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  Catman: Minor Arcana #1 - Coins


  [The cover shows a gray-furred cat-headed man in a vaguely Victorian- looking overcoat in the foreground, observing people passing in the street. Many of the people have animal heads and furry hands. All of the animal- headed people are engaged in menial tasks, clearly deferring to the humans in their midst. Cover blurb says, "The World of Dr. Moreau?"]


  



  [October 4, 2026 - Serengeti Plains, Africa]



  "We observed from a safe distance, father," Vicente reported. "When they found the camp, they argued for a while, and then left. I'm not sure, but I think this was something done on the initiative of a lower-ranking commander, who now faces discipline."


  Edouard nodded. "Good job, son. You and Cris go rest up now, get something to eat other than trail rations."


  The two teenaged catmen nodded and padded out.


  Teenaged didn't used to be young, where Edouard came from. It used to be very, very old. The original surgical uplifts didn't change the lifespan any, unless to make it shorter. For cats that meant no more than two decades, usually less than one given the hard work to which "Moreaus" were put. Old Dr. Biggles-Moreau would be ecstatic to realize one of her creations was almost at fifty years. Well, he suspected she would be happy to show up her famed grandfather, anyway. He'd never met the doctor, he was actually part of one of the first litters born to the mutation-based neo-Moreaus, and his dam had worked on the plantation in Brazil for several years before bearing him. By that point, Biggles-Moreau had handed the job of monitoring off to a subordinate and moved on to some other piece of mad science.


  But he certainly felt old now. He doubted he had more than another decade in him, but his children could take care of themselves now. Most had never known their mother, but they'd all known their father, which was one more parent than Edouard had known.


  Levering himself out of his chair, Edouard walked slowly into his den. The modest room held a collection of memories, all portable, many of them eminently practical. The family might have settled down in recent years in this sprawling country home that they repaired, but most of his life with Isabel had been nomadic.


  He picked up a gold-chased silver coin and felt its heft. On the front was Queen Victoria, who was gold-chased silver as well, thanks to her personal mechanists and physicians. Or had been, when the coin was minted in 1985. Now she wasn't much of anything. Nor was Dr. Biggles-Moreau. Or Edouard's dam. Or his whole world, not since that day exactly thirty seven years ago....


  * * * *


  [October 4, 1989 - Chicaco, America]


  Edouard looked at the silver and gold coin, still new enough that the shine hadn't come off it. The queen's portrait on the obverse was still as crisp as when the coin had been first struck.


  "You ever see her?" he asked his companion, Nigel. The two were milling about the chill city street with other Moreau laborers, near the University of Chicago, doing their best to look inconspicuous. Edouard felt the chill keenly, missing the tropical heat of the old Amazonian plantation, if not the plantation itself.


  "The queen? No one alive 'cept her personal physicians and mechanists have, don't be daft." Nigel was an old-fashioned surgical Moreau, but something about his species agreed with the process, and Nigel was still healthy and active as an old man of twenty. He didn't talk about Australia much, but a lot of the members of the Underground didn't like to remember their pasts.


  "I mean one of her mechanical vicerines, y'dumb Aussie. They didn't come around Brazil, not pacified enough yet, but Australia's part of the old empire." Brazil's "wildness" also meant it was one of the first places that Edouard's variety of Moreau had become common, far from the easily spooked humans in their cities who feared that Moreaus who could breed and increase their numbers naturally would eventually rise up against their masters.


  "Yeh, once. From pretty far away. Fancy toy. They say her undying highness Victoria can see through their glass eyes, makes up for being tied down to a room fulla machines. Now put that bleedin' thing away, Eddie. America may be a hotbed of Abolitionists, but that doesn't mean no one pays any attention to the Laws. And this ain't the sticks, everyone who could afford to own us has a credit account, so we can't use the old excuse that we're carrying it for our massa."


  Sheepishly, Edouard pocketed the coin. Moreaus weren't allowed money. Or marriage, or family names, or a lot of things. In secret, members of the Underground broke a great many of these Laws, although the biggest one Edouard had violated was the one against coin. Oh, he had offspring somewhere, but he'd never even seen the dam, much less had actual congress with her. Clinical and efficient, it had been. Just because his type could breed the natural way didn't mean that their owners *let* them. And since escaping, he simply hadn't found the time or the right woman.


  In many ways, America was a much nicer place for Moreaus. The last major power to fall to the Empire in the Great War, there were still some Americans left who remembered being an independent nation. And their own war regarding slavery was still pretty fresh in their minds...but most of them were willing to accept slavery so long as the slaves weren't human. Which meant that Edouard and Nigel had to be careful, even here.


  "Is that him?" Nigel nodded towards a man in a lab coat who was strolling absently towards the university, sipping something hot from a paper cup. "Humans all look too much the same to me."


  "Pretty sure, yes. Usual procedure," Edouard split off from Nigel and put on his best "urgent courier" look, heading for the man.


  "Professor Eric Harris?" Edouard bobbed his head subserviently as he neared the man.


  The doctor stopped. "Hm? Yes? Er, what is it?"


  "I've been sent with a confidential message for you. Ears only," he slipped a brass and steel recording device just far enough out of his pocket to let Harris confirm what it was. Commonly used in cases where the pneumatic tube system was deemed insufficiently secure, or when the sender wanted to make sure no nuance was lost in text.


  "Ah, I wonder who...I mean, you're not the usual...never mind. There's a teletype over there," Dr. Harris gestured with his coffee cup. Teletype booths were perforce larger than phonebooths, and often served double duty to allow private conversations shut off from the noise of the city. The windows ensured they didn't find use for trysts between university students, though.


  Usually.


  "So, what's the message?" Dr. Harris asked once they were inside. He showed the usual carelessness of one who'd grown up around Moreaus, not even thinking about asking for real privacy. As enlightened as he might have been by the standards of humans, he was still a human.


  "I apologize for the subterfuge, Dr. Harris, but the message isn't on this device. I'm with the Underground, and I've come to ask you to stop your research."


  "What? Wait...how do you? Never mind. I suppose I'm not exactly a member of Her Majesty's Secret Service, when it comes to keeping secrets. But if you know I'm an abolitionist, you should also know that my research is intended to help you people! If I can find a practical compact power source, then clockwork men will stop being toys for the very rich and make slavery unnecessary. Once they don't need your cheap labor, they'll free you."


  Edouard shook his head. He'd grown up on a plantation in the middle of nowhere, and he was more worldly than this human. "Did the invention of the automobile free the horses? Think about it, man. At the start of the Great War, horses carried men into combat. By the end of the Great War, the only role horses had was as field rations. At no point were they actually freed. If you succeed now, before we've found a way to real freedom, they might not actually kill us, but they'll stick us on reservations, forbid us to even breed, and wait for us to die out." As cold and impersonal as artificial insemination was, even that would be stopped if clockwork men replaced Moreaus as a slave race. The same surgeons who even today still made the old sort of Moreau would simply go to work sterilizing any of the new sort who were allowed to live, before moving on to other careers.


  "Oh...I never thought of...my God. But you don't understand how science works," Dr. Harris had turned pale and was sweating. "This isn't one of those mad science projects that only works for its creator. I mean, I have the spark of inspiration, true, but I've worked very hard to make sure my work could be replicated. Which means many people know about the fundamentals. Even if I stop now, someone else will finish it."


  At this point, Nigel stepped into the booth. He'd clearly been following Dr. Harris's side of the conversation by reading the man's lips, a useful skill but one that didn't work as well on cats. "Then maybe my talents will be needed after all," the wombat said, closing the booth door behind him. "Eddie's a good talker, but I'm good at making things look like accidents."


  "Nigel, no," Edouard was shocked. "Killing him won't do any good! He just said..."


