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  #37 - City of Lights I: Candlelight


  [cover shows a romantic candlelit dinner as seen through a prism,with seven hexagonal images tiling the cover. Each image otherthan the central one is slightly tinged with one of the colorsof the rainbow.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / PROBATION


  



  [November 20, 2024 - Paris]



  The dining room windows looked out on nothing of particular interest in the Parisian night. Other rooms in the suite had more impressive views, allowing one to look out over most of the Ile de France and various tourist attractions, but the dining room was positioned to avoid such distractions. Not that much could have distracted the diners from their recent discovery.


  Scott finally broke the restless silence as he finished his dessert. "Damn it, Julie...even Rebus didn't make me feel this helpless, and he was a god."


  Julie, AKA "fashionista" Juliana Silvestri, sipped her coffee as she tried to think of something to say that might at least paper over the pain they shared. The wounds left by her brother's assassination were still fresh, and Scott had been too distracted by the events surrounding Rebus's apotheosis to really deal with his feelings about having lost his best friend. On the one hand, being able to bury himself in work had helped some, in that respect she and he were very much alike. But now work and private pain had become one and the same.


  "I was so sure Radner was behind George's death," Scott literally fumed, the heat radiating from his skin growing more intense. "Sure, Radner might be hard to get at, but we know where he is most of the time, and he's not fireproof once you peel him out of that tin can. But Doublecross? We STILL can't find him, and he's made of goddamn LIGHT. I can't do a THING to him!"


  "Didn't you say the actual killer had a solid human form?" Julie put down her cup and leaned back a bit, starting to sweat from the raised temperatures around her fiancee.


  Scott waved a hand dismissively while the other twisted a bit of the white tablecloth. "Irrlicht, Light Errant, whatever she wants to call herself...she's just a puppet. Bringing her to justice is about as significant as impounding the gun she left behind. Doublecross pulled her trigger, and he's the one who needs to be brought down. Now more than ever."


  "I don't know if George would want vengeance..." Julie started, hesitantly, noticing the tablecloth Scott was gripping slowly turn brown.


  "He'd want justice," Scott said coldly, his voice in sharp contrast to the rest of him. "Besides, Doublecross killed George for a reason. And given what he did back in the 1990s, that reason can't be good. Damn it! We probably won't even know until it's...gah!"


  The tablecloth in Scott's hand had burst into flame. He let it go as if it was burning him and not the other way around, and Julie jumped back in the grip of a brief atavistic panic.


  Then, just as suddenly, the fire had gone out. The whole room felt warm, and Julie's face was slick with sudden sweat born of panic and heat. A few wisps of smoke curled up from the edge of the table, and the fire alarm started to blare.


  "Huh...looks like I have a new power," Scott mused.


  Then the sprinklers went off and drenched both of them.


  * * * *


  [November 25, 2024 - Chicago]


  Essay twirled a bit of her shoulder-length hair around on one finger and snarled inwardly. That was one of the nervous habits that had convinced her to crew-cut it in the first place. But Howie had hinted once or twice that he liked it longer, so she'd been letting it grow out. She had to admit, when she wasn't trying her damnest to look butch, she "cleaned up" pretty well. She clamped down on that thought...what would be next? A girlish giggle. Gag.


  The computer continued its sweep, clearing another time zone. She'd finally gotten her photonic entity detector tied into some SatIntel yesterday, and they were sweeping the entire planet for Doublecross and his minions. So far, nothing.


  Howie walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder. Protective? Possessive? He probably didn't know either, Essay mused. God, the two of them made such a perfect couple...a couple of emotional cripples finally breaking out of their shells. Howie'd always been so distant, claiming that it helped his magical studies to keep his emotions throttled back. Of course, given his father's position and the hectic years of the 00's, he probably hadn't had much of a childhood anyway. Not that hers was a whole lot better. The Academy shrinks said that her "aggressive posture and excessive masculinization were a defense mechanism caused by the death of so many friends and family members during the Los Angeles earthquake." Yeah, let's see them live through the Big One and not get a little messed up in the head. And heart.


  She leaned her head over and playfully nipped at his fingers, grinning. He smiled back, uncertainly, as if still not quite sure he had this "smile" thing down. Well, as the classic rock song said, "Let us cling together". They'd broken each others' defenses, and were helping each other build something more constructive.


  The computer signaled that the sweep was complete. With no targets found.


  "Mierditas!" Essay spat. "Either they're all in hiding, or Doublecross figured out how to stop showing up on the sensors just like Suspir did."


  The smile fled from Peregryn's face and he became all business. "Then it falls to me to devise a means of tracking the photonics."


  Which meant the walls were coming back up, just like they did in the days before the Equinox. Essay suppressed a sigh and set the computer to automatic sweep. Who knows, they might drop their guard. Unlike the people in this room.


  * * * *


  [December 2, 2024 - Mexico City]


  There was a slight chill in the air, by local standards at any rate. Because of both its latitude and altitude, the city had a remarkably even climate, rarely getting terribly hot or particularly cold. During the day, at least. Some nights could be chilly, especially now that the everpresent pall of smog was gone.


  In any case, the weather was nowhere near severe enough to be noticeable through the advanced materials of an ASH uniform, even if the supernormals wearing the uniforms had normal human susceptibility to temperature variation.


  It was simply a nice late autumn day for the Green Knight and Fury to be patrolling the city. Showing the flag, keeping half an eye out for trouble, chatting with the occasional throng of admirers that swarmed in and out seemingly at random.


  Arin smirked at the thought. She didn't have to deal with the admirers so much yet. Sal was the Hero of the People here. She was just some lady in tights who got to hang out with the famous Caballero Verde. Once she would have been glad to be able to hide in his shadow and avoid the spotlight, but now she was determined to be recognized in her own right. She had her own somewhat subversive agenda, after all, in this still very macho culture. All the little boys wanted to grow up to be big and strong like Sal...but a growing number of the little girls now wanted to grow up to be smart and assertive like Arin.


  From small seeds great things grow. Arin smiled.


  She *was* a little worried about what Peter the Satyr was up to in the city, but she didn't let it bother her too much. While he was an incurable lech, he was a basically decent...person otherwise. He might romance the ladies of Mexico City and get into trouble with their husbands and brothers, but he wouldn't go after anyone who couldn't make the choice themselves. He prided himself on being a great lover, not a rapist, after all. He may have used his inborn magical talents to improve his odds a bit, but he'd also learned to use them to avoid people who would be hurt by his attentions.


  She chuckled slightly, thinking about what might have happened had last month's issue of Para included a feature on the romantic life of the last living Satyr.


  Sal looked down at her and cocked an eyebrow.


  "Oh, just thinking about Peter," she smirked as they reached the end of their patrol loop and walked onto the grounds of the ASH HQ.


  Sal just nodded. He didn't share Arin's benign view of the mythical creature, but he knew that she found him amusing, and left it at that.


  There was an uncharacteristic hubbub in the HQ, which was normally slowing down around early afternoon.


  "What's up?" Sal asked the officer of the day. The general commotion seemed to be slightly apprehensive, but not the sort of thing that indicated a call to action.


  "New issue of Para is out. And it's got a couple of bombshells," Lieutenant Weber held up his HoloPalm IIg for emphasis.


  Arin pulled out her palmtop and turned it on. That explained why they hadn't gotten paged over the devices...it wasn't exactly business, even if it was business-related. Sal followed suit, and the two sat down on a nearby bench to scan the online magazine. Subscription to it was required of all ASH members, given how often articles in it ended up being about them or their foes. And sometimes Coulter would break a story that contained information even the Combine's best intel staff had missed.


  "Oh my," Sal muttered as he read the lead story. [The lead story is pretty much the entirety of CSV #22 - Ed.] "Radner's recruiting again."


  "Oh HO!" Arin chuckled. "That's not the real bombshell. Look," she highlighted several passages and beamed the information to Sal's HoloPalm. "Radner doesn't come out and say it in so many words, but he pretty much lets the world know that Princess Ursula of Monaco is Tiara."


  "So?" Sal shrugged. "We've known that for months. Grind found it out during the Morgan Adams kidnapping." [STRAFE #16-17 - Ed.]


  "Sal, it's amazing how well you do with the public despite knowing nothing about how they think, sometimes," Arin smirked. "We've known. The general public has not, a few rumors to the contrary. Ursula is one of the last remaining members of old royalty, and as such as massive tabloid bait. And the CSV are always good for news. Combine the two and you get a real furor. Not to mention that the Combine has to decide whether to admit we knew."


  "She's got it in one, sir," Lt. Weber nodded from his desk. "Half the staff is taking bets on how badly this is going to blow up in someone's face, the other half is taking bets on whose face will get blown up in."


  "Ah."


  "Yeah. 'Ah.'" Arin patted Sal on the arm like a teacher praising a not terribly clever student in need of positive reinforcement. Sal was far from being an idiot, but sometimes he got too focused on the practical side of the job, and didn't notice the impractical side effects.


  "Still, I wonder...is Coulter going to say yes?" Sal asked. "He knows an awful lot about all of us...."


  Of course, sometimes the practical side did need to be attended to.


  * * * *


  [December 10, 2024 - Chicago]


  Sarah looked at the thin winter gloves on her hands as she walked down the corridor. She didn't wear them for warmth, obviously. Well, not her own warmth. Fortunately, her new life as a "silhouette of ice" didn't make clothing fall off once she walked away from it, so she could get dressed. Not that modesty was really an issue...her outline included her old uniform...friction was. Her body of ice might not melt readily, but it was still a smooth surface without much "grip". So gloves and somewhat oversized boots helped her avoid embarrassing slips and falls, and a skiing outfit helped her look a little more normal. And protect others from accidental contact.


  At least no one had made any jokes about JakZak getting his tongue stuck to her.


  Where she could hear them.


  It had taken her an entire hour to sew the stylized "C" on her jacket while wearing gloves. Rubber gloves gave her more dexterity, but froze and shredded too quickly, so she's been forced to make do with hardier material. And she wanted to do this herself, prove there was one less area in which her new body crippled her. Before she'd been Meteor, now she was a Comet, made of ice.


  Some cursing in Spanish down the hall caught Sarah's attention. It must have been pretty loud cursing, since it had clearly come from the sound- proofed firing range. She hit the intercom button on the door, next to the big orange sign that said "DO NOT ENTER UNANNOUNCED! YOU MAY NOT BE _THAT_ BULLETPROOF!"


  "Sara, may I come in?"


  There was a short pause, then a muttered "Yeah, sure."


  Sarah swung open the light blast door. Hopefully Essay wasn't working with anything that the room wasn't rated for, or she might see a newly created exit. She braced herself to be ready for anything.


  "Doublecross!" she gasped, then paused. "Or is it?"


  Essay smirked, brushing a lock of hair back behind her ear. "Kinda. I used the research we had access to and made a model of shiny guy. Testing out some anti-photonic weaponry with Tom," she gestured to the firing cage, where Lightfoot took off his ear protection and waved. "Problem is, well, we got a buncha problems, really."


  Tom walked over, holding out for inspection something that looked like a modified sawed off shotgun. "Problem one: these glitterguns have a really short range under the best conditions. And when your enemy can go the speed of light, that's not good."


  "Problem two," Essay called up a couple of video clips on a display screen. They shared the screen, simultaneously showing two test firings. One resulted in total dispersal, the other only cosmetic damage. "The guns work best in my hands. Not very good in Tom's hands. It still hurts a photonic, but it's more like a sandstorm than a shotgun blast."


  "Third," Tom set the gun down. "We're pretty sure that this dummy," he waved at the simulated Doublecross, "is a LOT easier to destroy than the real thing."


  "The living photonics have stronger spirits," Essay explained. "It comes down to what Howie calls the Third Pillar...everything has a spirit of some sort. But our model has very little, and Doublecross probably has more."


  "And fourth," Tom smirked, "Scorch is on Essay's back a dozen times a day about her progress. He REALLY wants a weapon against the photonics."


  Sarah nodded. "I can understand obsession, unfortunately. There's been a lot of it going around this year."


  "One thing we can be sure of, though," Tom frowned. "Doublecross's obsession is a lot more dangerous to the world than Scorch's...."


  * * * *


  [December 20, 2024 - Location Unknown]


  The Solstice approaches, the time when the meat consider the light to be dimmest. But the Sun does not care what a little rock caught in its wake does, it shines brightly as if to say the worlds around it are irrelevant.


  So do I, Doublecross, find the meat irrelevant. They cannot find me, cannot trace me, and so think me dimmed. Let them have their delusions, I will show them the light soon enough. For I am the Sun, and my light is never truly dimmed...it is they who turn away from it.


  I am the blazing white light called pure by those who know little, but known truly as the most complex and varied of light. I contain all other light within me...purity is limitation, is weakness. I am strong because I hold the strength of all others.


  Yet I learned long ago that to act alone was to invite disaster, for the meat also knows the strength of diversity, unity without singularity. And so I shine my light through the prism of possibilities and bring worthy meat into the glory of the light. Yet rarely fully, and rarely without cost. As many as I have transformed, only a handful have truly lived up to the potential of their new forms, and many of them have been slain or drifted away on their own paths. I may be the Sun, but not all worship the Sun.


  Still, even those who think themselves disloyal or even my enemies serve me simply by existing. The brighter the light, the less places for the shadows of mere matter to hide. A supposed servant of shadow was my stalking horse, drawing out the enemy and revealing a weakness I corrected in myself and in my minions. My Light Errant serves a number of my long term goals that she is unaware of, while serving her own short term ones. Perhaps none of my goals will come to fruition, but I am immortal, I can be patient. And the results would be worth the wait, allowing me to bypass my current procedures and eliminate the wasteful deaths that result from them.


  And even my faithless Understudy can serve a purpose, here in her optical Klein Bottle, fashioned after the cat's cradle trap the hated meat ensared me in. She reminds my new Light Brigade that while I may allow them free will, I expect loyalty in return...and can punish those who refuse my bargain. Never mind that the shadows conceal a number of my other disloyal servants from me...a single object lesson is as good as a dozen.


  So, my new Light Brigade stands before me now, each an aspect of my own blazing white radiance, a prismatic shard of the whole. I reach out into the mind of each in turn....


  RED - Dusker


  I don't belong here, frack it! I'm still meat, when I should be light. But gotta admit, the new photonics are a hell of a lot better than the clankers the Rust Brothers outfitted me with. And I can tinker with them without worrying about killing myself...got to see too many wannabe's just vape in the machine.


  Weird, though. I kinda thought the photonic bits would be bright red, but they're more of a rusty red...yeah, irony sucks. Rust never sleeps, and neither does the Sun, even when it seems to go away at dusk. Hah, dusk. I'm not light or meat, day or night. I'm a Dusker.


