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  #14 -"Academic Year"


  [cover shows the LNH 2024 students posed as if for a yearbookpicture. AJ is at the center, with Nate Walker and Boomerflanking him. Tawny stands in front of AJ, slightly dwarfed byhim. A white-gloved hand is making "rabbit ears" behind Nate'shead but the arm attached to it is blurry.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  LEGION OF NET.HEROES 2024 ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / CLASS STATUS


  Netwalker / Nate Walker / Internet Telepathy / Grade 14 (Soph)


  Dervish / Alaric Muhammed"AJ" Jackson/ Enhanced Strengthand Reflexes/ Grade 14 (Soph)


  Boomer / Michael Hodgson / Gadgeteer / Grade 13 (Frsh)


  Lurker / Tabitha Pierce"Tawny" Adams /Telepath, PsionicInvisibility /Grade 14 (Soph)


  



  RECAP



  What's Happened Since Last Issue


  Actually, most of what happened elsewhere in the crossover happened *during* ASH #13, not after it, but here's a brief summary:


  Peregryn, C.J. Brown and Jen Kleinvogel managed to thwart a plot by Caryatid of the CSV to kill Warden with a golden golem called a Weregild, when Peregryn dispersed the golden statue the magic was bound to. In the process, the trio also captured Caryatid, and Peregryn managed to place a mystic tracer on paragang leader Cockatrice [Warden #8]. The magic, however, was only displaced and found a new home in the bronze statue of Atlas at Rockerfeller Plaza [Warden #9], requiring many large explosions to stop it.


  Meanwhile, EUROPA and the remains of STRAFE clashed with the Conclave of Super-Villains around and in the sunken city of Haven, former home-away-from- home of many of the 20th Century's supervillains. Both sides suffered losses and injuries, with the villains Rebus and Peryton being captured [STRAFE #5 and CSV #5]. It was revealed that Rebus wanted to kill all the world's Anchors besides himself, in the belief that he would inherit their abilities and become a living embodiment of the Barrier. At the end, Peregryn's team reported in and revealed that they were safe.


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


  Tom half-listened to the instructor, his hands taking notes almost automatically while his mind wandered. Despite having been out of structured instruction for over a year his time (and over a generation realtime), old habits came back quickly. Everything came quickly to him, of course...that was his power as Lightfoot. He made things go fast.


  Unfortunately, he couldn't make the lecture go fast. It was a constant of nature...the first day of class almost always went the whole period, no matter how much the students felt it should end early. He mentally kicked himself for thinking a class in modern literature would be fun and enlightening...from the syllabus it looked like they'd be halfway through the semester before hitting works written after 1994, the year he left Earth for his thirty second trip across thirty years. He'd already READ Song of Solomon in high school, darn it. Well, more time to socialize, something he really needed to get back into.


  And one thing hadn't changed in this brave new world...literature class equalled majority-female classroom. Even better, since there were no non-traditional students at the Academy...non-traditional in terms of age, anyway...most of the women were single. And they were all in good shape, thanks to the physical training that was a part of life in the school for superhumans. And maybe this wouldn't be such a bad class after all, he perked up.


  The third attractive face he checked out turned out to be checking him out in return, and he blushed slightly. Then he cursed under his breath for blushing like a teenager. Okay, he WAS a teenager, but he liked to think he'd grown up a lot in the couple of years he'd had his powers.


  To cover his embarrassment, Tom faced front and paid rapt attention to the instructor, learning some fascinating things about the literary criticism movement as it evolved in the post-deconstructionist era of the 2010s. Okay, it was dull as lint, but something about the way that girl...no, she was definitely a woman...looked into his eyes unsettled him. And not necessarily in a bad way, which really worried him. He'd seen that look before, in his old teammate Ravenfire's eyes, just not directed at him. He blushed again.


  Now, of course, the hands on the clock moved quite rapidly. Somehow, he knew she was still looking at him, but he didn't dare check to be sure. He felt like she'd notice it, even if he moved at hypersonic speed. Tom knew he could get out of the classroom before she could walk up and start a conversation with him, as he was certain she would, but did he *want* to avoid this? The counselors had told him he needed to get back into social situations and not just hang around the other members of ASH...maybe this would work like jumping into a cold pool rather than slowly dipping in? Well, except "cold" wasn't really how he felt at the moment. Other than his feet, of course. Hah. Not Lightfoot anymore, he was Coldfeet.


  "Hi," came a voice from behind him.


  Tom nearly jumped out of his skin. He'd been so distracted wondering what to do after class that class had ended without him noticing. He turned around. It was her. "H-hi," he stammered, his childhood stutter coming back in full force.


  "You're Tom Dodson, right?" she asked, with just a hint of celebrity- awe in her voice. The questioning tone was deceptive...he could tell from her stance and expression that she knew exactly who he was, and wouldn't have even come over if she wasn't sure. He nodded dumbly. "I'm Beth Willot," she put out her hand for him to shake. Tom took it as he stood from the desk, feeling a slight electric tingle on her flesh.


  Beth noted his raised eyebrow. "Sorry," she grinned, "should have warned you. I've got electromagnetic powers, sometimes I have trouble damping them down totally in this dry winter air...okay, that's a lie," she admitted. "I deliberately charge up just a little when I shake hands. It's a little psychological trick I worked out, like how strong guys tend to squeeze your hand a little too hard." She grinned.


  "Let me guess...Psych major?" Tom smirked. One of his friends in high school had taken psychology as an elective, and spent the next couple of months playing mind tricks.


  "Guilty as, ah, charged," Beth winced. "Pun most definitely not intended...I got sick of electricity puns years ago. Come on, gotta clear out the room...where you headed next?"


  Tom grabbed his computerized notepad...a definite improvement over the stack of books he'd had to lug around in high school. Of course, being under a roof between classes was an improvement too, his high school had been built on a sort of California open plan like an academic strip mall. Nice idea, but Missouri has this thing called bad weather.


  "I'm open through lunch. Taking a light load this term, still doing a lot of independent study to catch up on the basics," he followed Beth out of the lecture hall and into the underground passage outside. It was still somewhat weird to be here as a student rather than delivering captured supervillains to incarcerate. Still, they'd done a pretty good job making the old Pit look like it wasn't a jail anymore.


  Beth nodded. "I have a class in a few minutes, but maybe we could meet for lunch?"


  "Sure," Tom replied, hoping he could keep the stammer away. "Hey, I just realized...you don't act like a Frosh. Why're you taking a general ed class like lit survey?"


  Beth winked and smiled. "To meet people," she laughed, then turned and hurried down the hall, leaving Tom to scratch his head.


  * * * *


  George "Channel" Sylvester glanced around the conference room, at the faces of his teammates and assorted allies. You could really tell who had gotten the bad end of things in the past few weeks just by looking at them. Scorch, God love him, was as chipper and sarcastic as always. Sal looked vaguely distraught, but he'd been in a funk for much of the past year or so, and nothing seemed to shake him out of it for long. But for once, Sal wasn't the most "down" person at the table...JakZak was still beating himself up over the deaths in Vegas he'd been unable to prevent. The rest of the core team spread out somewhere on the spectrum between JakZak and Scorch, with Peregryn being at dead center, imperturbed and totally neutral in expression, as always. Tom was off at the Academy, but his mission had almost been fun, so he only felt second-hand guilt like most of the team.


  On the other hand, Nate Walker's face was a mess of conflicting emotions. He was obviously thrilled to be part of a real, honest-to-God superhero mission. But he was also worried that he'd screw up somewhere, or act like an idiot and alienate everyone (no worry of being the biggest boob in any room containing Scorch, though). Not to mention showing signs of guilt and concern over what happened New Year's Eve. He felt a little of the guilt JakZak was coveting, since he thought he should have been able to find something in the Desert Poseidon's computers to suggest the trap that was sprung. Not that he could have...it was a totally separate system that triggered the nerve gas, linked only to Skyhaven.