  "Now who said anything about killing?" Nigel smirked in that odd, muted way he had. "I may specialize in hiding bodies, sure, but I know all sorts of ways to rig accidents. With the good Doctor's help, I'm sure we could make it look like his experiment was a failure and set things back by a few years. Enough time to think of something more long-term."


  Harris laughed nervously. "A catastrophic failure would be trivial. I've spent a great deal of time trying to prevent one! My experiment taps the fundamental quintessence of creation, and it's very...tricky. I'm afraid there's a great deal of 'mad science' involved in the safety interlocks right now, any failure would likely be blamed on them and not on the fundamental science."


  "Well, let's repair to your lab and see what might be done," Nigel suggested, a slight edge of menace to his laconic voice. Edouard had heard that wombat Moreaus were often used as nannies because the species fit human views of "cuteness," but there was nothing cute about Nigel at that moment. Not that there ever was, if you actually knew him.


  No one gave the trio a second look as they entered campus. While academics were rarely wealthy enough to own their own servants, the university maintained a staff of Moreaus to assist the faculty. Harris might not have availed himself of the service very often, but he did it enough that seeing him with a catman and a wombatman in tow was only unusual because wombats were rare on this side of the equator.


  "Ah, Simpson," Harris started to say as he entered the lab building. It appeared to have once been a sports facility of some sort. "These two are..."


  "I tried to stop him, Professor," Simpson said pleadingly. "But he wouldn't take no for an answer."


  "Stop...who?"


  "Mr. Archangeli, from the Imperial Auditor's office. I told him you'd be along shortly, but he insisted his time was too valuable to wait for some 'poncy academic to finish his coffee.'"


  Harris cursed under his breath. "Of all the days for the Lab Wrecker to show up!"


  "Lab Wrecker?" Edouard asked, flattening his ears in trepidation.


  "Pino Archangeli has a reputation for finding flaws in even the most flawless experiment. Dozens of promising experiments have come crashing down under his auditorial gaze. No one's sure why, there's whispering that he actually knows how to sabotage things undetectably, and he only gets sent when there's political pressure to shut someone down."


  Nigel shot Edouard a meaningful glance. Perhaps their mission wasn't necessary after all...someone with real power didn't want to upset the apple cart yet either.


  "Maybe a rival sent him? Wanted the credit?" Edouard suggested.


  Harris shook his head. "I've already done enough of the real work to get any glory that comes from this, and the university owns the basic patents. You couldn't steal it...oh, hell," he stood shock still when the lights flickered and then went out. The morning sunlight still filtered in enough to keep them from darkness, but a chill passed through Edouard's spine nonetheless.


  "The safeties!" Simpson gasped. Edouard looked to Nigel, who looked as concerned as Edouard had ever seen the wombat.


  And then the world was torn asunder.


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  Edouard put the coin back down and sat in the overstuffed recliner that dominated the small room. Ironically, the first face he'd seen after the eternity of pain ended was that of Warendja, a human with the spirit of a wombat. Like Nigel in many ways, but unlike in so many others.


  The question had haunted him for years: had he been to blame? If he hadn't delayed Harris, maybe the professor could have stopped Archangeli, or at least made sure that the shutdown was gentler and safer. The guilt had gotten even more intense when Devastator, this world's Eric Harris, had revealed that not only had the lab been destroyed in that horrible accident, the entirety of Edouard's home reality had unraveled from that point outward, at the speed of light. By now, the Planetary Confederation was probably fighting a desperately futile battle against the end of everything, as the unraveling started to eat at their space. Devastator had gloated that even when he wasn't trying to destroy all of humanity, he still succeeded. If anyone else had been thrown clear like Edouard had been, they hadn't landed in the same reality.


  But, at least, if the Eric Harris who only wanted to help had accidentally destroyed everything, the one who wanted to destroy everything had been stopped. In fact, Edouard had been instrumental in doing so on several occasions, something that helped ease the guilt that still kept him from sleep some nights. His eyes moved to the bronze-colored staff leaning in the corner, and his memories drifted back to the time he'd first used it against Devastator....


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


  Next Issue:


  The year is 1993, and the interdimensional refugee Edouard has risen to leadership of the Academy of Super-Heroes. But will he lead the team to its doom against Devastator and once again be a sole survivor? Come back next week for Catman: Minor Arcana #2, "Staves"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This series is my contribution to 2010's "RACCoWriMo". I'd been kicking the basic idea around for a while, having decided to bring Ahmed into contact with an aged Edouard. But I wasn't sure how to go about it. A full backstory would eat way too much space in ASH, but a short chunk of exposition wouldn't really do the premise justice. I decided that it needed to be a miniseries, but I didn't really have a plot or even a framework for it. But when RACCoWriMo was proposed (especially once it was modified into four weekly issues instead of a daily thing), I had a motivation to figure out something to do with this.


  As you might guess, each issue of this series will use one of the Tarot's suits (minor Arcana) as a touchstone. Coins this issue, Staves next, then Cups and finally Swords. I currently plan to have the flashbacks span about a decade, although there will be a wrap-up in #4 outlining what happens between the last dramatic bit and the "present" of 2026.


  The subtitle is also a bit of a pun, as Edouard is definitely a minor "arcana" when it comes to superheroes. He has no Magene, being a creation rather than a creator. Stronger and faster than normal humans, with a few side benefits due to his heritage, but hardly a powerhouse. He'd fit in better with the Second Age heroes, in terms of his raw ability. But as Nigel alluded to, his real power is in his words, and his ability to organize people for a cause. Had his world survived, Edouard would likely have been running the Underground within the next five years, and he did end up running the original Academy of Super-Heroes for several years.


  Edouard is a "port" of one of the player characters from the original Champions campaign, Oedi. Oedi himself was a pretty direct lift from the Dreadstar comic, down to being from a planet called Caldor. I wanted to use him as part of ASH's backstory, but I obviously had to make some changes for trademark reasons. The basic idea of a world where Victorian mad science changed history struck me as a good replacement background, but I didn't really give it a lot of thought in detail until I started plotting out Ahmed's story and decided to bring him in contact with Ed.


  Dr. Biggles-Moreau is a partial reference to Dr. Biggles-Jones of the G.I.Joe comic. While Moreau himself wasn't British, his family would eventually marry into a British one as the United Kingdom became the United World Empire.


  In Ed's world, the various mad scientists of Victorian literature were all real, but just a little more sensible. They didn't all suffer ironic deaths at the hands of their creations, instead turning their genius towards a resurgence of the British Empire (or the Russian Empire, French Empire, etc...the Brits simply had or bought off a lot more of the saner mad scientists so they won). Queen Victoria was slowly turned into a sort of clockwork cyborg, and was still alive (after a fashion) in 1989. The Great War lasted 1914-1941, although with the fall of America in 1933 it was pretty much over except for the mopping up. From 1941-1989, the world fell under Pax Britannia.


  And then it got torn apart on a subatomic level. Because when your empire is based on mad scientists, you're living on borrowed time.


  Of course, if they never found any other survivors, how does Edouard have children? You'll have to wait until #3 for the answer to that....


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


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


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


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


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


  Catman: Minor Arcana #2 - Staves


  [The cover shows Edouard dodging frantically out of the way of twin force beams fired from the hands of Devastator. Partially visible behind the visual effects array is a bank of video monitors showing cities burning.]


  



  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]



  "It was like someone hired the 1980s BBC effects department to design a spaceship," Set had told him once. At the time, Edouard had had no idea what that meant, but even then he could grasp that the statement was utterly incongruous coming from a hulking brute with a jackal-like head. The timid little archaeologist inside the godly avatar tended to come out at the oddest times, which made ASH's original powerhouse much less intimidating than he should have been.