  ORANGE - Hotspark


  The lord turns to let us bask in his radiance! Ah, I can feel his glory burning away the last bits of that puppet, Gina Waters. The meat was weak, the meat let me be controlled by that telepath. I HATE humming! But now the meat is gone, I am nothing bot a hot spark of light, part of the new master race. I long for the day that the world is no longer infested with meat, but is bathed in only glorious light!


  Some of the others here who serve the lord are unworthy, failed experiments. Why does he countenance them? I wish I could burn away their stinking flesh, that he not be pained by the sight of them. And we WILL burn away the world! The weak meat will be cleansed! So I swear!


  YELLOW - Goldmind


  The orange lady gives me the screaming heebeejeebees. She *can't* be what Doublecross really has in mind as a final step in evolution, can she? I know I'm not, that's for sure...my nerves are all made of light now, and I can think faster than a computer, but my body is still flesh and blood. Still, her...enthusiasm can't be a result of the photonic conversion. I've run it over and over in my head, and if the process caused shifts in personality then I'd be just as rabid as she is. My brain is solid light now, after all.


  No, she was damaged goods when she came in. The news reports I downloaded into my nervous net didn't come out and say as much, but it's clear to me that the telepath known as Mr. Strings has been...inconvenienced at least...and his victims have suffered varying degrees of damage. Gina just got a stronger degree.


  Gah, it's so frustrating living this way. My body is so slow it might as well be made of stone. And just thinking fast hasn't really helped me understand things any better...the Rust Brother over there may be a slow thinking meat-head, but he knows how to build things, and I may never understand as much as he does about machines.


  Still, it could get better. My eyes have almost completely turned photonic, and I think with a little practice I could find a way to fire energy from them. At this rate, I might be all photonic in a year or so. I just need patience.


  If only everything wasn't so SLOW!


  GREEN - Squadron


  Green Machine? Nah, too much like Green Knight. What should I call myself? Or myselves, heh. This is so cool...I got all the powers, but I'm not some twitchy halfway freak like yellow-eyes, or lunatic like the orange lady, or all creepy and quiet like the indigo girl. I get to stay here and watch TV and drink beer...and get drunk, if I want!...while my dupes go out and do the actual fighting. Suckers!


  Sure, I can only figure out how to get a dozen or so of my guys going at the same time...make too many and they merge with each other. Not sure why, Goldmind tried to explain it to me but he ain't big on patience.


  But that's enough guys for a respectable squadron. Hey, that sounds good, I can be Squadron.


  Hmmm, should I be paying more attention right now? Ah, I can always ask someone after.


  BLUE - Bluesky


  Ah, Petra, you're missing out on a great job by trying to go solo, cousin. At least you were good enough to recommend me to your boss before haring off on your crazy scheme. He was able to give me powers a lot like yours, but I bet I use 'em better. I may not be able to hypnotise people, but they still see what I want them to see...or don't see what I want them not to see. Like me. Just another patch of the sky, I am, when I switch to photonic form and bend visible light around myself.


  Still not really sure how I can see while invisible, but then again, how does a person made of light see in the first place? It's more like a sense of where other light is, like calling to like. And I can convince the light around me to move in other patterns, it's quite fascinating.


  Petra, you were the famous...or infamous...member of the family, with your Vogue Ghouling. And I'll let you stay famous. I plan to be the man who wasn't there. Fame makes you a target. I'll settle for success and power, and leave the fame to the fools.


  INDIGO - Deepsea


  Stillness. Deepness. Oceans within me, surging to be released. Awaiting the command.


  Silently.


  VIOLET - Royale


  Emile, Emile, Emile...you may not have been born to the purple, but you managed it anyway. From casino to Royale, yes?


  Ursula did me a favor, stealing my invitation to the CSV. My probability control powers were too weak then to have let me survive the initiation process, and it seems that things went sour for everyone involved shortly after.


  But now I have VERY light fingers, and a grasp on chance that is unparallelled. Having to wear gloves in public is a small price, and they're back in style with eveningwear anyway. And when the gloves come off? Well, I still own that old holdout pistol, but I don't really need it anymore.


  Doublecross was clever to put me in charge of the Light Brigade. I think he knows more of my soul than I do myself, and expects me to betray him if he falters. Thus ensuring that he has double incentive never to falter. Of course, he has to know that I know that if I betray him, the pure photonics among the Brigade will probably destroy me immediately afterward, keeping me in check. Especially the charmingly insane Ms. Waters...I think she wants to kill me on general prinicples already.


  It certainly makes for an interesting gamble....


  WHITE - Doublecross


  Yes, an interesting gamble, Monsieur Grande. The seven of you are the hand I play in this new game. Not only do you embody the colors of light, you represent a full spectrum of personalities and skills. Leaders and followers, thinkers and doers, raging insanity and quiet desperation. Pray none of you need to be put in the discard pile, like Mothflame in her jar....


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


  Next Issue:


  The search is on, in the second part of City of Lights: Searchlight!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This arc was originally going to be the next big crossover after Deep Armageddon, but then the Pyramid Scheme grew on us and took over all the titles for a while. We decided that another megacrossover so soon after Pyramid Scheme would be a Bad Idea, but I had a couple of plot threads dangling around that needed City of Lights for resolution. So Tony, who first came up with the basic idea, agreed to let me do the story solely in ASH. There will no doubt be a number of guest appearances from other titles, especially as we approach the endgame, and references to events here made in other titles, but no actual crossover.


  For those who don't go to the webpage much, I've started customizing HeroClix miniatures into ASH miniatures, you can get there from the Gallery or go directly to http://www.protoformproject.com/dvd/kitbash/heroclix.html for the figures done so far. Essay's longer hair in this issue is largely a result of the figure I did of her, as I liked the look of the shoulder length hair on her. I'm pondering revising Peregryn's look as well, to let me use a spare Dr. Strange figure for him. }-> Or I might just wait for the DC set to come out, and see if anything from that works better.


  #38- City of Lights II: Searchlight


  [cover is split vertically into seven panels, each one a colorof the rainbow. A recognizable part of an ASH member is in eachslice. Red: the center of Solar Max's helmet. Orange: Fury'sarm. Yellow: Breaker's profile. Green: Green Knight's fist.Blue: Contact's torso. Indigo: Scorch seen at a distance.Violet: The distinctive braids on the back of Peregryn's head.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / PROBATION


  [December 21, 2024 - Near Earth Orbit]



  "No, Squadron," Goldmind's voice pulsed over the communication linkage. "That element needs to be adjusted three degrees to your right and sped up another hundred meters per second."


  "Ya don't need to comlink it, my real body's in the room with you," Squadron smirked. His voice held a clear "I know you're trying to show you're higher in the pecking order than I am, and I really don't care" tone.


  "Unit placed," Hotspark commed smugly. She didn't need to be told twice by a meatbag how to do her job. The purity of the Light left no room, or occasion, for error.


  "Likewise," Bluesky added. "Are we done yet? I'm getting...I don't know, a mental cramp. I think I should go back to fleshform soon."


  Royale checked the screen and turned to Goldmind. "Deepsea has checked in as well. And, to be honest, I'm not comfortable with the amount of time everyone's been out and potentially visible, even if it's long odds that anyone would be looking. Long odds happen."


  "According to calculations," Goldmind paused and glanced at Dusker, who nodded, "there are now sufficient elements in for minimal success."


  Dusker joined the com traffic, "Yeah, Blue, we're done for now. But there's a lot of garbage out in space we don't know about. So everyone come back down while I finish building the redundant elements. Once we get THOSE up in the orbits Goldmind calculated, we shouldn't have ta worry about a few losses here and there."


  Goldmind sat back and tried to keep the smirk off his face. Bluesky had suggested the means of hiding the nature of the project until the right moment, but it had been Goldmind who was able to make all the calculations necessary to implement it. Every element's orbit was seemingly random, crossing any number of other orbits many times before The Day. One would have to find...thirty seven of the elements to have a better than 50% chance of divining the overall purpose at this date. That number would slowly drop over time, of course, but by then it would be much too late.


  His eyes flared warmly, with satisfaction.


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2024 - Chicago]


  "And lo, a star in the east!" Scott gestured, and a small wisp of fire drifted through the air and stopped over the eclecticly decorated tree. The needles near the top didn't even brown. There was some chuckling and mock applause from the assembled friends and teammates.


  "Impressive control," Grind noted, arching an eyebrow speculatively. "C.J. would be jealous."


  "Where is she, anyway?" Essay asked as she stepped from behind the tree, wiping pine needles off her pants.


  "Spending leave time with her family," the STRAFE field commander replied. "Scott, I'm surprised Juliana isn't here."


  Scott shrugged and mentally snuffed the small flame. "It's the holiday season. The high and mighty need new frocks to be seen in at the parties, and given the mixed mood in Europe right now..."


  "Only the best will do," Jen Kleinvogel nodded, stepping up to Grind and looping her arm through his. "I can understand that...Christmas just isn't quite as festive anymore, is it?"


  "Yeah," Essay flicked away one last needle. "We're all waiting to see if some pendejo crashes the party like last year. And Triton's doing that big anniversary celebration in Khadam."


  "At least we don't have the anniversary of Hurricane Newt coming up here as well," Scott sighed. "The Euro media is just full of it. Can't check any of their nets without being buried under memorials and specials. Heck, you can't even check the weathernet without seeing something, since hurricanes are their ratings grabber."


  Essay nodded. "Sometimes I'm kinda glad things were still pretty messed up in the year after the Big One. Last thing I needed was to see L.A.'s ruins everywhere I looked for a week before the anniversary. I just don't see why people have to wallow in the memory of tragedy! Remember it, yeah. Honor it, sure. But it can get almost...pornographic."


  "It's the nature of the media," Grind interjected calmly. "Expect some serious 'wallowing' as you put it next year at the Autumnal Equinox. Not only was the loss of Montreal a terrible tragedy, it's getting out that it was linked to the attacks a few months earlier. People are howling for an attack on Khadam. And no media outlet is going to want to seem unpatriotic next year when it comes time to wail and rend garments in public."


  "At least no one's blaming Peregryn for it," Scott grinned weakly.


  "No one except Howie," Essay muttered.


  * * * *


  [December 30, 2024 - Chicago]


  JakZak's HoloPalm buzzed and he quickly pulled it from its hip holster. He was bored, waiting for any number of things to move ahead enough for his involvement to become useful again. Peregryn still couldn't locate the photonics. Sarah was off on a PR junket to get the public used to her new form and wouldn't be back until evening. Et cetera. Maybe the call would be good news.


  "Solar Max?" the voice came clearly from the small device as a face appeared in the air over its screen. Not many people used the videophone option built into the system, mainly because of bandwidth issues. Those who did were usually showy or had bandwidth to burn.


  "Speaking." He decided not to activate his camera, but sent a pre- programmed icon of his helmet to give the person at the other end something to look at.


  "I'm Director Marsden of the CTC," the Combine Telecommunications Center, so he had bandwidth to burn all right, "and I was wondering if you could help us with a little problem?"


  Normally, JakZak didn't care to play the errand boy in non-crisis situations, but he was bored enough to go along. "What sort of problem?"


  "One of our communications satellites just went offline. As it covers a fairly underserved orbital path, we'd rather not wait until the next scheduled maint mission out of Guyana. Plus, frankly, there was an odd spate of unaccounted for electromagnetic activity a few days ago, so..."


  "So you figured it might be ASH business."


  "Indeed. But I don't have enough to go on to make an official request, just a bad feeling," Marsden admitted.


  "Sure, I'm free this afternoon. Beam me the orbital track data, any nearby sats or junk I should avoid on the way up, and I'll be there to look around in an hour or so."


  Two hours later, having taken a bit longer to get clearance than he expected, Solar Max was closing in on where the comsat was supposed to be, his armor protecting him from the vacuum and intense heat of the unfiltered sunlight. He touched his chin to a pad inside the helmet to bring up false lighting images and call attention to any nearby objects.


  Nothing.


  "CTC control, I'm here, it isn't," he radioed down. "You sure it's still supposed to be here?"


  "Negative," came the reply. "This is an underused orbital path, there isn't anything close enough to eyeball it."


  "Okay, I'm going to try something."


  The TwenCen villain Devastator had been blind, "seeing" by feeling the gravitational distortions created by any piece of matter, regardless of how small. Solar Max's own gravity control powers were nowhere near as comprehensive as Devastator's force control, but he had used them in the past to pick up gravity patterns. Nothing as small as a satellite, though.


  He closed his eyes and shut down the sound telltales in his helmet so he could concentrate on the feathery force-feedback of gravity. He sent out a pulse of gravity, somewhat like a sonar pulse, and felt for any hits.


  Nothing. Either his senses were too crude, or there wasn't anything over the size of a softball left in the area. Time to take the blunt approach.


  Solar Max created a strong gravity well about ten meters ahead of his position, giving it a dipole characteristic so that it would die off quickly enough with distance to avoid pulling other satellites out of their orbits. Anything in the immediate area should be sucked right in.


  "That's our satellite's powercore all right," the CTC technician nodded as he pointed at one of the bits Solar Max had brought down from orbit. "And I think these here, and here, are also part of the comsat. But I'm positive that this shred of mylar did not come from the comsat. And that fragment of aluminum strut doesn't look like any of our designs either."


  "Impact?" Solar Max suggested. "Something happened to cross its path?"


  "Nothing we have on record," the tech shook his head. "Even the known space junk wouldn't have intersected its orbit at the relevant point," he gestured to a holographic display of near Earth orbit paths. "Given how little was left in the area after only a few hours, it had to be a pretty high delta-vee collision, but that really doesn't narrow down the possibilities in any useful way," he touched a control on his sleek Stingray palmtop, and a pair of fat cones emerged from the impact point. "Doesn't rule out a lot of possible orbits."


  "I agree with your director's hunch. I don't think this was just some random uncatalogued junk. Maybe it's benign...a classified project we don't have clearance to know about. But I tend to doubt it...my clearance is in nosebleed territory," although not as solid as it was before his stunts earlier in the year, Solar Max reflected, "odds are that any rogue satellites belong to unfriendlies. I'll put in a request to NEOS," the Near Earth Orbit Survey, "to flag anything unknown they spot in actual orbit. They usually toss out those sightings, since they're looking for Earth-crossing asteroids," like the one that ended up buried in northern Africa, "but they do see things up there that no one else does."


  Well, he decided, he'd killed an afternoon...but now he had one more thing to wait for news about. Whee.


