimes, when she needed to turn on a dime, she'd create a small area of opposite field and use it like someone running down stairs would grab the railing to make a turn. But it had always been a small field compared to the main one.


  Now, however, she generated maximum agrav on her upper torso and maximum grav on her lower torso and legs. This let her hold onto Lana quite firmly without rocketing either up or down.


  Unfortunately, it hurt like hell. And Jen couldn't keep the two pulls balanced very well, and started bobbing up and down. She couldn't keep this up for long.


  "Lana!" she hissed through clenched teeth. "Stop fighting me! Whatever it is, it's not worth killing yourself over!" Great, Jen thought. That sounded like something out of a bad movie.


  Lana was sobbing something, nearly incoherently, as she struggled. Her eyes were squeezed shut and she shook her head back and forth as if she hoped that it, at least, could break free and fall. Jen could make out the name "Carlos."


  "Lana, I know Carlos's death has to be hard on all of you...all of us. But...."


  Lana's sobbing turned into screams. "But nothing! I LOVED him! We were going to be MARRIED!" Her tone abruptly grew quiet and reluctant. "I'm carrying his baby...."


  Shit-Damn-Hell.... They must have kept the relationship secret, otherwise the psychs would have made sure she was under observation and getting loads of counselling. Not too hard to do, really, when one of the people in the relationship can Ghost. Jen really didn't know what to say. If she was in Lana's place, and her age, she might have flown up into a cloud and then just let go too.


  Suddenly, Jen felt something in her gut snap, a burning pain that shocked her into letting go of Lana. The pain kept her from focusing...she fell too, maybe a little slower, but she fell. A red haze started to fill her view. She started to black out from internal injuries, and thought to herself, "I wonder what they'll make of *this* pair of corpses...."


  Was she still falling? Her vision had gone from red to a sort of grey, but she was pretty sure the wind was whipping past just as fast, she could feel it. But why wasn't anything moving?


  Ah, now it's moving. This must be some sort of weird hallucination brought on by the injuries, she mused. Then she let go of consciousness and everything faded to black.


  * * * *


  A few weeks had passed and the excitement generated by Howard's last-second rescue of Kleinvogel and Smith had died down enough that he could finally get some free time alone again. As one of the only real sorcerors on the planet, Howard tended to engender a feeling of unease in those he met, a feeling he liked to encourage, because it meant they left him alone. It wasn't so much that he was antisocial, more like he preferred his own company to that of others. Moving from one district to another as a FEMA brat, he'd never really been able to make any long-term connections to people. But when he discovered the books of magic in his father's possessions, he had a friend for life. He knew his father wasn't a mage...all the magic had died before he was born. The books must have belonged to one of his father's friends, one of the superheroes the man had worked with back in the 1990s.


  The fact that much of the book was written in Latin, with notes in Romanian, didn't daunt him. He simply learned those languages, getting by on the scrawled translations in the margins at first, making his own translations later. He was thrilled when he first realized that the english words in the book had been penned by none other than Tymythy Twysytd. He was less than thrilled when he found he lacked the capacity to duplicate Tym's abilities, but he quickly found where his talents lay. Elemental magic. By the time his parents discovered his "secret," he was powerful enough to learn without the help of the tomes, powerful enough to demand they let him continue in his art. And they did, sending him here to the Academy, where for the first time he had the chance to form some real human contacts.


  But by that time, he no longer really wanted to. He located a spell in his tome which allowed him to bind a fire elemental to an amulet and be protected against heat. With this, he was able to take up residence in the lower levels of the Academy, which suited him much better. Even if it meant Scorch and Sylvester were his neighbors.


  He had been on his way out of those quarters that night, to watch the storm and attempt to scry patterns of the future from the chaotic turmoil of the clouds. Then he saw the two figures falling and quickly summoned up a wind to lower them safely to the ground. One had tried to slip through, being a Ghoster and, as he later found, a jumper. But his winds were magickal and supported her despite her desires.


  Unfortunately, this had made him something of a celebrity, and when he had to venture out of his demense he would invariably attract crowds of younger students. Feh. He didn't like being called "Howie-mon" any more than his father had, and now he knew why it got on his father's nerves so much.


  Oddly, several of his peers were treating him with the kind of distance he desired. Not that he minded, of course, but it was odd that the normally ebullient Scorch would *not* try to strike up a conversation with him in the hallways.


  Maybe some good had come from the event after all.
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  The weather was turning cold, as it was wont to do in Northern Wisconsin in October, but Howard didn't notice it. Despite the fact he wore only a loincloth, he showed no sign of the chill. In fact, he didn't seem to be noticing anything at all about the world around him. Although his body was on a windswept hill near the Academy, his mind might have been in another reality entirely...and it probably was.



  Responding to some inner signal, he opened his eyes and stood. Shivering now that his trance was broken, he quickly donned a sweatsuit taken from a gym bag nearby. Pausing to look at his watch as he pulled it onto his wrist, he nodded. He had gotten back on time.


  It was a fairly short walk back to the surface buildings of the Academy, but the wind was picking up and Howard found it necessary to speak to the wind and calm it around him...he decided he should have brought a jacket as well.


  Entering the elevator in the upper lobby, he made a quick decision and punched the button for the gymnasium level. He could get in his physical workout before dinner.


  Traffic in the Core was light. With midterms approaching, most of the students and teachers were busy with their academic duties. The pace of this "graduate" work was different, however, and Howard felt a strange emptiness in his life. Normally the constant-yet-changing academic routine provided him a sense of stability. But it seemed more and more like the Professor was making things up as he went along...and he probably was, considering this was the first such class.


  So their days were filled with training, honing their powers and bodies, learning strategies and tactics...as well as philosophies to help in making moral decisions. Well, as far as Howard could tell, this particular training was intended more to let them justify actions after the fact, after their indoctrinated reflexes had made the choice for them.


  Still, the uncertainty of not knowing when the schedule could change, not knowing when they might be called upon to be tested by fire, gave Howard a profound sense of unease.


  He put the thoughts from his mind as he entered the gym and started some stretching exercises. After a few hours of sitting in a trance, his muscles were more than a little stiff. Not as stiff as they might be had he sat like that without the benefit of a trance state, but still no condition in which to start a workout.


  A half hour of weight training helped him put his mind at ease. The simple repetition of lifting and pushing was like a mantra of sorts. It let him ignore his mind as effectively as the trance this afternoon had let him ignore his body. He only barely registered the arrival of another in the weight room, although on some level he knew who it was. After all, this was hardly peak time for usage of the room, and only one person could be guaranteed to be here for several hours a day.


  "Hello, Sara," he said, a little stiffly, as he stood from the leg curl bench. She was currently at the military press station, doing speed repetitions of 300kg. Howard was mildly impressed...he could lift that weight with effort. "Essay" took a second to nod to him as she counted off her reps. To look at her face, the intense concentration somehow mingled with a sort of joy in what she was doing, it would be hard to picture the sullen young woman of a few weeks ago. But she'd lost relatives before, he reasoned, bouncing back must get easier with practice.


  He'd never really had that practice, but he really couldn't say there was anyone close to him that he could lose. Intellectually, he accepted that it was better to make human connections, get close, even if it meant pain when you lost the person. But he'd never really had the knack for making those connections. He suspected that he wouldn't get his "degree" until he could, though. After all, his craft was more finely honed than almost any of the other students...only "Grind" was more dedicated to self-improvement. But the purpose of this place was to make him a hero...and he'd have to find some way to care about people before that could happen.


  Obviously his face betrayed some sort of consternation, because Essay paused at the end of her set and turned to him. "You okay? You looked a little funny."


  He roused from his introspection. "Oh, I suppose I've just been thinking too much of our...all of our...uncertain future. Why we're still here, that sort of thing."


  Essay nodded and started another set. "Yeah, I know the feeling. Ten. It's not like we do anything here - twenty - that we couldn't do out on our own, you know? Thirty. I tinker with stuff, work out, all that...you play with your spellbook, forty, Scorch practices being a jerk...when do we learn to be heroes? Fifty." She stopped and moved over to another station.


  Before Howard could think of something to say, either to continue the conversation or to end it, Essay had set the level of the leg press and sat down. "Come to think of it, what is it with your spells, anyway? I thought the power was inside our genes, not in the words and - ten - rituals?"


  Howard considered his reply as she kept counting. "Well, you're right that the power resides in us. A spell won't do anything for a normal, no matter how long he studies it nor how hard he concentrates. Spells are more like, oh, tools and techniques.


  "For example, I could try to use my inborn talent to scry out your location by sheer force of will. It would be extremely difficult, however, and I could set off a backlash of nature that could harm me. It would be like walking over to that pile of free weights and trying to heft them into the air. I might lift them, I might also pull half the muscles in my back. Some spells are mental forms...techniques if you will...that help the caster use his power more wisely. So, with the spell, I could focus on some patterns from my spell book that let me topple the Fifth Pillar more safely. Analogous to keeping my back straight and lifting with my legs. More chance of success, less chance of injury."


  Essay nodded as she stood from the weight machine and moved to the free weights. Howard paused as she clanked plate after plate onto the bar, since it would have drowned out his voice anyway. "Spot me?" she asked, and he moved to the spotter's position. Not that he could physically lift that much weight, but he could probably lift it with a spell if need be.


  He continued. "Now, sometimes doing things directly isn't going to work. The violation is too great, or the weight too large. That's when it's time to look for an easier way to accomplish your objective. Getting a pulley or a lever to lift the weight, for example. Most ritual magic falls into this category, finding easier ways to do the same thing. The less you have to push on nature, the less it pushes back. It's a combination of common sense and trial-and-error, which is why it's helpful to read what someone else has figured out. For instance, it's easier to find someone magickally if you have something they were in contact with for an extended period. The subject's spirit will have left an impression, and by searching for a similar spirit you can avoid the Fifth Clastic altogether, concentrating on the Third Pillar, the law of Spirit. And if the caster had something actually part of the subject, like a lock of hair or some blood, it becomes even easier. Because then you can use the First Pillar, the Law of Substance, to find the mate to the piece. And with the Law working for you instead of against you, breaking the Law of Fate, the Fifth Pillar, becomes simple. At least compared to doing it directly."


  Essay finished her power reps and sat up. "I think I got it. Same reason they keep trying to teach me advanced physics, so I'll be able to work with the laws of nature more often. The closer to real physics my gadgets get, the more people can use them, they say. Hey, you have more power than I do, and I make 'magic items' that work for me...could you make a magic item anyone could use?"


  Howard chuckled. "Like a magic sword? No, that's the stuff of bad movies. I can make objects that help with certain types of magic, but you have to be able to use the magic in the first place to get the benefit. Say, for example, I used a needle tied to a strand of your hair to locate you, making it like a compass with you as the north pole."


  "You calling me frigid?" she smiled. Howard smiled weakly and continued.


  "Ah, no. But if I use the same needle every time I want to cast a location spell, eventually the needle itself will become attuned to the particular violation of the Laws I want. The needle will then be a sort of magic item, and anyone with even small talent could tie the hair of someone they wanted to find to the needle and cast the spell successfully. However, that's not how I find people around here...when I do want to find them."


  "How do you do it, then?"


  "I've enchanted the phone system. I pick up the phone, concentrate on who I want to call, and punch a random number. It rings the phone nearest to who I want to find." He grinned, picked up his bag, and left for dinner.


  "You're kidding, right? Right?"


  * * * *


  "Okay, Drake, one more time. And this time expect as many cheap shots as I can get. The whole point of this exercise is to not be distracted by the pain of impact."


  "Can't I at least put on a protector?"


  "No. That's the main target people will shoot for...ya gotta learn to block out the pain from there too."


  Tony Drake sighed and pulled himself up onto the rings, settling into an Iron Cross first. His task was to perform a class-A gymnastics routine while under continuous barrage from Jason's TK-assisted dartguns. While totally invulnerable to harm (well, as close as they'd risked testing it), Drake still felt pain from impacts. It didn't last like pain from a wound would, but it was just as distracting for that instant as any real injury would be. And letting himself be distracted could cost someone else their life.


  Tony arched his legs up, carefully keeping them straight and clamped together. Jason would start firing when he felt Tony was least ready for it... the worst part of the exercise, Tony thought. The anticipation was killing him. Spinning into a roll, he then extended his body and went into a "giant" on the rings. Then the first dart hit, bouncing off his temple. He hissed in pain, but kept in the swing, pulling back up to an inverted hang. He let go to quick-reverse his grip, when a searing pain struck him in the left hand. He barely managed to grab the ring in time, and he flopped slightly sideways as he went into his next move.


  "Clumsy," chuckled Jason. Tony didn't let it get to him...he'd learned to ignore trash talk way back in Junior year of Secondary. After all, when people find you can't be hurt physically, they try to hurt you emotionally. The instructors had realized that, and trained him specially in centering tech-


  "OW!" Damn, he'd let his mind wander, and that really cheap shot to the groin almost made him let go of the rings. Just one more inverted hang and he'd be ready to dismount.


  Pop! "What the hell? GAH!" The sudden added weight standing on the soles of his feet, combined with a dart right in his open mouth made Tony let go, and he fell in a less than graceful heap, head first. He sat up in time to see Popper reappear on a balance bar. "Ptui. Thanks heaps, Pops. Jason's darts taste like sweat socks, you know?"


  "What's yer business, Popper?" asked Jason, sticking the rest of his darts into an old sweat sock while Popper tried to stifle a laugh.


  Popper regained his composure, and fast. "Guys, my entrance aside, I've got some pretty serious business. Since the start of the school year, some of the other Grads have been acting...funny. Anti-social, you know?"


  Tony wiped the rosin off his hands as he stood up. "C'mon...it's not like we were all buddies in undergrad. When ya cut a class of a few hundred down to a dozen or so, not everyone's gonna get along, right?"


  Jason nodded. "Yeah. I mean, most of us made our 'cliques' years ago. It'll take some time for us to find new groups to hang with, and there's no guarantee that all the grads will hang together."


  Popper shook his head. "No, I mean, it's more than that. It's like there's some kind of division opening up between those of use who've been here since the Founding, and those who haven't. The 'new guys' have been acting really suspicious lately. Especially around us fogeys. Haven't you noticed it? How some of them avoid being too near us during workouts? How even guys like Scorch act kinda quiet near us? I think there's some kind of conspiracy going on here, and I don't like being on the outside of it."


  Drake scratched his head. "Come ta think of it, you do have a point. Sal used ta ask me ta work out with him a lot last year, since he couldn't accidentally kill me. But he hasn't since the first couple of days of this term. Since Essay's cousin Burned Out. I figured he was just cutting down on th' workouts, not wanting ta Burn Out himself. But, y'know...it *has* been a while...."


  "Dunno. I haven't really noticed anything odd myself," said Jason. "But I haven't really been paying attention either. Are you sure yer not just bitter that all yer pals got shipped off to other places?"


  "I guess that could be it. But still...it doesn't feel right. And it doesn't really bode well for any team activities we might be called on to do in the future...."


  * * * *


  Had Popper been down in the quarters of the Taylors just then, he'd have had pretty damning proof of his suspicions. When it had become obvious that the observation deck was a really bad place to plot in secret, Jakzak had suggested they take advantage of the couple's expanded Family quarters in the staff section.


  Six people can make even a larger room feel small, though, and when Big Sal is one of the six, well.... The atmosphere felt closer than it really was, the air of conspiracy made the underground room's walls seem to close in on the six. No one spoke, or if they did it was of light trivialities. Finally, Aaron opened his eyes and relaxed.