  During Edouard's time in quarantine, the Academy of Super-Heroes had gone on many strange adventures, and Set had been the first one to think to come visit the dimensionally displaced catman upon their return. He'd come back carrying a strange bronze-colored rod, which he'd claimed was pretty much unbreakable, making it handy in cases where Set didn't want to actually touch something he had to hit. The divine avenger relied more on rapid healing than physical toughness, and had quickly learned that breaking his hands on armor was no fun even if they healed in seconds.


  "There was just this rack of these rods, sitting there looking skiffy, but serving no real purpose. Just set dressing. So I took one, found I couldn't bend it, and hung onto it," Set had explained.


  By the time Edouard had finished with the required regimen for interdimensional immigrants (he was amazed at the time how smoothly the process went, only later finding that his new home had experienced enough interdimensional incursions that the flaws had been worked out years before his arrival), Set had switched to using an ankh-shaped mace he'd found somewhere. But on the fourth anniversary of Edouard's arrival, Set remembered the unbreakable rod and made a gift of it. It was surprisingly light, and fit in nicely with the capoeira-like martial arts style Edouard had learned in the Underground.


  Edouard picked it up, brushing some dust off, and thought of the first mission he'd carried it on, during his second year of leading the Academy of Super-Heroes....


  * * * *


  [December 17, 1993 - Near Earth Orbit]


  Not for the first time, Catman reflected on how well being a member of the Underground prepared him for leading a team of superheroes. Fractious but idealistic membership, diverse and bizarre talents, overwhelming odds and impossible missions. And the fate of the world at stake, one way or another.


  "You can't sneak up on me, you know," Devastator said from across the room. Given that the entire structure was a spaceship with interdimensional drives, it was remarkably spacious. It was as if Devastator was more interested in impressing people with his mobile base than actually having it serve a functional purpose. On the other hand, a stereotypically cramped spaceship layout wouldn't have held some of the allies Devastator sometimes employed, like Titaness.


  "The Santari antigravity rig was a clever idea, masking yourself from my gravitational sense," Devastator added. "And in the wild it might even have worked. But you're in my *home*, Moreau," he taunted. At some point, the villain had learned something of Edouard's native reality, claiming he'd witnessed the utter destruction of its Sol system. "The sensors in every room, every corridor report back to me. I expect you were hoping to score a knockout blow before I noticed you, since there's really no other way you can defeat me. You should have concentrated on freeing your teammates instead, 'Catman'. Not that they would have been too much help, separated from their devices. Your current roster is far too dependent on powered armor, you really should have recruited someone with inborn light-based powers before coming after me."


  "So, what's your plan this time, Devastator? Make the Sun go nova? Chronal inverter? Revisit that mass-sterilization effect you tried two years ago and try to make it permanent?" Catman asked, slowly circling the perimeter of the room, seeking out likely hiding places for the sensors that were keeping Devastator from being blind to his presence.


  Devastator tsked. "Make the Sun go nova? Please. If I simply wanted to destroy *everything* I could probably recreate the accident that destroyed your home," he twisted the emotional knife a little. "I have no animus towards the Earth per se, or most of the life on it. It's humanity that I find to be a plague on reality. I'm trying to save the world *from* humans, while you waste your time trying to save it *for* humans."


  "Is this where you give me the 'join me and be spared the coming storm' speech, where you try to convince me I owe humans nothing?" Catman mocked.


  "Ha! Hardly. I won't go out of my way to kill you, but I know you well enough to not waste my time trying to recruit you either. Now, is this the part where you try to convince me that if humans are so vile, I should kill myself? As long as were indulging in cliches."


  "No, I tried that before, remember?"


  "Oh yes, and I pointed out that I'm happy to let old age take me once I've excised as many humans as I can possibly manage," Devastator turned slowly to keep facing Edouard, even though his eyes had been destroyed years ago in the accident that awoke his powers. The featureless mask he wore concealed a moderately scarred face that Catman had seen once or twice. He wasn't sure if it was vanity that caused Devastator to don the mask, or a psychological game...if people knew you wore a mask to cover scars, they would inevitably invent far more gruesome injuries in their imaginations than what you actually carried.


  "Back to the point," Catman was pretty sure he'd identified most of the sensor lenses, although synthetic aperture radar units could be concealed behind just about any surface, "what's the doomsday device of the day? What clever means have you devised to kill off just the humans, leaving Earth to the animals and a few robots?"


  "Oh, this one will probably eliminate some of the mammals other than humans. It's a little less discriminating than I'd like, although Doctor Pue pointed out that refining it too closely would risk leaving a breeding population of humans alive. Better to wipe out a few extra species than to let humanity continue to blight the universe," Devastator shrugged. "But, no, you're not going to get any of the details you're fishing for. I may have a penchant for melodrama, but only when I think I can safely get away with it."


  The room shuddered as something rocked the titanic craft. Having been expecting something like that, Catman had been using his borrowed antigravity harness to hover just above the floor, but Devastator was startled and nearly lost his footing.


  Catman took advantage of the momentary shock to bounce rapidly around the room, using his new staff to destroy the sensors he'd identified and a few random locations that might have hidden something. "Thanks for allowing yourself a little too much melodrama, Devastator," Catman mockedm then shouted into his wrist comm. "B-squad, execute!"


  A ring of fire appeared in mid-air, disgorging a trio of superheroes, all refugees from their proper time and place in some way. Psiberbunk, formerly a gang member from the year 2112. Hellbound, who very few knew had gone by the name Johnny Angel back in the 1940s before being exiled to the hellish subdimension that the trio now used for transport. And Delta Rose, an alien cop who had gotten out from behind a desk for this mission.


  Catman didn't explain any of this to Devastator, of course. Another thing being in the Underground had drilled into him was that you don't tell the enemy your capabilities, even when you're in the process of beating them. Let 'em stew. So he didn't explain what a profoundly bad idea it had been to lock EMerald, Banshee and Ravenfire up without their armors on the satellite, no matter how fetching the three women might look in their undersuits. His roster wasn't heavy on "power armor heroes," after all, it was heavy on "mad scientists who like power armor." Even though Ravenfire and EMerald wore armor designed by other people, they'd both had years to learn a lot of technical skills, if only to help maintain the suits. And Banshee had been the one who designed Ravenfire's armor. So leaving them on a spaceship with minimal guard because they were just "normal women" (leaving aside Ravenfire's very minor telekinesis) had been pretty stupid. By this point, the real complication would not be stopping Devastator's plan, it'd be surviving whatever insane means the "Armor Angels" had used to stop that plan.


  "System owned," Psiberbunk reported. They already knew his artificial psionics wouldn't do much against Devastator himself, but his off-the-shelf- in-2112 cyberpathic implants still let him tear through "primitive screwhead" systems pretty easily.


  Devastator himself was having extreme difficulty fending off Delta Rose, between her race's inborn antigravity sheath and the photonic bursts that had led to her recruitment by the Galactic Warrior Corps. Catman had damaged enough sensors that the self-styled Master of Force was having trouble even seeing Delta Rose, and his defenses were largely ineffective against light.


  "I did recruit someone with inborn light powers, by the way," Catman allowed himself a little gloating.


  Another beam of coherent light crackled in from the doorway, although Devastator clearly saw that one coming and managed to avoid it. Catman hadn't disabled the sensors in the hallway, unfortunately.


  "Mind if we join the party?" EMerald asked, dropping the hologram that had let her and the others evade detection up until that point. She had found her bulky green armor and donned it at some point. She was flanked by the rather more feminine hardsuits of Banshee and Ravenfire, the hair-like coolant fibres on their helmets flaring as systems powered up to full. "Let me just jam that radar for you," she tapped out a command on the wrist keypad of her suit.


  "I've got the active and passive sonar," Banshee added, an unsettling thrum from her sonic systems permeating the air.