  * * * *


  [January 3, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  Tina tugged at her uniform in vague discomfort, once again regretting her request for extra protective padding. Granted, she'd been brought onto the team because someone was targeting ASH for either assassination or at least crippling, but maybe it was time to get a more comfortable set of uniforms made.


  Her HoloPalm pinged and she snatched it from her belt. The new issue of Para was out!


  Hmmm, photoessay. Interesting choice. Ah, holidays with the Conclave, how touching. Twins playing the CSV-wannabe game? Great, more lunatics to fight. Huh, some of Coulter's compositional choices seem a bit odd.


  Wait, who's that in the last photo?


  "...world-famous fashionista, Juliana Silvestri, for whom this is hardly the first brush with the paranormal scene, agrees to design a one-of-a-kind wedding dress for the future Mrs. Chancellor Radner. What will Scorch say?"


  Ohhhhhh, boy. THAT'S going to go over well.


  * * * *


  [January 12, 2025 - Laval, Quebec Sector]


  "So, you hear the latest on the talk about renaming Laval?" Scott asked, his tone deliberately light. Falsely light.


  Julie swallowed a bite of veal carpaccio and nodded, forcing a smile to her mouth. "It makes some sense...Laval's been growing into an extension of Montreal for a while, and that got accelerated after the invasion last year. Renaming it Montreal seems an appropriate memorial."


  "Ah, but it gets better," a genuine gleam entered Scott's eye, the first sign of true amusement Julie had seen all night. "They're not going to just rename it Montreal. The name of Nouveau-Montreal was floated first, given the French naming conventions for cities and all that. But that got instant backlash from the anglophones, who insisted on New Montreal, since English is the official language of the Combine. But most of the anglos in Quebec Sector were on Old Montreal, so any referendum is likely to favor the francophones."


  Scott then paused abruptly, as if noticing the largely francophone clientele of the restaurant for the first time. Julie knew him well enough to know that the next words out of his mouth were probably going to be something along the lines of "Leave it to the Quebeckers to take political advantage of a tragedy." But he'd gotten better at biting back such comments lately, and it was clear he was trying his best not to make a ruin of this reunion.


  After all, Julie had done enough to make things uncomfortable between them, even though she had the best of reasons for it.


  "Well, anyway, this may not be the best place to talk about politics," Scott shrugged, crunching on a bit of bone-cut pike eel. "Oh, the other day I got to test-fly the latest version of my supersuit. The techs call it a Hazardous Duty Full Body Waldo System, although I caught one of the geekier ones calling it 'god armor' when he thought I wasn't listening."


  "How did it feel?"


  "Weird. I'm just now getting used to the fact I can fly under my own power, and now I'm strapped into this tin can that takes that away. Okay, it still operates from my personal power, so I'm 'flying under my own power,' but it's not the same. But I'll need it if we end up going into space, like JakZak thinks we might...although I probably shouldn't say too much more about that. Anyway, the techs say it's working even better than they hoped, the energy conversion is twice as efficient in practice as it was in bench tests. They ascribe it to my higher Tesla Index, since before it was limited to the TI of its inventor...one of the guys from the class of '24 that didn't go into the Marshal program."


  Conversation petered out. Politics was out, and Scott couldn't talk about work too much without violating secrecy oaths. Julie really didn't want to talk about her work. Talking about the weather wasn't even a good idea, since it would bring up Sultry, and they'd be right back to Julie's work. Maybe she should have followed the Paraball standings, she smiled wryly behind her napkin. But she didn't know the Washington Neons from the Minnesota Duos, much less how the teams were doing.


  The tension at the table rose. It was going to have to come out soon, she realized, with a cold feeling in her chest. She'd known when she agreed to let Coulter take that picture that she wouldn't be able to keep things secret, but she'd so hoped to have one night back with Scott before having to deal with her latest job. A job that was only half-completed.


  Scott's knife was starting to droop in his clenched hand.


  "Scott!" she hissed, nodding at his hand.


  "Huh?" he snapped out of what must have been an introspective loop like her own. "Oh. Oops." With that, he drained the excess heat out of the cutlery, then carefully set it down on his plate in case there was enough heat remaining to scorch the table.


  Julie sighed. "Scott, I'm sorry. But I didn't think turning down the client was a good idea." It was a public place...she wasn't about to say she was designing a wedding dress for Sultry of the CSV. Even if just about everyone KNEW it, thanks to Para Magazine.


  "And working for him IS a good idea?" Scott retorted, his eyes flaring, although not literally for once. "He's the enemy, Julie! And while he didn't have George killed, I doubt he'd be too reluctant to kill you...it wouldn't be the first time for that sort of thing," he quickly glanced over at the lake that filled the space once occupied by Montreal.


  Julie knew he was talking about what Triton had arranged to happen to Sarah Grant-Taylor in retaliation for Solar Max's attempted obliteration of Khadam. She suspected Radner might have just enough of a gallant streak in him not to go after normals, restricting himself to supernormal targets, but Scott had a point. Still, she had her own.


  "I don't think I'm in any danger...at the moment," she added. "His fiancee is dead-set on a Juliana Silvestri Original for her wedding gown, and if she doesn't get one, they may have a funeral for the groom rather than a wedding. Dan had me checked over for any hidden devices or other things," like BacterioMage creations, she thought but didn't say, "and the sweep came up clean. And Strings seems to be out of commission, so there's no danger from that angle either." No need to bring up that she had a few small gaps in her memory she couldn't account for, and that might have been due to the demise of Mr. Strings.


  "You shouldn't go back there," Scott insisted. "Let her go without a wedding dress, maybe she'll take care of Derek for us."


  Julie shook her head. "Scott, unless you seal me away in a bunker for the rest of my life, I'll always be vulnerable. And I won't be ME anymore if I can't keep doing what I do. If that means working for some dangerous people once in a while...it's the price of fame. And certainly less dangerous than your job. Besides, if Derek wanted to hurt me, he wouldn't have to lure me to Khadam to do it...I'm probably safer there than I am here, in fact, since none of your other enemies will try to harm me while I'm under Derek's protection."


  Scott sullenly stirred the remains of his knife with one finger. "I still don't like it."


  "Well, remember how it feels, Scott," Julie replied. "Because that's how I feel every time you go out to fight monsters and gods and armies. I love you, and I love that you worry about my welfare, but everyone takes risks in life. I don't think we'd care for each other if I was someone who refused to take risks."


  Scott sighed. A little of the weight seemed to come off his shoulders, and hopefully more would in days to come. "So tell me...will it be a white wedding?" he smirked.


  "The dress will be white, yes," she replied, but made a small motion with her hands. It was a code they'd worked out, mostly for him to use, whenever they were about to stray into something that REALLY shouldn't be discussed in public. Scott would know soon enough, anyway, since she'd told Dan Tracey about it during her debriefing.


  The last thing Julie had done before leaving Khadam was to take some measurements. Sultry had been working out extensively in the past few weeks, to shed pounds she'd put on while in captivity, or so she claimed. But Julie had fitted enough gowns for people who desperately wanted that mythical "white wedding" to know the signs of a recent pregnancy....


  * * * *


  [January 21, 2025 - Little Blue Lake, northern Wisconsin Sector]


  Whirling distractions surrounded Peregryn's spirit like so many restless spirits, keeping him from concentrating on the task at hand. One by one, he identified them and pushed them aside.


  Sara's smell still lingered in the cabin, faint yet familiar, both earthy and mechanical like Sara herself. It was the most pleasant of the distractions, to be sure, but a distraction nonetheless. He pushed it back into a corner of his mind, saving it for later rather than fully dismissing it.


  Practical concerns nagged at him. Solar Max's discovery suggested they might be required to go into space to fight Doublecross...or a new menace. Peregryn's powers were weaker away from the elements of Earth or another living planet, and he would have to make preparations for a possible trip. Solar spells would still be useful, and could even be used to directly affect the photonic entities. The Amulet of the Void would prove useful in the near vacuum of Earth-orbital space, as it had protected Avatar on his long journey from Alpha Centauri a generation ago. And the Obsidian Mirror of Tezcatlipoca would also be a useful item. Other preparations could wait, and Peregryn pushed the matter away.


  A more pressing worry that kept returning to him was presented by Jessa Dumont. It had been many weeks since their forcible psychic merger during the telepathic war between Dumont and her sister, Mr. Strings, yet Dumont had yet to take action on any of the incriminating knowledge she could very well have gained from the encounter. She held an axe above his neck, and he had little leverage against her to assure the axe would be kept in abeyance. Oh, he knew she was part of the trio of women known as Hellhound, who kept Manhattan's streets under a careful eye since the vanishing of Warden (who had vanished yet again in the wake of the Equinox). He knew that if that information got into the wrong hands, she would be very dead very quickly. But, previous questionable actions aside, he was not a villain, nor had any desire to play the part of one. And she most likely knew that. Yet he could not simply come clean to Solar Max and the others to deprive a would-be blackmailer of leverage...too many of his secrets became more dangerous as more people learned them. Hopefully, Dumont would realize this herself given time to reflect on her stolen knowledge, and would not want to reveal them either.


  But this was not something Peregryn could resolve now, one way or another. And having determined the problem and its insolubility, he was able to drive it from his mind for the time being.


  That left only a faint nameless dread hovering at the edge of his spirit. Guilt over the loss of Montreal? Perhaps. It did seem to be somehow linked to Montreal, but he was not eager to have a telepath lurking about in his mind to help him tell what the nature of the link was...they seemed, as a group, to be too curious for their own good. Witness Aaron's actions of the previous year, for instance.


  Still, it felt like he was being hemmed in by faint walls, a very mild sense of pressure and claustrophobia. And it was new since the Equinox, as well. A lingering curse cast by Rebus as the gods took him away? It certainly would have been within his power...very little was not, at that point. Except saving himself.


  Still, he had pushed that nameless dread aside before, and he would do so again now.


  His mind clear of distractions, Peregryn began to meditate on the problem of finding Doublecross.


  * * * *


  [January 28, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Tom Dodson had a very bad feeling about this.


  At first, it had just seemed like a small loose end he could blow an afternoon nailing down firmly. Doublecross had escaped from his confinement in Las Vegas by first leaping out across the net, so maybe he'd left some traces that could be used to help hunt him down. Netwalker had searched the paths pretty thoroughly last year, but Tom had a couple ideas that seemed worth pursuing, if only to put his mind to ease.


  In fact, the chances of finding anything at all seemed so low that Tom hadn't even asked Nate to come along as Netwalker, or bring any of his "Legion of Net.Heroes" friends. Nate was simply providing the conduit into the "net.dimension" using his powers, and keeping half an eye on the monitors while working on a class project.


  So Tom was streaking across a crude virtual landscape in a lightcycle inspired by a movie that had been in theaters when Tom was still learning to tell an S from an F. Wendy Carlos music teased at the corners of his hearing, and it sounded vaguely ominous. But Nate had sworn that this interface choice was completely neutral in tone (unlike the goofy Net.ropolis filter or the sinister cyberpunk-style Chatsubo one).


  That meant that the feeling of impending doom was either something Tom brought with him, or a sign that he was wandering into danger. This entire environment was just a simulation of sorts, a temporary pocket dimension that took its characteristics from a link to the physical network. Everything he sensed meant SOMETHING, the trick was figuring out exactly what.


  He stopped the lightcycle and deactivated it, standing up to look around more carefully. The technocanyon walls were faintly streaked with the marks Tom had determined were signs of Doublecross's passage, marks he'd followed outward from Las Vegas. They were getting less and less bright, but their sinister red glow still provided a clear enough trail.


  The music grew louder.


  Tom fell into a defensive stance and fingered the glowing blue disk that contained the attack program Nate had insisted he take along in case a Khadamite vAIrus was wandering around.


  The music swelled to a crescendo of dissonance and minor chords.


  The markings peeled away from the walls and wrapped themselves into rough humanoid forms made of dully pulsing red light.


  "Well, looks like I was right after all," Tom muttered darkly. "Hooray for me."


  Then the creatures charged.


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


  Next Issue:


  ASH finally figures out what Doublecross and his Light Brigade are up to in City of Lights Part III: Starlight!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, the comments about "wallowing" during the Christmas party scene are a reaction to the 9/11 coverage inundating the airwaves in early September of 2002. Some of the conversation was even borrowed from chats I had online in the days before the anniversary.


  Julie really doesn't know Paraball. The Washington (actually Baltimore/ Washington) team is the Federals, and the Neons are from New York State. More about Paraball may be forthcoming, it's being considered as the focus of a future storyline in at least one of the ASH Universe titles. See STRAFE #17 for more background on the game.


  "Aaron's actions of the previous year" refers to Contact's invasion of Peregryn's privacy in his quest to find out the truth about Paul's death (ASH #16-17).


  Finally, a band named Breaker Breaker will be using my drawing of Breaker (Tina Li) on the cover of their first album, which is pretty neat. Although in the process of rescanning the drawing I realized that it was clearly drawn before I finally figured out how to make female hips look right, oops. (On guys, there's a more or less vertical section between the bottom of the ribcage and the top of the hip. On women, this bit is a smoother diagonal line from the ribcage out to the top of the hip. On me it's more like parentheses.)


  #39 - City of Lights III: Starlight


  [cover is overlaid with a rainbow-hued bullseye that renders allbehind it in monochrome. The figure behind the bullseye isDoublecross, sitting atop a throne of blazing light.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / PROBATION


  [January 28, 2025 - The Network]



  As the crimson humanoid pulled itself together out of data from the walls of the crudely-rendered searing desert canyon, Lightfoot spared a very brief moment to reflect on how he'd gotten into this situation.


  Nate "Netwalker" Walker, a student at the Academy, had the power to create temporary "cyberspace" realities that could look like anything he desired, but which remained tightly linked to events happening in the computer networks of the world. This let him (and others, thanks to a gadget built by another student) travel into the networks like in old cyberpunk fiction. The fact that Nate could create universes, even temporary and limited ones, sometimes scared Tom.


  A year ago, a copy of TwenCen archvillain Doublecross had been freed from the computer where it lay imprisoned. Doublecross had gone on to do a lot of unpleasant things, and was now impossible to find, so Tom had decided to take advantage of Nate's powers to check out a few cold leads on the hunch that they might not be so cold.


  On the plus side, he was right.


  On the minus side, the "cold lead" had been a hot trap.


  The tracks he'd been followed had turned out to be false, and their energy was now assembling into a giant humanoid figure with a vague resemblance to David Warner, the old movie actor. The figure glowed balefully red, and its movements were starting to speed up as it gained resolution.


  Lightfoot hurled the blue disk in his hand with all his might, hoping the attack program Nate had given him would be able to destroy the construct.