  "I've scanned the area as best as I could. No one's close enough to eavesdrop, and no Psis are looking this way. Grind, any sign of electronic bugs?"


  The overly studious conspirator looked up from his portable computer and shook his head. "None that I can find. It's safe to begin."


  Jakzak leaned forward in his chair. "I guess as host, I'll start. The Professor's a bit soft on me...says I remind him of himself at my age...and I managed to get some interesting information out of him that Dan didn't have access to. Nothing current, mind you. He wouldn't say anything about the sealed medical files. But he did say that Burnout didn't happen during the Third Heroic Age. Now, the nature of the Magene might have altered since then, but it still supports the idea that Burnout is artificial. Scorch?"


  "Nothing. I pushed my powers as far as I could, with Aaron monitoring my brain and George keeping me from torching the woods, but not even a hint of Burning Out. I was exhausted at the end, but just normal exhaustion."


  Aaron broke in, "Paul found someone at MetaPysch who used to be a 'listener' type Psi...the kind that can't shut out input. He'd felt the deathscreams of a Burnout victim during the time his powers were out of control, and he passed the imprint on to me. Burnouts, at least this one, have a very distinctive feel to them, I'll recognize it if I'm near a potential Burner. And I can verify that Scorch wasn't even close."


  "Okay," said Grind. "Looks like we can pretty much rule out any significant chance of the syndrome being natural. Sal and Sarah, have either of you gotten anywhere?"


  Jakzak's wife put down her drink. "Well, I'm pretty good friends with some of the medical staff, since I was always banging myself up at superspeed in undergrad. They're tighter than a Pranir's pursestrings when it comes to Burnout. But the very fact they *won't* talk about it means they must suspect something's not kosher about the whole thing. Whole subject is classified from here to Santari, I doubt Sal found anything in the literature."


  "Ah, that's where you're wrong. Not totally wrong, mind you," scowled the hulking Italian. "All articles explicitly about Burnout are indeed classified at a level higher than most of us will ever see. But I got creative with the indexing system and found the reverse index most helpful. Y'see, although the articles themselves are classfied, little else in current paranormal medicine is. So I went through the reverse index, the one that shows what articles quote a given piece, and looked for classified followups to unclassified articles. Now, I may only have done pre-med, but I understood enough of the articles I found to tell that Burnout is not considered natural. If it were, there'd be a higher proportion of stress-studies quoted, and less epidemiology and other such 'outside cause' studies drawn on. But it looks like there's some major work being done in paranormal physiology that takes the approach that there's an outside agent inflicting something. And the only thing I know about that it could be is Burnout." He frowned. "But it could be something I don't know about at all, and the quoted articles are generic enough to give no specific clues. I'd guess any really telltale source material would also have been classified."


  Grind looked pleased. "Actually, that's as much as a smoking gun compared to the other evidence we have. I take it you saved the articles to disk? Okay, get me a copy as soon as you can, I might be able to ferret out a few more details before our investigations start raising red flags in the system. Also, it tells us there is *definitely* something to be found, which is a good first step. Anyway...."


  The phone rang, cutting Grind off. Sarah picked up the reciever, but left the visual turned off. "Hello? Oh, hi, Essay. Sal? Yeah, he's...huh? Um, okay." She hung up, looking a bit perplexed.


  "Well, what did she want with me?" Sal asked, a bit nervously.


  "I'm not sure. When I told her you were here, she said 'Oh, this is so cool!' and then said it was nothing and hung up."


  Grind frowned. "Maybe you shouldn't have said he was here. Even if Essay's not our suspect, whoever it is might have gotten her to make the call. You know, see if we're all together, maybe get a clue as to whether we're on to him or her. Or it. We have to be extra careful not to act differently around the others, people. It's okay for me to act distant, everyone expects that of me. But I think some of the others have gotten suspicious over the silent treatment they find themselves getting. Remember, if these are murders, we have a murderer who can reliably make it look like an accident. Acting too suspicious could make you the next victim."


  * * * *


  "...Amen."


  Arin got into bed and turned out the light. At first she'd felt all closed in, living underground like this, but she'd gotten used to it. And her remaining unease couldn't overcome her feeling that using a night light was for children. And she wasn't a child anymore.


  Still, it took her longer than it once had to fall asleep...she still felt like an alien here, albeit an alien in an alien land. College itself had been different enough...first time living outside her parents' home, being exposed to different beliefs than the single sect permeating her small town. Of course, that college at least was still Christian, even if not everyone else there had the details right. If she'd had a choice, that's as different as things would have ever gotten in her life.


  But God had seen fit to test her by not letting her live the life she wanted. After all, He rarely gives out earthly comfort and security. She was cursed with these unholy magic powers, a cross easily as heavy as St. Christopher's deformities. She still had nightmares about being attacked while crossing the campus at night, fighting back...and exploding. Not in rage, but in a fireball that wiped out everything for fifty meters and killed her attacker instantly.


  But was she allowed to try and come to terms with what she had done by seeking solace in the Church? No. She was bundled off to this hole in the earth to train her in using her powers. She knew she'd have to learn, or she might kill again...and although He might forgive her unintentional taking of life, to not try and avoid repeating that would be a sin in His eyes. But it was still hard...being all but alone here, this den of atheists and even pagans.


  She would bear her burden, though. A few others here shared her beliefs, and that was some comfort. And Salvatore tried to help, she supposed, in his own way. Maybe he even wanted to be more than a friend to her. But he was Catholic...her parents would never approve of such a relationship, and she wasn't sure she liked the idea herself.


  Her thoughts reached the point which kept her awake many a night. If Sal's religion was a barrier, why was she so attracted to Dan? He seemed to be atheist, although she couldn't be sure...he showed so little of his beliefs to the outside world. Other than the belief in hard work, that is.


  She'd stopped feeling guilty about carnal urges years ago...after all, they were only another part of being a human, a sinner. And once she was married, they would certainly have their place. But why couldn't she feel that way about Kevin, the Senior she'd met at Sunday services? Why did she feel this way about Dan?


  If only he hadn't started to start paying attention to her, she might have gotten over him. But recently, he'd looked at her several times, as if he wanted to tell her something, but wasn't sure if he should. What did he want to say? That question tormented her, but she couldn't make herself ask him. Every time she saw him, her stomach curled up in a knot and she felt like her tongue had left her mouth. It was like the feeling she got when asked to speak in front of a group of people, but much worse.


  She tossed and turned for several minutes more, trying to put these thoughts out of her head and get to sleep. Finally, she reached over and hit the button to illuminate the clock face. Bathed in its soft glow, she finally got to sleep.
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  One of the main modifications that had been necessary to turn a penal facility capable of holding 3000 superhuman inmates into a school capable of holding 3000 superhuman students was the necessity of larger rooms. The cells could be converted to dorms easily enough, expanding the living space to hold as many as 10000 if need be (security apparatus takes up a lot of space), but if any general classes were to be taught, they needed more rooms capable of holding 100 or more at a time.



  Most of this space was made up by expanding the surface structures, being cheaper to build aboveground than below. But a few rooms already in existence were well suited to use as auditoriums, and were put to that purpose. This room was one of them, a former mustering room where guards about to go on duty would receive new orders and news of promotions. Since the floor was already sloped and set with chairs, it was decided not to turn it into another training room.


  Unfortunately, unlike the new classrooms which had been constructed underground, this one hadn't been fitted with light pipes. Therefore it felt more oppressive than the other rooms, set students on edge.


  This was why Dr. Willis always requested it for his Gen Psych lecture sections.


  One such section was just about to come to order, and the last students were slipping in the door and sitting as far in the back as they could. Many looked nervous, more so than usual, as if expecting some bad news. The mood got even tenser when Dr. Willis came in and plopped a pile of papers on the desk at the front of the room.


  "No, the midterms are *not* graded yet." There was an audible sigh. "And no, I won't say how the ones I've already graded look. Today we're going to start a short section on Paranormal Psychology...Psi talents. Some of you may find it interesting enough to take the seminar course on it taught by staff from Metapysch, but none of you are required to. Only the Psi talents are, and they don't take this general course. However, this week's lectures should give you a fairly good picture of how Psi talents work and hopefully dispel all the incorrect information you may have learned about them from movies and TV."


  He pulled out a stylus and began writing on the surface of his podium. The words were projected onto the screen behind him. Given the amount of money sunk into the Academy, it was felt that the minor savings gained by using chalkboards was not enough to justify using anything less than state of the art.


  "MetaPsych was founded in the mid 1980s. During the decade and a half of operations before the Causality Wars, it took incredible amounts of raw data. Other duties of the organization kept it from properly studying most of this data, but when all the Psis died, MetaPsych suddenly found itself with a lot of time on its hands. After getting back on its feet during the reconstruction of the nation, they launched into intensive analysis of their data, so as to be better prepared when Psis started appearing again.


  "Although the clinical classification of various Psi-endowed subjects is complex enough that there are no more than one or two individuals in any one section, as early as the 1990s it started to become apparent that the way Psis sensed minds could be compared constuctively to the operation of the normal five senses. Sight, sound, touch, smell and hearing.


  "Now, the popular media almost inevitably uses the hearing paradigm, even though it is known to be the rarest one in fact. A 'listener' Psi hears minds like we hear sound. And like hearing, it cannot be shut off. This forces the Psi to erect barriers to the outside, learn how to ignore what he's sensing. And it generally means that the 'listener' is feared and mistrusted, becoming a rather antisocial individual. But as you know by now, all powers require some act of will to violate the laws of nature. Theoretically, any supernatural sense can be turned off. In all known cases, the 'listener' has some underlying neurosis or even psychosis that subconsciously keeps the sense all the way on. Most frequently it's a deepseated paranoia that makes the subject unable to let down his guard and not hear people's thoughts. Once this problem can be overcome, the 'listener' usually becomes a 'sight' telepath, although sometimes a backlash effect can keep the subject from using his senses at that high a level.


  "The 'sight' telepaths, or 'Psights' as they're sometimes called, are the most powerful and versatile. Like our vision, the sense can be turned off fairly easily, and can make out a great deal of detail. However, similar to vision, the 'Psight' will sense most clearly what is being focused on, less clearly people with similar mindsets, and not at all those completely unlike the focus. So, if a 'Psight' is focusing on a human mind, any aliens will be on his 'blind' side. With training, a telepath can learn to extend his peripheral senses so as to close the blind spot.


  "'Touch' telepaths are the most common true telepaths, and also the weakest. They can sense thoughts directed at them, usually only at short range, or read the minds of nearby subjects with some concentration. It takes more effort to make out distinct thoughts as opposed to vague impressions, especially when the subject isn't cooperating. Now, most of you are aware that there are passive powers, ones that don't need conscious will to remain active. The mere knowledge that you have the power is enough to keep it going even when you sleep, which is helpful for those with defensive powers. 'Touch' telepathy generally works this way, and since it isn't as disruptive as 'Hearing' telepathy is, few Psis bother with the hypnotic regimen needed to be able to turn it off. However, because they do hear thoughts directed at them, they still engender some unease, and they still suffer from the occasional 'cold fish' personality.


  "The other two senses are less discriminatory, and the Psi talents they apply to rarely use the sense analogy, since they have their own names. Smell is a fairly distinguishing sense, but not as finely tuned as touch or sight. Hence it describes what are called Telempaths, a sort of halfway step between true telepathy and empathy. With intensive training and talent, a Telempath can pick up individual thoughts and tell who thought them. But generally they get a melange of images from all around, from which they can pick out prevailing moods and some occasional strong word-thoughts.


  "Finally, our taste buds can only distinguish a small set of stimuli, and thus it is with 'Taste' telepaths, or Empaths. An Empath cannot ever sense exact thoughts, but with experience can deduce them from context and the mood of the subject. The analogy with taste breaks down, however, in that not all Empaths are short-range. But since the talent is less useful if you can't connect the emotion to a person, empathy is functionally limited to sight range. Extreme-range Empaths can sometimes lock on to the emotional state of someone seen on television or talked to over the phone, but this is a trick few master."


  Dr. Willis paused and took a sip from his coffee. "Of course, there are always-on Empaths and touch-range Psights to a degree, but the five senses are a fair classification of most types of Psi sensing. Sending is another matter, and is slightly harder to reduce to some cute mnemonics. And in general, the type of sender a Psi is can change with training more easily than the type of receiver.


  "Generally, the less training a Psi has, the less able he is to make himself heard by normals. Those with extremely high Tesla Indices can, and sometimes do, broadcast to everyone in their area at first, and have to learn to hold back. But most have to learn to break down the natural barriers of normals through practice. One method used to rate sending is the level of receiver needed to get the thoughts clearly. The stronger the receiver needed, the weaker the sender is.


  "In addition to who *can* hear the message, there's a rating on who *does*. Some can only make one person at a time hear them, and are known as Narrowcasters. Others will be heard by everyone sensitive enough to pick them up in the general area, and they're called Broadcasters. Those able to send to whatever number of people they chose don't generally have a separate name, since most Psis are trained to get to this level. Nicknames for this level include Conference Callers, Screencasters and Omnicasters. For fairly obvious reasons, it's considered more important to train Broadcasters to this level than it is Narrowcasters, since the former can be a public nuisance if untrained. Yes, a question?"


  A young woman near the middle of the room stood up. "I don't get the Screencasters nickname...where is it from?"


  Dr. Willis smirked and replied, "In the movies, a screencaster decides who gets in and who doesn't. Now, if you'll look at your monitors, I'm downloading some additional material I want you to read over by Wednesday. I'll be covering some of this today, but mainly glossing over it. And I want all of you familiar with more than a 'gloss' of this before I move on to the next part of the section."


  * * * *


  The alarm klaxon sounded in the Taylor apartment, and in seconds both were out of bed and throwing on jumpsuits. Always a bit of a showoff, Sarah also made the bed and had a quick bite to eat while Jack was still struggling into his clothing. There were upsides to having a superfast wife, but this wasn't one of them, he thought.


  "Suppose it's for real this time, JakZak?"


  "Dunno...but after five," he paused to check the clock, "3 AM drills already, this had better be for real."


  "Well, look on the bright side...we're not nearly as in need of a shower at 3 AM as we would be at 6. Well, I'm not. Here..." she handed him a deodorant stick. He smirked and worked it around under his jumpsuit top for a second, then tossed it down.


  "C'mon, we're probably already a little late as it iiiiiiiiis!" His sentence ended in a yelp as his wife picked him up and started carrying him at a few dozen meters per second. He quickly regained his composure and used his power to lighten her load and speed the pair up.


  They passed Big Sal in the Central Core, where he was running along with one leg in his pants and the other out, obviously glad that the halls were pretty deserted at this hour. From the other direction, Essay was zipping down the spiraling walkways in some kind of rocket skateboard or a relatively close facsimile. Far below, a tubecar carried the Grads that chose to live down in the lower levels.


  When they arrived in the briefing room, only one Grad had beaten them there.


  "Hi Grind," chirped Sarah. She turned to JakZak and muttered, "He even beat me here the time I left you to fend for yourself. He must sleep in that jumpsuit or something."


  He must have heard her, because he replied, "Actually, if not for your metabolic need to stop and eat after waking, you might have beaten me here. I was meditating tonight and took slightly longer than normal to rouse."


  "How do you know I stopped to eat?"


  "The slight smell of orange which accompanied your arrival, and the fact that had JakZak been the one to eat, you would have been significantly later. Hello, Essay," he turned and greeted the arriving gadgeteer. "By the way, this isn't a drill. I tapped into the NewsNet while on my way up, there's a disaster of some sort in the Rockies, with heavy Combine security on it. Odds are we've been called in."