  "If the casino owners are satisfied you've cleaned up anything you had to bash through in their computer systems, Nate, then I guess your part in this mission is done for now," JakZak said as George's attention returned to the debriefing. "You can get back to the Academy and catch up on any of the course work you missed. Especially from Professor Yang," he grinned.


  Nate groaned. "I hadda get the Yanginator," he sighed. Then the earnestness snapped back into his features. "I've got one more thing before I go back, though. Something in the Desert Poseidon's system."


  "Hm?" JakZak cocked an eyebrow.


  "When I was trying to crack into the system and see if it'd been compromised already, something blew right past me OUT of the system. I was concentrating too hard on getting in to get a good scan of it, but it was a rather huge file. It tore out of there like a bat outta hell. My best guess at the time was that it was carrying backup files to a remote location in the event the owner needed to evacuate."


  "But...?" Aaron asked, although you didn't need to be a telepath like him to figure that Nate doubted his initial guess.


  "But later, when I checked the time that program zipped out against the time of death of the Anchors, I realized it didn't go out until they were all dead. And none of them were reported to be wearing any medical monitors that might have triggered a deadman switch," Nate added.


  "So, you think something in their system was being Anchored, and when the Anchors all died," Aaron cast a cautious glance at JakZak, apparently having picked up some strong feelings from that direction, "something was let loose?"


  "Something nasty," Nate nodded. "I've run into a few Khadamite AI's in my explorations of the 'Net, they may have developed some sort of sick fusion of artificial intelligence and a human spirit...a ghost in the machine. Like that Weregild thing in Manhattan, but in circuits rather than statues."


  Peregryn steepled his fingers. "It's possible. If you encounter this thing again, however, do *not* attempt to confront it, or even dally to gather information. Notify me, and I will attempt to verify its nature as quickly as I am able."


  "Fine, it'll give you and your 'Legion of Net.Heroes' something to watch out for," JakZak nodded. "Now scoot, you have some packing to do."


  Nate nodded, grinning, and left the conference room of the Chicago ASH base.


  "Since he brought the Weregild up, any progress to report, Peregryn?" JakZak asked. It had taken a while, but now almost everyone called Howard Henderson Jr. by his chosen codename, even in casual settings. It helped that he now tended to simply ignore anyone who addressed him as "Howard."


  "The spirit motivating the Weregild itself has definitely either dispersed or hidden so completely that I cannot sense it. Unfortunately, its second rampage left a great deal of mystic haze over Manhattan, and I'm still having trouble focusing on the tracer spell I cast over Cockatrice. Until we can locate the paragang leader precisely enough to capture her before her forces can be marshalled, the line of investigation must remain on hold. There is a definite link between the various players in this game beyond the stated ones...something tells me Tyra Dumont is more than simply a coincidental figure in this."


  "Anything we can go on as an excuse to question her further?" JakZak asked. "Or have Aaron and Paul scan her?"


  Peregryn shook his head. "Just a feeling that this tangled skein is more orderly than it appears. In any case, I will continue to attempt to penetrate the haze over Manhattan. If necessary, I will make a second visit to Metapsych's local headquarters. Cockatrice is tied up in the Conclave of Super-Villains somehow, and we should reach her before the Conclave does, or before she succumbs to the paragang violence."


  "Or to Warden," Paul added, speaking with his voice from Aaron's throat.


  "Indeed."


  Scorch sat up in his chair. "What *is* it with Manhattan, anyway? Seems like they have more supernormals running around in gang colors than the Academy has down in the Pit. We should just go in there and clean the place out...give 'em the choice of the Academy or the Cavity," he snorted, referring to the new facility which had been built to house supernormal criminals.


  "It's not that easy," Paul replied. "First off, it'll take more resources than we have right now...it's a huge problem that the government ignored when it was small because no one 'decent' lives in Manhattan anymore. And because it seemed at first like just a bunch of kids blowing off steam."


  "But the kids have grown up, and Manhattan is looking usable again," JakZak interrupted. "Or it would be, if large sections of it weren't being blown up in fights against paragangers or between paragangs." He paused, and looked around the room with an even more serious expression. "This information doesn't leave the room for now. Got it? Okay. DSHA has decided that as soon as the next full class of grads is ready...maybe one more class after that if the next class looks small...we're opening a branch of ASH in Manhattan, specifically to deal with the paragang problem. I'm told someone will be approaching Warden as well at some point, to offer him amnesty if he'll join up, but there's some debate higher-up about whether he should be let off the hook."


  "He's not a criminal," Paul protested.


  "No, he's not. But he might be part of the problem, and that's what the brass has to decide," JakZak replied grimly. "Either way, the wheels are turning pretty slowly on this one. We're not likely to see any firm decisions in the near future. They've written the whole Weregild event off as part of the CSV problem, so the paragangs haven't moved up much on the DSHA's 'to do' list."


  "Maybe we should move it up on our list?" Scorch suggested.


  "No. The situation's too volatile to go charging in on our own. It'll be risky enough to go in and nab Cockatrice," JakZak leaned forward and glared at Scorch. "Taking her out will probably set off a power struggle. If we're lucky."


  "And if we're not?" Sarah asked, breaking her silence.


  "Then we got a whole pile of gangs van a quebrar culo on us," Essay answered grimly. "Gonna bust ass."


  "Maybe if we just nuke Manhattan...?" Scorch suggested.


  * * * *


  "Come on, you can't avoid him forever," Boomer chided, nudging Netwalker from behind.


  "I don't have to...two more years should do the trick, maybe three," Nate replied, trying to edge back further around the corner. "I managed to stay out of his way the week we were both at the ASH Chicago base, and the Academy's a lot bigger."


  AJ and Tawny simply rolled their eyes and kept their peace. Boomer and Nate had been having this argument almost nonstop since Nate got back from Chicago the other day. Back in September, Netwalker had played a prank on Lightfoot as payback for having killed off one of his favorite characters in the Legion of Net.Heroes, back in the 1990s when Dodson had been writing online fiction ["Lightfoot and Thunderbolt" - Ed.]. Having decided Nate went too far, Lightfoot evened the scales by publicly humiliating the prankster.


  "Come on," Boomer chided. "If he still held a grudge, don't you think he could have made your life miserable? He's a speedster, they can out-prank just about anyone when they put their minds to it."


  "Well...I guess," Nate finally caved in to the incessant arguments.


  "That's the spirit," Boomer beamed. "We'll be right behind you all the way. Just outside the blast radius, of course," he grinned.


  "Gee, thanks," Nate snarled as he stepped around the corner into the cafeteria. The foursome attracted little notice, people were used to seeing them together...although a few students with longer memories and quicker brains looked from them to Lightfoot, who was just finishing up a large meal. A few moved away, a few moved closer, such is the nature of humanity, even super-humanity. Impending doom brings out a variety of reactions.


  "Hi, Nate," Tom looked up from his plate and smiled beatifically. "Find any more archive sites lately?"


  Nate chuckled nervously. "Er, heh, yeah, that...no hard feelings still?"


  Tom shook his head. "I don't get mad, I get even. And I already got even."


  Nate flushed a little, as he realized he'd been firmly put in his place in the pecking order by a frosh. "So, um, why're you here now?" he asked, changing the subject. "I mean, why not last semester?"


  Tom motioned for the four to sit down, which they did. "I spent my free time last year getting caught up to my grade level again, learning the stuff that's expected of high school graduates. My math and science were pretty much up to snuff, but I had a lot of catching up to do on history, politics and consumer-level technology, plus pop culture. Little things, like finding out that Disco came back in the 2010s just like swing came back in the late 1990s after I...left. Disco...brrr. Glad I got to miss it twice."