  "Warner" merely held up a hand and the disk bounced off an invisible barrier. The barrier flared for a fraction of a second in an X shape as the energy of the attack was dissipated along four directions. The disk wobbled back through the air to Lightfoot's hand.


  "So, program, your run cycle ends now!" the giant boomed, reaching down to grab Lightfoot. He dove to one side, barely evading the grasp.


  Maybe he could try to run with the setting? "I'm not a program," he shouted defiantly. "I'm a User!"


  "Is that supposed to frighten me?" the giant sneered. "Program, user... in the end you're all just data to feed my circuits!"


  A quick foot stomp nearly caught Lightfoot napping, and left a deep crater in the low-resolution digital landscape.


  This is bad, he thought. No helpful distraction is going to be coming to save him, not unless Nate's actually paying close attention right now. And the disk can't get through that thing's shield.


  Maybe if he threw it harder, using his speed powers to accelerate his arm? That didn't make any sense...it was a program, not an actual projectile. A metaphor.


  A glancing blow sent Lightfoot rolling, and he almost dropped his weapon.


  Tom mentally slapped himself. First rule of the Magene...if it doesn't make sense, stop thinking so hard! The Magene is all about breaking the rules. And so what if the disk was just a cybernetic metaphor...as long as it felt real to him, his powers would work on it. Somehow. Didn't matter.


  Lightfoot hurled the disk again, putting all the force of his supernormal gift behind it. It streaked upwards like a shaft of azure light, shattering the giant's shield into glittering reddish shards before smashing into the target's aquiline features.


  The giant fell with a crash, and started to fade.


  "Oh no, you don't!" Lightfoot leapt over to the fallen form and grasped it in both hands. "You're just data too, and I'm going to download you."


  As the ruddy light faded, the circuitry imprinted on Tom's body as part of the setting started shifting from blue to red. He knew he'd only gotten part of the data before it was lost, but he knew one thing for sure....


  This monster had been planted on the path less than two months ago. Doublecross was actively covering his tracks, which meant he was worried about being found via the networks. Time to give Nate a new class project.


  * * * *


  [February 14, 2025 - Near Earth Orbit]


  JakZak floated in the fiery void, the Sun baking him mercilessly. Well, it wasn't that much stronger out in space than inside the atmosphere...air blocked maybe a third of the Sun's energy. But with little other matter to conduct heat away, only the high polish on his armor kept him from getting uncomfortably warm as he searched for more of the strange satellites like the one that had impacted a comsat a while back.


  Not that he wasn't burning up inside anyway.


  Radner was having his royal wedding, broadcasting the staged festivities around the world. People who had conveniently forgotten the devastation wrought by both groom and bride were eating up the pageantry. JakZak just didn't want to be around people right now, as a result.


  Of course, having time alone to brood wasn't the best idea either, and he found himself spending more time than he should second-guessing the decisions made by Coulter...aka Challenger. It was a real devil's choice, to be sure, with no "right" answer, but....


  His sensors pinged, and he sighed. Time to see if the latest bit of uncharted space garbage was worth investigating.


  * * * *


  [February 20, 2025 - Chicago]


  Julie snuggled up against Scott in the slowly cooling bed...for Scott, the "heat of passion" was pretty literal, and there'd been a few close moments when it seemed like he might lose control with painful results.


  But for all the warmth around her, a cold knot of doubt and guilt sat in her stomach as she listened to Scott's slow, even breathing. Not guilt over the general fact she had had sex with Scott for the first time, no. Whatever "Midwestern Values" she might have absorbed from her parents were blasted to pieces within her first year as a fashion designer. And they hadn't really ever intended to wait for marriage anyway, given how far off that day seemed.


  It was just...she felt like she'd done this as...an apology. Or to stop a fight from happening. Because she'd continued working for Radner even though she knew it made Scott uncomfortable. She couldn't help but worry that her motives would come back and haunt her.


  Oh, they'd shared a bed before, even gotten to what the old folks would call "third base." Despite herself, she had to stifle a chuckle at the thought of a different sort of "paraball". But this was still a damn big step for both of them.


  Why couldn't it have been for the right reasons, and not the wrong ones?


  * * * *


  [March 2, 2025 - Belem, Brazil]


  It was unseasonably hot, and that was saying something considering the equatorial position of Belem. Fortunately for Contact, he was about as insensitive to the heat of Brazil as he was to the cold of Baffin Island, when he wanted to be. And he was glad to be out of the emotional chill in any case. MetaPsych's director, Gene Clark, was still giving him the cold shoulder, carrying a grudge over his initial turning down of her affections. Her body was (barely) adult, but her emotional core was still in arrested adolescence, hiding behind a shell of borrowed skills and assumed personalities. And while his only serious relationship had been with Paul, there was something about her that he couldn't stop thinking about for long.


  Still, it was good to get away from her for a while, and this little stakeout was just the sort of thing he needed. Netwalker's computer searching had been pretty boring and mundane after Tom's little adventure, but it had turned up a number of electronic transactions Doublecross had apparently been trying to hide.


  Such as a number of large purchases of biomod-bacteria-grown sheets of modern mylar analogue from Rivermouth Biotechnics. The ultra-thin reflective polymer sheets were grown by a large number of firms, which had made tracing the purchases difficult after the debris Solar Max had recovered had been identified. Netwalker had narrowed it down to only three firms with suspicious electronic orders, and this was one of them. One of the shadier outfits, it had a no-questions-asked delivery policy, but a quick telepathic surface scan revealed that the manager didn't even know how the shipments were picked up...they would vanish from the warehouse, payment being received almost simultaneously with the loss. No wonder he wasn't keen to talk about it.


  The sensor rig Essay had given him pinged softly. Something was moving inside the warehouse.


  ++Breaker, Green Knight...we have movement,++ he psi-spoke to the other two ASH members with him. ++STRAFE agents, prepare to support.++ The baseline STRAFE crew along for the ride wasn't using Essay's glitterguns, because she hadn't gotten them to work for non-supernormals, but a clever tech among them had worked out a modified netgun of sorts using sheets of the pseudo-mylar from the warehouse.


  The same tech had also rigged several windows and doors to slam open on command, so when Contact and the other two burst into the warehouse they didn't need to break anything in the process. He was sure breakage would happen anyway, but it always paid to try to reduce collateral damage.


  A half dozen green humanoids clearly made of solid light were in the process of loading up a pallet with shrinkwrapped rolls of the product. It looked like they planned to fly it out through the skylight another of their number was opening.


  "FREEZE!" Contact shouted, reinforcing it with a telepathic push. He nearly stumbled when he felt no resistance. "Everyone, these things are mindless! Open fire!"


  Three glitterguns belched clouds of highly reflective chaff, filling the air with green reflections. Four of the figures dissolved into splashes of color, while the other two grabbed up single bolts of reflective material and made a break for the skylight. Their airborne companion had paused for a moment, and then flew down and threw himself onto Breaker, grabbing the glittergun she held and melting it.


  She gasped and telekinetically threw the gun from her hands before it could burn through her gloves. Contact and Green Knight caught the construct in a crossfire, dissolving it. But the other two had taken advantage of the distraction to escape.


  "Damn. We should have brought a flyer along on this one. I can still see 'em going," Sal commented. "Guess they can't go lightspeed when carrying something."


  "We aren't totally empty-handed here," Contact noted, holding up Essay's sensor. "We have data Essay should be able to use to make a new tracking device, and we know for sure it's Doublecross behind the satellites."


  "Too bad we don't know what he's using them for," Breaker added wryly, stripping off her scorched gloves. Aaron could clearly hear her thinking, "Maybe it's time to try a different approach to fighting these things...."


  * * * *


  [March 8, 2025 - Chicago]


  Tempers on the road were flaring hot, traffic was snarled all throughout downtown Chicago as a three block radius around the ASH Building was cordoned off. It could have been worse, of course, but such events had been planned for when the headquarters was built, and roads improved to handle the diverted traffic.


  It was still a pain in the butt, Essay noted, as she finished running her scanners over the flatbed trailer and its cargo of oversized crates. The smooth-faced robot behind the wheel of the truck jauntily tipped its hat to her, a panel snapping open to reveal a glowing smile. Tall concrete barriers had already been placed by Contact to keep the truck from moving...assuming that it couldn't transform into a jet and fly away, or something.


  "Looks like the crates are full of those crab robots Radner used in Egypt," Essay shouted over to Solar Max, who was conferring with the one STRAFE liaison on site. "Some assembly required."


  Satisfied that it wasn't rigged to explode, Essay pulled the bill of lading from its pouch inside the cab of the truck. The robot was still grinning eyelessly. Creepy.


  Tapping on the cheap "electronic paper" clipboard, she scrolled down and saw the schematics for the "Lunar Crabs" in the crates, plus detailed instructions for assembly, in addition to the simple list of contents. An entry marked "MESSAGE FROM SENDER" caught her eyes, and she brought it up.


  Derek Radner's insufferably smiling face appeared in crisp grayscale on the clipboard.


  "Greetings, O heroes of ASH!" Radner's image spoke in clear tones. As Essay had suspected, the clipboard had been souped up...Radner's ego wouldn't let him appear in a jerky and crackly image. "Please accept these Lunar Crabs, miniature spacecraft, as a sign of my support in the struggle against Doublecross, who has been my enemy as surely as he is yours. And as a token of thanks for not attempting to make my recent nuptuals...awkward. Well, the public side of the festivities, anyway. The rest was all in good fun. Or bad fun. Some sort of fun," he chuckled. "Tell Scorch that his fiancee does excellent work, and I cannot wait to see their wedding. On the networks, of course, as I wouldn't dream of crashing his ceremony, and I somehow doubt I will be on the guest list. I may have something for the bachelor party, though. Well, enjoy the cases of Crabs...and if you have any trouble assembling them, feel free to call!"


  With that the image flickered out. "Bastard," Essay spat.


  The robot kept grinning.


  * * * *


  [March 16, 2025 - Near Earth Orbit]


  For once they had a hot lead, Scorch thought as he channeled thrust through his exoarmor. They weren't just randomly trolling the orbital lanes in hopes of finding something, they actually had good reason to think there was something *to* find...Essay's recalibrated sensors had picked up one of those green goons from Brazil flying up to this part of space.


  That was the good news.


  The bad news was that the new sensors had found where Doublecross was hiding: the People's Republic of China, the world's biggest tinderbox. The fact that the continent hadn't already erupted into complete chaos still amazed Scorch, although he supposed the different cultural norms of the Chinese and most of their satellite states helped keep things from blowing up immediately. They may no longer have believed in the Mandate of Heaven, but they still waited for a good reason before rebelling. Add to this the fact that there were far fewer paranormals "revealed" in the wake of the Premier's death than statistically expected, and China's government was just barely able to keep a lid on things. What was left of it after the nuking of Beijing, of course.


  Still, the situation was still lousy, and an incursion of ASH would have caused far more problems than almost anything Doublecross could be planning. The boys upstairs were still debating whether to even tell the Proccies about Doublecross...if they knew already, they wouldn't appreciate us finding out, and if they didn't know, they'd assume it was a trick on our part. No good outcome there.


  "Y'know," Scorch said over his comlink to Solar Max, "this would be easier if more of us could do the searching."


  "We're still not sure if those Lunar Crabs are clean," was the clipped reply, reminding Scott that however much ill will he bore Radner, it was a candle to JakZak's bonfire.


  "Well, at least now that Essay's solved the tracking problem, we can have Howie check to see if Glyph's left a signature on any of them. They seem to be technologically clean, according to Essay."


  "I'm picking something up," Solar Max changed the subject with more than a hint of relief in his tone. "No hits on radar or lidar, but I'm getting a bit of a 'tug' where there shouldn't be anything," he explained. He'd been working on his gravity sense pretty extensively the past few weeks, mostly time spent in orbit. Scorch had spent his orbital time refining control over his armor's thrusters, and working on ways to use heat when there was no air for fire to feed on. A nice side effect of his practicing was the removal of some of the uncharted space junk that didn't turn out to be what they were looking for.


  Scorch vectored in on Solar Max's position and drifted out a bit so that whatever it was would be silhouetted against the Earth. And there it was, a slender black rod, maybe two meters long and as thick as his leg.


  "Looks like the case is stealthed, designed to break away at the right time," Solar Max observed, and Scorch nodded. On closer inspection, he could see that while the substance seemed to be cheap black plastic, it was shaped more like a cactus than a smooth cylinder, with an accordion-pleated surface that would confuse radar.


  "Well, let's get this down for analysis," Scorch replied. "Time to figure out what the heck this is all about."


  * * * *


  [March 19, 2025 - Jodrell Bank, England]


  "Nothing like hot coffee on a cold morning," Dr. Spees observed as he plopped down into his swivel chair. After a pause, he quirked an eyebrow at his colleague. "What, no jokes about vulgar Americans and coffee instead of tea?"


  Dr. Chakrabarti shrugged. "Can't stand either. I find a disciplined sleep schedule works better than stimulants anyway. Found five more of the orbital units while you were out."


  Spees nodded. Like every other radio telescope bank on the planet that was under United World influence, Jodrell had been taken off its normal research schedule for a few days to help scan the skies for orbital nasties. Just one of those things that came up every so often in the life of a radio astronomer, he could remember his old thesis advisor talking about the time Big Ear helped find an extradimensional fleet that was massing out near Luna. This time, it was an easter egg hunt for black packages that had turned out to be stealthed against everything but a specific radio frequency, as if they'd been deliberately left visible to that part of the spectrum. Probably so their creator could keep an eye on them, Spees reflected.


  Chakrabarti scowled.


  "What is it?" Spees asked.


  "I've been forwarding our data to the Combine for analysis as we've been asked, but I also decided to run some projections on what we had ourselves. Look at this," he maximized an animation that had been running in the corner of his monitor.


  The paths of some fifty or sixty objects were plotted. At first they seemed to be orbiting completely at random, but then they started to settle down into very similar orbits. And suddenly they came into perfect formation and the animation stopped.


  "Tomorrow morning," Chakrabarti said. "Tomorrow morning they will form a double cross formation in orbit. And if the rumors I've been hearing about them containing reflectors are true, they would form a giant mirror capable of focusing a beam of concentrated sunlight anywhere in Europe."


  "Um," Spees swallowed hard. "Not to sound cowardly or anything, but should I run like hell for the airport?"


  Chakrabarti tapped a few more keys, looking a lot calmer than Spees thought anyone should be. "It's hard to say for sure, as the elements could be aimed just about anywhere. But if the simplest geometry is used, it looks like the target is central France."


  * * * *


  [08:03 GMT, March 20, 2025 - Paris, France]


  The warmth of the morning sun had burned off the fog that had blanketed the city during the early hours.