  "Hot damn! Our first field test!" exclaimed Scorch as he dropped into one of the briefing room chairs. "Wonder what it'll be...rescue, assault, cleanup...?"


  This sort of chatter continued for the next minute or so as the rest of the team arrived. The eariler arrivals (except Grind) spent some of that time adjusting their outfits and munching on hastily grabbed breakfast bars. Essay spent the time putting out the small fire her skateboard had started on the room's carpeting.


  The main screen in front lit up, and the Professor's somewhat tired face looked down out of it. "Good morning, students...although for me it's still evening. Your response time was adequate, but is showing a trend for worsening. Please try to take even the drills seriously in the future.


  "However, this was not a drill, as some of you have already guessed. At 12:53 Central Standard Time a Pranir vessel was picked up by NORAD radar passing over the Rocky Mountains on a launch path presumed to originate somewhere in the northern part of California District. It was fired upon and its engines disabled, forcing it to ground in Montana District." The professor's face was replaced by an aerial image of the crash site taken from satellite. "The ship was quickly surrounded by Combine troops, but they were forced back by a fairly powerful line-of-sight particle beam weapon. Furthermore, the Pranir finally broke communications silence and claimed to have Terrans on board. They didn't say what condition the Terrans were in, nor did they make any threats beyond the obvious one that their beam cannon presented. But the implication was clear: we couldn't simply bomb them without risking the deaths of Terrans. Even if the people in question are Pranir collaborators, we'd still want them alive for questioning.


  "Your mission is threefold. One, and this is primary, get any human captives out alive. Two, disable that particle weapon so that normal troops can move in. Three, if possible take control of the ship or at least ensure that it cannot lift off. Specific maps and specs will be available to you on the helijets. Mr. Taylor will take the Field Command position for this mission, with Mr. Tracey in the second spot. You will have 15 minutes to prepare any equipment you think you will need, then meet at the helipad topside. Good luck, and be careful." The screen went blank.


  Grind was the first on his feet. "All right, you head the Professor, let's get a move on!" The room emptied quickly.


  * * * *


  Helijet Academy-1-A streaked over the dark terrain at several hundred kilometers per hour, and was already over the eastern edge of Montana District. In the passenger compartment sat half the Grad class: Teller, Drake, Popper, Essay, Arin, Kleinvogel and Henderson. Several of them seemed agitated.


  "Pops, I'm sure there's no hidden motive behind JakZak splitting the team up along these lines," said Essay, looking up from a particle beam deflection device of some unspecified design.


  "I dunno...I mean, it's been getting pretty obvious lately that the seven of them," Drake nodded his head in a direction that might have been that of Helijet 1-B, "have been wanting less and less to do with the seven of us. It's not just cliquishness either...some of them seem nervous around us. What the hell is up with them, anyway?"


  "Whatever it is, it probably has to do with the Combine higher ups," muttered Popper darkly. "You've seen how chummy the Professor is with JakZak. Even puts him in charge of this mission. Maybe the government has decided which of us will make better stooges and is breeding them for the job, making them cut contact with the rest of us and teaching them to distrust us."


  Jason Teller snorted. "Popper, you're just too damn paranoid. After all, if they'd wanted to cull us, they'd have done it right after graduation like they did to most of the graduates. I'm still not sure why you weren't culled, really...you certainly aren't showing a very good attitude lately."


  "Look, I know you all think I've been taking this all too personally since my roommate from last year got labelled a security risk...but that really just made me realize the price we'll pay if we have opinions too openly. Hell, nothing he said is any more 'seditious' than what I believe in...freedom of speech and religion, the danger of too powerful a government, et cetera. He just had the bad timing to say what he believed in front of a touchy official. But in any case, what I believe or not seems to be less important now, in light of what I found out before the klaxons went off. I was getting worried about being 'culled' as you put it, so I hacked into my personal records, to see if there was any kind of notation in there that would suggest something like that. Oh, don't look so shocked...half the Academy knows how to break the security on that stuff. Save the shocked looks for this: Grind has accessed all of our files in the past month, with the sole exception of Arin. He's even gotten into sealed records I can't hack into...fortunately for me, he didn't hide his tracks well enough...he hid them from casual inspection, but...."


  "But not from the dogged searching of a paranoid?" interrupted Howard. "Still, Grind is fairly obsessive about knowing all he can about all there is, it's not too unusual for him to be poking into private files like that."


  "Yes, but why didn't he look into Arin's as well? Or JakZak's? Why just the six of us?" prodded Popper.


  "Well," started Teller, "what do we have in common? All six of us have been here since the founding of the Academy...so if Grind was doing some kind of statistical study we'd make good subjects. Did you check to see if he looked into any staff records? It might not be just us, Pops. Maybe he found asbestos in the walls and is looking for cancer clusters," he grinned.


  Popper fumed slightly, then raised a finger and pointed at Howard. "Could you cast a spell to find out why Grind is so interested in us? Or find if there's some kind of conspiracy within that sevensome?"


  Howard simply stared at Popper with an edge of contempt for a moment. Then he spoke in calm, measured tones. "Leaving aside my lack of training in such magicks, that would be unethical, and a foul thing to do to people who are supposed to be our allies. If I were to find them innocent of any such schemes as you're suspecting, I would have needlessly violated a trust."


  "But if they are...!"


  "Innocent until proven guilty, Sean. To invade their minds searching for proof of guilt would be vile. However, when this mission is over, I could attempt a general scrying to determine if we are being plotted against by anyone...it would not say who by, but an answer of 'no one' would calm your fears, yes?"


  "Sigh...don't bother, then." Popper slumped down in his seat and sullenly reviewed the floorplans for the model of smuggling ship the Pranir were using.


  * * * *


  Helijet Academy-1-B had slowed and dropped below the horizon of the Pranir ship to avoid being shot out of the air by an extreme-range blast. The mood aboard had generally been quiet and intense as everyone concentrated on the tactical options fed to their consoles from Grind's.


  Aaron flinched momentarily.


  JakZak looked up. "What is it? Psychic impression from the Pranir already?"


  Aaron shook his head. "No, I don't have anywhere near that kind of range. This was from the other helijet...I'm beginning to think it was a bad idea to split us up like this. I'm getting some resentment from over there, same kind as I've been feeling ever since it became apparent the seven of us were keeping away from the other seven. I think they're starting to suspect various awful things of us...it might be time to tell them the score, at least that way we'll only have at most one of them to worry about."


  Grind broke in. "Not a good idea. Yes, the divisiveness is bad, but letting a prospective mass-murderer know we're on to him could at best scare him off...at worst make us all targets. We need to better narrow down the options before we can start letting anyone else in on this."


  "Shouldn't we at least tell Arin?" asked Sarah. "After all, we know *she's* not the killer. No reason she should suffer thinking that we're shunning her...."


  "I've given that some thought, actually," Grind replied, "but I decided not to. Two factors, really. One, by keeping at least one non-suspect in the dark, we set up a red herring of sorts...it might delay the realization of the common link a little. If the suspect could be sure we were only worried about thse who had been here since founding, he'd have more reason to believe we were on to him or her. Two, Arin's upbringing didn't really expose her to too much of this kind of intrigue...I neither wanted to force such on her nor risk that she'd be unable to handle it and talk to the wrong person. Still, we do need to work harder on allaying suspicions...let's try to mix the groups a little more in the assault teams, all right?"


  JakZak held up his notepad computer. "Actually, the teaming setups are pretty well dictated by our powers...but it does mix us a little."


  JakZak continued to describe his plan, but Sal wasn't really listening. A cold knot started to form in his gut, and he knew he'd made an error. At the time it seemed like a good idea to slip that note under Arin's door...seemed like the nice thing to do. Let her know what was going on, that it wasn't her fault she was being ignored more than usual.


  But had he only made things worse?


  * * * *


  Arin sat quietly in the corner of the passenger compartment, her eyes pointed at her notepad's screen but not really focusing. She was going into battle for the first real time...simulations didn't count...and one of the people she would be trusting her life to might be a murderer.


  Worse than a simple murderer, if Salvatore was right. A rapist of powers, who violated the souls and bodies of his victims before killing them, forcing them to burn out on their own powers. Corrupting them so brutally that they died. The kind of animal that had been the first...and so far only...victim of Arin's own powers.


  She shivered and hugged her knees to her chest as the helijet started its final approach....
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    CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION


    [...]


    [Sidebar] The Planetary Confederation


    The primary interstellar government in this part of space is a loose confederation of worlds and minor empires known in English as the Planetary Confedertaion. Little is known of its internal politics, and most knowledge of the body comes from their Terran representative Delta Rose (served 1971-1997).


    Originally, the alien race known as the T!rir dominated nearly half the galaxy. But as their vitality waned, their empire did as well. They lost most of their original holdings and were forced by ecological factors to abandon their homeworld.


    Retreating to the hinterland of their former empire, the T!rir found a new world on the verge of space flight and formed an alliance with this race, the Santari. With T!rir technology and Santari vigor, the area was stabilized and saved from the descent into anarchy that followed the breakup of the T!rir empire. However, the Santari culture was more egalitarian than the hivemind mentality of the T!rir, and this new interstellar body reflected that. Other races were not enslaved, although they often were effectively forced to join by the superior technology of the Santari and T!rir. The populace of the world would demand the advanced technology membership offered, and eventually the planet would join. Thus, the Planetary Confederation evolved, with the Santari and T!rir occupying de facto leadership roles.


    Due to the shorter lifespans and more individualistic mentalities of the non-T!rir races in the Confederation, it was impractical to hold territory as large as the old empire had been, and the PC reached a theoretical maximum size of about 1000 light years across. Advances in hyperspace technology gradually expanded this sphere, but only gradually.


    Realization that their resources were finite now, and that their own technologies had limits, the Santari and T!rir decided that no more undeveloped planets should be admitted. Rather, they should be allowed to reach space on their own before being asked to join. In this way it was hoped that a new approach to space travel would be developed that would allow for expansion.


    At the time of Delta Rose's recall in 1997, Earth was still a closed world. Although we did have independent space flight, it was by means that could not be duplicated, as it turned out that the Magene was unique to Terra.


    No reliable reports exist as to the current state of the PC. Constrained by their technology, it is only a matter of time before civil war erupts and the Confederation splits into smaller political bodies more able to expand again.


    [sidebar]Races of the Planetary Confederation (organized in order of importance)


    T!rir: One of the oldest races in the galaxy, their history stretches back nearly a million years as a spacefaring race, and several million before that as a race confined to one world. The closest Terran analogue to their biology is the insect. Approximately 2m tall, they possess exoskeletons but presumably have a more efficient method of respiration and circulation than Terran insects do. Socially the comparison is much closer, as they function with a hive mentality, setting up a natural aristocracy and a biologically determined caste system. Lifespans can reach over 300 Solar Years, more if the individual enters hibernation. The ability to suspend life processes enabled the T!rir to keep a galactic-scale empire together using ships that were limited to travelling a light year every Solar Hour. However, fertility of the species has apparently dropped dramatically, and perhaps as few as a million now live. Despite their small numbers and lack of cultural vibrancy, the T!rir wield great power in the PC due to their technical knowledge and scientific skills.


    Santari: Almost totally human. It is possible that Santari and Humanity share a common ancestor, although such an ancestor could not have possessed the Magene, as it is totally absent in the Santari Race. Either that or an earlier stage of the Causality Wars totally eliminated the race's magickal potential. The Santari form the backbone of the Confederation, being the first race to be exposed to T!rir science and also having a strong expansionist bent. They have been compared to the Ancient Romans or the Colonial Americans in their politics and desire to extend their influence over all they survey.


    Scytharians: Not a biologically evolved race per se, actually more akin to a brand name. Hundreds of years ago, the planet Scytharia was a rich mining planet, high in radioisotopes and rare earths. However, it was also incredibly hostile in environment. Eventually, bioengineered lifeforms were created to mine the most hazardous areas, as well as to guard the ore from competing mining companies and claim jumpers. The mines soon became a secondary industry for the planet, as the artificial life forms turned out to be a more profitable industry than mining. Although over a dozen labs are based on Scytharia, all bioforms from the planet are called Scytharians as a sort of catch-all label. The labs established a trade council and legally protected the name as their equivalent of a joint trademark.


    A complete listing of even the most common products is beyond the scope of this book, but they range from simple clones with cybernetics and reworked hormonal systems to beings of pure energy. A human whose mind was implanted in such an energy body briefly served as a superhero on Earth and helped found the famous Raiders group. Another 'basic' Scytharian also operated on Earth first as a Raider and then as a Galactic Warrior under the name Blitzkrieg.


    Deltans: Not the actual name of the race, but a fair approximation of the Santari designation for the people. One of the early non-technological races to join the Confederation, the Deltans are natural antigravity projectors (in a manner which does not violate physical law, and suggests that certain theories of Terran Physics are wrong or incomplete) from a world with a dense atmosphere and high winds. In their natural form, they resemble a cross between a Terran manta and a humanoid, but those that leave Delta are generally altered surgically to become fully humanoid. They can achieve full flight in worlds with gravity less than 1.2 G, although they generally need small glider capes to assist them, due to the removal of their natural glider wings. This flight ability puts them in high demand for the Galactic Warrior Corps, and many leave home to see the galaxy as a member of that group.


    Delta Rose, Galactic Warrior Corps representative for our sector, was a Deltan. She possessed an energy projection ability natural to one in a hundred Deltans and was recruited to the Corps because of it. Surgical augmentation brought this ability up to the level where she was able to compete as a Superhero for a time.


    Centauri: Again, not the actual name of the race, which formerly lived on a planet orbiting the star we call Alpha Centauri. A magickal race, their talents involved drawing on the natural energy of their biosphere. Apart from Humanity, they are the only race known to have developed any magickal abilities. Reptilian in appearance, it is unlikely they are related to Humanity, although some speculate that they could have been created by a powerful Mage as part of an experiment back in the pre-Causality Wars era. Overuse of their powers resulted in the death of their ecology and their people. A handful were sent off to other worlds to warn of the dangers of overusing magickal resources, but quickly found that no one else used magick. Centauri are generally known as environmentalists on a planetary scale, as they soon discovered there's more than one way to kill a planet. They are generally regarded as nuisances or cranks, but have developed strong philosophical followings.


    The Centauri who arrived on Earth called himself Avatar and was a major player in environmental politics until he sacrificed himself during the recent interface with the Causality Wars in 1998.


    Dozens of other races exist in the PC, but no representative of any of them has affected Terra directly or been seen by more than a handful of humans.


    [sidebar]Races Outside the Planetary Confederation


    Pranir: Perhaps the most commonly seen alien race in the 21st Century, these interstellar traders were largely kept offworld by Galactic Warrior patrols until the turn of the century. Since then, they have established a major beachhead on Earth (see Ch 2: Khadam) and a major reputation as being less trustworthy than the stereotypical used car salesman. Profit is their only real motive, although they reputedly have a complex philosophy which drives their actions in areas unrelated to business. However, they are rarely encountered in non-business situations.


    Not all Pranir trades are disadvantageous to the other party...in fact, the bizarre nature of interstellar trade means they can afford to give the customer a good deal most of the time...it may be an outrageous price to a Santari for example, but cheap as dirt to a Terran. For example, hardwoods seem to be rare in this part of the galaxy, and can fetch a high price offworld, resulting in such odd trades as a small orbital shuttle for one mahogany tree. This facet of trade makes it almost impossible for most nations to totally resist trading with the Pranir. However, trading with them long enough will guarantee being swindled at least once, and possibly in a fatal manner, as not all alien technologies function properly away from home. The most famous example was a device created to generate ozone and inject it into the proper level of the atmosphere. Due to variations in atmospheric conditions, the injection process failed and the cloud of acidic ozone settled back to the ground, nearly wiping out a small German city.