  "Goodbye thermals!" Ravenfire giggled, snapping her fingers and causing small flames to run along all the walls. The same basic system that let Banshee vibrate the air combined with Ravenfire's telekinesis to create vibration at the molecular level. Not the safest thing to do on a spaceship, Catman reflected. But it was probably Highly Doomed already anyway, if the ladies had been suited up for long.


  "By the way, boss-cat, we found his latest plan. Nanomachines designed to attack human DNA. Nasty stuff. Already sent along a countermeasure and destroyed the on-site research. Any orders?" EMerald was probably smirking behind that helmet of hers. She'd led ASH for the first year Edouard had been on the team, but it was clearly a matter of being the least unsuited to the task. Once everyone got to know and trust Edouard, they agreed that while he was probably the least powerful of their number, he was also the best person to lead them.


  Suddenly, a wave of force lashed out and pinned everyone against the walls, which were still on fire a little bit.


  "ENOUGH!" Devastator roared. "I'm impressed. In a few seconds, you'll probably manage to get free...I can't maintain a blind omnidirectional assault for long. And while I might be able to defeat you anyway, it's clear this isn't a battle worth having. Just remember, I only have to win once on this world, and I've already won on many others!"


  With that, Devastator activated some hidden device and vanished.


  The ship shuddered again.


  "Owned, Psiberpunk?" Ravenfire made a moue of annoyance behind the clear faceplate of her hardsuit. "Shouldn't you have been able to stop something like that?"


  "Rented?" Psiberpunk shrugged. "Lease with an option? He probably had a physically isolated system I missed. It's not like I've got milspec intrusion systems. I *did* keep him from making the whole ship leave this dimension, though. I'm not sure we would have gone along with it, either," he frowned, cables under the skin of his face making the expression far more disturbing than it should have been.


  "Time to get out before the Terrible Trio's handiwork finishes exploding," Catman nodded to Hellbound.


  "Once more into the hellhole," the literally flame-haired hero smirked.


  "That's what SHE said," Ravenfire quipped as she headed for the fiery portal. If Hellbound's dimension of exile wasn't *the* Hell, it was certainly a reasonable facsimile, and none of them used it for transit without a really good reason.


  Being on a Highly Doomed spaceship was a really good reason.


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  Of course, as soon as they left, the ship made its interdimensional escape, since Psiberpunk was no longer holding it in place. Either the damage hadn't been fatal, or Devastator had a bulk discount on ships of that build, because the next time he showed up he still had the thing. It'd finally become his prison, though, trapped halfway between realities and unable to fully enter either. Edouard wondered if Devastator was still stuck, or if he'd gone away with the rest of the supers in 1998.


  Ah. 1998. The end of the world again. Almost everyone he knew or cared about died that day.


  He picked up a simple metal camp cup from its place of honor on one of the shelves.


  Almost.


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


  Next Issue:


  1998, the height of the Godmarket, and gods were always on the lookout for a way to attract high-profile followers. But how far would they go to ensnare a simple catman? Find out next week, in Catman: Minor Arcana #3, "Cups"!


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


  Notes:


  The ASH Champions campaign was marked by a LOT of crossovers, aka totally ripping off other properties, not just Dreadstar. One of the early campaigns put them on board the Liberator from Blake's 7, hence the "BBC sci-fi" space ship. The high concept of that particular arc had been that a superhero I'd designed in junior high had gotten thrown through spacetime and stranded on Pern (Anne McCaffrey) a few years before the lost colony world was rediscovered by the Federation that had established it. Which I decided was the Federation of Blake's 7, and Servalan was leading the recolonization (well, recolonisation, she's British). So, with the help of ORAC, the draconic "between" and the faded echoes of the original time tunnel that had gotten the hero stuck on Pern in the first place, the Liberator went back to 1989 to get help in fighting off a conquest of Pern. Set found out he could survive in a vacuum, and demonstrated that STR80 is reasonably effective against spaceships built by the BBC effects department.


  Set actually had a Psychological Limitation worth 5 points, "Incapable of making effective Presence attacks (-2d6 effect)." His battle cries included such memorable gems as "Nice tie, bozo!" I think I actually gave him a bonus for that one, on the grounds that he wasn't so much intimidating his opponent as confusing him.


  Devastator was one of the Big Bads of the Third Age. His real name is Eric Harris, and you saw his counterpart in Edouard's world last issue. In the timeline diverged by Solar Max and Jen Kleinvogel at the end of Coherent Super Stories #4, he instead went on to become Dragonfly II. He did survive past 1998 thanks to his half-in-half-out status, as seen in Academy #8 and the first six issues of ASH, but didn't make it past 2023. He mellowed a bit during his decades of ghostly imprisonment, though. Or went insane a different way, sometimes it's hard to tell.


  The lineup presented in this story never worked together all at the same time in the Champions campaign (which ended in 1992 in any case), in part because both Hellbound and Banshee were played by the same person (who also played Balder), Brian Biek. Jason Campbell played Ravenfire, Matt Nelson played EMerald (and her armor was modified from a Rocket Ranger suit from the Torg RPG), David South played Oedi. Set was played by Mike Molinsky, who also wrote "The Day The Earth Cringed" (which can be found in the RACC archives). I can't recall who played Psiberpunk, it might have been the same guy who played Rad. Psiberpunk was a member of the same "Album" of The Rush that gave us Superconductor, Chain Lightning and Mongo, but he hadn't earned a song title yet when he was left behind. And, of course, Delta Rose was always an NPC. Thanks to Facebook, I've actually reconnected with most of the old ASH players.


  Surprisingly, there really wasn't a Dirty Pair undercurrent in that campaign, but rather than try to find a way to call the three armored ladies some variant of Knight Sabers, I figured a DP reference was more appropriate. The lack of DP is surprising both because it would have to be about the only thing we DIDN'T rip off from such anime as was available to us, and because one of the players had actually done subtitling on some Dirty Pair. I recently converted one of his tapes to DVD, in fact (Project E.D.E.N.).


  At this point, everyone who appeared in the main action of this story is in the ASH Gallery somewhere, except for Ravenfire. Ravenfire's player actually had serious aspirations of becoming a professional comic artist, and did his own character art. As far as I know, though, he never did go pro, but given that his name is the same as one of the Image founders (different middle initial, though) it's kinda hard to Google him. :)


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


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


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


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


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


  Catman: Minor Arcana #3 - Cups


  [The cover shows Edouard and a tawny catwoman reeling back from a blindingly white outline of a female. A blurb along the bottom proclaims, "The Truth About Cats And Gods!"]


  



  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]



  It had been a good run, Edouard mused as he picked up the battered aluminum camp cup. He'd led ASH for more than half of its nine years in existence, despite being its least powerful member for most of his time on the team. He half-suspected that if the world hadn't come crashing down in 1998, he might even have eventually been leading his second superhero team, although he'd barely had time to get to know the Israeli squad before everything went boom.


  But it was with this humble cup that the real "team" would start, in an underground laboratory in northern Israel.


  * * * *


  [April 30, 1998 - Northern Israel]


  "I can see why the Israelis had these guys so far down their list," Isabel commented as she mowed down another squad of security with her stunner rifle. While Edouard had always preferred getting up close and personal in combat, Isabel was what Set had called a "gun bunny". It had taken a while for Edouard to work up the courage to look that reference up online, given his rather unpleasantly shocking experience with the "furries" on the web.


  "I think they were relying mostly on stealth for security, 'Bel," Edouard bludgeoned another guard into unconsciousness. Neither of them had any particular qualms about killing, unlike most of their ASH teammates, but they were hunting information here. Dead men, as the saying went, tell no tales. Unless you're a necromancer, of course. "Otherwise, they probably would've hired some of the 'godpowered' mercs that have been flooding the region."