  "Hey, what's wrong with disco?" Boomer asked.


  "Do you want the full list, or just the one that ends at 'causes cerebral aneurisms in lab rats?'" Tawny smirked.


  "What's the thing that gets to you most about the Future?" Boomer asked, his tone conveying the capitalization of "future." "The government, the lack of older heroes, the nearly total changeover in media stars...?"


  "The pollution," Tom replied quickly.


  Even AJ raised an eyebrow at this.


  "Oh, there's a lot less of it now," Tom quickly added. "But it's still out there, and now it's different. More ozone, less hydrocarbons. And a few odd smells I still can't place. I suppose you hardly notice it, since it's not a strong smell and you're used to it. But I went from diesel fumes in 1994 to ozone and whatever in 2023 in the space of an hour, and it still throws me."


  "Probably the additives used in ethyl alcohol fuel," Boomer hypothesized. "They finally found a way to make almost pure alcohol burn well in car and truck engines without the long warmup time and other problems, a synthetic catalyst derived from benzene, I think. But not as toxic. Still not safe to drink, though." He shrugged. "I'm more hardware than chemware," he said, referring to his gadgeteering skills.


  "Well," Tawny said, focusing on Tom, "now that we're all chatty and no one's in imminent danger of being strung up by his underwear, I'd like to know something."


  Tom chuckled. "That is?"


  "Where's Beth Willot? You two have been together every time I've seen you in the past couple of weeks. I knew you were fast, but *really*!" she gasped in mock shock.


  Tom flushed red. "It's n-not like that," he stuttered slightly. "I mean, I wouldn't mind if it *were* like that," he recovered, "but it's not. She's more interested in me as a psychological subject, I think. Besides, I get the impression she's seeing someone else. No one at the Academy, though, she's never actually broken off to go see him. Or her, I suppose...we haven't really talked about that sort of thing at all."


  A sly grin crossed Tawny's face. "Hmmm, an outside fling? Maybe someone she met when she went home for the holidays. Oh, and it'd be a guy, I'm almost positive. Ahhh, new grist for the rumor mill."


  "That's our Tawny," Nate smirked. "I'm amazed she doesn't get in trouble for violating privacy with her telepathy, she's such a gossip."


  Tawny biffed Nate on the head with a rolled up napkin. "I don't abuse my powers like that, unlike SOME PEOPLE," she stared into Nate's eyes. "But anything I find out via mouthspeak is fair game. Besides, it's saved your sorry butt from bad blind dates more than a few times...remember Melinda?"


  Nate winced in an obvious "How could I forget?" expression. "I concede the point," he sighed. "Anyway, on subjects less romantic, although perhaps not, are you ever gonna pick up with your LNH writing?"


  Tom shook his head. "Doubt it. A lot of that was the people involved, and the world we lived in. Both are gone now. Oh, I'll probably pick up the pen again soon, indulge my muse, so to speak. These computer pads make it *really* easy to do stuff other than take notes during class, and I've got a bit of a snoozer this term. Besides, I can always compose in bursts between important bits in class...one of the advantages of speed powers. It's like I have those mythical 100-hour metric days." He grinned.


  * * * *


  The ASH bases scattered around the North American Combine were all designed to accomodate the full team full time, with apartments for each member of the Academy of Super-Heroes. In practice, each of the heroes tended to establish one particular headquarters as "home," decorating the apartment more fully and settling in.


  As he poked his head into the open door to Peregryn's Chicago dwelling, Aaron wondered if the team's mage simply hadn't decided on a "home" base, or if this was as lived-in as any of the man's apartments would get. Rather spartan, the only non-standard addition was a portable library.


  "JakZak said you wanted to see me?" he asked when he spotted Peregryn sitting over in the corner of the room.


  The mage turned about slowly and deliberately, as if coming out of meditation. "Ah, yes, Contact. I've determined that there's nothing more I can do from here about the mystic haze over Manhattan...it doesn't seem to be lessening. Since you have the most experience with that city, via Paul, I'd like you to accompany me there tomorrow, Saturday at the latest...I want to resolve this before the end of January."


  Contact nodded. "My schedule's free until the third, then I have to fly out to New Jerusalem for a PR appearance...saving the city and everything. I'll get packed, you think you can finish in a week?"


  "If I cannot, I may have to enlist the imprisoned Caryatid's aid, in which case Solar Max could take over for you and help me keep her in check. I will engage a helijet while you pack, we can leave later today," Peregryn started to stand.


  "Um, wait. Before we go, I'd like to know something. Why are you using some kind of anti-telepathy spell?" Aaron asked.


  "One of the Conclave of Super-Villains is a telepath. I felt it would be prudent to erect defenses," Peregryn replied.


  "Fine, but you've had those defenses up all the time for the past month or so," Aaron countered. "At least, every time I've been around. To me, that says you're worried about accidentally broadcasting something...and next to Grind, you have about the most disciplined mind I know. You've never accidentally blurted out your thoughts so that I could pick them up. Besides, I don't need telepathy to tell you're trying to keep something secret. You're a lot more tight-lipped lately, even for you. What's the deal?"


  Peregryn paused, letting silence fill the room as he considered his answer. Finally, "You're right. When I sat upon Odin's chair in Manhattan, I was privy to a number of terrible secrets. Information which would bring...needless harm should it come to light prematurely. It has weighed more and more upon me recently, to the point where I could no longer trust myself to keep it buried in my thoughts."


  "If they're that important, shouldn't you tell someone? Solar Max, at least?"


  "I said they were terrible, not earth-shaking. They will keep for the time being," Peregryn sighed. "Perhaps the secrets will reveal themselves in the fullness of time...no secret lives forever, and I would rather not be the one to slay this secret." Another uncomfortable pause followed. "Go. Pack. I will meet you on the roof."


  "Fine." Aaron waited a beat, then left, the door hanging open behind him.


  Peregryn started to turn to his computer terminal when he heard a familiar clip-clopping of hooves in the hallway. A moment later, a horned and bearded face appeared in the doorway.


  "Hello, Peter," Peregryn sighed. "I still won't make a love potion for you."


  "Ah, I don't need one anyway...I'm already too much man for any five ladies to handle." The satyr stepped into the room and shut the door. "These big ears pick up lots of interesting stuff, like your little chat with my pal Aaron."


  "And...?"


  "You figured out the oracle [from ASH #10 - Ed.], didn't you? And you don't want Aaron to hear the interpretation you sussed out."


  Peregryn's eyes widened in moderate surprise, then he quickly recovered. "No, I did not 'figure out' his oracular vision."


  "The eyes say you lies," Peter waggled a finger. "Okay, maybe you didn't get the info from the oracle, maybe you got it from somewhere else. Me, I've been around that oracle long enough t' figure out what it means most of the time. I didn't get it when he had the vision, but now that I know more of the backstory on him, it's pretty plain."


  "Have you...?"


  "Told him? Of course not! I've also been around long enough to know you don't tell someone what his oracle means, it's bad juju. And it'll probably get you killed as the bearer of bad news. If the oracle wanted people to get easy answers, it wouldn't be so cryptic...who am I to argue with the Delphic Oracle?" Peter protested.


  "And he hasn't picked it up from your surface thoughts?"


  Peter smirked. "I'm a satyr, Howie. My surface thoughts would make your ears catch fire. Aaron's learned to block me out. No worries there." Peter turned and put his hand on the door, then added, "Besides, as long as he thinks Paul's really still alive in there, there's less competition for the ladies."


  And with a leer, he was out the door and gone.