    Physically, Pranir are like furred serpents with four arms situated in two ranks of two (one pair on top of the other). Their heads are vaguely serpentine as well, but with close-set eyes and external ears which resemble the horns of a Terran owl. One wag dubbed them "Snake Owls" for this odd facial structure, making a pun on the "Snake Oil" salesmen notorious in the 19th Century.


    More information is available in the chapter devoted to this 'charming' race.


    Thartonn: A strong warrior race which has carved out a small empire in a star cluster near the core of the Milky Way. Does not possess FTL ships able to reach Sol in less than 100 years, and are not considered a current threat. Only known due to their contact with the superhero Solar Max in 1993 during one of his galactic surveys [Editor's note: Solar Max's powerful supernatural abilities allowed him to travel at speeds sufficient to reach other galaxies within a few months]. Roughly humanoid.


    [...]


    [sidebar]The Galactic Warrior Corps


    The primary law enforcement arm of the Planetary Confederation, the Corps is composed of a number of specialists who work to prevent problems from escalating to the point where military muscle is needed. The Corps acts (or acted) to settle disputes outside the jurisdiction of one local planetary government, similar to the CBI's authority to deal with interdistrict crime and commerce.


    Confederation territory is divided into sectors, sections of the spherical territory radiating 500 light years out from Santar. Each Sector is approximately 2 parsecs (between 6 and 7 light years) on a side and cubical to the extent as is possible in a spherical distribution. Sectors lacking inhabited planets get no permanent Corps presence, although they are patrolled semi-regularly. Sectors holding planets of some minor importance, like Sol Sector (which also contains Alpha Centauri) generally have one full Corpsman and a number of deputies if the Warrior feels he needs them. Sectors containing worlds that are full members of the Planetary Confederation are served by complements of anywhere from 10 to 1000 full Corpsmen.


    Warriors generally travel in small hyperspace-capable ships and are armed with powerful ion guns as well as armored environment suits. Larger cruisers exist for cases requiring several Warriors or which will involve space combat or pursuit. Any case needing major firepower results in the Fleet being called in.


    Rank is indicated by the color of the uniform, with higher frequency color indicating higher rank. Deputies range from infrared to orange, full Warriors generally wear yellow or green, commanders blue to violet. Delta Rose's Terran name was derived in part from her uniform, which at the time of her being stranded on Earth was that of a deputy and rose-colored. Deltans' uniforms are modified to include a triangular gilder cape (which provided the "Delta" name in part), and those with energy projection powers often eschew the sidearm.


    Currently no Galactic Warrior Corps member is stationed in this Sector that we are aware of. The Corps still exists, but internal problems in the Confederation prevent them from devoting a full-time Warrior to us. As a result, the Pranir have become bolder in ignoring the trade restrictions placed on Earth by the Confederation.


    


  


  "Okay, we're not sure what the close-defenses will be, so be on your toes people," JakZak whispered into his commlink. An earth-passage spell cast by Howard had let them get inside the minimum range of the Pranir ship's particle cannon (or at least they hoped it was inside that range...if the Pranir could shift the ship they might still bring the cannon to bear). Now they had to get inside the ship without getting killed or seeming to present enough of a threat that the Pranir would kill any potential hostages.



  Thinking of the hostages reminded JakZak to check with the team Psi. "Aaron, getting any human thought patterns?"


  A moment later, the voice came back, "No. But that's not surprising. At this range they'd have to specifically be thinking at *me* for me to pick them up...and I don't think they know me."


  The darkness of the magickally-generated trench hid JakZak's frown of disappointment from the others. Not knowing if there were hostages in there made everything so...touch and go. He sighed and gave the final commands.


  "Once we're inside, split into the three teams I outlined. Sarah, Teller, Drake and I will take the bridge...enough power to overwhelm the crew but enough precision to avoid destroying it. Power team takes the weapons room and disables the cannon...that's Scorch, Sal, George, Grind and Aaron. Grind will lead that group. The rest of you are best suited for finding any possible hostages and getting them out fast. If there's few enough to get out by teleportation, do it Popper. Also, Arin is to head for the engine room and detonate if it looks like the ship's about to take off...otherwise stick with the rescue squad. Howard, you run that squad. Ready? GO!"


  The previously-untouched hillface presented to the Pranir ship suddenly opened up like a mouth, disgorging the heroes-in-training. Those that could fly took to the air, but kept low so as to avoid the beam cannon.


  A dozen or so remote-controlled gravtanks immediately swarmed in their direction as the beam cannon futilely tried to depress low enough to fire on the attackers. Each tank was little more than a smaller beam cannon mounted on an antigrav sled with some controls and minimal armor. Very cheap to produce, very dangerous to anyone without shielding.


  Fortunately, Essay's handful of magnetic mines did an excellent job of fouling up the beams, dispersing them enough that they only slightly jolted their targets. The fact that the mines violated several fundamental physical principles didn't bother her in the least.


  Unfortunately, the gravtanks weren't one-trick ponies.


  "They're deploying Cerenkov lenses! Take evasive!" shouted Grind. Cerenkov radiation is what Terrans called it, the radiation emitted when charged particles were rapidly decelerated by an optically dense medium. Most of the races in the area called it Tsaran radiation, after the T!rir scientist who discovered it while humanity was working on the wheel. In any case, these crystals were designed to focus the bluish radiation into an offensive weapon. Not as powerful as pure particle beams and requiring frequent replacement of the crystal arrays, Tsaran beamers had the distinct advantage of being unaffected by magnetic shielding.


  Jen and JakZak went into action using their gravitic powers to deflect or defocus the beams as best they could, Jen having to actually interpose her body in the path of the beam to do so. Sal and Aaron dove into the fray, getting inside the barrel radius of a tank and then overturning it. Although not as susceptible to being turned turtle as a hovertank or treadtank, skidding for several meters on its turret generally put any variety of tank out of the fight. Essay pulled out a complicated looking rifle and fired it at a tank, magnifying its antigravity field sevenfold and sending it hurtling into the sky where the automatic targeting system on the ship's main cannon locked on and fried it before panicked operators could shut off the targeting system.


  Grind, Arin, Teller and Popper stayed back for the most part, being ill-equipped to take a shot from the Tsaran beamers and generally unable to do significant damage to a tank. With the exception of Arin, of course, but her power was still generally too unfocused to use in mass melee.


  The battle seemed to be going fairly well, if not spectacularly. Several more tanks had emerged from the ship or arrived from patrols on the other side of the perimeter, but they failed to make up for the scrapped tanks on all sides. Still, so far it was only different from training exercises in that the opponents weren't pulling any punches. Pranir are traders, not tacticians, and tend to be at a loss whenever their technological superiority isn't enough in a battle. In such a case, they throw what they can at an attacker and run as fast and far as they can.


  Unfortunately, they were stranded by a damaged engine. Whether they got desperate and tried to take off anyway would determine if they survived or not. Because with their engines in such a shape, the odds of surviving full blast were very, very low. JakZak fervently hoped they weren't stupid enough to try it, since if they did, the resultant explosion could very well kill all of his side as well.


  In what seemed like hours later, but was really only a few minutes, the tanks were all disabled or outright destroyed, and JakZak gave the command to move in on the tank hangar. The door had been warped by the crash and was the weak spot on the ship's hull right now.


  It took the combined efforts of Sal, Aaron and JakZak, but the door was quickly ripped from its hinges. They were greeted by a barrage of ion rifle fire from the Scytharian Defense Units arrayed inside the bay. JakZak pressed them all down as hard as he could, but they were built for heavy G forces, and were only slowed a little. Howard began a slow chant.


  
    "Metal and flesh


    Joined as one


    Let these bonds


    Come undone!"

  


  The heavily-cyborged DU's didn't stand a chance as all the metal parts of their bodies ceased to be connected to the flesh-and-blood parts. Even with the plastic and other synthetic parts still intact, the DU's were all severely crippled, at least temporarily. A more expensive DU without any metal parts, or an advanced energy-body Scytharian would have been immune to this spell, but apparently these Pranir were too small-time to afford the more advanced models.


  The DU's immediately collapsed in the heavy gravity field, and the second the field was dropped, Sarah was in and out among the prone forms, disarming them and doing what she could to further render them harmless. Essay finished the task by dropping a stasis net over the fallen Defense Units, and the group entered the ship.


  * * * *


  Arin nervously edged her way down the corridor, careful to avoid any spot that Essay's sensors blinked red at. But she wasn't so much nervous about the Pranir (although they worried her too) as she was about her own "friends." It would be so easy, if Essay were the killer, to not point out a fatal trap. Or for Popper to trigger something and then escape. Or for the mage to summon a demon to carry them all away....


  She shook her head. Don't be thinking that way, she chided herself. If there *was* a murderer, he worked hard to make it look like Burnout...this wouldn't fit. But maybe that was just because Burnout was a convenient thing to hide behind in the Academy? Many more ways to cover up murder in the belly of a hostile alien spacecraft.


  "You okay?" asked Jen Kleinvogel. Arin nearly jumped at the sound of Jen's voice, so wound up she was.


  "Uh...yeah. It's just...this is the first real mission and all...and I only have a couple of years of training," she lied. If that were all she was worried about, she wouldn't be nearly so jumpy.


  Jen smiled, her face only faintly visible through the antigravity sheath she generated. "Don't worry...that's why you're with the Wimp Crew, we were all stuck in this crew because we aren't expected to run into anything nastier than a snakeowl with a pistol. And Howie-mon and Essay can take care of that stuff."


  Arin smiled weakly and tried to look calmer. Was Jen trying to put her at ease before the kill? No...that wouldn't make sense.... If Jen were a killer, why would she have almost killed herself trying to save that poor girl who tried to suicide a few months ago? Unless she was trying to divert suspicion....


  Why did she have to know about this plot? Why had God chosen to burden her with the knowledge that one of her friends might be a killer? When would things start to make sense again, like they did before she found she had powers?


  * * * *


  Mopping up the bridge was short work. Apparently all the DU's had been committed to the last ditch defense in the tank bay, and the Pranir's rifles and stunners didn't even slow down JakZak's team. In fact, they had done some of the work for him before he arrived...when the squad came in, the Pranir were shooting each other. Apparently the leader had given the order to self-destruct or attempt a takeoff (same thing, really, JakZak thought) and some of the crew had disagreed, mutinying on the spot. In any case, they were all wrapped up now and the bridge secured.


  JakZak's communit came on with Grind's voice. "We got the cannon taken out, Jak. Sal took a hit to the arm, but nothing serious. Any information from the rescue squad yet?"


  "No, but Sarah's checking the manifests to see if and where humans are being held. Hold position and get ready to move on my mark."


  "Affirmative."


  JakZak turned to his wife, who was busily hacking into the Pranir computer systems. "How's it going?"


  She slowed slightly and turned her head to be better heard. "Tough going. These keyboards are designed for a four-armed race, and these guys kept pretty tangled records. Still, I think...got it! Hold Tran-Tu, level Gelt."


  "Translation? Not all of us are Xenolinguists, Sarah."


  "Sixth hold on the left side, second level. Or is it second on the right side? Damn homonyms. No, definitely the latter."


  JakZak thumbed over to the general frequency. "There are humans on board, people. Second level, sixth hold on the left side...from the ladder," he added as Sarah pulled up a schematic and pointed to the hold in question.


  "We're on level four, heading down," replied Howard.


  "Good. Grind, take your team to the engine room just in case someone on the Captain's side of this little mutiny decides to try and start the engines." Jak flushed slightly with embarrassment, realizing he should have sent Grind there as soon as the weapons room was taken.


  "Mutiny?"


  "Yeah, I'll explain later. Just get down there."


  "Henderson here. We're at the door to a hold, we think it's the right one."


  JakZak looked at the security schematic and saw several dots representing intruders in front of hold Tran-Tu. "Yeah, that's the right one, according to the schematic. Careful, it might be boobytrapped."


  There was a few seconds of silence, then Essay's strangled-sounding voice muttered over the commlink, "Dios...."


  * * * *


  Arin nearly fell twice trying to navigate the strange 'ladders' that connected the levels of the ship. Being serpentine in nature, the Pranir had different methods of locomotion than bipeds do, and the ship's layout reflected this. Some concessions were made for the bipedal Defense Units, but those largely used the elevators which were currently disabled as part of a desperate defense plan. Eventually the squad on the bridge would get the elevators back on, but for now they had to do it the hard way.


  Carefully the fivesome traversed the hallway. Arin couldn't make heads or tails of the strange alien writing. She'd studied enough to recognize it as Pranir, but that was about it. Study of alien races wasn't particularly encouraged at her old college, and most of her time at the Academy had been spent catching up in learning how to use her powers.


  After getting confirmation that they had found the correct door, Essay put together another of her strange devices and pointed it at the door. When a small green LED hanging off the side lit up, Essay nodded. No traps.


  Rather than have Popper risk popping into something fragile and dangerous (he generally didn't have to worry about materializing inside a solid object, but it paid to be careful) Howard elected to remove the door.


  He mumbled something in Latin and Arin tried to avoid listening. She knew in her head that his magic wasn't the tool of Satan, but in her heart she felt differently. The metal in the door dripped away as if it had turned to water, and the way was open.


  A chill gust came from the room. If they hadn't been wearing thermal jumpsuits against the late-fall cold of the Rockies, it might have given them frostbite, so intense was the cold. How could people be kept in such an icebox?


  Suddenly, a cold that had nothing to do with the temperature gripped Arin's heart. "Icebox." The word had more than one meaning, and one in particular gripped at her, nearly freezing her in terror. She heard Essay hiss in the cold air, "Dios...."


  Jen put a hand on Arin's shoulder. "Don't go in there. You don't need to see this."


  But she did need to see it. It would haunt her forever if she didn't know, she would always think the worst of it. It had to be better than she feared, right?


  Wrong.


  Arin forced her way past Jen and looked in over Essay's shoulder, the hispanic woman muttering prayers in Spanish and slipping back into the thick accent she'd shed long before Arin ever met her. Howard stood rigidly still, his stoic training allowing him to ignore the scene before him, and Popper just seemed...dead to it.


  Icebox. That was the correct word. This was an icebox. A larder. There were Terrans on board, all right. The Pranir had never said they were alive, is all.


  Arin had never heard of organlegging, the practice of smuggling body parts for transplant. Nor did she know enough about alien races to realize that Santari were close enough to human that they could use human parts. So there was only one conclusion Arin could make on seeing all those bodies and body parts arranged in a cold room....


  Food. Those monsters meant to EAT these poor people!


  It was all clear now. She knew why she had been given these powers, why God had put her in this situation.


  The world...the galaxy...was infected with evil. Murderers, rapists, cannibals...evils too many and too horrid to catalogue. Never again would the world be destroyed by water, he had said.


  It would be destroyed by fire.


  Her fire.


  She didn't move, didn't even breath. She concentrated on letting the power build...and build...and when she would release it, all reality would be cleansed by His flame, she would be His torch putting the diseased fields to the flame. Everything would be remade anew, everything would be put right, after she released the power.


  She released the power.
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  THE GRADS



  Drake, Anthony "Tony" - Totally invulnerable to physical harm, but not pain.



  Grant-Taylor, Sarah - Hyperspeed, 20 times faster than normal humans.