  Llyr glanced to either side, wondering what Arc and Hotspur could even do in this situation. He had already shifted to lightform, but if Doublecross's intention was to fry Paris in a beam of solar devastation, his teammates would just be two more rapidly expanding clouds of plasma.


  At the hurriedly convened meeting last night, Grind had claimed that mass destruction was simply not part of Doublecross's profile. This particular madman's goal was the "elevation" of humanity to the level of photonic entity...he was simply messy about how he went about it. There would be death and destruction, yes. But that wasn't the goal, just an unfortunate side-effect.


  Technicians from both STRAFE and EUROPA's equivalent branch were scouring the city as quietly as they could, looking for any hint of the device it was assumed the reflector array would be powering. It had been too late to evacuate by the time the target city had been confirmed, but the truth could only be hidden for so long.


  Everyone on the streets was nervous because of the heavy presence of superhuman agents. And now that the morning fog had burned off they were getting more nervous as they looked to the west.


  Glittering specks in the sky were winking into sight, like morning stars that didn't know when to go to bed. And as more flared to life, it became clear that a giant "XX" was formed against the vault of the heavens. A double cross.


  Llyr shuddered. If Grind was right, and this massive solar mirror was intended to power a device that would convert the populace of Paris into photonics, it was NOT going to be pleasant. He had already been halfway to being a photonic himself when he was put through the meatgrinder of Doublecross's conversion process along with the "Understudies" of the CSV. One of the few memories of that time that Suspir had left him was the excruciating pain of that process. If he'd been a normal human, the pain would probably have driven him completely insane.


  Just what the world needed...hundreds or thousands or even MILLIONS of insane French photonics created all at once as Paris burned around them and everyone else died agonizing deaths as they were ripped atom from atom.


  The double cross in the sky was now as bright as a full moon. With luck, it would soon be smashed to ribbons by ASH. With *bad* luck, it would be focusing its energy on central Paris very shortly, and they still hadn't figured out what, exactly, the target of that beam would be.


  "Be careful what you ask for," Llyr muttered to no one in particular as a bit of motion caught his eye.


  The Eiffel Tower was slowly, impossibly, unfolding like a blooming flower into a tremendous receiver dish....


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


  Next Issue:


  Doublecross's fiendish plan comes together, in the final part of City of Lights: Equal Light!


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


  Author's Notes:


  David Warner played Sark (and the evil CEO) in Tron. He also voiced Ra's al Ghul in Batman: the Animated Series and its successors. He's all over cheap SF and Fantasy as well.


  Big Ear is a radio telescope in Ohio that was recently torn down and replaced by a golf course. Its most notable claim to fame was the reception of the "WOW!" signal, the best candidate we've ever had for possible extra- terrestrial signal. In the ASH universe, of course, extra-terrestrials have been known for a long time, but there's an equivalent program to SETI that keeps an eye out for suspicious orbital devices or invasion fleets.


  #40 - City of Lights IV: Equal Light


  [cover shows Paris, but it looks faint and insubstantial, thebuildings appearing to made of monochromatic crystal...or ofsolid light.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / PROBATION


  WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE



  In the 1970s, Bennett Rush was an up-and-coming agent of the Department of Super-Human Affairs...until he was caught in an affair with his superior's wife. Shuffled to duty supervising one of the warehouses containing confiscated super-science, Rush soon fashioned a new identity for himself from pieces of technology left behind by Beacon, the early 20th Century superhero.


  As Doublecross, Rush managed to build a significant power structure for himself behind the scenes, using photonic technology to spy on people in positions of power and blackmail them. A small taste of power led to an appetite for more, and by the early 1990s he was a full-fledged supervillain, who abused his restored position in the DSHA to stay several steps ahead of the superheroes. But he eventually got too clever for his own good, and the Ohio-based group known as the Raiders invaded one of his hidden fortresses, damaging the teleport transmitter on their way in. When Doublecross tried to escape, he found himself trapped in the internet, a disembodied intelligence. When he escaped, he no longer had a physical body, he was now Lord of the Living Light.


  Destroyed in 1997, Doublecross lived on as a copy of his internet self held in an Anchored server by the Conclave. On New Year's Day 2024, Rebus's assassination plot killed the Anchors guarding Doublecross, freeing him once more to start anew, with full knowledge of the failures of his previous self (thanks to a quick trip to some news archives on the way out).


  Doublecross's plans were interrupted by the Conclave of Super-Villains, but he was once again freed on the Autumnal Equinox of 2024 when Rebus's apotheosis scheme came to fruition. Having already arranged for the assassination of Channel before his second imprisonment, Doublecross was free to set in motion his plan to transmute the citizens of Paris into photonic lifeforms under his control.


  The one or two percent that would survive the process, that is.


  * * * *


  [08:10 GMT, March 20, 2025 - Paris, France]


  Paul duChamp was a security guard at the Eiffel Tower, normally a fairly dull job. He preferred it that way, to be honest. He'd seen his share of excitement during the small wars of 2000-2005 as Khadam flexed its muscles in the Mediterranean. All the freaks running around the city this morning had set him on edge. If not for the pension that awaited him if he stayed on the job another three months, he would have already left his post and headed for the countryside.


  Then the Tower itself slowly and silently unfolded into a gigantic satellite dish above him.


  His jaw dropped.


  Then the dawn got brighter as light began to stream from the west. Paul turned to see twin crosses of fire blossom in the western sky.


  Paul muttered something that translated roughly as "My pension can perform unnatural acts with a donkey. I'm out of here."


  Then he ran.


  * * * *


  [08:15 GMT - Heading for Orbit]


  "We're OOOOOOFF to outer SPAAAACE! We're LEEEAV-ing mother EAARRTH! To SAAAAAVE the human RAAAAACE!" sang Conflicto's voice from the cockpit speakers as the small squad of Lunar Crabs boosted out of the atmosphere.


  "Shut up!" Essay snarled as she tried to find the hitherto hidden device that was broadcasting the song. She was starting to suspect it was burned into the chips of the comm system.


  "OUR...STAR...BLAZERS!"


  Apparently, either Conflicto didn't know the lyrics beyond that point, or he'd learned some restraint, because the tune faded to a soft background humming after that.


  Essay looked at her sensors. Everyone was making good time to orbit. By the time they reached the array over France, it should be completely opened and a good target. Solar Max had wanted to head up earlier, but Grind had argued successfully that it was hard enough to find the array elements without interference, and Doublecross would certainly send minions to defend the devices. Better to cut it close and be sure of doing maximum damage instead of wasting resources in a fight before the elements could be found easily enough to destroy quickly.


  She wasn't so sure it was the best of ideas, but with the photodegrading buckshot bombs she'd built onto the Lunar Crabs, it shouldn't be too hard to wipe out the reflectors without leaving a horrible mess to clean up afterward.


  Well, aside from the reflector remnants. Bleah.


  "...dummdadummdumm Gamelons, dummdadummdumm...."


  * * * *


  [08:17 GMT - People's Republic of China, Exact Location Unknown]


  Doublecross gently stroked the Klein Bottle holding Mothflame, as one would a cat. He turned to Squadron.


  "It is time. They have committed their forces. Send your selves to protect the array...and a few to support Royale's team in Paris. We need his efforts to be convincing, after all."


  "Yes, my lord," the Light Brigadier nodded, starting to concentrate. All traces of his insubordinate attitude had been purged over the past several months. He would never be a leader, but now he would at least follow. Glowing green forms streaked away from his body, flying at the speed of light to their destinations.


  "Dusker, is all in readiness?" Doublecross asked of the air.


  A disembodied voice replied, "Yes, milord." That one had been allowed to retain his free will...he understood his role in things and was content with it. "Goldmind and I are concealed in the array, ready to help defend it. Our hardlight suits are holding up as designed. We will attempt to remain concealed as long as possible and support Squadron now that his selves have arrived. Sensors show the enemy will reach our location in approximately 175 seconds."


  "Very good. Hotspark," he turned to the blazing orange woman at his side. "Now it is time for us to join the others. And soon we will be joined by thousands of brethren in the Light."


  "Hail the Light," Hotspark shivered with a fervor that even Doublecross found slightly offputting at times. But it had its uses...not all of them in combat, he admitted with a wry inner smirk...so he had not attempted to adjust her personality.


  In a flash of light, they had gone and the room was empty save for the rigidly sitting Squadron and the silent, trapped, Mothflame.


  * * * *


  [08:20 GMT - Paris]


  Paul duChamp hadn't gotten far. Everyone had decided to run for it, but they'd had a head start thanks to the open spaces around the Tower. The entrances to the tramway were already clogged with panicked humanity, so he'd settled for finding a storm shelter, one of many established a year ago in the wake of Hurricane Triton.


  Now he looked out the small armorplas window that faced the Tower and saw members of EUROPA rushing onto the scene. Flying green men had appeared and were fighting EUROPA.


  Ymir threw what looked like a mass of ice crystals at one of the green men, who dissolved in a shower of green light. But another green man appeared almost instantly.


  A woman Paul didn't recognize was holding what looked like glittering confetti in a golden aura, while another sparkling mass was moving towards the fight. The woman was Asian, but didn't look like pictures he'd seen of EUROPA member Oni. The other sparkling cloud could be Oni's magnetic "spirit" carrying flakes of metal, though.


  But every time one of the heroes found a way to kill one of the green men, another took its place.


  And the satellite dish that the Tower had become was slowly tracking to face the twin crosses in the sky.


  * * * *


  [08:20 GMT - Near Earth Orbit]


  A simple spell had silenced the annoying humming Conflicto had programmed into the comm system, and now Peregryn concentrated on the fight in front of him.


  His Lunar Crab had hung back while Solar Max and Scorch led the initial assault. If given a chance to concentrate, they had reasoned, Peregryn might be able to eliminate the entire array with a single well-placed use of magic.


  He could see the swirling melee as a dozen or so of the same photonics that had been encountered in Brazil defended the array. They had been joined by an orange figure as well, and the occasional golden and scarlet flares suggested other members of Doublecross's force were present.


  Doublecross himself was making a point of being visible, but not participating. His minions made it difficult to spare the time to attack him, and he dismissively avoided any attacks that were made, without striking back. Despite the damage being inflicted on the array, he almost seemed pleased with how things were going.


  Enough observation, Peregryn chided himself. Doublecross was most likely waiting to see how the elemental mage would commit himself before taking personal action, which meant Peregryn would only have one chance to make this work before the inevitable counterattack on his Lunar Crab.


  He decided to invoke the Spirit Clastic. The reflective material used in the array elements was created by countless genetically engineered bacteria, each of which had given its life into the substance. He would call upon those spirits to depart, shredding the mirrors into dust.


  Peregryn reached out with his mystic senses, called to the spirits of those most humble forms of life...


  ...and found nothing.


  Then he doubled over in his seat as a wrenching emptiness tore at his soul.


  * * * *


  [08:30 GMT - Paris]


  Rasputin cursed long and eloquently as only the Russian tongue allows. The number of enemies remained unchanged, yet Hotspur and the independent hero Rechtigkeit had already fallen. Hotspur had been attacked by a photonic that had remained hidden in what must have been an illusion, and Rechtigkeit had possessed the phenomenal bad luck to cut into a powermain with his axe, shocking him unconscious despite his electrial powers.


  Thanks to the hoverchair the ASH member Essay had given him, Rasputin was not completely useless in this fight, although the photonics seemed to ignore his own illusions while creating their own.


  A realization struck Rasputin, a cold punch in the gut. He looked at the Eiffel Tower, REALLY looked.


  It was WRONG. The way shadows fell was not quite right, even allowing for the second Sun in the west. Fumbling with the controls of the hoverchair and dodging back from a photonic, he activated the sonar built into the unit.


  The Tower had not changed.


  It was an illusion. A feint. A TRAP.


  But then a wall of water that was not wet erupted over the plaza and swept him away.


  * * * *


  [08:35 GMT - Orbit]


  Solar Max formed another gravitational vortex and ripped a dozen or so reflectors out of position, then wheeled around to disrupt the green photonic that was trying to attack him. He sighed, knowing another would arrive to replace it within seconds. No matter how many of those they destroyed, there always seemed to be fourteen of them present. Whoever was making them was not available for shooting.


  He put on maximum boost and headed for another cluster of reflectors, noticing that several of the Lunar Crabs were drifting without power. Damn.


  "Solar Max...I must return to Earth," came a slightly shaken voice over the comm.


  "Peregryn? Why?"


  "My powers have deserted me, and I have been stricken with an intense pain of the spirit. When I reduced altitude slightly to get away from the fighting, the pain abated. I believe that I have somehow been tied to Earth. The farther away I get from the biosphere, the weaker I become. I am of no use to you here, I must descend." He sounded more worried than Solar Max could remember the mage ever being.


  "Damn. Well, see if you can help out in Paris, assuming this passes once you get down there. Solar Max, ouWWWW!"


  Three of the "greens" had appeared out of nowhere and combined their assaults, burning through the refractory coating on his exoarmor. "Damage report!" he shouted at the navcomputer.


  "Thrusters inoperative. 32% structural failure. Weapons still active, life support uncompromised."


  Well, given that he had multiple layers of armor on, life support wasn't as much of a problem. And the weapon systems weren't critical in any case. But he needed the speed in order to get to the targets, which were spread out over an area the size of Chicago.


  "Jettison exoarmor," he commanded as he gravitationally disrupted his attackers out of existence. If he could ditch the extra mass, he could move fairly quickly under his own steam.


  "Couplings fused. Cannot carry out command," the navcomp calmly informed him.


  "Damn."


  In the background, JakZak noted Scorch whooping with triumph as he found the yellow-laser sniper and blasted him out of the fight.


  At least SOMEONE was having a good day.


  * * * *


  [08:45 GMT - Paris]


  Llyr burned through the water-that-was-not-water, the indigo hardlight evaporating at his touch, and cleared a wide space around Rasputin, who was gasping for breath. Llyr realized his teammate had swallowed some of the hardlight.


  "Hold very still!" Llyr commanded, then placed two fingers in Rasputin's mouth. There was a bright flare, and then Rasputin coughed back to breathing. "Hope I didn't burn anything," Llyr apologized.


  "No worse than hot soup," Rasputin croaked. "Llyr, the Tower is an illusion! We must find the true power receiver!" At the same time, Rasputin was frantically keying the same information into the terminal on his hoverchair, letting the STRAFE agents and his own support people know to stop fighting the photonics here and resume the search.


  The indigo not-water surged again, threatening to breach the bubble formed by Llyr's light.


  "That won't be easy," Llyr frowned. "Breaker's down too, damn unlucky break slipping on that loose paving stone and falling into the grasp of one of those green goons. And there's no less goons than before. But I think I see where all this fake water is coming from...."