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


  Next Issue: Honestly, I can't really say. Some of the plot threads fromthis issue might be picked up over in Warden, some over in CSV. We'replaying it a little looser now that the official crossover is over.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Oddly, this issue was almost entirely devoted to helping set up future plot developments in other ASH Universe titles, although some of these developments are admittedly quite FAR in the future (keep an eye out for a possible Time Capsules story by Badger that's being tinkered with). The one scene that's totally ASH-related is the last one...and if you don't "get it," then you'll have to wait until Contact figures things out. }->


  For those scoring the timeline at home, this issue takes place over most of the month of January, 2024. Classes at the Academy resumed Monday, January 8.


  Tom Dodson is a real person who was in my gaming group in college (he was in junior high at the time). Lightfoot is based loosely on him, but since I haven't heard from Tom since 1992 I can't say if I correctly guessed how his personality would be at 18. }-> Not that Tom has superpowers in real life.


  Boomer, AJ and Tawny of the LNH 2024 were created by Austin "Powers" Loomis, who will probably hit me for the name in quotes.


  



  #15 -"Nothing From Nothing"


  [cover has a white emptiness in the center, in an overhead shotof the desert. Members of ASH are crowded around it, trying tohalt its expansion. Channel is conspicuously absent.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  Smoky and dirty as it was, Contact was glad to see the skyline of New York City come into view as the helijet dipped below the late January clouds. It had been a very uncomfortable flight, between the slight headache Peregryn's anti-telepathic spells was causing and the somewhat larger headache caused by the secret that stood between the two. His protests aside, Peregryn was keeping a secret of personal importance to Contact, Aaron was positive of that.



  Aaron smirked as he looked at the smokestacks belching toxic smoke from the recycling foundries and trash-burners on the waterfront. It wasn't that the city was lawless as far as corporations were concerned. Rather, as an incentive to go into Manhattan, companies got...easements...on certain pesky environmental regulations. Lightfoot was always talking about how he kinda missed the old hydrocarbon pollution of the late 20th Century. He'd feel right at home in Manhattan, even moreso than in smog-ridden Mexico City.


  Well, maybe not. "Home" wasn't filled with a couple hundred paragangers and their camp followers, unless you were very unlucky. Manhattan only had a small native population of paranormals...a few dozen, mostly from the surrounding bedroom communities. Kids who had come to the big city to play at being gangs when they were younger. Now they had grown up and weren't playing anymore. And paranormals from all over the country were drifting into town to join the party.


  He hoped ASH would be called in to do something soon, before it got even more out of hand.


  "Strap in, gentlemen," the pilot called back. "We've gotten clearance to land at Ellis Island, and there's some low-level turbulence."


  "Ellis Island?" Peregryn asked, breaking his silence. "We were to land at MetaPsych, on Manhattan itself."


  "Got new orders from the tower," the pilot shrugged. "We're landing at Ellis. Someone wants to talk to you there, I guess."


  A few concerned minutes later, the two members of the Academy of Super-Heroes were stepping out into the bitter winter winds, but neither showed any sign of noticing. Peregryn was protected against cold by elemental spirits, and Aaron simply turned up his own body heat to compensate for anything his coat couldn't handle.


  Two men in black jumpsuits beckoned from a tent nearby. There seemed to be some construction going on at the island, which hadn't seen many visitors since being shut down as a tourist attraction nearly a decade ago. Aaron and Peregryn stepped into the tent, where it was still cold, but at least the wind was blocked.


  "Contact, Peregryn," said an older man with an air of grizzled authority about him. "I'm Colonel Hendrick of STRAFE, and you already know Mr. Tracey here," he nodded in the direction of Dan "Grind" Tracey, fellow student of the pair when they were at the Academy.


  "I take it you redirected our flight," Peregryn said. No questioning tone, no accusation implied, just a statement.


  "You take it correctly," Hendrick nodded. "We were just about to officially notify you people," he said, a slight sourness in the way he referred to the more glamorous ASH team, "but your arrival forced us to tip our hands a little early. The government has decided that STRAFE should take the first steps in dealing with the paragang problem, since they want it taken care of as quietly as possible."


  There was a pause, as if Hendrick were expecting to have to counter a self-righteous burst of anger.


  "Very well," Peregryn replied. "Then only Contact has wasted a trip. I still need to investigate the source of the mystic haze that permeates the area, and attempt to dispel it if that is feasible."


  Grind held up a small wooden box he had been holding at his side. "You can stop looking." He opened the box, revealing a slim ivory shaft with a snake's head carved at one end. "This is the Wand of Sutekh. We moved it into the area as soon as agents Brown and Kleinvogel reported the mystic tracer you placed on Cockatrice."


  Peregryn cocked one eyebrow. "You deliberately blocked my tracer by bringing in a dangerous mystic item?"


  Hendrick snapped the box shut and handed it to Peregryn. "If you think it's that dangerous, you can take it back with you. It's served its purpose, and that'll be one less thing to guard here. Yes, we deliberately blocked you. We needed time to *quietly* move things in, and we didn't want to risk the destabilization of the gang situation. God only knows what would happen to that powderkeg if someone arrested a major leader like Cockatrice. You can tell Solar Max and the others that we're handling the situation."


  Aaron suppressed a wince. Despite the outward calm, the tension between Hendrick and Peregryn was so thick that it was cutting through the telepathic dampers Peregryn had woven around himself. He decided to try and change the subject. "Speaking of Jen, any chance we could say hi to her before we head back to Chicago?"


  Hendrick shook his head. "She's in the final stage of physical debriefing."


  Anticipating the followup question, Grind added, "We know the Conclave of Super-Villains has a telepath, who demonstrated some mind-control skills on Teller. We needed to make sure neither of our captive agents was influenced during the time the CSV had contact with you three. We ran telepathic scans, compared braintraces, made sure that they were as clean as we could measure."


  "Which only means that they're not being influenced in a way we know how to measure, but that'll have to be good enough," Hendrick pointed out. "I assume you've been similarly scanned?" he asked Peregryn pointedly.


  Peregryn's reply of "Yes, of course," came too quickly for Aaron's comfort.


  -+Mine either,+- Paul's voice echoed in Aaron's head.


  +-You think his whole secret thing is a dodge?-+ Aaron thought back.


  -+We'll see,+- Paul replied.


  "Anyway, we didn't find anything out of the normal parameters on the psi tests," Hendrick shrugged. "Now we're just being thorough and checking them out physically. If Burnout could dump a neutron bomb in Drake's stomach, she might have planted something else nasty inside any of you, from tracers to weird Khadamite critters. If you haven't already, you might want to get checked out yourself."


  Peregryn nodded. "I will perform the purification rituals tonight. Now, if you will direct us to someplace we can wait while the helijet is refueled for our return...?"


  * * * *


  "Ah, beautiful Me-hee-co," Scorch threw out his arms as he looked out over the hazy midday cityscape. "A balmy 25 Celsius even in the dead of winter, up here in the Federal District. A veritable paradise after Chicago winter."


  "Just don't drink the water and don't breathe the air," Channel snorted, rapping on the large picture window the two stood in front of. "And don't let your flames get out of hand."


  Scorch shuddered at the memory. A few months ago he'd ignited a pocket of volatile organic compounds and set off a rather nasty fireball over the Zocalo. If not for George's quick reflexes, it would have been a disaster rather than a spectacular show for the shoppers.


  "Fine, never mind the scum in Manhattan, let STRAFE deal with that. We gotta do something about the scum in the air here," Scorch jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the window.


  "Well, now that the mystery of the mystic haze over Manhattan's resolved, maybe we can drag Peregryn down here to work on the mundane haze," Channel shrugged and turned to an intercom on the wall. "Desk, has Gawain gotten back in yet?"