  It was those mercenaries that were the reason Edouard and Isabel had found so little difficulty in getting permission to take what amounted to foreign law-enforcement action on Israeli soil. While the devout on both sides of the simmering conflict in the Levant weren't taking advantage of the offers of power from various godly pantheons, they had fewer qualms about hiring outsiders who had. This was seriously straining Israeli resources, despite their aggressively cultivated superhuman security force (which was probably in violation of the spirit of international treaties, but Israel had never been a country to worry too much about that when their existence was at stake). So, when the two catpeople had taken a sabbatical from ASH to chase down some leads on Isabel's mysterious past, it had been trivially easy to get permission to go after the biotech lab secreted just over the horizon from the Golan Heights.


  "Oh, I'm not complaining...hm, I think that was the last of them," Isabel peered around a corner.


  "Watch out for labtechs with guns. Remember, these people are breaking a lot of international laws, and have probably been experimenting on unwilling human participants. Even the janitors are looking at long prison terms," Edouard cautioned.


  * * * *


  [That evening]


  "Well, that was a huge waste of time," Isabel sighed as she double- checked the locks. All the personnel had been tossed into the most secure rooms they could find, to await pickup when the Israelis could get someone out there. "There's no way I'm a product of this line of research. It'll be a decade before the could even get close."


  "Oh, not a complete waste of time," Edouard shrugged. "Yes, we haven't figured out the mystery of your origins, but in a decade these people would have been turning out 'normaltech' hybrids. It would have been Dr. Biggles- Moreau all over again. Given how few of the local mad science types even bother looking to normaltech solutions, we may have set back genetic slavery by a generation today."


  Isabel frowned. "Why does that sound simultaneously optimistic and pessimistic?"


  "Because it is. As long as there are powerful people who are prevented by law from treating other humans as property, there'll be a market for something non-human enough to be legally owned and human enough to satisfy the dark drives of those who want to be slaveowners. The Santari have cyborgs, my homeworld had Moreaus, humans here may end up with robots. But this world is now a lot less likely to create Moreaus as a slave race."


  "They'll enslave robots instead," Isabel sighed.


  "Possibly. But the robots have their own champions," Edouard shrugged. "We can't fight every battle."


  "There's not enough time to," Isabel grinned. While Edouard had gotten somewhat tired of all the fighting in his life, Isabel seemed to relish it. If she really had been from his world (which some DNA testing had ruled out, although it *had* suggested they could...well, Edouard was getting ahead of himself in his musing), she would have been a very loose cannon in the Underground, or had a very short life as a slave. Aggressiveness was not a trait selected for when breeding Moreaus. It was part of why their best fighters tended to be sneaky ambush types like Nigel, who learned early to hide their violent leanings.


  "Isabel," he decided to change the subject. "I know you're disappointed about this. But maybe we should start thinking more about the future than the past. I think I'm ready."


  He didn't have to say more. When Isabel had first appeared, a little over a year ago, she'd practically thrown herself at Edouard. She had been so aggressive about it that it had sent up red flags in pretty much every member of ASH, who suspected she'd been sent as a weapon. It wouldn't have been the first time a villain tried to get at a hero via a femme fatale (or homme fatale, in a few cases). But Isabel had backed off fairly quickly once Edouard made it clear he wasn't ready to jump into bed with the first cat- woman he met. And she'd had none of the genetic markers of the creations of Dr. Pue or any other known biological mad scientists or mages. And as the months passed with no followups, Isabel had graduated from virtual prisoner (the government had put her in ASH's custody) through team mascot, to full member. But even with her penchant for acquiring advanced weaponry, she fell far short of the rapidly rising power level of the team lately, so when a tip came in about this lab she'd been no qualms about taking a vacation from ASH to track it down.


  "So, whose quarters should we commandeer for it?" Isabel asked.


  "The head scientist's of course," Edouard smiled. "Nothing but the best. But there's something I want to do, first," he went over to his pack. They'd been told to expect a long wait, so each had come prepared for camping out, just in case the base had a self-destruct. He fished out a camp cup and a flask of very nice rum he'd brought along with the hopes of using it to celebrate success.


  "My people weren't allowed to marry, but that didn't stop us from doing it in secret," he poured a finger or so of rum into the cup. "We also couldn't own things, or participate in any of the human ceremonies. I think they figured that if they tried to convert us to their religion it might get people thinking we had souls, and that would be bad for business. Anyway, we made up our own ceremonies, breaking as many laws as we could get away with as part of them. Our wedding rite was pretty simple, and I think it was based on a human one. Share a cup, a hearth and a bed. But the cup had to be owned by one of the participants, so we'd be breaking two laws at once," he grinned, taking a sip and then holding out the cup. "Central heating counts as a hearth, and the bed's waiting for us. Will you be my wife?"


  "Of course!" Isabel took the cup and drained it.


  Hours later, they were both glad that the Israelis were taking their sweet time coming to collect the lab's inhabitants.


  "That. Was. Amazing," Edouard sighed. They'd ended up taking the bedroom of one of the second-tier scientists instead, a woman who apparently really liked her luxuries and had outfitted her quarters more extensively than the utilitarian standard of the facility. And if silk sheets didn't quite have the same effect on fur as they did on human skin, it was still a very nice bed. Not that he expected he'd have noticed if they had been on bare rock most of the past few hours.


  "Worth the wait," Isabel agreed. Then, suddenly, she stiffened and her hand enmeshed with his went cold.


  "What is it?" Edouard sat bolt upright, looking down at the ear- flattened look of terror on his wife's face.


  "I remember," she whispered. "I know where I came from. And she's coming now..."


  "She? Your creator?"


  "Finally!" a sultry female voice sighed from somewhere beyond the foot of the bed. Edouard twisted around to see a human woman in silken robes that revealed more than they concealed, and an unmistakable aura of power. He had no doubt that the woman who had joined them in the room was a goddess, or at least one of the more powerful avatars. He'd felt the same sort of aura around Set lately, and the same sort of *presence* from the newly rejuvenated Valkyrie.


  "Astarte!" Isabel hissed, pulling the covers up around her neck.


  "Please, I'm a love goddess, among other things," Astarte smirked. "Modesty around me isn't just pointless, it's a little insulting." Then she turned her attention back to Edouard. "It took you long enough to accept my gift. I've met monks with less self-control. I mean, I know my lower status forces me to play things more subtly, but this was starting to get ridiculous."


  Edouard looked back at Isabel, who looked frightened and guilty. But not frightened of the goddess in the room...no, she was obviously terrified that Edouard would reject her now that he knew the truth. It wasn't fear of being punished for failure, Edouard had seen that a thousand times on a thousand furred faces. It was the heart-rending fear of loss, which he's also seen more times than he could count, on faces much like hers. And in an instant, he knew where he stood.


  "Oh, pity," Astarte sighed. "I had hoped you could help me gain prominence in this 'godmarket'. You're quite a celebrity in your own way, and I could have given you the raw power needed to rejoin ASH as an equal. But I can see the depths of your heart, so I won't bother making my pitch now. You won't worship me, but you won't abandon her."


  Edouard could feel Isabel relax next to him, but he kept his eyes on the goddess. "You should have known that from the start," he stated warily, but with increasing confidence. "I was created by man, not by gods, and I know from hard experience that just because someone makes you doesn't mean you should worship them."


  "You made me too well, mistress," Isabel added. "You wanted me to seduce him, but I came to love him. I would die before I let you use me to control him."


  Astarte shook her head ruefully, clearly more annoyed at herself than at the two mortals in the room. "No need for the drama, Isabel. I'm not Aphrodite or Ishtar, I'm not a petty bitch when my plans don't work out. Of course, I've pretended to be them a few times in order to swipe their cultists, but that's just the way we play the game. I'll just move on to the other dozen strings I have in my hands, and leave you two to your lives."