  With that, Llyr took off towards the source of the torrent, an indigo photonic with a vaguely feminine shape.


  "Where is the real power receiver?" he demanded. Sometimes it worked, he figured.


  She said nothing, only aimed a fierce new flood at him, nearly forcing him back with its fury.


  He clapped his hands together and aimed a yellow-green bolt of light down the center of the stream. The hardlight tried to bend and disperse his attack, but it was not totally normal light itself, and it quickly punched through to strike the dark lady.


  Her mouth distended in a silent scream, she destabilized and burst into a shower of indigo sparks that slowly faded from view.


  Then Llyr looked up and saw that the Eiffel Tower had returned to normal. They knew he knew it was an illusion, and had stopped wasting energy on it.


  Unfortunately, rather than defend the Tower, the green minions were now all vectoring in on Llyr. And there seemed to be more of them than before.


  * * * *


  [08:50 GMT - Orbit]


  Scorch resisted the urge to crane his neck and look around...he'd see nothing but armor in the way anyway. But the various displays on his visor indicated that things were going...well, not great, but not bad either. Peregryn had dropped out entirely, Sal and Essay were drifting and ignored, but Comet and Lightfoot had both managed to avoid harm so far. Solar Max was moving slowly and taking a chunk out of the array, but he was running out of targets he could reach. Fury and Breaker were in Paris to support EUROPA, and he had no idea how that part of the fight was going. Contact had run out of ammo and was now busily ramming reflectors...and he had just taken out some guy in a hardlight suit, too. Looked like a cyborg. Doublecross was still watching everything like it was a paraball game, though, and that worried Scorch.


  Of course, before he could worry too much about Doublecross, he had to deal with the angry-looking orange woman trying to kill him.


  He suspected she could talk to him if she wanted to...photonics had shown an ability to send radio signals in the past. But he got the impression that talking to organics was beneath her dignity. She certainly hadn't shown any concern when her organic-looking allies in red and yellow had fallen.


  Another searing orange beam bounced off the exoarmor. Not only was it highly reflective, it was also painted orange, which was a bit of luck in this case, since it reflected even better in the frequency range of his opponent.


  Scorch didn't even bother trying to flame her. He'd tried that on the green mooks, and they were fireproof. He cycled the chambers in the massive "shotguns" mounted to the arms of his exosuit, putting away the buckshot rounds that were so good at shredding reflectors and bringing old fashioned anti-radar chaff shells into position with satisfying CLUNK sounds that reverberated through his armor. In space they were really good weapons, since there was no air resistance to make them flutter like confetti, and they were reflective enough at visible frequencies to mess up photonics.


  Telltales flashed as the orange lady found a joint with her next shot and boiled away some insulation.


  Scorch lined up his shot, noticing one of the greens approaching. He grinned. At the last second, he jerked his arm over to fire at the mook, and his opponent led with her chin. She'd tried to duck behind the green guy as cover, in case the cone of Scorch's shot was really wide, but being nearly at the center meant that plenty of chaff got through the improvised shield and sparkled her out of existence.


  He paused, waiting to see where the replacement greenie would come from.


  No replacement came. In fact, sensors showed the number of clones had dropped by five since the start of the battle. Either they'd reached a limit of some sort for replacement, or their controller had sent some elsewhere.


  <<THAT WILL BE QUITE ENOUGH,>> a smug voice boomed throughout his suit. <<IT IS TIME TO END THIS FARCE.>>


  With that, Doublecross threw himself into the fight. In mere seconds, every Lunar Crab was disabled, and most were open to space...thankfully everyone had been equipped with Safsuits that used neutrino forcefields to hold in a minimum of life support, based on the design the original Solar Max had used in the 1990s. Solar Max held Doublecross off for a moment while Scorch tried to boost to intercept, but this was no minion with limited understanding of the potential of his powers, this was the real deal. Doublecross reacted too quickly for any of the spatial distortions thrown at him to have an effect, and soon Solar Max was drifting helplessly and at best unconsciously.


  <<ONE LEFT,>> Doublecross chuckled, suddenly in front of Scorch.


  He panic-fired his chaff projectors, but the metal strips bounced harmlessly off the Lord of the Living Light.


  <<MY TURN.>>


  A coruscating beam of white light that rippled with all the colors of the rainbow lanced out at Scorch, and he felt the temperature rise as his armor strove to deflect or reradiate the energy.


  <<HOW ODD,>> Doublecross paused to muse. <<I HAD THOUGHT HOTSPARK WAS SIMPLY TOYING WITH YOU IN DEFIANCE OF GOOD SENSE, BUT I SEE NOW SHE HAD BEEN IN EARNEST. DO YOU EVEN KNOW *WHY* YOU STILL LIVE, MEATBAG? NO MERE REFLECTIVE COATING COULD HAVE STOPPED MY ATTACK. YOUR ALLIES HAD SIMILAR DEFENSES AND FELL EASILY.>>


  Scorch paused himself, now. How DID he survive that? Doublecross had little reason at this point to lie, even if he did want to toy with his last victim. "Maybe it's related to my new power to snuff flames?" he muttered to himself. Could be...energy is energy.


  Doublecross laughed coldly. <<WELL, I WILL SIMPLY HAVE TO TRY HARDER, WON'T I?>>


  Another blast was fired, and this time it never even reached the armor. Scorch concentrated on snuffing it and it vanished before it could touch him, just like that. There was a snarling sound over the speakers of his comm unit, though, and it didn't sound like Doublecross expressing his annoyance.


  Scorch reached out and tried to snuff Doublecross himself, and was rewarded by the sight of the villain doubling over in pain...for a moment.


  <<IF I HAD SUSPECTED YOU WOULD BE ABLE TO PERFORM THIS FEAT AS WELL, I WOULD HAVE ORDERED A DOUBLE ASSASSINATION.>>


  A dozen beams lashed out at Scorch, and it took all of his concentration to stop them all.


  The armor screamed a warning at him. BREACH! In the rear of the armor!


  <<YOU CANNOT STOP WHAT YOU CANNOT SEE,>> the enemy chuckled. <<IT WAS CHILD'S PLAY TO REFLECT AN ULTRAVIOLET BLAST OFF ONE OF MY ARRAY ELEMENTS.>>


  More telltales flared as breaches appeared all over the armor. Scorch was trying to protect himself with a sphere from all directions, but he was only dampening the attacks now, not stopping them.


  Propulsion disabled.


  Weapons offline.


  Life Support compromised, Safsuit activated.


  The assault ceased.


  <<There, enough,>> Doublecross had dropped to a more conversational tone. <<You are no longer a threat, so long as I stay out of the range of your new power. I do believe I shall indulge myself in some gloating, for all that it has been the downfall of other visionaries...a moment, no more, though. For destiny approaches, and even I cannot stop the world from turning.>>


  Doublecross backed off slightly, then continued. <<Are you familiar with the Shunters?>>


  Scorch had no idea what...wait. "Dimensional invaders in...1979, wasn't it? Used teleport drives to bypass conventional defenses. Eventually stopped by a magical shield."


  <<Good, you know your history. Samples of the Shunters' technology fell into my hands and I made use of the teleportation technology in my later endeavors. And then, because of damage inflicted on a transmission array, I was enLightened. I soon discovered that the crystal cores of the devices had the ability to transmute nearby matter into a stable photonic pattern temporarily. Most of the time, a second device ensured reconversion an instant later, but with that governor disabled, the subject *might* remain a being of light forever. Sadly, most dispersed or partially collapsed into mere meat, but I had the means to enLighten others! A crystal the size of a pea ran my teleporter. Grains no bigger than sand were sufficient to convert the so-called Understudies of Crime into my followers.>>


  He paused to point dramatically at the Earth below. <<And a crystal the size of my fist will soon drink in the raw energy of the Sun!>>


  * * * *


  [08:59 GMT - Paris]


  Llyr hovered over Notre Dame, the only EUROPA member still conscious who had managed to reach the site. Fury was blasting across the city, but she wouldn't arrive for several minutes. He was the only one who had arrived in time.


  In time to do what?


  It was now obvious what the real target was...the double crossing of the Seine, the zero point for measuring distances in Paris. A point in the square in front of the cathedral of Notre Dame.


  The twin crosses of light now made visible marks on the city as they shrank and converged. Wooden structures were bursting into flame, and STRAFE personnel were forced to retreat lest they burn as well.


  Llyr would not burn, but what could he do? Energy deflection was not one of his powers, and it was clear Doublecross WANTED energy focused onto this place...adding blasts of his own would only help the villain's cause.


  Paris burned as the Vernal Equinox approached.


  * * * *


  [08:59 GMT - Orbit]


  <<Now I must attend to my plans, and you must die,>> Doublecross sighed, as if regretting that the moment had to pass.


  Scorch braced for an attack, but when it came he was overwhelmed. He couldn't snuff it fast enough to avoid feeling the numbness as dozens of lasers bored through the armor, through his body, vaporizing what could not be burned.


  Darkness started to swallow him.


  ++NO!++ shouted a voice in his head. ++NOT YOU TOO!++ A very familiar voice.


  "George...?"


  There was a moment of transcendant REALIZATION. Not on the level of conscious thought, not like a narrative unfolding, but a sudden CERTAINTY that he had known all of this all along, just never known he knew.


  Something had pulled George's spirit from his body at the moment of death, transporting it to the far future to save the world. Something that did not want its identity or intentions known, so Scott did not know them. That force had then returned George's spirit to the proper time and almost the proper place..."missing" by a matter of centimeters and hiding George's spirit in Scott's body until the time was right.


  The increase in power, the odd flashes of almost-memory, these had come from the shared souls. George had been asleep all this time, but now he was awake.


  Now the time was right.


  Now George had to save the world again.


  The attack stopped, but not because Doublecross willed it. It stopped because the beams could no longer reach their target...they got so far and no farther, vanishing into radio static and neutrino hash.


  Scott/George knew what they had to do. They could not simply destroy Doublecross...it was too late for them to save Paris from here. The crystal already pulsed with enough energy to do untold harm, and it would release that energy in mere moments.


  <<YOU SENSE IT AS WELL, YES?>> Doublecross boomed. <<IT IS TOO LATE, THE CITY OF LIGHTS WILL BECOME THE CITY OF LIGHT! THEY WILL ALL BE FREED FROM THE SHACKLES OF THE MEAT!>>


  "A gift forced on someone is no gift," George/Scott replied, gathering the will and the force for what was needed. "Forced freedom is no freedom at all. You bring death, you bring horror, you bring slavery. You bring darkness in the guise of light. YOU DON'T KNOW WHAT TRUE LIGHT IS!"


  With that, a pure white flame arced through airless space, burning at the stuff of reality itself as it clawed its way towards Doublecross. It was the flame of a soul, and it would not be denied. It devoured the darkness and engulfed the Lord of Living Light.


  And as a very personal darkness claimed Scott, he knew that he was once again alone.


  * * * *


  [09:00 GMT - Mindscape]


  George looked around the featureless plain and felt a vague sense of deja vu. As if he'd spent time in such an unreal location before, but couldn't quite remember when.


  Hanging suspended in space a little ways off was a clock. It seemed to have stopped, but the sweep hand ticked once, slowly, as if to assure him it had not stopped entirely. The minute hand had already entered a zone marked in red, but there was a little time left before it hit zero.


  A man in a business suit that screamed "I'm with the government, and I'm here to help" stepped out of the shadows. He had strong features only just starting to show signs of age, and a bit of gray speckled through his dark brown hair. A golden ring in the shape of two crossed hoops to form an X glittered on his right hand, a pair of green crystals set on either side of the center.


  "You're too late," the man said as he gestured at the clock. "The crystal may not have deployed yet to get maximum coverage to the horizon, but it has already absorbed enough energy through its holographic sheath to at least transform the populace of central Paris. Nothing can stop it from releasing that energy at the instant of the equinox...or perhaps I should call it the equilux. Equal light rather than equal night."


  "It can still be stopped," George said firmly.


  "Perhaps," Doublecross admitted. "If you're willing to take extreme measures. But why should you?"


  The sweep hand clicked forward by a second.


  "Because you had me shot, for starters."


  Doublecross shrugged. "Was I wrong to think you were the biggest threat to my plans to enLighten humanity? Look at you...I had you shot and you still come back for more."


  "This is the part where you offer me a job at your right hand, I suppose," George ran a hand through his thinning hair. It was interesting that even in a mindscape where you could look like anything, both of them were honest with themselves. George was himself, flaws and all. And Doublecross was Bennett Rush, aging government agent and secret saboteur.


  "Do you really have a reason to say no? I can easily give you a new body of your own at this point. We could probably just transfer you into one of Squadron's replicas, really. Or are you still blind to the fact that I'm helping humanity?"


  "By killing most of the people of Paris and turning the rest into slaves?" George countered.


  Bennett laughed as the sweep hand ticked out another second behind him. "I suppose the deaths are actually something of a benefit, all things considered. Old Devastator had the right idea, he just wanted to carry it too far. Even with all the deaths in 1998, there's still too many people on Earth, and they cause too much damage to it. The enLightened do not need to use up resources to survive. They're faster, more powerful, and unaging. And you give me too much credit to say I'd be able to enslave them all. It takes a great deal of effort for me to modify the minds of my followers, and I only do it when it is absolutely necessary to ensure their loyalty. I certainly wouldn't be able to control a thousand photonics, much less a million or more. I hope that they will look to me as leader in gratitude for their enLightenment, but I expect that I will not rule long. Gratitude is an ill-fitting coat, as someone once said. I am doing this because it is for the betterment of humanity."


  "You know, I can almost believe that you're serious, that you really think that's why you're doing it. But you're not giving people any choice in the matter. A gift forced is no gift."


  Rush shrugged. "They didn't ask to be born, yet it happened. Now they will be reborn without their consent, or die without their consent. Few ever give their consent to death, and almost all do die. This way, a few million may die a bit sooner than otherwise, and the rest will become immortal. In the long run, not a bad trade. In the long run, everyone benefits. A world free of exploitation, a population able to defend itself from any assault, be it Khadamite, alien or extradimensional."


  Another tick of the clock.


  George scowled. "You might be trying to convince me you're not evil, just stupid, but don't think that *I'm* stupid. Even if it's not you, someone will end up controlling this new army of photonics. Sure, you might smash Khadam and the Paragangs and so forth, but it's not going to stop there. And inevitably there will be war between factions of your 'enlightened,' war that will ravage the Earth. I'm going to stop you. Period. End of discussion."


  The clock ticked once more as George stepped towards Doublecross.


  "Wait," Rush held up a hand. "The only way to stop the crystal is..."


  "I know."