  Henderson, Howard (Junior) - Elemental Mage.


  Kelsey, Arin - Able to explode with the force of a ton of TNT or more.


  Kleinvogel, Jen - Antigravity sheath allows flight and partial invisiblity.


  Napier, Salvatore "Big Sal" - Superhuman strength, and resilience.


  Rodriguez, Sara Ana "Essay" - Bodybuilder, super-gadgeteer.


  Scorch (nee Scott Handleman) - Flame projector.


  St.James, Sean "Popper/Pops" - Teleporter, short range.


  Sylvester, George - "Transmutation" of energy (heat to light, for example).


  Taylor, John Zachary "Jakzak" - Brute-force gravitic powers.


  Teller, Jason William - Superhuman accuracy with all weapons due to TK powers.


  Tracey, Dan "Grind" - Peak of human perfection and beyond. Omni-capable.


  Zander, Aaron - Psi. "Mind Over Matter" gives great strength, healing powers


  



  Extracts from Encyclopaedia Compendia, a set of encyclopedias that could begotten on disk for $3.99 with a fill-up at EP gas stations in 2021.It was not known for a high degree of rigor or detail.


  
    [...]


    Devastator (real name unknown)


    Supervillain, would-be world destroyer


    When he first appeared on the scene in 1985, few took this man seriously. His costume looked like it had been designed by a blind man, and he was defeated with laughable ease by a security guard wielding an experimental laser weapon.


    However, the world soon learned to fear this man. In addition to honing his own powers to the point that no massive object could touch him without him willing it (he still remained vulnerable to light-based attacks), he was soon accompanied by the impossibly efficient Annihilator Squadrons, 6-member teams of powersuits that acted as if possessed of one mind and capable of channelling all of their power into a heat beam of unparallelled might. The gigantic Citadellians were next added to this villain's forces, and soon it seemed like none could stand against a concentrated attack by him.


    In 1991 his forces launched an attack on NORAD, and only his personal defeat at the hands of Solar Max's solar blasts caused him to retreat. He was next heard from in 1992 from a space platform in geosynchronous orbit over New York City's longitude. His plan for destroying humanity was more subtle this time, and he successfully sterilized the entire population of Earth with a genetic weapon devised by his henchman Dr. Pue. Despite intense efforts by superheroes, his plan was in the end thwarted not by them, but by the instability of the genetic weapon, and fertility returned within several months.


    In late 1992, the Academy of Super-Heroes, at the peak of their power and membership (numbering 15 strong) attacked Devastator's space platform and reported Devastator had escaped extradimensionally. However, Dr. Pue was captured and executed for Crimes Against Humanity, and the satellite's dimension-spanning engines destroyed. The satellite would later be used as a base by an alternate dimension version of Antiochus V before disappearing completely.


    A clone of Devastator appeared in 1995, but was being used as a pawn by Lord Ebon, and was eventually disposed of by that villain.


    SEE ALSO: ANTIOCHUS V; LORD EBON; MASK; PUE, DR. CARL


    [...]


    



    Duvallier, Lenard


    Father of the European Union


    Born April 12, 1958


    Lenard Duvallier grew up during a time of great change and turmoil, but few times have been free of turmoil in the past century. Born of German and French parents living in England, he had a natural head start in multinationalism. In the 1990s he was a major player in attempts to build the EC, or European Community, and his fervor in this cause was legendary. Some joked that he worshipped the ideal of the EC as a god, and this might explain why none of the pagan gods in the Godmarket swayed him as they did so many other political leaders.


    Perhaps the most charismatic and influential political figure to survive the Causality Wars, Duvallier finally forged his dream of a European Community in 2002, but declined any official position in the EC government, preferring to remain above the day-to-day operations and concentrate on the next step: world government. On May 5, 2005, he came even closer to his dream with the founding of the Eurasian Union.


    The next several years were difficult for Duvallier, as antagonism between the Union and the nascent North American Combine, as well as the general hostility of the Moslem nations, halted any advances towards world government. However, with the 2010's bringing greater economic stability and improved relations between the superpowers, Duvallier began his push for the United World organization. He envisioned it as a more potent version of the old United Nations, with strong Federal-style powers over interaction between nations. He celebrated his 60th birthday in 2018 by officially opening the first session of the United World.


    He remains a neutral "elder statesman" to this day, his boundless energy and charisma devoted to helping strengthen ties between nations. Some jokingly claim he plans to next concentrate on rebuilding the Planetary Confederation, recently shaken by internal conflict. When asked about this, he simply smiles and replies it sounds like a good idea.


    SEE ALSO: EUROPEAN COMMUNITY; EURASIAN UNION; PLANETARY CONFEDERATION; UNITED NATIONS; UNITED WORLD


    



    Quayle, Danforth J.


    Vice President of the United States 1989-1990


    President of the United States 1990-1998


    Widely known as one of the most dynamic leaders the United States ever had, if also one of the ones least concerned with details of the Constitution. In his early days, he feigned incompetence to give his opponents a false sense of security. When called for service in Vietnam, he tested postive for supernatural powers, meaning he could not serve without violating several treaties regarding the use of supernaturals in combat. However, his influential family didn't wish his supernatural status to come to light, since it was considered scandalous in their social circles. In addition, public opinion was still leery of supernaturals, and knowledge of Danforth's status could ruin a promising political career. Hence the test results were covered up and Danforth's uncle's influence got him into the National Guard to deflect any embarrassing questions about why he hadn't gone to Vietnam [note: as the 1988 Presidential Campaign proved, it didn't deflect such questions long enough].


    Quayle's careful manipulation behind the scenes got him named to the Republican ticket in 1988 as Vice Presidential candidate. When The Guys (a team of superpowered assassins) successfully killed President Bush in front of the vaunted Academy of Super-Heroes team's eyes in 1990, Quayle was made President according to the succession process outlined in the Constitution (see Constitution, United States). Within a week of taking office, Quayle was himself subjected to an assassination attempt, an attempt foiled by the President's natural powers of force-field generation and disintegration beams. Conspiracy theorists have long maintained that Quayle set up the assassination attempt himself as a way of demonstrating that such attacks were futile, and also springing his powers on the public in as dramatic a way as possible.


    Among Quayle's more impressive accomplishments are the establishment of an effective "Star Wars" defense system (which proved its worth when the abortive Soviet Coup resulted in the launch of several dozen missiles, only one of which detonated on American soil: see Wichita, Kansas), creation of the IRATs (International Rapid Assault Teams) with cooperation of the United Nations, which thwarted Saddam Hussein's attempted invasion of Kuwait, and popularity which resulted in repeal of the 22nd Amendment, allowing him to run for and win a third term.


    What he might have accomplished in the fullness of time is unknown, as he disappeared in the Causality Wars along with every other person on Earth with a trace of paranormal power.


    SEE ALSO: BUSH, GEORGE HERBERT WALKER; CAUSALITY WARS; INDIANA


    



    Twystyd, Tymythy (aka Timothy Bose)


    Superhero


    Born Timothy Bose in what was then the independent country of Canada, Tym had a fairly normal childhood and adolescence, complete with a growing sense of alienation from society and his family that marked the Generation X generation. In college he studied metaphysics and philosophy and embraced a rather extensive drug culture that permeated the local university's Philosophy Department. It was at some point in his rampant experimentations with drugs and alternate mindsets that Timothy Bose became Tymythy Twystyd, spontaneously raising his Tesla Index from a near-zero to impressive scores across the board (see also, Bose Transformation, Tesla Index).


    While on a journey of self-discovery in Italy after dropping out of University, Tym was drawn into Lord Ebon's first plot to take over the world and was inadvertantly responsible for Lord Ebon being freed from his grave. Soon he was in the role of (very) reluctant superhero, working with the superhero group called the Raiders. He stayed with the group from 1993 until 1996, when it finally dissolved, leading it for much of that time. During his tenure as a superhero, his powers grew to the point where he was one of the most powerful mages on Earth, and with Lord Ebon finally put to rest in 1996, he was *the* most powerful, eclipsing even his mentor, the enigmatic Wanderer.


    In June of 1998, he began to piece together clues that a mysterious battle that raged throughout the timestream (see Causality Wars) would soon impact the present time, and the the Godmarket was involved with it. On July 6th, he sent out one last radio message mentioning "Causality Wars" before all the paranormals disappeared. Some believe he rallied all of Earth's mystics to defeat the pagan gods, but no official confirmation of that exists to this day. Others simply believe he was just another victim of the gods, who left when they were sated.


    SEE ALSO: CAUSALITY WARS; CHYRCH OF TYM; HAPPERSEN, PERCEVAL; HENDERSON, HOWARD; LORD EBON; RAIDERS


    



    Van Domelen, David, Dr.


    Superhero, code named Solar Max


    Born July 18, 1963


    Missing In Action as of 1997


    Born too late for the Second Heroic Age and too early for the Third, David was only a minor paranormal (see Owens Effect). However, his Tesla Index was high enough to allow him entry to the study of Violation Physics, which he performed capably, if not spectacularly in.


    With the Third Heroic Age in full swing in 1988, then-Mr. Van Domelen was working towards his PhD in Relativistic Violations at the University of Wisconsin in Madison when he had his "origin." A fellow researcher, one David Bailey, was experimenting on alchemical formulae in the lab nearest to Mr. Van Domelen's, and had an accident, unleashing vast and uncontrolled magickal powers. The net effect was to vault all in the area from Paranormal to Supernatural status (see Grey Mage, Crimson Haze). Quickly adopting the superheroic identity of Solar Max (named after "the little satellite that could"), Van Domelen discovered he had a strong spike in the very area he was studying: Relativistic Violations. Discovering how to tap the Sun for power, he became one of the most powerful (if vulnerable to attack) superheroes of the Third Heroic Age, and was instrumental in the defeats of both Devastator (1991) and Lord Ebon (1996).


    In 1997 he left on his fifth mission to catalogue the other side of the Milky Way Galaxy and never returned.


    Among his powers were energy beams capable of levelling buildings, force fields proof against a 10 kiloton blast and the ability to fly at speeds unimaginably faster than light. Only able to use one power at a time, he also developed a phased-neutrino shield suit which gave him flight, life support and some protection at all times. Although dependent on Violation Physics, it was solidly-based enough that it became popular with other superheroes of that age, since many could make it work.


    SEE ALSO: ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES; INTERSTELLAR EXPLORATION; SOLAR MAX (satellite); VIOLATION PHYSICS

  


  



  "Organleggers," hissed Popper as he stepped back from the doorway, a disgusted expression finally breaking the impassive mask his face had become. "Stinking organlegg...."



  He was cut off by a startled gasp from Jen. "Arin?! Arin, are you okay?"


  Arin was not "okay."


  She stood there rigidly, her arms at her sides and fists clenched, her teeth bared in an insane rictus of anger and joy, her eyes unblinking. Her breath came in short gasps, now the only sound in the corridor save for a silent dripping. Not the dripping of ice melting...the dripping of blood from her fists, as her fingernails dug into her palms.


  "Arin?"


  * * * *


  "Aaron? What happened?" asked Grind as he helped the team's Psi to his feet.


  "I...I'm not sure. A wave of anger just washed out over the whole area, it was like sticking my head into a blast furnace...blinding and painful." He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to clear his head. "It felt like...Arin."


  Sal didn't even wait for more, he leaped over Grind and Aaron and dropped down the shaft connecting the levels, not bothering with the rungs until he'd fallen to the second level. The ladder crumpled like clay as he grasped it to stop his descent, and tore away completely as he leaped out of the shaft and tore down the corridor to where the rescue squad was standing.


  "ARIN!" was the only word he could force from his throat as he saw her standing there like a statue, that unnatural gleam in her eyes.


  Howard said something, but Sal didn't listen. Howard tried to slow Sal down enough to hear him, but the battering winds Howard summoned went almost unnoticed by the hulking Italian.


  As Sal gathered Arin into his arms, it was like a string had been cut somewhere above, and she collapsed like an abandoned marionette. All this time, the scene of horror in the coldroom hadn't registered on Sal's mind, his focus was totally on Arin.


  The others stood back, uncertain how to deal with their massive friend. Howard turned after a moment and magickally restored the door of the room, lest Sal have more reason to...be irrational. Howard pondered briefly his lack of any real reaction to this scene of carnage. Certainly, his studies required great mental discipline...but was his point of view so arcane that human life had become just another variable in the interweaving strands of existence?


  At this point, Aaron and Grind caught up with Sal and stopped short. Grind's face was its usual blank slate, showing nothing of what was behind it. Did perhaps a slight glimmer mark the beginning of a tear of...what? He pushed the feeling aside. Time enough for himself later...now he had to be the leader until JakZak could arrive.


  "Aaron, how is..." Grind started.


  Aaron shook his head and motioned for Grind to accept a mental transmission. ++Even without my powers, it looks like the shock of whatever/ whoever they uncovered/found/saw was too much for her to handle/bear/cope with. A surface scan/look/feel indicates she's detached from reality/catatonic. I get images/feelings of flame/death/cleansingfire...thankfully her mind is not talking to her body, or we'd be dead/blasted/cleansed.++


  Grind nodded as he absorbed the somewhat confusing and synonym-filled mindspeak. Aaron must have been really shaken by what he saw in Arin's head, since he normally was better at conveying meaning with mental words.


  "Howard, what did you see behind..." Grind started to ask, but he was interrupted by Sal's enraged cry.


  "THOSE DAMN SNAKES! THEY DID THIS! I'LL KILL THEM WITH MY BARE HANDS!" Keeping Arin cradled in one arm, he started to sweep wildly with his free hand, denting bulkheads and battering in doors as he walked towards the ladder, obviously intending to go back to the weapons room and kill the Pranir left incapacitated there. Scorch and George dropped out of the ladder shaft just then, looking rather surprised by the sight that greeted them. Before they could get in Sal's way, though, he suddenly rolled his eyes up and fell over. A wind swept Arin out of his arms and deposited her gently on the floor next to him. Once he had fallen, Essay could be seen behind him with a heavy stun cannon cradled in her arms and a frown on her face.


  "This mission really nos quebra los culos, eh?" sighed Essay.


  "Some of our asses more than others," added Popper with a frown and a quick glance at Arin's catatonic form.


  * * * *


  One of the Helijets, redlined all the way out to Montana District, had developed a mechanical problem and needed an hour or so of maint work before it would be safe to take back. The other had been sent back with Arin and Sal, plus those more shaken by the night's experience. The rest sat in a marginally heated tent set up by the Army for the processing of any rescued hostages.


  Although, to say the tent wasn't very heated would be to ignore the argument raging inside.


  "That's BULL and you know it, Popper! You make it sound like the Academy's run by monsters or something! If the Professor said they didn't know anything more about the victims in the ship, then they *didn't*."


  Popper snorted and whipped up an accusing finger to point at JakZak. "You and your beloved Professor! You'd probably smile as he kicked you in the teeth and say it was for your own good. No, don't go getting huffy again...I'll agree that they probably didn't KNOW for SURE about the organlegging, but they HAD to SUSPECT. You saw as well as I did how pathetic the Pranirs' defenses were...the military didn't really need us to go in. This was designed to see how well we can handle atrocities. After all, it should be obvious even to someone as intentionally naive as yourself that we'll eventually be sent into Khadam for one reason or another...and if half the rumors about that place are true, it'll make tonight seem like fluffy bunnies!"


  "You really are paranoid, you know that Pops? Not everything has to be part of some huge conspiracy to hose you, you know," interjected Drake.