  A voice crackled back, "No sir. He did log in a few minutes ago, do you want his last position?"


  "That'll do," George replied. "Guess we get to go to the mountain after all," he said to Scorch as an aside.


  "Fine. I get to be Mohammed. You can be that centaury thing he rode."


  * * * *


  Gawain breathed deeply, the filters in his helmet taking care of the particulate matter suspended in Mexico City's dirty air. He actually was getting used to the pea soup...his supernatural physiology was adapting itself to the harsher conditions, and he didn't really need the helmet. Mostly now, he wore it for them.


  The children of the barrios, who maybe should have been in school, and who he tried to encourage to go there when he could, but who not even the Combine authorities could corral for long. There was such energy there, such joy amidst conditions that you wouldn't think could inspire the emotion. Not for the first time, Sal wondered if maybe Meteor and other speedsters didn't really have powers, they just kept that childhood energy all the way through life.


  "Caballero! Caballero!" the children shouted as the swarmed over him. Somewhere along the line, someone had gotten the Arthurian myths mixed up in the popular press there, and dubbed him "el Caballero Verde," the Green Knight. The name had stuck, although children were always asking why he wore yellow and brown instead of green.


  But the children loved the mask. It helped him fit in with the Mexican modern heroic tradition of the masked fighter, from the "merely" human El Santo to supernatural protectors like Llama (which meant "flame" or "blaze," although he had trouble living down the other meaning). So Sal kept the helmet on, even though he didn't really need it, even though his identity was hardly secret. It fit the myth. And, to be honest, he helped him pretend he was someone other than himself, someone purer and nobler, someone worthy of the adoration the people here showered on him.


  "Mister Hawain," came a voice from behind him as another pack of children was shooed off to school. Gawain turned to see a slender young man, his long black hair pulled back in a braid, his clean-shaven face giving no real clue to his true age. The young man could have been anywhere from thirteen to thirty, and his English was only slightly accented.


  "Si?" Gawain answered by reflex. While far from fluent, he'd gotten used to using Spanish in everyday address.


  "I just wanted to express my gratitude for what you are doing for the children here," the young man said. "Maybe if I'd had someone like you to look up to, I wouldn't have spent to much time in the cuadrillas...the gangs."


  "Th-thank you," Gawain stammered. There was something about this young man, the set of his eyes, the way he spoke...it set him on edge. And he didn't know why.


  "Of course, maybe if you'd had someone like me to look down to, you wouldn't have spent so much time hating yourself," the man added.


  "What do you...?"


  "SAL! He's over here!" came Scorch's shouted voice from down the street. Gawain turned to look out of habit, but when he turned back, the young man was gone.


  "Sir?" he asked of the air, using his superior height to scan the crowds. But the man had blended in completely, or gotten out of sight.


  "There you are, big guy," Scorch said, his voice muffled by the filter mask he wore as he jogged up. "We've been looking for you, we need to ask you a favor...."


  * * * *


  "You sure this is the spot he recommended? It looks like hell," Scorch commented as he looked out the window of the jeep.


  "That's kind of the point, isn't it?" Channel responded. "He said the locals don't like coming around here, it got blasted pretty badly during the Godmarket. He heads out here when he wants to break stuff up and not worry about putting anyone out."


  Scorch pulled off the road and stepped out. "Well, I can see how tossing a few rocks around wouldn't affect the decor," he smirked. "Though it might mess up the feng shui."


  George rolled his eyes as he pulled off the mask and goggles he'd worn in the city. Air was still a little iffy out here, but a big improvement over the smoggy city. "Somehow, I doubt this place could *get* worse geomantic qualities. If I end up blowing up chunks of it, it can only improve things."


  They looked around. The mountain valley was pretty desolate, even compared to the desert flatlands beyond. The road was in ill repair, but the Combine hadn't bothered to resurface it...the city it led to no longer existed. Just one of a hundred small ghost towns scattered throughout Mexico, where the old gods had come back to find pockets of worshippers that had never stopped praying to them.


  "So," Scorch said, slamming the door to break the eerie silence. "What will it be this time? Nuclear bonds turned out to be negative energy, got bupkiss there. Even on a hot day there's rarely enough heat for you to do much before you start freezing to death," he ticked off points on his fingers. "Sunlight's okay for minor effects, but you're often inside. Can't count on lightning, although you *did* get some great results from it last summer. What's your new plan for finding energy sources to tap when I'm not around, o mighty hero? And why did we have to come out here in the middle of nowhere to try it?"


  "Vacuum energy," George replied. "I've been reading up on my fringe science, and a common theme has been the idea that even in empty space there's a lot of energy that can be tapped. Incredible amounts. Now, I'm betting that regular science can't actually make use of this energy..."


  "...or the Pranir would be selling vacuum energy cleaners to us," Scorch interjected.


  "Right. But since my powers aren't regular science, I figure I might be able to liberate the so-called 'zero point energy' from a bit of space and turn it into something else. That way, I'd have an energy source to fall back on even when you're not around and my opponents aren't giving me anything I can work with. Or when there's no opponents, for that matter," George added. "You'd better back up...if I push too hard, I might end up with a really big explosion. I'll try to turn it into heat so you can handle it, though."


  "How kind," Scorch mock-bowed. "Maybe you should get away from the jeep, so it doesn't get set on fire."


  "Oh yeah." Channel jogged into the rocky area surrounding the road's cleared right of way. He looked at a few outcroppings, and picked a place to stand where the blast, if any, would be blocked from the road.


  "Okay, let 'er rip!" Scorch shouted, covering his ears against an anticipated explosion.


  And Channel reached out into the space between particles, and PULLED.


  * * * *


  [-02:00:00]


  Scorch winced, closing his eyes against the inevitable flare of light. He waited a moment. Nothing seemed to be happening. "Where's the earth- shattering kaboom?" he asked no one in particular as he looked around.


  George was gone.


  The whole space George had been in was gone.


  The very idea of "space" seemed to be gone there, in fact. A glowing sphere pulsed and slowly grew against the backdrop of the devastated mountainside. Squinting, Scorch tried to make out anything inside the sphere, but it merely pulsed rainbow colors and up into the ultraviolet.


  "GEORGE!" he shouted, cautiously walking closer. "ARE YOU OKAY?"


  Nothing. He could hear the air sizzle against the glowing sphere.


  Cautiously, he picked up a rock and tossed it lightly against the energy barrier. With a report like a rifle shot, it bounced off at high velocity and soared into the air.


  "Ooooooh shit," Scorch hissed. "Either he's found a new power, or he's in deep dung."


  He tried a flameburst, but the flames danced around the surface like water off a windowpane.


  "Okay, this is bad. Time to call for help."


  * * * *


  [out of time]


  George blinked. First there had been an intense flare of light, then blackness. He tried to say, "Where am I?" but nothing came out. He had the strongest sensation that he'd managed to break something very important to the continuing function of spacetime.


  "You did, kid," came a voice from nowhere and everywhere.


  Suddenly, a light snapped on and he was standing in a plush conference room, as might be found in any major city in the past fifty years. Sitting at the head of the table was a swarthy man in a smart business suit, his close-cropped black hair slicked back against his scalp.


  "Okay, NOW where am I?" Channel asked, and this time it worked.


  "Here? Nowhere, and possibly everywhere. You're in between, George Sylvester," the man replied, a mostly congenial but slightly predatory smile on his face.


  "Between what and what?"


  "Exactly." The man's grin widened, and he stood up. "You're between all the possible 'whats' and 'wheres' and 'whens.' Your little stunt tore a hole in space. Would have killed you, too, but I happened to be paying attention and pulled you in before you could dissipate on the winds of potential. Mortals aren't meant to play around there without special protection, after all."