  "But that will kill us both!" Bennett pleaded, suddenly looking older and weary.


  "So? You're not real, you're just a copy. The real Bennett Rush died decades ago. And you...had...me...killed...already."


  Doublecross screamed.


  * * * *


  [09:01 GMT (The Vernal Equinox) - Paris]


  Llyr looked on as a paving stone in the square rose up on a pedestal. The hologram concealing it vanished, revealing the stone to be a large green crystal on an elaborate telescoping mount, which even now extended to raise the crystal higher in the air. It pulsed with barely restrained power as the focused power of the Sun narrowed down on it.


  Llyr tried to get close to it, to do SOMETHING, but a foursome of those green photonics remained to guard it. They moved like automata, but they were enough to keep Llyr at bay no matter how hard he tried to approach. And none of the others could even look at the crystal, so intense was the light.


  He had decided to make one last, and probably suicidal, run on the crystal when Doublecross appeared, hovering over the pedestal.


  For all his command of Eurolac profanity, Llyr had no words to express the horror he now felt. Fighting past four opponents might have killed him, but he stood a chance of succeeding. But five, when one was Doublecross?


  Forget it.


  Then, for the second time in as many seconds, Llyr was at a loss for words.


  Doublecross scattered the minions with a toroidal pulse. Then he reached down and grabbed the crystal.


  And shoved it inside his own body.


  The twin crosses in the sky picked that moment to finish focusing the full fury of the Sun on a single point, a point occupied by Doublecross.


  The world exploded into light, and even Llyr was blinded.


  * * * *


  [10:34 GMT - Paris]


  Tendrils of water reached up to cushion the Lunar Crabs as a combination of strong winds and gravitational flux lowered them to a soft landing in the Seine. After the battle had ended, Solar Max was able to gather all the crippled craft together and bring them close enough to the ground for Peregryn to help take them the rest of the way, despite the new limitations on the mage's power.


  Small fires continued to burn throughout central Paris, but thanks to the nature of the ignition source, most of the "tinder" that would help them spread had been instantly vaporized. A few buildings had already collapsed, but Paris had seen war and destruction many times before, they would rebuild again.


  As Scorch burned his way out of his damaged exoarmor, he looked at the cathedral. News nets were already calling it the "Miracle of Our Lady" that the cathedral had seemingly taken no damage despite being at the center of the solar fury. He was willing to bet it would need serious work before it would be safe to use again, but stone-intensive gothic architecture was pretty fire-resistant, and a lot of the old fire-susceptible mortar had been replaced in the past few decades by fire-resistant polymers. He could see a few window panes that had burst from heat expansion, but Notre Dame would probably be open again long before anything else in this part of town was.


  He walked towards the cathedral. He wasn't sure if he could fly anymore, and it didn't feel right to do so here anyway. Scott had never been particularly religious, but he wanted to pray for George's soul. Before George had left his body, Scott had gotten a clear picture of what his friend intended to do...give up his second chance at life in order to save millions. Using Doublecross's body to contain the energy pulse, but destroying it as well.


  Hell, Scott would have done it too, if he could. He definitely would have died if it meant George could live instead. Still...if death is inevitable, and for most of us it is, Scott mused, it's better to go out a hero than a victim. George got a second shot, and he made it count.


  Scott carefully pushed open the nearest door and walked into the cathedral, passing a number of frightened-looking civilians huddling near the back.


  He blinked.


  There was a green photonic standing in front of the altar. Everyone else was looking nervously at it.


  "Damn," Scott stooped and picked up a few shards of stained glass. Not much, but if he had to fight the thing, better to have something reflective. His fire wouldn't hurt it, and the last thing they needed was to burn Notre Dame down NOW.


  "You there! You're under arrest by...whatever the hell authority I can find!" he shouted, striding towards the altar.


  The figure turned around in surprise, as if he hadn't known anyone was behind him. It started to make warding gestures. Its mouth moved, but no sound came out.


  "You trying to claim sanctuary or something? I doubt the Church will grant it," Scott fumed as he came almost nose to nose with it. "You're just another photonic replicant."


  The figure seemed torn between exasperation and panic. Casting about, it grabbed a candle, which immediately started to soften in its grip. Wax dripped on the floor.


  "What? Writing something...?"


  It was messy and hard to see until it cooled enough to become opaque, but once he could make it out the realization hit Scott like a hammer. Written on the floor of the cathedral was a single word, and an arrow pointing towards the figure.


  The word was "GEORGE".


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


  Next Issue:


  The ramifications of Doublecross's plan come to light in "City of Lights Epilogue: Afterglow"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  As I think I may have mentioned in a previous Author's Notes section, this arc was originally planned as the next big crossover to follow Deep Armageddon. Doublecross's control of the CSV was going to lead into an attempt to transform Paris into a literal city of light. But it got put on the back burner at first because we were burned out from Deep Armageddon, and then because the idea of the Pyramid Scheme came up. I continued to put in stuff that would lead up to the final battle seen in this issue, such as George's assassination, but it soon became apparent that there was no way this was going to be a crossover. Not after the full year it took to write Capstone. But I wanted to bring this arc to the front, so I got Tony's blessing (it had been his idea initially) to make it an ASH-only arc. This way, it would also not be so jarring if one of my characters came in and saved the day, since the other teams would be supporting characters from the word go anyway.


  Finally, an interesting bit of synchronicity. I was in the upper levels of the student union here at Kansas State University for a seminar on one of the days I was writing this issue. There were several displays there of the work of a glassblower named Mitsugi Ohno, who spent much of his career here at KSU. In addition to some pretty impressive sculptures of buildings and ships, there was the world's first physical Klein Bottle, a shape that has only one surface (like a higher-dimensional version of a Moebius Strip). He had to cheat by putting a hole in the side since we're stuck with three spatial dimensions, but it's still impressive. The inside and outside of a Klein Bottle are the same thing (Mothflame got trapped within the surface itself, an optical sheet).


  Whew, long issue. Long enough that I ended up chopping off a few scenes from the end to make the core of an entire extra issue. }->


  #41 -City of Lights Epilogue: Afterglow


  [cover shows Peregryn, Scorch and the newly photonic GeorgeSylvester standing on a Parisian street corner. Peregryn lookslongingly up at the stars. Scorch looks uncertainly up at anearby balcony, where a single candle burns and a femalesilhouette can be seen. George looks at his own hands.]


  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


  



  [10:42 GMT, March 20, 2025 - Paris]



  Green light sparked against neutrino shielding as Scott grabbed the photonic figure in an enthusiastic bearhug. Mere seconds ago Contact, the team's telepath, had confirmed it: George Sylvester was back from the dead, inhabiting the body of one of the duplicates that had defended Doublecross's transformation crystal. Months ago, Doublecross had ordered George assassinated because of the threat George's powers represented to a man made of energy. Now, not only had George made good on that threat, but he'd returned from the dead to do it.


  "He can't talk, and his hearing is spotty," Contact explained to the others gathered around. "But he thinks he can eventually figure out how to simulate enough things to function."


  "Welcome to the transhuman club," Comet reached in to pat George on the shoulder.


  "Shouldn't you be able to use your own powers to manipulate your body, though?" Essay asked as Scott finally let go and stepped back, wiping tears from his eyes.


  George shook his head slowly and spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness.


  "Why not?" Scott asked. "You had them when you were in my body...and no jokes, Zander..."


  "I wouldn't dream of it," Contact smirked.


  "And Sarah kept hers even though she's ice," Scott concluded.


  "I'm not sure I did, actually," Comet shrugged. "I've been experimenting with that, and I don't register the same on the various Tesla Index tests anymore. I think that since I'm more of a moving portal, I can move as fast as I think I can move. It just seems like my old powers. And I certainly don't get as hyperactive as I used to."


  "Report from Teller," Solar Max cupped a hand over one ear to better listen to the earpiece there as the STRAFE agent called in. "Not a whole lot of casualties, surprisingly. A few people were trapped in burning buildings or stayed too close to the center for too long, but everything happened so fast that there was less panic than we'd expected. Hospitals are still having a hard time keeping up, but they ARE keeping up with new arrivals."


  There was a general murmuring of satisfaction at that news. Then Lightfoot spoke up.


  "I think we're all forgetting the million dollar question here. Doublecross was stopped...but is he gone for good?"


  George shrugged.


  * * * *


  [11:02 GMT - South of Paris]


  To anyone looking through the windows of the sedan, it seemed that a middle-class family had gotten an early start out of the city for a day in the country, beating much of the traffic that now flowed from Paris. However, the occupants were neither family nor mere middle-class.


  Royale sighed and opened his eyes. They no longer needed his paranormal luck to escape, merely Bluesky's illusions. "Well, it almost worked," he shrugged, turning to look at the driver. Fortunately, Bluesky could cast simple illusions on the windowglass without shifting to lightform.


  "So, keep driving?" Bluesky asked with resignation.


  "Indeed. The explosion did not generate any new photonics, and I have not heard our Lord's voice since then. He appears to have run out of luck. It is unfortunate we could not remain behind to give him that luck."


  Bluesky sniffed. "We're part meat. Mostly meat in your case," he nodded at the violet constructs that served Royale as hands. "Being around a transformation pulse could have killed us, that's why we left the Squadron dupes. If they were disrupted, no loss. Surprised we haven't seen any of them since the explosion though."


  "Well, now we retreat and regroup. I made some clandestine investments and...acquisitions...using the base computer system, we should be able to live comfortably for a few months and lie low, then see where the wind blows, yes? Best not to act rashly until we're sure our Lord has not survived this debacle." Royale slowly pulled light gloves appropriate to the chill morning over his glowing hands. "And if he did not...I'm sure something lucky will come our way."


  * * * *


  [13:23 GMT - Western China]


  "It's so nice to not have to worry about being Anchored," Jen Kleinvogel subvocalized as she flew Dan "Grind" Tracey low over the dry grassland. The last time the two of them had brought a STRAFE team into territory controlled by the People's Republic of China, the Premier's super-Anchor effect had interfered significantly with their powers, almost getting them killed. But with the old Premier at the center of the nuclear detonation that destroyed Beijing, the struggling remnants of the government had to get by with normal Anchors to keep the paranormal populace in line. And those had been cut in numbers quite dramatically six months ago. So, out here in the hinterlands, all they had to worry about were regular soldiers with more or less regular technology. The leavening of alien tech bought through the Pranir was concentrated in the urban areas, which this was not.


  "Approaching target, stand by on sensors," Grind advised the field agents who had remained in the landing vehicle. Its stealth systems were not as efficient as Jen's shadowy gravitic sheath, so they had landed a fair distance from the spot that satellite recon had said was Doublecross's base. But now that several hours had passed since Doublecross's apparent destruction, it was necessary to get closer and take a look. No telling how many minions Doublecross had, or how many might have returned to base, so no sense risking the normals. Or the ride home.


  They landed, and Grind took a look around. It was against treaty to make visible-light satellite images of PRoC territory, or any other kind of observation that could reveal too much detail. But there were just too many eyes in the sky now to enforce that treaty with any degree of success, so the entrance had been camoflaged. Fortunately, Grind had a very good estimate of where to start looking, and it only took a couple of minutes to locate the doorway.


  "Some of Doublecross's minions were partially or fully solid," Grind noted. "A bit of luck on our part...he could have made the opening a fiber optic otherwise."


  "Nothing is trying to kill us yet," Jen noted, barely visible as she kept up her flight sheath.


  Grind nodded and pulled a codecracker box from his belt, then stopped just before attaching it to the door. "There's no power running to this lock." He placed an ear against the door. "Nothing."


  He tugged experimentally at the door, and it opened easily. The corridor beyond was dark, the fading glow of sunset doing nothing but casting shadows into it.


  Grind pulled out a flashlight and turned it on so that a red beam flooded the hallway. No need for anything too fancy, he had decided. Anything that would let him see would be a beacon to photonics, but at least the red light wouldn't kill his night vision in case he had to shut the light off and run for it.


  As they walked into the base, they were struck by a sense of deadness. No power, no inhabitants, nothing. Even the ventilation system was inactive, and Grind knew some of Doublecross's followers needed to breathe.


  "Control room," Grind subvoc'ed as they passed through an ajar door. Jen caught it just as it started to fall off its hinges. In front of her, Grind had stopped.


  She turned to see why.


  In the middle of the flash beam was a disassembled skeleton, bones as clean as if they'd bleached in the sun for months, but still glistening moistly. And next to them, a shattered bottle of some kind.


  * * * *


  [March 22, 2025 - Cleveland, Ohio Sector]


  "Julie, we need to talk."


  Startled by hearing Scott's voice behind her, Julie dropped her water bottle. It bounced across the carpeting that had been gaff-taped to the floor in this backstage area of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame's stage. The little bit of water left in it soaked into the carpet.


  "Don't DO that!" Julie hissed. "You know how wound up I get before a show!"


  "Look, I know the timing's bad, but there's something you have to know, and I want you to hear it from me, not from the newscasts."


  Her heart froze for a moment. She could think of a lot of things that would fall into that category, and the ones that weren't bad were mostly horrible.


  Scott saw her expression and quickly added, "It's not bad news, Julie. But it's gonna come as a shock, and it needs to stay secret as long as we can manage. Anywhere private around here we can talk?"


  She nodded. "Miguel, I'll be back in a few...cover for me, okay?" she spoke into her headset, then turned it off. "This way."


  Julie led her fiancee down into the service corridors underneath the hall, pulling out a magnetic strip card to unlock one of the small rooms found there. "Okay, what's this secret news?"


  "Not to be cliche or anything, but you'd better sit down first."


  Dubiously, Julie pulled up a chair and sat.


  "George is back from the dead. Somehow, his spirit moved into my body just as the bullet hit. Now it's out, and in a photonic construct."


  Julie was back on her feet like a shot. "WHAT?" Joy and doubt warred within her, and she swayed slightly, then grabbed the back of the chair to steady herself.


  Scott smiled weakly and put his hands over hers. "It's true. George cheated death. We're still trying to figure out how to deal with breaking the news...coming back from the dead doesn't happen all that often, even in our line of work. Plus he's in no condition to give press conferences anyway, he hasn't figured out how to make his new body talk yet. Heck, he's still working on not burning everything he touches, so he's in quarantine, more or less."


  Julie wrapped her arms around Scott and started sobbing wordlessly, but the joy and relief came through loud and clear.


  So clearly that Scott decided not to bring up the other thing he'd wanted to talk about, but which had nagged at him from almost the moment he learned George had been living in his head.


  How much of feelings for Julie were his own? Enough that he didn't want to ruin this day for her with doubts, that much was certain. So he just returned the embrace and let her cry her tears of joy.