  "I'm not saying it's a conspiracy against me, just that we're being run through some kind of sick training regimen to make us good little soldiers. Can't have the heroes vomiting at the sight of their own disemboweled enemies, after all, right? NOOO...let's run them through a few nightmare scenarios first and see who can take it!" He then paused and his expression grew even darker. "Or maybe they'll take the new class from MetaPsych and have one of them go over the minds of everyone who flunked this test, make 'em more callous and more able to handle this kind of shit."


  The room suddenly felt much colder. If Aaron hadn't been on the working helijet monitoring Arin, he might have fed Popper his lungs at this point. But instead, Popper's words just sank in...not even JakZak could be sure that they didn't have some spark of truth to them....


  * * * *


  Aboard Helijet Academy-1-A:


  Essay shifted nervously in her seat, trying to push the images of human bodies arranged like meat in a freezer from her mind. Sal had waken up half an hour ago, but the sedatives the Army medic had administered kept him calm long enough for his rage to bleed away into a dead flatness. He seemed somehow smaller, like someone had let the air out of him. Scorch stayed silent as well, after his attempts to cover his mood with jokes were met with hostile glares. Arin showed no expression at all, nor any sign other than very shallow breathing that she was even alive. Her hands were bandaged and a sedative drip kept her unconscious, lest she somehow break the walls of insanity and unleash her powers in the confines of the vehicle. Aaron knew she wouldn't, of course, but the medics had insisted, and he didn't think the sedation would do any more damage than had already been done.


  For the second time in as many minutes, Aaron tentatively reached out with his mind and tried to find something of Arin inside her head. But she had retreated farther than he dared tread, perhaps farther than he could even *if* he dared. She was beyond any help he could give her, and he felt so useless. The first time there was a call for his abilities to help instead of hurt or dig up information...and he wasn't up to the task.


  Added to all the other pain in the passenger compartment, this feeling of failure was too much for Aaron to handle. He sank into a trance state and hid from the world as effectively as Arin had. The only difference was, he could come out of it when he wanted to.


  But then, so could Arin.


  * * * *


  "Bless me Father, for I have sinned. It has been three days since my last Confession, and even in that short time I've done horrible things. I have committed murder in my heart, and would have committed it in deed had I not been restrained by friends.


  "When I saw what happened to her...to Arin...I couldn't bear the thought of losing her.... Yeah, she wasn't mine to lose...she hardly even acknowledged me half the time...but I still loved her. When I saw her standing there, that crazy grin on her face and blood dripping from her hands...it was like my heart had been blasted out of my chest! All I could think of was killing the sna... Pranir that caused her to suffer.


  "Yes, I know killing in war isn't murder, and sometimes it can be excused. But the fight was over. I just wanted to go find the Pranir we had left behind and crush their skulls. THAT is murder. For those few seconds before Essay zapped me, killing them was the most important thing in the world to me. Even more important than Arin.


  "Forgive me, Father...." Sal broke down and sobbed for a long time.


  * * * *


  JakZak was alone in the apartment. His wife had run (literally) out to Rhinelander to "pick up a few things." No doubt something to try and shake him out of the deep funk he'd been in for the past week. Popper's words had sunk in far more deeply than they should have...usually a sign that they're telling you something you've been trying to tell yourself for a while.


  He *had* been taking things on trust too much lately. Heck, the Professor had *admitted* to being behind indoctrination schemes, yet Jak had still been taking his words at face value. He'd been relying too much on others for the truth, and on some pretty heavy issues. He realized he hadn't doubted for a minute that the other "conspirators" were all innocent...what if there were more than two killers? One who started with the Academy, another who came in later and spelled/replaced the first? Grind could be the killer, leading the investigation so as to make sure nothing pointed at him, for example.


  But paranoid meanderings would get him nowhere...as they obviously had been getting Popper nowhere. He had to find a way to get at the truth himself, without having to trust anyone else who might be the killer. The only one he could be sure wasn't the killer was himself.


  "...yours is the power to manipulate the very fabric of reality." The Professor's words floated to the surface of his thoughts unbidden. Gravity was, at least to a fair approximation, the structure of spacetime, right? Emphasis on time. Could he use his powers to look back in time, see who the killer was?


  But how? So many variables...position of the planet, exact time of the murder, and so forth. He could cast about for months and not hit anything important.


  Or maybe not? Essay was pretty blatant proof that you don't need to know the mechanism to get the effect...the Magene covers a lot of deficiencies that way. Just want it hard enough, and it might very well happen! Howie sometimes talked about the Law of the Unknown as part of the old way of describing Tesla Violations...obviously people could break it before they even knew about relativistic causality.


  JakZak concentrated on the workout room, the one Essay's cousin had been using the day he Burned Out. He pushed his point of view back through the months, focusing on the day, the hour...the minute.


  It was like looking through thick, warped glass at first, but he started to see something from the past! As he drove all distractions from his mind, the image sharpened, he could make out Carlos going through the paces of his workout. But who was that with him? All reports said Carlos was alone in the room, but here someone was spotting him, monitoring him for signs of strain. JakZak's point of view had the other person's back to him, and he didn't want to risk breaking the connection by moving the POV. Whoever it was should turn around eventually.


  Suddenly the figure lunged at Carlos and grasped him by the face. Energy arced between the two as Carlos's life was sucked out through his eyes! The image wavered as JakZak's concentration was shaken by seeing a young man killed in front of his "eyes," but he held on long enough to see something that broke his concentration completely.


  His own grinning face staring back at him as the killer turned around to leave.


  Then the backlash of violating natural law hit, and JakZak's world turned black.
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  [cover shows Aaron and an unknown man standing before the gates of heaven. Arin Kelsey stands between them and the gates, full of light and fury as she drives them out.]


  



  THE GRADS


  Drake, Anthony "Tony" - Totally invulnerable to physical harm, but not pain.


  Grant-Taylor, Sarah - Hyperspeed, 20 times faster than normal humans.


  Henderson, Howard (Junior) - Elemental Mage.


  Kelsey, Arin - Able to explode with the force of a ton of TNT or more.


  Kleinvogel, Jen - Antigravity sheath allows flight and partial invisiblity.


  Napier, Salvatore "Big Sal" - Superhuman strength, and resilience.


  Rodriguez, Sara Ana "Essay" - Bodybuilder, super-gadgeteer.


  Scorch (nee Scott Handleman) - Flame projector.


  St.James, Sean "Popper/Pops" - Teleporter, short range.


  Sylvester, George - "Transmutation" of energy (heat to light, for example).


  Taylor, John Zachary "Jakzak" - Brute-force gravitic powers.


  Teller, Jason William - Superhuman accuracy with all weapons due to TK powers.


  Tracey, Dan "Grind" - Peak of human perfection and beyond. Omni-capable.


  Zander, Aaron - Psi. "Mind Over Matter" gives great strength, healing powers


  



  



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  [To Be Continued in Legion of Net.Heroes 2023 #0, by Austin George Loomis!]


  



  Snow was falling lightly, dusting the helipad with white. Inside the small arrivals room abutting it, Aaron waited nervously. It had been months... and now to finally see him again.... He'd hoped for a reunion under better circumstances, of course, but you take what life throws at you. And hope it doesn't hit you in the face.



  Paul wasn't totally done with his training, but it was judged that he had the best chance of helping Arin. But since his shields weren't totally back up, he had to ride in an artificially shielded helicopter to avoid broadcasting his thoughts to every sensitive between Maine and Wisconsin. Unfortunately, that meant Aaron had to wait for Paul to arrive before they'd be in contact.


  --How could normal people handle it?-- he thought. --Having to be in eye contact to be in contact...and even then not really being in Contact? To be in love with someone yet held apart from them by barriers of distance, or by the inadequacies of language? Even a few months of having my contact limited nearly drove me mad...no wonder people have such problems in their relationships. Love without Contact can drive anyone insane. Jealousy, doubt, even just the *frustration* of reaching out and touching only the body...not the heart!--


  He heard a faint sound, and willed his hearing more acute. The familiar whupwhupwhup of a helicopter's blades. Aaron's heart jumped. He checked the computer screen next to the doorway to make sure. Yes! It was Paul's helicopter from MetaPysch!


  Focusing his eyes more carefully than a mere human could, he could just make out the form of the helicopter through the light snow. Every second that passed brought it closer...brought Paul closer. Did the thrill of anticipation make up for the loss of Contact among the normals? Did having so little real Contact make them more fully appreciate meeting after an absence? Certainly, Aaron had never felt quite so giddy at the prospect of meeting Paul as he did now...since before Paul had left, they had never actually been apart. Not really. Meeting physically before had just meant the bond between them strengthened a little, as Aaron could pick up the slack more easily at close range. --I guess absence *does* make the heart grow fonder,-- Aaron mused. --But it's not worth the pain that absence brings.--


  Then the helicopter landed and Paul emerged from it. His presence, his love washed over Aaron like a torrent. More powerful than he remembered it being. Paul was more powerful than Aaron remembered, that much was for sure.


  Suddenly Aaron felt very small, a tiny pebble in a raging stream. He started to lose his balance, and clutched the doorframe to steady himself.


  ++What's wrong?++ came Paul's mindspeak, almost louder than Aaron could bear. He must have winced, because Paul's face fell as the telepath realized what he had done. ++I'm sorry,++ came the voice, much softer now. ++I'm still not used to my own broadcasting strength at short range...are you all right?++


  Aaron grinned and tried to erase the signs of pain from his face. --Now that you're here, I am.-- But hidden in the back of his mind was the thought, --But what do you need me for now?--


  * * * *


  Two Grads in the infirmary in one week, noted the orderly on duty. Not a good sign. Normally the infirmary only hosted the younger and less experienced students, ones who had yet to master their powers and could be expected to make major errors once in a while. The Grads were supposed to be the cream of the crop, they weren't supposed to make near-fatal errors.


  Of course, to be charitable, young Miss Kelsey wasn't here because of any injury to her body. She'd entered a catatonic state after her last mission. The orderly didn't know the details of it...classified. But it must have been pretty horrific to just shut her down like that. Supposedly someone from MetaPsych was going to help her come out of it at least enough so that more conventional therapy would work on her.


  The other case, though, deserved what he got. Mr. Taylor'd been stupid enough to try a major new application of his powers without any sort of supervision. The orderly looked at the chart again and whistled low and long. Fifteen major breaks in arm and leg bones, one collapsed lung, broken nose, a dozen or more hemmorrages...it was like someone had used him for play putty and not put him back in the right shape. Of course, that was a good description of what happened, if the doctors were right. Mr. Taylor had been playing with spacetime, and it had played rough. He was warped in dozens of directions in a matter of seconds as reality reasserted who's boss. Parts that could stretch that far did. Those that couldn't, broke or tore. If his wife hadn't gotten back right after the incident and rushed him to that psychic healer guy, he'd have died. The Psi had managed to put most of the parts back in the right place and make them hold long enough for surgery to fix them up. Still, it'd be weeks before even a supernat with those kinds of injuries would be back to normal. A normal would have died instantly.


  There was a knock at the door. The orderly went to get it.


  "Hello, I'm Mrs. Grant-Taylor...could I see my husband for a while?"


  The orderly nodded, "Okay, but don't tire him out or anything. He's still in delicate condition. I'll be in the other room monitoring his vitals."


  The orderly knew the woman a little, since she was friends with most of the older staff. He noticed that she moved slowly as she went over to her husband's bed. Well, fast for a normal, but a lot slower than he'd ever seen her move. Grief can do that to a person. He left.


  Sarah sat next to JakZak's unconscious form. His breathing was even and light...he was under heavy sedation for the pain. Why had he gone and done something so foolish? Sarah knew the answer to that before she even mentally framed the question.


  The doctors had said he was trying to look through time. Only one reason to do that, really. The Burnouts. He must have decided to take action on his own. She'd known him to do some stupid things before, but this took the cake. He must really have been concerned about the case to do something so dangerous.


  Gently, slowly, she traced her finger across his face, touching the outline of his cheek. Her finger stopped at a tear on his face. But it wasn't his...it was hers.


  * * * *


  The man known to all but a few as simply The Professor brooded silently in his office. His glasses rested on the desk in front of him, and all but one light were turned off, as if he didn't really want to see anything right then.


  Sitting back, he absently brushes a thinning lock of grey hair back from his eyes, although it wasn't long enough to fall into his eyes. Old habits die hard, if at all. The hand strayed back to his temples, pressing against them as if he had a headache.


  Of course, what he really had was a heartache, a gnawing in the depths of his soul. Was it really better to keep them in the dark and let them stumble into death and pain? He wanted to reach out and protect them, keep from them all the horrors that the universe held, and which he had faced himself.


  But he knew he shouldn't, even if he could.


  They had to see the bad along with the good, as much as it hurt him to let them suffer like this. And eventually they would...the world has ways of making you acknowledge its existence and its power over your fate. He knew in his head that this way was best...expose them to the worst the world could offer now, rather than let them discover it themselves later. For now, they had the Academy to support them, they could retreat to the nest if things got too bad, and try again later. Once he let them go, once he graduated them into the real world, they'd have no one to fall back on but themselves. His job was to make sure that it would be enough, by making them the strongest, best spirits they could be...NOW.


  But it didn't erase the dark stain of guilt on his soul. He wasn't cut from the cloth of a drill sergeant..."It's for their own good" could convince his head, but never his heart. He tried to tell himself he didn't know for sure that the Pranir were organlegging...but he knew that was a lie. Pranir didn't take human slaves, there were far cheaper alternatives. And they didn't take on human crew either. More efficient to takeon crew who already knew the tradespeak of the Planetary Confederation, knew how to operate standard Pranir and Santari devices, etc. Of course, a major Pranir trading house might wish to bring Terrans somewhere as part of an elaborate deal, but that ship was obviously a small-time operator. They didn't have the time or resources to get fancy, they made their deals fast and ran with the loot. And the only way humans fit into that equation was as merchandise. Which left organlegging. And left one of his students insane, with several others holding deep emotional scars.


  But even that paled before his other sin against the students. The other secret he kept from them, the secret they seemed on the verge of discovering. The secret which might have cost the life of a man the Professor had come to see as a son.


  * * * *


  Paul had explained it matter-of-factly. Going into someone's mind was like taking a powerful hallucinogen...your sense of reality was strongly skewed, controlled by the subject's sense of reality. If you weren't really careful and skilled, you could become totally absorbed into the subject's worldview, perhaps end up sharing their psychosis. That's why any Psi delving into another's mind always took a partner with him. To act as an anchor on reality, a solid reminder of what reality was. The two could reinforce each other, keep their partner from sliding into madness. It wasn't failsafe, but it was more safe than solo work. So Paul had naturally asked Aaron to be his partner on entering Arin's mind.


  They had voluntarily cut their bond to a bare minimum while they prepared for the journey. Each needed to concentrate on what they knew as real, have as strong a sense of self as possible before entering. To be too deeply in Contact beforehand would only serve to lessen their sense of individual self.


  Aaron was worried. Cold, unreasoning fear filled his mind, no matter how he tried to push it down. What good could he do Paul? Paul was like a giant now, and Aaron only barely not beneath his notice. To say Aaron felt inadequate would only start to describe his state of mind. Even when they had been in full Contact, there had been more of a rift between them than either would consciously admit. Paul operated on such a different mental level now... the two had grown apart in more ways than they wanted to admit. Paul concentrating on the mind and Aaron on the body was only the surface of it. Had their love been killed, and they were merely trying to keep the cold corpse of it going?