  "And it looks like a conference room because...?"


  The man blinked, and suddenly they were under a warm sun, on a fertile plain in a land that seemed to define the phrase "flowing with milk and honey."


  "This better?" the man asked, and now he was dressed in clothing of an ancient style, but obviously the upper crust for whatever society it was used by. "Doesn't really matter...we're between all the real things, so one imaginary thing is as good as another. But I'm being rude, I know your name but I haven't introduced myself. You can call me Baal. Baal Samin, god of celestial places, to be specific, since we're all Baalim in my little family. Well, the men are."


  "Baal? The Canaanite god?" George asked dubiously, looking around him at the imaginary men and women going about their daily tasks.


  "Well, *a* Canaanite god, yes. We got a pretty bad rep when the modern gods started coming in...that Bible really gives us a bad name. Anyway, you're really lucky that someone managed to poke some holes in that wall around the mortal realm. Most of us were just going to wait for it to go away on its own, but I was peeking in through a hole when I saw you do your little stunt. That probably saved your life. And your whole world, really."


  * * * *


  [-01:03:28]


  Slowly at first, but then more and more quickly the members of the Academy of Super-Heroes assembled in the mountains outside Mexico City. A few made it under their own power, while others arrived in suborbital shells once the magnitude of the threat had been determined by Peregryn's scrying.


  "Put simply," the elemental mage explained to the assembled heroes, "Channel's attempt to convert the energy of nothingness into another form resulted in a hole in that nothingness. A tear in reality, if you will."


  "If there's nothing there now, why is it glowing white?" Meteor asked, eyeing the growing sphere warily.


  "No, the problem is that there *isn't* nothing there. There is an absence of nothing into which anything can be put," Peregryn tried to explain.


  "So...there's no THERE there, basically?" Solar Max clarified.


  "Essentially. It's glowing because the air and earth try to move into the space and are reflected, finding no emptiness into which they can move. The reflection is so violent that part of everything is converted to pure energy, resulting in the glow," Peregryn nodded.


  "Your sensors pick up anything?" Solar Max asked Essay, who was fiddling with a collection of radio parts.


  "Yeah," she nodded grimly. "Hard radiation. This thing's like a very VERY low-level matter/antimatter reaction. It's spitting out all sorts of mierditas."


  Several of the people present stepped back.


  "Fine. Meteor, do another sweep and make sure there's no one and nothing alive within a few clicks, we need elbow room in case this thing starts growing faster. Contact, do your best to try and find George's mind...if he's still inside that thing, we may need his help to shut it down."


  "And if he's not?" Scorch asked.


  "Then he's not," JakZak replied grimly.


  A few minutes passed in nearly funereal silence. Meteor came back from her sweep and reported the area clear. Contact found nothing.


  "Fine. Everyone back to another hundred meters. I'm going to try and close this rip," Solar Max warned, sealing the helmet on his space armor. He had no idea what might be on the other side of that barrier, if anything, but he had a sinking feeling air wasn't one of those things.


  Everyone backed up, some more slowly than others, as Solar Max walked carefully over to the disturbance, as close as he dared. He didn't want to use his gravity powers for flight unless he had to for an escape, because when he'd first landed the sphere had seemed to reach out in his direction.


  He concentrated, visualizing the sphere shrinking, the ragged edges of spacetime snapping closed and fusing.


  The sphere wobbled and pulsed in response.


  "It's working!" Meteor gasped.


  The sphere was shrinking...and the strain was incredible. It was like trying to hold an exploding grenade together with his bare hands.


  And then his "grip" slipped.


  The sphere leapt out at him, growing even faster once it regained its previous size. Before he could recover from the shock of the backlash, JakZak felt himself being pulled away by a green and gold blur.


  "You're not getting away from me that easily," his wife chided as she hauled him over to where the others were.


  "No good...not strong enough," JakZak gasped, short on breath. "Peregryn? Any ideas?"


  "My magicks are primarily elemental...the dimension-twisting spells are largely beyond my talents," the mage demurred. "I might attempt something, but the cure could be worse than the disease."


  "Fine. I didn't want to have to do this, but it looks like we need to get an expert at folding space," Solar Max said grimly.


  * * * *


  [out of time]


  "So...that's basically what you did," Samin finished, as a floating image of the glowing white sphere faded away in the air. "You pulled the stitches out of the fabric of reality, so to speak. And now it's coming unraveled like a cheap scarf."


  "Damn. No wonder no one's developed a technology to tap the zero point energy. It's suicide," George gasped.


  "On a universal scale, no less," Samin nodded.


  "Fine. So I messed up. How do I fix it?"


  "You don't. You can't. Oh, I could send you back, but you have NO idea how to use your powers over the essence of reality, and would only hasten the demise. Don't worry, I don't want to lose a perfectly good world, I'll get around to fixing it. This is one of the rare cases where none of the other Purebloods is going to try and interfere with a strongarm power play. Meanwhile, it's nice to have someone to talk to. Most of my clan have either joined other pantheons or faded into bitter obscurity, and other clans won't talk to us loser Canaanites. As if being among the first to fall to a modern god makes us somehow unworthy of their attention."


  "You keep talking about 'modern' gods. What do you mean by that?"


  "Ah, history lesson time. I've just scanned your entire life, I know you're familiar with theories that all the so-called 'pagan' gods are actually extremely powerful humans. Well, those theories are correct. We got powerful enough to affect reality itself, and our wars erased us from concrete reality, removing us to the realm of the mythic. Before we left, though, all of us Purebloods...that's how we like to refer to ourselves, with you being a particularly weak Partblood...learned a very nifty trick. We can draw power from anyone who worships us. So we throw our weight around, impress the mortals, drink in the accolades. A sweet deal all around, unless they go overboard, like they did in 1998. Someone got greedy and started totally draining worshippers, and everyone followed suit."


  "Did you?"


  "Nope. Not for lack of wanting to, though. I tried to get in on that whole thing, but my one attempt at tricking people into worshipping me was foiled by some meddling priest. I see he's Pope now...I guess it's not too bad to lose to a winner. ANYway," he dropped back into declarative mode, "in general, we don't require our flock to believe in us. We're willing to give proof and tangible benefits in exchange for worship...after all, the energy spent making sure the crops come in well is a lot less than what you get back. Of course, we've all got our roots in humanity somewhere, barring some weird animal spirits here and there, and most of them are just pretending not to be human. What I call the modern gods don't seem to be Purebloods. In fact, we're no more certain of their existance than you mortals are, a point which really honks off some of the more arrogant know-it-alls among the Purebloods. I suppose that to you, five thousand or so years old doesn't qualify as modern, but it's all a matter of perspective. These modern gods didn't provide concrete proof. They wanted faith instead, not just worship. And they tended to be pretty exclusionary, although not always. Some of my brethren have theorized that there's another trick to drawing even more power from those who believe in you in the absence of proof, others think these modern gods just don't need the power at all and have a totally different motivation. Me, I'm not sure I believe they exist at all...I think it's just another step in humanity's evolution, a rejection of us meddling Purebloods and a shift of their devotion to imaginary figures who are, at worst, harmless. You offend a non-existant god, no problem. You piss off Moloch, and you're in for a world of hurt."


  Channel chuckled.


  "What's so funny?" Samin asked, deciding to not grab the answer from his guest's mind.


  "Just the idea of an atheist god."


  "Heh. I guess you're right. Maybe I'm just bitter...I had a pretty sweet gig going until Joshua fit the battle of Jericho and all that...."


  * * * *


  [-00:24:52]


  "Amateurs and maniacs. Surrounding me." Labyrinthe shifted positions and appeared on the roof of the old Guggenheim Museum. "I'm here, as you requested."