  Cautiously, Edouard nodded. "Thank you. Even if your motives were... suspect...I truly am grateful for the gift."


  Astarte smiled cryptically and stepped sideways into wherever gods go when they're not inside reality, her final words echoing in their heads. "It's too bad she won't last. But then again, who does?"


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti]


  Ed replaced the cup in its place of honor. Astarte's parting words had seemed to give lie to her claims of not being vindictive, but the newlyweds hadn't had too much time to worry about it in the next few months. It started to look like Astarte had simply been predicting the events of July 6 of that year, and they stopped worrying about whether it had been a specific warning concerning Isabel.


  The honeymoon was...odd, even by the standards of the superhero community. Somehow the couple got roped into joining Israel's main superhero team, led by the Sword of David, and helping fend off the rising tide of godpowered mercenaries hired by unfriendly neighbors. Iraq was a particularly bad threat, since they'd had time to recover from the pounding they got in Operation Stormfront back in 1991, and were looking for a little payback. Being one of the more secular Islamic nations didn't hurt either, since there were more Iraqis willing to switch their religion to one of the old gods in exchange for power. The Ishtar-empowered squad was a particularly vicious fight for Edouard and Isabel, as they seemed to be intent on carrying out their patroness's rivalry with Astarte by proxy.


  Of course, all of those superpowered skirmishes ended abruptly on July 6, Edouard reflected as he hefted the signature weapon of the Sword of David.


  And then the war got started in earnest.


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


  Next Issue:


  The world burns in late summer 1998, and in few places does it burn as hotly as in the Levant. Edouard and Isabel need to find a place to go before Israel is devoured by atomic fire, but with all the surviving humans turning against anything that reminds them of the gods, who will take them in?


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


  Author's Notes:


  The cover blurb is a reference to the 1996 movie, "The Truth About Cats And Dogs." It's one of those puns that came to me in a flash, and probably induced as much of a groan from me as from you. Self-inflicted pun-ishment.


  This issue is one of those places where I knew point A (Edouard in Chicago) and point B (Ed and Isabel in the Serengeti), but wasn't really sure how to go about making the journey between them. I needed the couple to be somewhere with a land connection to Africa in July 1998, so that it would be plausible for them to eventually end up in the Serengeti (even if that's not where they go right away next issue). And I wanted them to be somewhere relatively isolated so that they could have their private marriage rite get crashed by Astarte without it triggering a futile fight scene. Of course, that left plenty of usable locations, but I also wanted the place to be somewhere that the couple would have motive to visit. The simplest, of course, would have been to put #3 in the Serengeti already, but that would short-circuit my plans to have them on the run in #4. I had some vague ideas that it'd be interesting to drop them in Israel, but it took me a while to find a reason they'd go there that didn't require Acting Appropriately Stupid. I'm satisfied with the motivation I did finally come up with, though, and it let me get in a little fight-scenery.


  A quick scan of Astarte's Wikipedia entry, or really any reference material about her, shows how interfertile the various middle-eastern pantheons were. In a syncretic sense, Astarte is Aphrodite is Ishtar is Isis and Sehkmet and goes by a bunch of other names in the less famous cultures around the area. Syncretism always causes hassle when you start bringing gods into stories as characters, because either you have a single character with radical mood swings, or you have to say there's a bunch of very similar gods who happen to have similar names and duties. Some gods work fine for the mood swing theory...Odin likes messing with people, and I can certainly see him behaving differently around mortals who call him Wotan than around those who call him Odin. But trying to merge all the Astarte-morphs into a single goddess isn't just playful, it's aggressively psychotic. So I've gone for a clustering approach, with Astarte, Ishtar, Isis, Sehkmet and Aphrodite being the distinct beings, and all other variants being one or more of them being half-remembered thanks to the time wars. (Inanna in ASH is an aspect mostly of Ishtar, but is also the identity assumed by the spirit of the planet Venus, so while ASH-historically there wasn't a distinct Inanna in olden times, there's one now.) So, if the cat-aspected war goddess is decidedly not sexy, it's probably Sehkmet even if the name affixed to the stories sounds more like Astarte. And if she's all about the nookie, even if she's depicted with a lioness's head, it might have been Astarte trying to swipe some of Sehkmet's followers. And when Isis gets way too drunk at a party, she blames it on Ishtar impersonating her. :)


  Man, you could get an awesome "Harem Anime" out of having all the various middle-eastern war/love/cat goddesses fighting over a single worshipper. And by awesome I mean "incredibly scary and disturbing."


  Astarte's parting line is meant to be an homage to Gaff's parting shot in Blade Runner, "It's too bad she won't live! But then again, who does?"


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


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


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


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


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


  Catman: Minor Arcana #4 - Swords


  [The cover shows Edouard and Isabel fleeing through ancient ruins as explosions bracket them. Their attackers are unseen. Cover copy proclaims, "Armageddon 1998!"]


  



  [July 6, 1998 - Tel Megiddo, Israel]



  Edouard ducked behind an ancient stone pillar as the bullets pocked the dirt and stone where he'd been standing an instant before. Tactically, this really wasn't his kind of fight...all of the godpowered mercs were sticking with ranged weapons unless forced into melee. Sword of David was bulletproof enough to bull his way into that kind of fight, but he'd just found out that his opponent was no slouch at grappling range either.


  Isabel seemed to be holding her own, at least, which meant Edouard could focus on keeping his own pelt intact. But if things didn't turn around soon, the hodge-podge Israeli superhero team would be defeated in detail. This wasn't a bunch of random fanatics who'd sold their souls for power and then decided to team up, like the villain teams Edouard was used to. No, this bunch had pretty clearly been mercs together before the "Godmarket" hit, and they bargained as a group with one of the wargods. Their abilities may not have been ASH-level, but they complemented the squad's existing skill set very well. Tactically, this was a VERY smart group of foes.


  Strategically, not so much. Intel said that the paymaster for this little venture was trying to cast a spell using sympathetic magic at Tel Megiddo...also known as Armageddon...to bring about the end of the world. Sometimes it's not a good idea to have a "no questions asked" work policy. Then again, maybe these yahoos knew all about the plan, but expected their patron god to save them from the results. They certainly hadn't shown any inclination to parley.


  CLANKCLATTER!


  The Sword of David's signature weapon flew from his hand and hit the stony ground, slicing off a few chunks of rock in the process. It wasn't magical, but its supertech monomolecular edge came in awfully handy against armored foes, and the merc SoD (he hated that nickname) was facing seemed pretty tough.


  Sword of David leapt for his weapon...and vanished.


  As did the mercs.


  And everyone else on the hill other than Edouard and Isabel.


  "Ohhhhh crap," Isabel scanned the skies. "What now?"


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  Mid-July 1998 had been a chaotic and confused time, Edouard reflected as he hefted the weapon left behind by the Sword of David. If the world hadn't been toughened up by a generation's worth of supervillain-orchestrated disasters and the occasional interdimensional invasion, the two billion people who survived the crash of the godmarket would probably have been reduced to a few thousand scattered survivors over the next few years.


  Fortunately, though, most of the people who kept things running had been left behind, and critical services had redundancies built into them to help weather catastrophes. Most of those who vanished came disproportionately from the very poor...who were desperate enough to throw their lots in with any god who promised a better life...and the very rich, who probably thought they'd managed to broker better deals for themselves. Rich and poor alike vanished that day, though. And many of those in the middle, of course. Oh, and everyone with the Magene was gone, which was why Isabel and Edouard had found themselves very suddenly with a battlefield all to themselves, with the rest of the combatants on both sides winking out like candles. Only later did it become clear that those created by gods but who weren't exactly human were left behind. He never did figure out exactly why that was, though.