  --Maybe I should tell Paul to find another partner for this,-- thought Aaron. --These feelings are bound to come out while we're in Arin's mind, and that would hurt not just us, but her. But...if I tell him that, then *he'll* be distracted unless I tell him why, and I...can't. And he's the important one in this operation. Better I be not up to par than he. After all, it's not like I'll be doing more than holding the anchor line.--


  Aaron felt a warm, familiar touch on his mind. ++Are you ready?++


  --Yes,-- he lied.


  * * * *


  Pale light streaming from above. Misty cloudiness below. Gates ahead, with an old man seated at a ledger beside them.


  Paul turned to Aaron, "A bit of a traditionalist, isn't she?"


  Aaron frowned. "Yes...but this is a bad sign, isn't it? I mean, if the gates to her mind are the Pearly Gates, doesn't that mean she thinks she's dead?"


  "Maybe. Or perhaps it's just a reflection of her faith in general. Her file says she's from a group that believed an odd mixture of Protestant and Catholic dogma, so this kind of thing isn't totally unexpected. If she'd been better read, these might have been multiple jeweled doors from Revelation. First test, can we get in peacefully?"


  Aaron nodded, and the two approached the image of St. Peter, who looked up from his ledger.


  "Ah, Aaron Zander. I must say I'm surprised to see you make it even this far, given your sinful acts."


  "Da..." Paul started to mutter before he stopped himself. Not a word to use in this setting. "Her sect must have kept the Biblical injunction against homosexuality. This won't be easy." He turned to St. Peter. "Excuse me, sir, we don't seek entry, we merely wish to talk to Arin Kelsey. If she'll see us, that is."


  St. Peter looked a bit ruffled as he closed his book. "Just as well you don't wish to enter...you wouldn't have made it. I'll inquire as to whether the young lady wishes to see you...it maybe a while, we've been extremely busy in the wake of the Apocalypse." He turned and whispered to a cherubim, who flew off to deliver the message.


  Paul looked at Aaron. "Apocalypse...she must believe the world has ended. That must have been one NASTY mission."


  Arin appeared at the gates, looking at peace. Then a vague shadow of guilt flitted across her face. "Oh, Aaron. I'm truly sorry that I killed you before you could repent for your sins against God...but I was but His instrument. The world needed to be cleansed, the judgement was at hand."


  Paul spoke evenly, patiently. "Arin, please understand. This is not really heaven. You've retreated into a corner of your own mind. You did not destroy the world with your powers. And you need to come out so we can help you get better." Aaron could see the uncertainty Paul was trying so hard to hide frmo Arin. This was Paul's first real test of his powers, and Aaron could see that he wasn't doing as well as he had in practice runs. It showed in his body language.


  Arin stammered, "Bu-but...I have to be dead. God's taken the faithful into his bosom after the Apocalypse...I...I remember the....


  "FLAMES!" she screamed, the world dissolving into a torrent of fire as she exploded with fury enough to consume a world!


  The two Psis screamed in pain as they felt their bodies wither under the touch of the cleansing fire. Paul grabbed Aaron by the shoulders and shouted between gritted teeth, "IT ISN'T REAL! HELP ME CONCENTRATE! IT...ISN'T... REAL!!"


  Aaron focused his will in the same way he would to block pain from his body. The pain started to recede. --But this isn't really my body, is it?-- Suddenly the pain rose again.


  ++NO DOUBTS! YOU CAN BEAT IT! WE CAN BEAT IT!++


  Shutting his eyes...shutting all of his senses except the feeling that Paul was there, Aaron blocked out the pain. Then he opened his eyes.


  The fire was still there, but it was like a movie screen or a hologram... all light and no heat. He looked down at his hands, which he had felt withering away to stumps...they were unscarred.


  "You did it," gasped Paul. "This is a lot harder than in the simulations...a psychotic's conviction in the reality of his own little world is a lot stronger and harder to deny than something an instructor can fake."


  The flames started to fade. "I'm moving us back through her mind, trying to find the root of her problems. Somehow I doubt the mission was enough to totally unhinge her...this feels deeper than that. But we'll have to make it past her memories of these events to get there. Are you okay?" asked Paul.


  Aaron nodded as he felt the world grow colder and darker. Shadowy shapes started to be visible all around him. He knew what was coming, although he hadn't seen it himself.


  The bodies.


  The trigger to Arin's break from reality had been discovering the bodies that the Pranir had planned to sell for organ transplants. Pretty grisly stuff, but Aaron felt ready for it.


  He wasn't.


  Arin hadn't seen the chopped up body parts as transplants. She'd seen them as food.


  Paul looked sick as images of Pranir shovelling bloody gobbets of human flesh into their mouths became clear. Aaron did his best to keep calm, Paul would need the anchoring. At least he'd seen corpses before, Aaron realized. He'd created a few on that mission, even. Paul hadn't, being totally noncombat.


  "Paul, are you sure *you're* okay? You haven't pulled combat time, this has got to be getting to you."


  "Yea..uh. Just give me a moment. As bad as this is, I think whatever's under it's worse. After all, you only saw frozen blocks with some flesh in them, nothing as graphic as this scene. She must have been worked into a near panic already by something else...oh my god...."


  Aaron followed Paul's gaze...and saw his own dead face looking back at him from the plate of a gourmandizing Pranir.


  The images got clearer, and he could see his friends and companions among the dead bodies being sucked down like spaghetti. One Pranir grinned in that hideous way only a snakeowl could, and reached down for Aaron. He froze.


  The Pranir exploded in a shower of red at the touch of Paul's mental lance. Paul grabbed Aaron and pulled him back before another Pranir could reach for him.


  "I'm going back further!" Paul shouted as a gigantic parody of a Pranir lunged for them...and faded.


  "Why are the bodies still here, I wonder..." Paul mused.


  "I think I know...but how she knew...?" Aaron started.


  The bodies now stretched to infinity in both directions, an endless morgue of Academy students, from mere children to young adults. Each had empty, smoldering eyes, hollow pits where their souls had been sucked from them.


  And as one, they rose.


  "Murder..." they chanted, long and low. Paul backpedaled.


  "Okay, what's going on?" Paul demanded.


  "Burnout victims! Can't you see it in the eyes? Symbols of being Burnt Out! Someone must have told her that we suspected murder in the Burnout cases!"


  "Hell of a time for me to find that out! Apparently she now thinks we're the killer!"


  Aaron kicked away one of the walking dead, who looked disquietingly like Carlos Rodriguez, Essay's cousin. "Paul, is there any chance of someone nearby getting sucked into this? I don't want the meds to find themselves suddenly fighting zombies!"


  Paul blasted the dead with his vast mental power, made real on the mental arena. "Only someone with their defenses totally down...shit! JakZak might get pulled in, he's sedated!"


  Aaron looked up into the air, where a lone figure hovered malevolently, lightnings flashing from his eyes. "Don't look now, but I think he has, and I think we're in deep trouble!"


  Academy #8 - "Terminal Degree"


  copyright 1994 by Dave Van Domelen


  Produced by Coherent Comics UnIncorporated


  [cover shows JakZak blazing like a newborn star in the midst of a graveyard. Each tombstone bears the name of one of the main characters of the series. Cover copy at top screams "FINAL ISSUE!" and at bottom says "Terminal...."]


  



  THE GRADS


  Drake, Anthony "Tony" - Totally invulnerable to physical harm, but not pain.


  Grant-Taylor, Sarah - Hyperspeed, 20 times faster than normal humans.


  Henderson, Howard (Junior) - Elemental Mage.


  Kelsey, Arin - Able to explode with the force of a ton of TNT or more.


  Kleinvogel, Jen - Antigravity sheath allows flight and partial invisiblity.


  Napier, Salvatore "Big Sal" - Superhuman strength, and resilience.


  Rodriguez, Sara Ana "Essay" - Bodybuilder, super-gadgeteer.


  Scorch (nee Scott Handleman) - Flame projector.


  St.James, Sean "Popper/Pops" - Teleporter, short range.


  Sylvester, George - "Transmutation" of energy (heat to light, for example).


  Taylor, John Zachary "Jakzak" - Brute-force gravitic powers.


  Teller, Jason William - Superhuman accuracy with all weapons due to TK powers.



  Tracey, Dan "Grind" - Peak of human perfection and beyond. Omni-capable.



  Zander, Aaron - Psi. "Mind Over Matter" gives great strength, healing powers



  



  Despite the sedatives, JakZak dreamed.



  He dreamed of soaring high above the clouds as light streamed down from above...then of swooping low against the surface of the Sun itself. The heat blasted at him but didn't burn, and his vision was clear despite the blinding brilliance. Smiling, he turned and dove into the heart of the blazing plain, and everything went dark.


  Darkness? Inside the Sun?


  And cold...so cold. While the heat hadn't even touched him, this cold burned through to the core of his being. It was more than a physical chill, it was a soul-harrowing spear, a spike of fear through his heart. The lack of not just physical warmth, but of humanity.


  He felt it spread through his body as the memories started to come back.


  What he had seen.


  What he had...done.


  WHAT HAVE I DONE?!?!? he cried into the silent void as he clawed at himself, trying to rip his dark heart from his chest.


  There was no echo, no answer save a rising sound of turmoil. The dark void gave way to an endless plain of bodies, bodies of those he must have killed. He couldn't remember killing them, yet somehow he knew he must have.


  He was a killer.


  He was a murderer.


  He was evil...time to play the part.


  The anguish faded from his features to be replaced by a sinister grin as he drifted down towards the walking charnel house of his dead, and towards the two lone sparks of life.


  Lightnings danced in his eyes, the lightnings that drained his victims' souls from their bodies. The two motes looked up in terror. Good, let them fear him!


  He struck!


  * * * *


  Aaron leaped aside at the last second as the bolts from JakZak's eyes struck the "ground" where he'd been standing. Until he knew the rules visitors operated under as well as Paul did, he was taking no chances with anything.


  Paul blasted a clear area for himself, simultaneously destroying images of the walking dead and trying to convince Arin's mind that they weren't real. "Aaron, look at him! He's translucent...he must have been dreaming when he was dragged in here...damn! Now we're in his nightmare as well as hers! We'v... GAHHH!"


  An invisible force suddenly slammed Paul's mental body down, and the corpses were on him in a second. Aaron knew that JakZak's powers shouldn't work in the mindscape...unless Paul believed in them. A cold hand gripped Aaron's heart as he realized Paul had started losing contact with outside reality...he'd started to believe the delusions Arin's mind created.


  Almost on reflex, Aaron leapt to Paul's side and started trying to haul the bodies off him, dodging lightnings as he went. But the more he tried, the more corpses piled on...of course!


  --THIS ISN'T REAL! THIS IS ONLY YOUR FEARS, ARIN!-- No good...he wasn't strong enough to get through to her directly. But the corpses seemed less substantial to him now, he almost couldn't feel them. He started to slowly walk towards where he knew Paul was. The living dead parted like water before him, and they became less distinct, looked less like parodies of his friends and more like faceless demons. By the time he reached Paul's prone form, they were but wisps, insubstantial wraiths.


  He lifted Paul up, and almost lost his concentration when he saw his lover's face...Paul had become convinced he was part of the host of death, his features were drawn and pale, and his flesh hung loosely from his bones. His gaze was fixed and unfocused, but Aaron forced himself to stare into those cold, dead eyes.


  --Paul...don't let yourself believe this...it isn't real. Look at me! Reach out to me, make Contact! That's what's real...us! I...I may have doubted that myself, but I don't anymore, and you can't! Damn it, live/love/BE!--


  ++aaron?++ A spark.


  --Paul!--


  ++so tired...i can't...NO!++


  Suddenly Paul snapped back to normal and threw Aaron aside as JakZak renewed his attack, sending lightnings at the pair. Paul threw up a hand and blocked the blasts with ease. His sense of self, eroded by immersion in horrors he'd never been forced to endure before, had been restored, strengthened even.


  ++I'll have to tell the bozos back at MetaPsych they're wrong about Contact before a probe, Aaron...and thanks. I don't think anyone else could have shaken me out of that delusion. I was sure I was dead.++


  --Hey, what good is love if it can't make you feel alive?-- Aaron replied as he watched the rest of the dead fade. At some point they'd stopped "talking" to each other and started connecting again...it felt right.


  Suddenly, there were only three figures on a blank black plain. Paul held the fuming JakZak at bay in a cage of light. ++We have to return him to his own mind....++


  Paul was interrupted by a door opening in the darkness. A wan light shone out, framing a slim figure. It was Arin as she saw herself right now, a young, uncertain girl, afraid of the darkness and what it might hold. Afraid of the terrors of reality.


  But brave enough to step into the dark, if only for a while.


  "Arin," Paul started, cautiously approaching her. "You have to come outside now...people who care for you are out there. We aren't dead, nor are you...please come out."


  "no," she said in a small voice. "there's horrible things, horrible people out there. killers, monsters, sinners...evil. in here i'm safe from them. in here i've burned all the sin away...and you had to bring in more. why?"


  Paul's face betrayed some sign of doubt. Did he really have the right to make her face this all again? His oath was to heal, but would this really be healing?


  Aaron didn't doubt, however. "Arin, we brought nothing here that wasn't already inside. Your fears and pain don't go away because you tell them to. Sure, the world's flawed, full of problems and even evil. But you can only make the evil go away if you wake up...not if you hide from it. This is only a quiet suicide, Arin. And the pain will be with you forever unless you do something about it. Help us heal you."


  "all right...i'll try it your way. once...."


  The door started to close, and as it closed, the darkness brightened.


  Then JakZak broke free.


  "NO! I'm evil, I must stop this! HURT HER!" He lunged at the door.


  Paul moved to stop him. Aaron moved faster. In a flash of light, Arin awoke and drove all of them from her mind.


  * * * *


  Tumbling, spiralling out of control, Aaron held to JakZak's mental image for dear life. He couldn't "see" Paul anywhere...he could only barely sense Paul out of the corner of his mind as he plummetted into the fevered dreams of one of his closest friends. Not that he was all that close to JakZak...it struck Aaron that he'd been so wrapped up in Paul, and in missing Paul, that he'd really not made any connections of the normal type in years. Not that it was something he'd missed terribly...but at the moment the sense of loneliness struck him pretty hard.


  Had he really known JakZak? Or Arin? Well, he was certainly going to get to know JakZak better now!


  With a jolt, the two stopped in a roiling miasma of color and sounds. Being fully conscious, Aaron had a momentary advantage despite being on "foreign ground."


  He put JakZak into a martial hold...he supposed that he was really exercising a sort of mind lock on JZ, but it helped him to visualize it in physical terms. He had to do this fast or get out...he didn't have Paul's training, nor did he have Paul along to bail him out if he got lost in Jak's head. But he had to know why JakZak had gone so mental.


  "Jak!" he 'shouted' in the man's 'ears.' "Why do you think you're evil?" Brute force, but it might work. He didn't have time for subtle leading.


  JakZak thrashed about in Aaron's grip and remained silent.


  "YOU WILL TELL ME!"


  JakZak gasped in pain at the force of the mental command. With training and experience, Aaron could have focused the command like a pinprick, forcing JakZak to comply almost by reflex. But as it was, he had to hammer away for as long as he could stay until he hit the right spot.


  "WHY?"


  "WHY?"


  "WHY!?!?"


  "Because I killed Carlos! I killed them all! I'm the one behind the Burnout!" JakZak screamed, tears streaming from his eyes.


  "How? You weren't here until after the first five cases!"


  "I must have been!"