  "You picked the location." Labyrinthe turned to see Warden sitting on top of the rooftop access door.


  "You wanted the meeting. Why shouldn't I just..." Labyrinthe trailed off. Something was wrong in the surroundings, and the blind vigilante Warden seemed to be picking it up as well.


  "We're not alone," Warden stated flatly.


  A woman suddenly appeared on the rooftop, as if she'd been pulling space around her as a cloak and then opened up that cloak. "Hold your fire, or spells, or whatever," she said, holding her hands out in a gesture of peace. "I'm here to make a deal with you, Yvan Viau. Freedom for your sister, and full amnesty for you both, in exchange for your help."


  "Tabernac! You know where my sister is?" Labyrinthe's tone was a demand, not a question.


  "Who are you, anyway?" asked a woman in old paragang leathers, stepping out from behind the rooftop doorway. "Hello, Yvan," she added. Labyrinthe briefly nodded to the new arrival, telepath Jessa Dumont, disguising any surprise he might have felt over her presence.


  "I'm Agent Kleinvogel from the Superhuman Tactical Reseources and Affiliated-Field Experts...STRAFE. There's a hole in reality down in Mexico, and we need your help to try to seal it. I'd go on about how you'd be saving the world that you have to live in and all that, but I won't. We have your sister in custody, and we'll release her and pardon both of you for your crimes if you can close the rift."


  Labyrinthe stood silent for a minute, stunned by the shock upon shock. He didn't know whether to be relieved he had finally located his sister or furious at this person for holding her captive. And the immensity of any threat which would even tempt the government into giving the two a blanket pardon was also staggering.


  "Look, I wouldn't be compromising a covert STRAFE operation here if it weren't life or death, Labyrinthe," Jen crossed her arms. "Yes or no?"


  "Oui," he all but whispered.


  * * * *


  [out of time]


  "I have a question," Channel interrupted the fascinating stream of information Baal Samin was regaling him with.


  "Which is?"


  "At what point do you kill me?"


  Samin laughed, a hearty belly laugh. "Yes, I suppose that would be a natural followup. After all, here I am, telling you all sorts of things that Man Was Not Meant To Know, things I'd get in serious trouble for spilling the beans about. Obviously, I can't let you go back knowing all this. And I *am* an evil, wrathful, baby-eating Baal, so the easiest solution would be to snuff you out once I get bored. No...I have a better solution...."


  * * * *


  [-00:02:45]


  The glowing sphere was no longer a sphere, it pulsed angrily in many directions, like an amoeba seeking out food. A cluster of men slowly stepped back, relaxing their grip on the whiteness as they backed up, keeping ahead of its ravenous maw.


  "Damn. The anchors couldn't hold it either," Solar Max cursed under his breath. He looked at Labyrinthe with a cold stare. "My first impulse is to tell these people who you are and what you did to Las Vegas," he hissed.


  "And my first is to slay your pet mage for what he did to my sister," Labyrinthe countered calmly. "But we have a deal, non?"


  "We do," Solar Max sighed. "If you can seal that rift, you're off the hook for everything, and so is your sister. She's already being brought here...I figured if this doesn't work, she might be able to help Peregryn try a last-ditch solution."


  Yvan nodded, hope rising in his chest. "Ironic, is it not, that this time the Conclave of Super-Villains must save the world from a scheme of the so-called heroes?" Turning away from Solar Max to cut off any reply, he concentrated on the whiteness that grew before him.


  "Saint-Urbain, help me force this abomination back," Labyrinthe muttered under his breath as he started to warp space around the tear. "Saint- Laurent, restore the natural elements around it. Saint-Jacques, let the spirit of the land be healed." The gash in spacetime started to shrink as if it were receding at an incredible pace. "Saint-Francois-Xavier, seal the wound against all exit. Saint-Antoine, protect us from the unknowable and unknown within."


  Reality asserted itself. The tear in reality vanished, leaving nothing but rubble and scree behind, a twisted replacement for the space that had been devoured.


  A cheer went up.


  "Non...c'est...c'est..." Labyrinthe started to say.


  Then the whiteness burst out from behind his eyes.


  It lashed out and consumed Essay, Gawain and Meteor in a splash of energy and blood.


  Kleinvogel tried to fly away, but her leg was torn off by a tendril of unspace as the tear expanded erratically, like a shattering windowpane.


  Scorch backpedaled and threw all his flame into the whiteness, but was lost within it.


  The growth stopped for a moment as Solar Max strained to his utmost to try and at least give the others a chance to escape. But tragically, the assembled anchors had the same idea, and Solar Max found himself falling into the maw just ahead of the anchors who had inadvertantly damped his powers.


  Desperate, Peregryn pulled out the Wand of Sutekh and invoked its chaos powers in a vain attempt to restore order. A sandstorm issued forth and drove the expansion front of the whiteness back, but then the wand itself formed the seed of a new tear, which consumed the mage before merging with its larger "parent."


  Contact merely closed his eyes as the wall of white slammed into him.


  +-Goodbye, Paul.-+


  -+Goodb....+-


  * * * *


  [00:00]


  Where Earth had circled the Sun, there was now a blank space. A faint glow limned the sun-facing side as the solar wind splashed ineffectually against the growing rift.


  * * * *


  [out of time]


  "I have a far simpler solution, and it will take care of two problems at once, George," Baal Samin smiled, and the imaginary Sun in the imaginary sky started to dim as the scene faded away around them. "Fixing the damage you did would be very difficult. Especially since by now...whatever 'now' means...there's nothing left to fix. So I'll just reach back through the Barrier and make a change in your timeline. Oh, the other timeline will still exist for a few hours before it totally unravels, but that's not a big deal."


  "What sort of change?"


  "Tweak your powers. You have more power than you can safely use, Channel. The zero point energy thing was just one of the extremely dangerous tricks you could have tried. Given a century to master your power, you might actually rank up with the least of us Purebloods...which frankly would be me, a depressing thought to say the least...but you'd destroy the universe a dozen times before making it that far. So I'll just change your gift, make you unable to manipulate any of the truly fundamental energies out of which a universe is made. Oh, you won't notice the difference...this is the first time you've even tried something dealing with the true fundamentals, you can safely play with gravity and electromagnetism all you want. There...done. Bye!"


  * * * *


  [-02:01:21]


  "How kind," Scorch mock-bowed. "Maybe you should get away from the jeep, so it doesn't get set on fire."


  "Oh yeah." Channel jogged into the rocky area surrounding the road's cleared right of way. He looked at a few outcroppings, and picked a place to stand where the blast, if any, would be blocked from the road.


  "Okay, let 'er rip!" Scorch shouted, covering his ears against an anticipated explosion.


  And Channel reached out into the space between particles, and PULLED.


  * * * *


  [-02:00:00]


  Scorch winced, closing his eyes against the inevitable flare of light. He waited a moment. Nothing seemed to be happening. "Where's the earth- shattering kaboom?" he asked no one in particular as he looked around.


  George was still standing there, sheepishly looking up from a cringing position. Whatever he expected to happen didn't happen.


  "Another dud, like the nuclear bonds?" Scorch called out from where he stood.


  "I guess," Channel started to trot back. When he got to the jeep, he sighed. "Maybe the zero-point energy doesn't exist. Or maybe I don't really believe in it enough for my powers to affect it."


  "You got to Buh-LEEVE!" Scorch proclaimed, placing his hands on George's shoulders before breaking into laughter. "Come on, let's head back in, see if we can find some really hot peppers."


  "You KNOW your powers don't protect you from that kind of heat," George warned as they got in the jeep.


  "Of course! Why else do it?"


  * * * *


  [-02:00:00]


  JakZak shuddered as a sudden chill ran through his body.