  * * * *


  [March 22, 2025 - Italy]


  Simon Smith closed up the back of the satellite dish's control box. "Should work now, Signore..."


  "Call me Giovanni, please," the middle-aged man replied warmly. "I don't get many visitors out here these days, and we're certainly peers," he proclaimed, leaving the obvious unsaid. Simon was old enough to be Giovanni's father, if there was to be formality it would go the other direction.


  "Well, you should at least be able to stay connected via the nets now," Simon stood up and started putting the tools back into his van, taking a moment to glance around at the mountain valley. Beautiful place...and it called to him, somehow. It had been calling him for a couple of days now, just a sense that he should travel in this direction. Fortunately, Giovanni was in need of the services of a traveling tinker like Simon. "Why not move closer to town, though, if you're lonely?"


  "Ah, you sound now like my daughter. Ever since Maria...my sainted wife...passed on, Bernadette has been pestering me to move to Rome with her and her husband. But this estate has been in my family for hundreds of years, even World War Two was not enough to move us from it. I would not like to see it abandoned. Especially since I took early retirement just to be here instead of Milan."


  "Well," Simon looked around appraisingly and then stretched his arms, hearing some of the joints pop. "I've been looking for a place to settle down for a while, I wouldn't mind a turn as a caretaker." A lie. Thanks to shrewd investments and a knack for managing resources that he couldn't explain, Simon had amassed a small fortune in the 27 years since he'd waken from a coma, amnesiac and anonymous, in a hospital in London. He owned several residences much nicer than this one. "I can supply references if you wish," truth there, "and you don't need to pay me." Also true enough. He could afford to buy the place, but it was already obvious that Giovanni didn't want to sell. He loved the family estate too much. "You could take a few months with your daughter, see how you like it. Maybe convince her to come back up here with you when it's over," he winked conspiratorially.


  Giovanni pondered the suggestion. Simon hoped the man would agree, he didn't want to have to take drastic measures just because a feeling had told him he needed to come here. He'd remembered almost nothing of his personal life from before 1998...the hospital said he'd been found naked in an alleyway with no ID...but he felt that something here was the key to it all. He had so many skills and no idea how he'd obtained them. He also had a vague sense that it would be a bad idea to visit the Combine, no matter how likely it was that he would find answers there.


  "Certainly," Giovanni finally beamed. "Do you know how to tend a vineyard, though? The grapes have grown here longer than my family has owned the land, it would be a pity to lose a growing season because I was not there to tend them."


  Simon nodded, looking at the small vineyard. One man could certainly maintain it. "I worked in a vineyard in France for a season or two after the troubles," he said truthfully. He'd wandered Europe doing odd jobs for quite a while after everything went to hell, before discovering he had the technical skills to make his living as a modern tinker. He'd also discovered that he had the skills needed to dismantle a man as easily as he could dismantle a computer case, despite his age. He was glad he would not have to use these skills on Giovanni.


  "Then it is decided. I'll call up my lawyer and have him send over the contracts, now that my dish is working properly again. I suppose once I get to Rome I'll have to attend more silly board meetings," he muttered to himself as he fumbled with his phone.


  Simon chuckled. Back in America, a man with Giovanni's investments and holdings would chain himself to the desk and never leave it, especially these days. Here in Italy, Giovanni had already retired to the country to putter with his vines. Simon had long known he was probably American, and this was just one more piece of evidence...he was probably in his seventies, and still working hard because he wanted to.


  A few hours later, after contracts had been signed and arrangements made, Simon stood at the window of the guest room he'd be using as caretaker. He looked out over the valley as the sun started to set.


  "What is it about this place that calls to me? It's nothing special. Even the ruins of the old estate house up there are pretty commonplace," he mumbled to himself. Or were they? Now that he thought about the small pile of stone, it struck him that there was something different about it.


  "Something to search once Giovanni is gone," he decided.


  * * * *


  [March 23, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "...we searched the rest of the base, but it had been completely abandoned, and partially wrecked. Not scuttled...whoever did this didn't care if we found anything useful. It seemed more like a fit of rage than anything else. Based on the intact records we did find, my best guess is that the skeleton belonged to Squadron, the one who was creating all the green photonic duplicates," Grind said.


  "As far as the field team can tell," Jen Kleinvogel added, "Doublecross didn't leave any backups of himself in the system there, but he could have hidden one anywhere on the planet for all we know. Still, he seems to be dead for now. Two of his agents remain unaccounted for, including the illusionist responsible for that very convincing transformation of the Eiffel Tower, but we don't know who or what killed Squadron. The material of that broken bottle suggest he had been using it to contain a photonic, perhaps as punishment, but he didn't keep records of who that might have been."


  Solar Max nodded and tapped the screen in front of him, bringing up casualty reports. "We got off pretty lightly, no pun intended. Minor injuries to Essay, Breaker, Lightfoot and Scorch, all pretty much healed already. EUROPA's public statements say they had no worse than we did, but that hardlight flood created by," he checked a list, "Deepsea seems to have put Rasputin and Hotspur into longer term care than they want to admit. Oni's body was outside the city, so she was fine once she recovered from the disruption of her magnetic ghost form. STRAFE had some moderate injuries among the field personnel, mostly burns. And you've all seen the civilian casualty figures on the news. Our most significant long-term loss seems to be unrelated to the fight. Peregryn?"


  The mage nodded sourly. "I seem to be bound to the spirits of the Earth, and cannot leave the planet. As this was my first attempt to leave the atmosphere in some time, it is hard to be sure when this started, but the most reasonable guess would be six months ago. Either I overextended myself in banishing the Viaus, or they found a way to countercurse me. I plan to enter into an intensive program of propitiation in the hopes that it is simply the first option. Once I have satisfied enough spirits, they should be willing to release their hold on me. If it is the second case...well, I should be able to determine that as well."


  There were nervous glances through the room. Peregryn's displays of power during the fight against Rebus had unsettled many of them, and to find there might have been something strong enough to strike back without him realizing it...well, that was not great news.


  "On the plus side, due to factors even he's not sure about, George is back...and never really left, just sublet some space in Scott's head," Solar Max grinned. The mood of the room lightened. Other obstacles didn't seem so fearsome compared to coming back from the dead. "We're being pressured to make an announcement about this, since it will leak soon enough and it's good news that people could certainly use. But with George unable to speak for himself or even look like himself...."


  "There's something to be said for just saying he's back and not giving any details," Breaker mused, her fingers twitching as she held back the impulse to scratch at a nearly healed burn on her forearm. "I mean, no matter what we do, resurrection is pretty impressive and it's going to cause some of the more religious types to see George as a messiah figure. Why not just let them get rolling and work out exactly what else to tell them once George has recovered and we know which way the wind is blowing?"


  "Wow. That's amazingly cynical," Sal replied. "But, um...it would probably work. George isn't going to get much choice in whether he's adored by the masses as a holy figure, but I suppose we could keep things close to the vest until he decides how he wants to deal with it."


  "We're not going to fabricate anything," Solar Max frowned. "But there's multiple ways to present the same truth. And since we don't even know the whole story ourselves.... Okay, I'll ask George about it once the MetaPsych people are done checking for relic programming in his head. If no one has any further business, we'll adjourn until tomorrow morning. Hopefully we'll know a little more then."


  Arin looked like she might have something to propose, but she shrugged and shook her head when Solar Max looked in her direction.


  "Very well. You've all got things to do, go do them," Solar Max turned off the wall screens and "turned off" his official persona, relaxing visibly.


  As everyone got up to leave the conference room, Grind laid a hand on JakZak's shoulder. "We need to talk. But not here."


  * * * *


  [Northwestern University, Chicago]


  Grind and JakZak, in civilian clothing, strolled along the spit of land leading out into Lake Michigan that was home to the university's observatory. A strong March wind was blowing, and clouds scudded across the sky.


  Grind blew into his hands. "I don't think we're being watched too closely right now, but face the lake while we talk, just in case."


  JakZak raised an eyebrow, but turned to face the gray waters of the Great Lake. "What's this all about?"


  "Nothing sinister," Grind assured him. "But I think it's best that they don't know we had this conversation. 'They' being our Combine superiors. We're being manipulated again, and manipulators are generally happier if they think their subjects are unaware."


  JakZak sighed. "I thought we were done with that once we took care of the Arcanovore. And they must be getting subtler...I certainly didn't notice anything terribly controlling about things."


  "It's a more long-range goal this time," Grind sat down on the brown grass. "With the Arcanovore, the purpose was to quickly create a powerful team that could be thrown into the breach. Less time to act, so they had to be more direct. Now we have someone in the Combine thinking long term. Someone who paid attention to the political situation in the 1990s."


  JakZak paused. "Which aspect of it?"


  "The rise of a supernormal aristocracy. Quayle set the precedent when he revealed his supernormal powers shortly after being sworn in as President. A number of superheroes retired from active duty and entered politics after that, and some had superhuman powers of persuasion. If not for the Godmarket and its aftermath, 1998 would have likely seen a significant number of Congressmen with the Magene. 2000 might have seen a backlash, but we have too many advantages to hold back for long once we decide to enter politics, JakZak. Sure, guys like Polyp didn't stand a chance, but Adonis was made for TV campaigning, and people like Stingray had parlayed their inventive geniuses into the sort of fortune you need to be able to run for office. Just think...next year we'll have a significant number of paranormals old enough to run for national office. In ten years, there will be paranormals in a position to become Senators or even Chancellor. And Radner's showing how a more direct approach can succeed in politics."


  Grind paused, staring out at the lake. "Not that this concerns me directly. Elected office is not the path being cleared for me."


  "Why not?" JakZak asked. "You may be a bit blunt, but you're charismatic enough to pull it off. Not to mention competent and frighteningly focused when you need to be."


  "Like I said earlier, we're being manipulated. I'm being groomed for something other than political office. Just look at STRAFE. My role was initially leader of a small cadre of superhuman assets. Then I started commanding larger and larger squads, and with the recent events in Paris I was in overall command of the entire field force. Not just in name, but in fact, with all the duties related to it. Hendrick is still ribbing me about taking the China team, saying I did it just to get away from the command responsibilities. That's not why I did it, of course, but it was actually relaxing to be sneaking through China with only myself and a few others to think about. The other superhumans have also been getting the same sort of treatment. Even Drake and Teller have had squad command in the field. We're being groomed as an officer corps, with me as the general."


  "And I presume the army you'll be commanding is the Marshals?"


  "Yes and no," Grind idly plucked some grass and braided it together. "In the short term, the Marshals are exactly what they're advertised to be. Local support against supernormal threats, supercops. But give it a few years, and even assuming some pretty quiet cities, we'll still have a few score paranormals and supernormals who have been in real fights. Maybe one-sided fights against weak paranormals, but not training exercises either. Situations where the other guy wants you dead. Plus the Marshals will have had experience working in a real chain of command, since they're attached to the local police departments."


  "So, when the time is right, we just scoop up the experienced Marshals and make them into an army?"


  "Essentially. Not all of them, but enough to form the core of a significant force. Some will turn out to be unsuitable for military service, but still be good cops. And being Marshals will give more information on who would be a better soldier. Once an elite corps has been assembled, and given unit identity and traditions, it will be easier to recruit directly into it from the Academy. STRAFE is the nucleus of the officer corps, the Marshals are the nucleus of the army."


  "And then we march on Khadam," JakZak nodded grimly.


  "Actually...our first war will probably be inside the Combine. Against whatever the paragangs grow up to become. They're already a government unto themselves, and some of them even realize that. If they can avoid killing each other off...which Umbrae seems to be ensuring, even if he does nothing overt with them...they'll eventually grow up and realize what they have. And when they do, I hope we have an army ready to fight them. Not this year, probably not even next. But analysis shows it'll happen before 2030."


  "We're letting this happen? Why not just move on Manhattan now, before things get worse?"


  Grind shrugged. "Whoever's shaping us is not in control of overall policy. I think the hope there is that when the paragang members grow up, they'll mostly drop out of the gangs and try to find legit professions. That's one of the reasons Paraball is getting so much government subsidy, an attempt to lure young paragangers into something less destructive. And it's working a little...last year's analysis had the paragang nation starting by 2027. But we're the backstop in case their pitch fails."


  "Nice metaphor. So, you're being groomed as a general. What about me? Sure, a lot of 'character building' stuff has happened to me lately, but I doubt it could have been arranged by someone in the government."


  "In your case, and ASH in general, the idea has been to let you get into trouble and then have to make hard decisions. Sometimes they prod you, like with your meteor drop. Other times they just let you get in trouble on your own, make sure you're on the front lines and trust that something will happen. They want you to have as much experience making hard decisions that affect the lives of millions as possible, and they're not as concerned over the choices you pick. Just that you get used to the picking. Like leaving the decision about George's impending sainthood in your hands. You see, there's a lot of practical knowledge on how to make a good officer, so they can prescribe a course for me. But what they want of you has no sure path other than hard experience."


  "What DO they want of me?" JakZak asked, getting a cold feeling in his gut that had nothing to do with the early Spring winds.


  "Something that your power and position mean you will eventually do anyway, and they want you to do it right." Grind held up the small crown he'd woven of grass. "Rule."


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


  Next Issue:


  Going on hiatus, at least for a couple months, and I haven't really figured out what to do for the next arc. Subplots will be advanced, of course.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Originally I did all the wrapup in one big scene at the end of #40, but it felt wrong and robbed the issue of anything resembling a strong ending. So I decided to expand it into this issue, adding a few extra bits of subplotting. Also meant I could show more and tell less (there was a lot of telepathic infodump in the old version).


  ASH is going to go on an uncertain hiatus now, in part because I'd like to let a few of the other writers get stuff done, and they're not quite ready to go back to writing in this setting yet (Tony's working on a novel, for instance). I may do another historical miniseries to bide the time (I'm pondering ideas for Solar Max 2001, 2002, 2003...), or go back to Exarchs in the Superguy imprint. I have some ideas for what happens next, mostly having to do with George adapting to his new posthuman identity (here's a little preview: he'll take the codename Beacon). I don't expect the story of Simon Smith to take center stage for some time down the road, but he'll probably pop up here and there as a subplot.


  I'd like to have the next several issues be more low key, get away from the worldbeater stuff again, but I don't want to just ramble. The trick is to find a nice theme tying stuff together that isn't deadly serious. I may actually fold a historical Solar Max story into ASH if I can find a compelling reason to do it that way instead of as a separate miniseries.


  Finally, the Urns are coming up! ASH and CSV have had issues this year, and we MIGHT get a one-shot or two out before the end of December. Plus, the RACCies nomination cycle has started, so be sure to nominate all the ASH universe titles you can (since I can't nom 'em)!
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