  News had been slow to get out through the traditional channels, since most of the faces of news had been among the vanished. Hell, one major network had put a sportscaster on as their head anchor because he was the most recognizable person they had left!


  But it only took a day or so for people to realize that it had happened everywhere. Almost all of the supers were gone. Everyone who had worshipped one of the pagan gods was gone.


  And everyone was worried they might go next, once whatever had done this finished digesting their first meal. It was not a good time to be a visible reminder of abnormality....


  * * * *


  [July 14, 1998 - Tel Aviv, Israel]


  "Luckily, all the potential witnesses had cleared out of the combat zone, so no one outside of the Special Division knows you two didn't vanish with all the rest," Colonel Waldstein's permanently sour expression had only gotten more unhappy in the past week. "But the minute you step out there, some hardcore sephardim's gonna whip up a lynch mob. People seem to have decided that they'll be safe from whatever caused the big vanishing if they ramp up their religious fervor, and anything that has even a whiff of the supernatural is going to get torn apart."


  "Can we at least let our friends back in America know we're alive?" Isabel asked. They knew from watching the heavily censored news that all of the "god squad" incarnation of ASH had vanished as well, and there were some rumblings that Valkyrie had even helped make it happen, but the two catpeople did have friends among the normal humans in Chicago as well.


  Waldstein shook his head. "Above my pay grade, I'm afraid. Politics," he spat. "Long run, you'll probably get used for leverage of some sort, once things settle down enough that anyone can figure out where to use you. Short run, if you step outside in the daylight you won't last until sundown, no matter how good you are in a fight. You're getting served the proverbial crap sandwich, I'm afraid, your only choice is deciding where to start chewing."


  Waldstein stepped across the room to where the recovered gear of the other heroes had been placed. People had vanished along with everything they'd been carrying, but in the heat of battle some things had been dropped or knocked away, like the team leader's sword.


  "Now, my men are stretched pretty thin, and I'm probably going to have to send even more of them out after sundown to enforce a curfew. So if you could somehow get past the lock on that door," he carefully brushed a hand across the flat of the uncannily sharp blade on the table, "I doubt anyone could stop you from leaving here. But even if you did get out, Israel's not going to be a safe place for you to hide. Word is, it might not be a safe place to exist at all for much longer, what with our neighbors deciding that crushing us would be a great way to prove their own religious fervor and get Allah to shield them from the vanishing."


  "I...see," Edouard nodded. Old memories of the Underground came flooding back. He'd practically grown up on the run, he could go back to that lifestyle for a little while, if he had to. And Isabel was a quick study.


  "If we have any other questions, Colonel, will you be around?" Isabel asked, also catching on.


  "Oh, I expect I'll be on site until sundown, but I'll be in meetings after dinner. About defense planning. A lot of important people. I might just tell my adjutant to not bother me with anything short of the base catching fire," he took his hand from the sword, leaving it on the table.


  "We'll keep that in mind," Edouard nodded. "And please, see if you can at least let our government know we're alive, even if we can't actually talk to them."


  The colonel was just as good at catching hints as throwing them, and nodded. "Well, I have other duties to attend to, so I'll leave you for now. We have a particularly bad mob starting to coalesce on the east side, and I need to make sure we have enough people in the area to keep it from boiling over. With our primary mandate having just gone up in a puff of smoke, Special Division's expected to pitch in wherever there's a need."


  With that he left.


  * * * *


  [That evening]


  As stealthily as possible the couple used the Sword of David's weapon to cut the hinges off the door and ease it open. True to his implied word, Colonel Waldstein had left no guards in the immediate area. As long as they didn't do anything too blatant, no soldiers would come to investigate for a while after dinner, either. The troops at this base had come to know the "American" catpeople and had no desire to fight them, but they were also loyal to their nation and would follow lawful orders. So the key was to make sure they wouldn't have to directly disobey either their orders or their consciences.


  Whether or not a riot was erupting to the east, there was a distinct lack of security coverage to the west, and what few patrols were out were simple to evade. It was harder to stay out of sight of ordinary citizens, though, and concealing robes hadn't been among the equipment Waldstein had "forgotten" in the room with them. Both had practiced moving and fighting in heavy robes just in case a mission called for stealth, as catpeople tended to stand out more than people in burqas no matter where you went in Israel. Perhaps Waldstein figured robes wouldn't have been helpful in current circumstances, or maybe he'd been specifically told to keep such things from the couple. He'd bend the spirit of orders too, but not the letter.


  Soon, though, the flickering of a building fire drew their attention. Whoever had lit the fire had moved on, probably more afraid of being caught than interested in watching things burn. Edouard and Isabel could tell in an instant that the residents had been killed first, the arson being more of a contemptuous afterthought. A Palestinian family, killed because they weren't One Of Us. The mirror image was probably happening in places where Israelies were the minority. And far worse in parts of the world where the power structure had been more thoroughly gutted a week ago.


  "We have to get out of here," Isabel hissed.


  "Grab a robe, but don't put it on yet," Edouard pointed at a trampled wash line. "We head for Palestinian-controlled territory, where we can blend in, at least for a little while. I doubt they're any less likely to burn 'demons' than the Israelis are right now, but at least we won't stand out in robes as much on our way to...somewhere else."


  "Where else, though? Israel is surrounded on all sides by enemies, and if the Colonel's sources are right, there's going to be armies marching this way from all directions except west! I can't swim to Italy, can you?"


  "For now? Egypt. They had a lot of 'investment' in the godmarket, they're bound to be more disorganized than Syria or Jordan. And if we can get through them, the interior of Africa strikes me as a pretty good place to hide until things cool down."


  Neither voiced what both thought. "If they ever do."


  * * * *


  [August 30, 1998 - The Serengeti, Kenya]


  They'd made it out of Egypt just in time, as the country recovered from the chaos much more quickly than Edouard would have expected. The reason had become clear soon enough, though. Egypt had been on the verge of a civil war in July, with the more hardcore Islamic elements preparing to overthrow a government that was increasingly throwing its lot in with the returned gods. When all the people who followed those gods vanished on the sixth, the rebellion turned into a nearly bloodless coup d'etat and the "clean up after things" plans simply got moved forward. Given that many of the factions involved had been practicing nationbuilding in recent years by supporting Israel's Palestinians, they'd done a pretty smooth job of it.


  On the good side, it meant there were very few cases of total social breakdown in Egypt, so little risk of being swept up in a random riot. On the bad side, the cracks Edouard and Isabel had been counting on slipping through had closed pretty quickly. They avoided starvation only by the barest of margins a few times, which had become an even bigger worry once Isabel realized she'd gotten pregnant, probably back in May.


  "It's beautiful," Isabel looked out over the plains, which were still unnaturally green from the influence of one or more gods. Much of Africa had become verdant and lush in the past year, although with the gods withdrawing their hands things would likely collapse back to the previous state soon enough.


  "And there don't seem to be any people," Edouard added. The settlement they'd passed two days ago had been utterly depopulated, a sign that everyone had worshipped the pagan gods. If any had been left behind, they probably run away rather than try to survive in a ghost town.


  "Like I said, beautiful."


  Edouard twitched his ears. In the past few weeks, they'd seen humans doing some fairly awful things, but unlike his bride, Edouard came from a world that was far worse, if less violent. He was concerned that she'd become embittered with the entire race lately.


  "We'll have to be careful, though, and check any settlements for food that was left behind," Edouard warned. "Living rough means knowing what's safe to eat and what isn't, and all of my experience in that regard comes from the Amazon. We'll need to keep a close eye on the wildlife and avoid eating anything that they avoid."


  "Or just eat the wildlife," Isabel smirked.


  "Remind me to tell you about poison arrow frogs some time," Edouard shook his head. "But right now..."