  Aaron shifted his grip. JakZak was dreaming, after all...with the peculiar lack of logic inherent in dreams. Aaron could feel the struggles getting more powerful...in reality, JakZak could throw him around like a rag doll...if he bought into Jak's mental state, Aaron could suffer the same fate.


  "JakZak, how do you know you did this?" Maybe he could lead the dream to some truth, or to the root of the delusion.


  Suddenly, a hazy image started to form out of the miasma. A training room. A figure was practicing alone, when someone appeared. A struggle. One falls. The other turns. Too vague to see.


  Aaron dragged JakZak over to the figure of the killer and freed a hand. Running his fingers over the image, he forced it to sharpen, forced a face onto the body.


  It was JakZak's face.


  Or was it?


  It looked exactly like the face JakZak wore now in his mind, but something was subtly wrong about it. He felt JakZak stop struggling in his arms and looked to see him staring dumbly at himself, frozen by doubt and horror.


  Aaron wracked his brain, his supposedly superior Psi brain, for what could be wrong about the figure. He was certain he'd forced JakZak to recall every detail about what he'd seen...no doubt in the time-viewing accident that had landed him in the infirmary.


  Concentrating on JZ's face in his memory, he projected it next to the face of the killer.


  At first glance, identical.


  But there were differences, differences JakZak himself may never have noticed. Few ever really know what their own face looks like...they see it too infrequently. The little imperfections and oddities get glossed over by all but the vainest.


  Like how one of JakZak's pupils is always slightly smaller than the other. Or how he has that tiny pit on his forehead from acne as a teenager. Or the slightly large pores on his nose. All little things. All absent on the killer.


  Aaron felt a mental hand on his shoulder as he was pulled out....


  * * * *


  Christmas Eve at the Taylor apartment. JakZak's left arm is still in a cast, but otherwise he's healed most of the physical damage from his experience. Sarah sits next to him in front of Howard's yule gift, a log with a minor fire elemental bound to it...it could burn forever without setting anything around it on fire. The warm glow it cast still failed to loosen the cold knot in Sarah's chest. She knew her husband wasn't a killer...and in his head he probably did too. But in his heart, he still doubted. After all, what if he were to go insane in the future and travel to the past to commit the murders? Time travel was potentially within his powers...but he'd refused to use them for anything but the most straightforward of purposes since his accident.


  There was a buzz at the door, and Sarah was at it before JakZak could start to turn his head.


  "Dan! Merry Christmas...won't you come in?" she greeted Grind.


  "Certainly. I've brought you a gift...one I'm sure will cheer you both up."


  JakZak sighed. "What is it? More dry facts to try and prove to me I'm in the clear?"


  Dan sat down next to JakZak and handed him a notepad computer. "Facts, yes. Dry, no. Aaron's description of the killer bothered me. Obviously, if it wasn't you, it had to be a shapeshifter of some kind."


  "Obviously," grumbled JakZak.


  "The thing that bothered me was, why copy you? It's not like you were someone Carlos was predisposed to trust any more than anyone else. If the purpose was to get close to him, turning into Essay or one of Carlos's friends would have been a better choice. Also, according to what you've told me, the killer appeared out of nowhere. He could have easily appeared behind Carlos and attacked without warning. As to the mechanism...a shapeshifter might be able to shrink out of sight...or perhaps turn invisible...but that's not important."


  "Maybe he'd want to give a false lead to any video surveillance in the room?" Sarah suggested, taking her husband's hand and trying to cheer him up a little.


  Grind shook his head. "I checked that angle. I went over that room carefully, and along with Aaron worked out that the killer never turned his face towards the one camera in the room. Yet he intentionally swivelled to face Jak's point of view. And that's the really odd part. How could he stare exactly at Jak?"


  "Because he's my future self and would know when to turn and where?" suggested JakZak, less then cheerfully.


  "No...age wouldn't have changed those minor differences in features. Nor are they things that really can be changed. My guess is that the killer's been absorbing the powers of his victims somehow...and one of the victims was precognitive. The killer would have known JakZak would be watching, and turned at the right moment with the right face to throw Jak into total confusion. And it almost worked, too. Unfortunately, he was too clever for his own good. And that's the real present.


  "The precog kept a diary. It was downloaded into seriously classified files after her death, but I got Netwalker to find it for me [Editor's Note: this story takes place concurrently with the second story of LNH 2023 #0] with the help of some 'net heroes' he's starting to get together. I haven't opened it yet," Dan lied, "I wanted you to be the first to see the proof." Actually, Dan knew who it was...if it had been JakZak, he would have brought a very different Christmas gift....


  * * * *


  There was a knock at the Professor's door. He pulled up a securicam window on his computer and saw it was JakZak, looking somewhat calm. Too calm. Too controlled, for someone who had been openly dejected since he'd recovered from his injuries.


  "Come in," he called out, buzzing the door open. JakZak strode in stiffly. Perhaps some humor might break the lad's icy exterior. "Happy Boxing Day, son...come to propose you take my place and I yours?"


  The door closed.


  JakZak came alive, slamming a notepad computer onto the Professor's desk with enough violence to knock over the small tree adorning it.


  "WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU PEOPLE DOING, LETTING A KILLER HUNT US DOWN FOR SIX DAMN YEARS?!?"


  He knew. The Professor was taken aback by the forcefulness of Mr. Taylor's demand, but collected himself. "We still aren't certain...we've suspected for that long, yes, but there was no real proof who it was. And until we had proof, we couldn't act. Sadly, half the possible suspects were still here at the beginning of the year when Carlos Rodriguez was killed. We'd planned to get all the suspects separated so that when the next case happened, we'd know for sure. And before risking many more deaths trying to capture him, we had to be DAMN sure," he added the emphasis to prove that he could care as well.


  "Don't give me that. There was pretty damning proof six years ago. Or were your people so stupid as to not check the diary of a PRECOGNITIVE murder victim for clues?"


  The Professor stood, a dangerous gleam in his eyes. "Don't patronize me, Mr. Taylor. Of course we did. Nothing we could use. Her powers were nowhere near refined, and all she got was a vague sense of danger, which combined with a teenager's natural depressive feelings left us with a diary that was half gibberish and half paranoid ramblings. It was useless, and filed away as such."


  JakZak pointed at the notepad. "Then what's this? It was found behind no less than five layers of very nasty security, buried in a long-disused directory as if you wanted it buried for all time but couldn't erase it. It points out in fairly clear terms the kinds of clues needed to see who the killer really is. Or did someone in the DSHA *want* us to be stalked, *wanted* to cull the weak from the strong, and hid the information?"


  Now the Professor was shocked. He picked up the pad and scanned the contents.


  "It's not a fake, I can assure you, Professor. The file holding it was almost impossible to crack at first...precogs make uncanny programmers sometimes, probably why it wasn't erased outright...but opened up as if it knew it was supposed to. I seriously doubt her powers were as undeveloped as she was leading people to believe. Or maybe the threat of death gave her greater insight. Either way, something has to be done."


  "Indeed, it does," cooed a voice dripping with malice. The two turned to see its source.


  "You," hissed JakZak.


  "Yes, me. Sean "Popper" St.James...well, that's what you know me as. The original died years ago with his parents. I suppose you've told more people about this than I can kill...which means my mission here is at an end. As are your lives, coincidentally. I intend to make this hurt as much as I can before I have to leave."


  There was a sudden sizzling sound and a lance of light struck Popper in the side, carving out great chunks of flesh. The Professor glowed with the power of a star, looking for the moment decades younger.


  "Old man," hissed the thing which had pretended to be Popper, "you should have died with the rest of your breed...but you can die now!" A lightning bolt flashed out from his left hand and struck a shield the Professor threw in front of it.


  JakZak snapped out of his stunned silence and increased the gravity around the killer to 20G, cutting off the lightning for a moment as the killer adjusted and flattened. Suddenly the floor gave way and "Popper" fell through to the auditorium below.


  "Come on, the room's deserted now, but if he gets...Professor?"


  The Professor had turned ashen and stopped glowing. "Never could hold the power for long...but I thought I could get a little more...." He collapsed, the strain of channelling so much power through his aging frame more than his heart could stand.


  JakZak was torn for a second. Then he realized he had to get after the killer, or more than the Professor would die. The alarms in the room were already going off...meds would be here in time. He hoped.


  He dropped down through the hole into a darkened auditorium. A lone shaft of light from the hole above lit it.


  Fire blazed through JakZak's back as claws tore into him from behind. He whirled to face his attacker, but there was no one there.


  "Tsk, tsk..." reprimanded an echoing voice. "Just because I cast off the shell of Sean's personality...did you ever notice how he could be both naive and cynical at the same time? I hated him...doesn't mean I abandon his power of teleportation. Not to mention all the other lovely powers I have from my victims. Claws, speed...although not up to your wife's level. Maybe I should kill her first, hmm?"


  JakZak lanced out with a warp bolt at the sound of the voice and heard the wall shatter, revealing the stone behind it.


  "Oh, and the ability to throw my voice, let's not forget," SHRED "that!"


  JakZak dropped to one knee in pain, then concentrated and blanketed the entire room in five G's of force.


  "Ah-ah-ah...I knew you'd try that. Precog, yes? Just called on some extra strength from Carlos. You remember Carlos, right? The one you watched me kill."


  Ignore him. Ignore the pain. Shield from attack.


  A pinpoint of light appeared and lanced out at him, cutting through his shield and searing his flesh. "Can't block light very well, can you? I see you didn't bother shooting at me...can't muster up a shot, perhaps?"


  Fifth Law. The Unknown. The future and the past. The killer can violate it, and so can I, thought JakZak. Or maybe I don't need to break it...maybe I can just...help it.


  Spacetime is gravity. The future is simply another direction for gravity to curve in. Curve it away....


  "Oh-ho! You've found a way to deny me my little peeks into the future, eh? No matter...you don't have much of one to look at anymore. I've already seen you gutted on my claws...I doubt you can change that."


  Imagination is the key. Imagination and will. Focus both and you can do anything reality will allow. Combine them with the power over reality, and nothing is impossible. See the warps in gravity. See not the future, but the shape of the present. See the faint tracery of the killer's wormholes, etching across the room as he teleported about.


  He stood and faced away from the killer. "Bet you didn't expect THIS!" A bolt of energy drawn through spacetime from the Sun lanced out and struck the wall, melting it into so much slag.


  "Bet I di....YYAAAAGHH!!!!"


  As the teleport started, JakZak grabbed the wormhole with the power of his Magene and twisted it, fusing it with the one he'd opened to the Sun. With a brief flash of light, the killer was gone.


  Then he collapsed to the floor and bled from his many wounds, no longer having the energy to hold the blood in.


  * * * *


  2023, a new year with the promise of new hope. And the living symbols of that hope stood now before a cheering crowd in the Central Core of the Academy, floating on a platform in the center of the Core. People lined the walkways up and down the sides to see the graduation of the first advanced class.


  The Professor, confined to a wheelchair after his heart attack, addressed the crowd, his image and words projected from giant viewscreens mounted around the base of the platform.


  "Today we acknowledge that these twelve young men and women are no longer students, they are adults. And more than that, they truly deserve to be called heroes. They have endured trials from without and within and have not emerged unscathed," he paused. Most in the crowd and all on the platform knew that Arin Kelsey might never truly be herself again, and would probably never completely regain her confidence. She'd left weeks ago for care at a private mental hospital...she had stepped onto the road to recovery with the help of Paul and Aaron, but she still had to walk the road. "But they emerged nonetheless.


  "Four of our graduates will go on to lead a special team of paranormals and supernormals trained in rapid response to emergencies and disasters, as well as support for the other eight when needed. Captain Dan Tracey will lead this team under United World auspices, with the help of his Lieutenants, Jennifer Kleinvogel, Jason Teller and Anthony Drake. Many of you in the Senior Class can expect to graduate to his team.


  "The other eight will carry both the name of this institution and the name of a great team of heroes out of the past. They will become the new Academy of Super-Heroes, the first full-fledged superhero team in 25 years, and will act as the world's first line of defense against threats from other worlds, other realities...and the worst of our own people as well. They will also serve to inspire hope in a new generation of people, too long without heroes.


  "Sarah Grant-Taylor:"


  She stepped forward in a bodysuit emblazoned with a full-body "M". "Meteor, for my speed," she said, fighting to keep the nervousness out of her voice.


  "Howard Henderson:"


  "Peregryn, after the two men, who though dead, I consider my teachers. Wanderer and Tymythy Twystyd."


  "Salvatore Napier:"


  "Gawain, after the strongest of the Knights of the Round Table," he said to the crowd. To himself he added, "And most flawed."


  "Sara Ana Rodriguez:"


  "Essay...why change?" she grinned impishly.


  "Scott Handleman:"


  "It's been Scorch for years, and it's staying Scorch," he winked at Essay.


  "George Sylvester:"


  "Channel, it's what I do."


  "Aaron Zander:"


  He paused for a moment, as if still wrestling with the decision. Then he stepped forward and proclaimed, "Contact. For all the meanings of the word."


  The Professor nodded...it worked better than the one the young man had first chosen, and more importantly it had real meaning to Zander. "And finally, the one who will lead them, John Zachary Taylor."


  JakZak stepped into the light, sparkles of it dancing off the polished surface of the ornate space-armor he wore. He paused and looked down at the Professor for a moment, then addressed the crowd.


  "Solar Max, after the great man whose pattern I wear...a man who always did what he thought was right, no matter how it might hurt him. A hero I can only hope to one day match. A good hero...and a good man."


  * * * *


  Gravity was low, he almost could float from the floor. Where was he? He'd barely escaped that blazing heat...how, he still wasn't sure. His own teleport was locked into that path, there was no way out.


  Questions to ponder later. He had to feed on someone...anyone. Once he dropped the shell he had to feed eventually. Sooner better than later. Once he had fed, he could return to his masters and hopefully be rewarded for his years of service. He's spent nearly his entire life imitating that fool, St.James. Eight long years.


  A light went on at the end of the corridor he found himself in. Someone had noticed his presence. Good, it made them easier to find.


  He staggered down the hall, trying to shift his cells around to compensate for the major damage he'd suffered at the hands of the old man and JakZak.


  A door opened, revealing a small room where an aged figure slumped in a dusty throne. The figure looked up with blank eyes...a white film covered his pupils. Blind. Looking closer revealed a network of fine scars over the man's entire face, making him seem even older than he was. So be it...an easier kill.


  The template-assassin locked eyes with the stranger and started to savagely drain the man's life. The man smiled as he withered. The killer started suddenly...so much POWER! Must cut it off before it overwhelms me, thought the killer.


  The man grinned wider and grabbed his attacker's face between two wizened hands. "So, you want life energy, yes? Have mine...have it ALL."


  The killer screamed as he felt himself submerge behind a personality far stronger than he'd ever felt before. This was no uncertain teenager with a low sense of identity...this was a man of power, strong in his will and stronger in his convictions. A man who felt betrayed by his own body's infirmities and could no longer impose his will over his home...dimension? The killer's last thoughts before he was utterly swept away by the torrent of personality were to consider the possibility that more than the Professor had survived the Causality Wars...that if you can't hide in another galaxy, how about another reality?


  The old man's body fell limply to the floor as life fled it. Slowly the killer's body reshaped, becoming a younger version of the man.


  He felt his new body with appreciative hands, then blinked and opened his eyes. "It's been thirty-seven years since I could see light as well as forces. It's good to see it again. After all, this fool's memories tell me HE is still alive. And it will be so much more satisfying to watch him with my own eyes as I crush the life from him...."


  The satellite rang with malevolent laughter, and space became a bit colder....
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