  "Yeah, I spotted them too," Isabel confirmed. "Three to the east, in the tall grass. And I bet there's at least one more I don't see, getting ready to close a trap."


  "Near the rock to the northwest," Edouard avoided turning in that direction. The geometry of his head gave him better peripheral vision than a human, if a slightly smaller zone of binocular vision. It was one of the reasons he favored melee, since he was a lousy marksman. Isabel's eyes were set in a slightly more human face, by comparison. "They've been watching us for a couple of minutes now. I think they're confused."


  "Confused?"


  "We look like humans, at least as well as I expect a lion can tell. But the wind has shifted enough times they have to have caught our scent, and we don't smell like humans. Nor do we exactly smell like rival lions come to intrude on their range," Edouard explained. He didn't bother elaborating the point that all he knew about lions he learned by watching television. Feline Moreaus were almost always made from domestic cats, and the Amazon wasn't exactly home range to unmodified lions. "I'm not sure, but they might also be able to smell that you're pregnant."


  "They're moving," Isabel started to reach for the rifle slung over her shoulder.


  "Stop," Edouard placed a hand on her arm. "I don't think they're attacking. The hidden reserve has broken cover, but they're not rushing us. If they *are* attacking, it's the most pathetic lion attack since Dorothy got back from Oz." Okay, so he probably watched too much television, Edouard reflected.


  The quartet of lionesses joined up about ten meters away and then slowly advanced in a neat line, as if marching in parade formation. When they were three meters from the couple, they faced Isabel and bowed their heads.


  "Look, red circles on their foreheads," Edouard observed.


  "Oh. Oh!" Isabel put her hand to her mouth in shock. "I know that symbol, from the memories Astarte unlocked. It marks these lions as servants of Sekhmet."


  The largest of the lionesses raised her head and looked directly at Isabel, then nodded in a very human gesture before returning to her respectful bow.


  After a long, silent moment, the lionesses turned and slowly padded away, moving with deliberate purpose.


  "Should we follow them?" Edouard asked, hoping his wife had some sort of goddess-granted intuition on the matter.


  While either unable or unwilling to speak, the lions seemed to have understood the question. The stopped, and the eldest turned slightly as if to gesture that they follow.


  "I guess so," Isabel shrugged. "We goddess-made need to stick together, right?"


  "I feel like such a plebian," Edouard chuckled as the two walked after the lions. "I was only made by a mortal."


  Still, after a decade of being an exile, Edouard couldn't shake the feeling that he was finally coming home.


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2026 - The Serengeti, Africa]


  And home it had been, now, for more than half his long life. The United Empire seemed like no more than a dream sometimes, and even his decade in America was faded in memory for all of its vivid events. The planet still supported life, humans only rarely intruded on the plains of his family, and that was enough. The lions of Sekhmet had interbred with normal lions, and the current generation was only moderately more intelligent than the baseline population, but they still treated Edouard's family as part of their extended pride.


  Tomaz had been born with lionesses as midwives, out on the plains, early in 1999. When Mauricio and Luisa came along three years later, they were born into a house, converted from a ranger station. The triplets Rodrigo, Teresa and Ricardo made the house a bit too crowded and in 2005 the lions of Sekhmet helped them find a sprawling ranch home that was in good enough shape to move into and where the family lived even now. Tomaz was big enough by then to start helping run the household, early maturity being a part of Edouard's genome that bred true. The family expanded three more times by 2011, with Damio and Osorio in 2007, Janinha, Enez and Alberto in 2009, and finally Vicente, Cristovo and Maria in late 2010. By that time, Isabel was starting to feel and act old, even if it was hard to tell just by looking at her. Perhaps whatever magic Astarte had used was running out, with no gods around to replentish it. At only thirteen years old, Isabel simply never woke up one morning, mere days after the youngest children had been weaned.


  Edouard was surrounded by fourteen children of his own, and dozens of Sekhmet's lions and their progeny, and yet he still felt the most alone he had ever been. If not for his duty to the family, he might have sunk into a deep depression and never come out. But as riven as he felt, he was not alone, and he had to be strong for his family.


  Now, even his youngest was older than Isabel had ever been. Maria favored her mother's tawny appearance rather than her father's gray fur, and her thirteenth birthday had brought tears to Edouard's eyes. Sorrow for his lost love, but joy because none of their children had suffered their mother's fate.


  There were no grandchildren yet. Edouard wasn't sure of the genetics of it, as there had been almost no third generation Moreaus in 1989, and all breeding was controlled by the humans anyway. He was fairly certain that his children had all at least experimented with sex, but so far no issue had come of it. Maybe Isabel wasn't enough like him for their children to be fertile, and he had sired a generation of mules? Or perhaps they simply needed some outside blood. To know would require science a little more advanced than what could be scrounged from the picked-over ruins of the 20th Century. Something more like the mad science that had been practiced in Khadam, assuming any of them were left alive. Hell, their big "patriotic hero" Onslaught had been halfway to being a Moreau himself, and might not have vanished with the other superhumans.


  Edouard had ignored the world beyond the great Serengeti for decades, focusing on his family.


  Maybe the needs of his family demanded he look to the outside world again....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Back in the notes for #1, I pointed out that one way I could have gotten the necessary backstory on Edouard out would have been a few paragraphs of exposition. But not only would that have been a poor substitute for an actual story, it also would have kept me from coming up with all sorts of worldbuilding stuff that doesn't directly have to do with Edouard. Being forced to flesh out the bare bones into four stories meant I was creating a lot of stuff around Edouard, sometimes inventing things in the middle of a scene (like the idea of the three armored heroines in ASH being known as the Armor Angels, or making Isabel into a gun bunny). Summaries can plug a hole in the backstory, but only stories fill in the cracks around the hold too.


  The cover copy, while being a literal description of the first scene, is also a reference to DC's Armageddon 2001 crossover event. :) But no worries that I changed the ending because too many people guessed it....


  The first scene of this issue was the last one written, and that's part of why I broke with the pattern of bracketing all the flashbacks with scenes set in 2026. Originally, I *had* opened with the 2026 scene. But things were feeling way too expository and dry for a story set at the end of the world, so I wrote the Tel Meggido scene. I decided I didn't want to abandon the entire opening 2026 scene, though, so I left it in as the second scene and tweaked it to remove the "and then this happened on July 6" summarizing while leaving in the aftermath reminiscences.


  As revealed in ASH #13, Jerusalem was destroyed by an atomic weapon to help cover the evacuation of Israel to the island of Cyprus. With no outside allies and a renewed fervor gripping its enemies, Israel was unable to hold out against the invasion that took place in the months after the Godmarket Crash. Most of Israel and large sections of Jordan are uninhabitable even a generation later, this was no "clean" nuke like the one that destroyed Wichita, nor were there superhumans around to help contain the damage.


  When I was first working out the timeline for the births of Edouard's children, I didn't even think about grandkids...it's not like I come from a culture where sibling marriage is normal. But Edouard is a genetically modified cat designed to be part of a self-sustaining breeding population of servants, so inbreeding is probably a significantly lesser danger than it is in humans (or in human-bred show cats of the more extremely weird varieties). And Isabel is god-made, those tend to be able to create sustainable populations from just a single mating pair, as per the "father of all (insert mythological creature here)" figures in myth. So why wouldn't there be a third or even fifth generation by 2026? Rather than go nuts with an extended family tree, I realized the LACK of a later generation would give me an even better reason to get Edouard involved with the outside world again, when he shows up in a future issue of ASH.


  What? You thought I'd put Ahmed in the neighborhood, use Vicente and Cristovo into a scene in ASH, and NOT have Edouard meet one of the sons of Onslaught? Tsk. Avian Moreaus aren't the only ones with dovetails.


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


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


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


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


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