  Sarah, with a wife's sensitivity to her husband's moods, immediately picked up on it. "What's wrong?" she asked, walking over and wrapping her arms around his shoulders as he sat at the terminal.


  "I...don't know. It felt a little like the backlash I felt when I tried to look through time. But it's gone now."


  "Like someone stepped on your grave?"


  "Hmmm...kinda, yeah. More like an old-fashioned mosh pit built over my grave, though."


  "Well, I know something that can chase that away..." Sarah smiled.


  * * * *


  [-02:00:00]


  Labyrinthe stood outside the chilled room, the thick walls doing little to deaden the screams coming from inside. He told himself he would get used to it, but wondered if the torture of even someone as vile as the paragang leader Cockatrice was something he wished to become accustomed to.


  He felt a chill across his very soul, and turned around to see if someone had opened the door and let the refrigerated air out.


  But no, the door was still sealed. Conflicto was standing by it, grinning as Cockatrice screamed even louder. Labyrinthe snorted and turned away.


  He started to wonder, yet again, why he was even there....


  * * * *


  [-02:00:00]


  Peregryn's eyes snapped open.


  Something was wrong. The natural weave around him felt...interrupted. Like several threads had been pulled out and then rewoven. And somehow, he felt that the Wand of Sutekh had been involved.


  Rising from his meditative position, the elemental mage trod lightly across his spartan apartment, stopping at an apparently bare spot in the wall. Plunging his hand into the surface, he pulled out a slim wooden case, the sheetrock wall rippling like water around it.


  He snapped the case open and stared at the ivory rod. It needed to be destroyed before it could make good on the ill omen he had just felt. But to do so, he would need to pay a visit to a place that needed to remain buried, remain secret.


  He sighed. Just what he needed. More secrets to keep.


  * * * *


  [out of time]


  "Well, that was interesting. I'll have to keep my eye on those people...they could prove very...useful...."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Gawain looks for his mysterious admirer, Contact grows more suspicious of Peregryn, and other events happen and stay happened.


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


  Author's Notes:


  First off, thanks to Tony Pi for help with Labyrinthe's dialogue. Also, a short scene was lifted directly from Warden #12, by Matt Rossi III.


  Second, yes I know "it never happened" is something of a cheat, and it's certainly not one I plan to use again. But with the Barrier damaged, the Purebloods are going to start poking around again, and I wanted to show how much power even a minor god could casually throw around. This isn't going to be like Marvel Comics, where you can actually hope to defeat a god in combat if you aren't a god yourself. Even the losers are able to beat any given room full of supernaturals. The main thing keeping them in check is each other, which is why it took the sacrifice of over a million paranormals (the entire world population) to even make the gods pause. Obviously, the Purebloods aren't going to intervene directly all that often, since that would seriously damage story flow.


  And, of course, it did still happen as far as Baal Samin is concerned, and he may show up again, albeit through intermediaries and avatars, lest he draw the attention of his more powerful rivals....


  DISCLAIMER: The views of the characters are not necessarily the views of the author. The author does not advocate the worship of Baal, not that he'd know how to go about doing so anyway.


  



  #16 -"Wheel of Fortune"


  [cover is divided into three sections as wedges. At the centeris a golden circle with an Egyptian "Wadjet eye" in it. Eachof the three other sections treat this circle as the "floor" ofthe panel. Peregryn stands in the top wedge, Gawain in the lowerleft wedge, and Contact in the lower right wedge.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler / Psi, Mind-over-Body / ACTIVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  Bureaucracy had a certain flavor to it which was not unlike ritual spellcasting. The supplicant performed the ritual, engaged in the tortuous inscriptions and promises, and then hoped his skill was up to the task of producing the desired result. The novice would do himself more harm than good, while the master could get tremendous effects from the smallest of efforts.



  Fortunately for Peregryn, many of the skills were transferable, affording him at least a journeyman ability to cast bureaucracy's "spells." Thus, his trip to Malta was approved almost out of hand, not questioned in the least because his paperwork was in order and filed with the proper offices. Because so few can accomplish this on their own, the relevant bureaucrats assumed that requests had not only been "cleaned up" by the next person down the chain, but also approved. Similarly, requisitioning a private one-man pontoon helicopter in Malta was accomplished without difficulty, and now Peregryn was just over the horizon from the former location of Haven.


  While active watches over the undersea ruins had slacked off in the month and a half since STRAFE, EUROPA and the Conclave of Super-Villains had fought over the leavings of pre-Millennial villainy, interdiction beacons still ringed the place, and Peregryn wanted to stay well out of that area in his helicopter. Skill with forms and procedures can only let you bend the rules, not break them...and he would only have to explain things he didn't want to explain if he were to openly approach the wreckage.


  "Spirits of the sea, I ask of you two boons," he whispered over the mildly choppy waters. "Safety for my conveyance, and free passage for myself beneath your waves."


  ~~What would you do for us in return?~~ the waters whispered back, the gentle crashing of waves against the pontoons of his helicopter forming words.


  "An easement of your burden of Earth, perhaps?" Water was usually reluctant to accept the contamination that was part of the natural order. He could help the waters give up their salt and minerals by exercising a bit of his personal power...a far easier task than trying to force his way to the sea floor.


  ~~We accept.~~ Immediately, the waters around the helicopter calmed. Peregryn stepped out onto the sea and gently started to float down below the surface. A bubble of air formed around him as he traveled, and a small rime of salt started to grow at his feet.


  Deeper he sank, to depths which would quickly cause physical harm were he trying to push through the water. But since the waters parted for him, there was no additional pressure, no nitrogen narcosis or other unpleasant effect. The salt tablet slowly grew, forming a steady platform.


  Ahead of him now was Haven. The water did not register his passage or even his existence, rendering him invisible to the sonar buoys around the ruins. He had made this trip many times before and told no one...some of the secrets of this place were better left buried...but this was his first time back since the battle. By now, most of the technological marvels remaining in the place would have been destroyed by explosions or corroded by the sea waters. Fortunately, he was not seeking a technological marvel.


  A gaping hole in the side of the place admitted him easily. All the work he'd slowly done last year to restore Haven to minimal operating capacity, work he'd done in order to make it easier for him to explore the mystic treasures within, had been lost. Haven had suffered too much to be repaired now; even if he convinced the waters to recede from it, there was not enough structure left to put back in order.


  Peregryn sighed.


  Still, it appeared that the quarters of Horus remained relatively intact. Peregryn walked down warped and tilted hallways, the salt now forming a small homonculus behind him, and opened the door to the avatar's former home.


  There, still hanging on the wall after everything that had happened, was the gold and lapis-lazuli headdress worn by Horus. Horus had been an insane hawk god avatar from the Curseworld, an alternate reality where evil had taken hold in the wake of the Hiroshima atomic detonation. The headdress had rendered Horus and his allies immune to psychic attacks such as those used by Sutekh, an avatar of Set native to Peregryn's own world. The power was in the left eye, power sufficient to neutralize the Wand of Sutekh that STRAFE had used in an attempt to hide the situation in Manhattan from him. Now he had the Wand of Sutekh and knew it must be destroyed.


  But the Eye of Horus was missing from the headdress....


  * * * *


  -+I still think we should be bringing this to JakZak's attention instead of sneaking around in Peregryn's quarters,+- Paul muttered in Aaron's mind. -+Especially since it would be far harder to explain things after stepping into some kind of mystic trap.+-


  +-Look, right now, all I have is a vague suspicion and a sense of unease. Neither of us has precog or clairvoyant talents, and a hunch isn't really enough to go on,-+ Aaron countered as he gently picked open the lock on Peregryn's door, a lock meant more as a symbol than as a real security measure. +-I just want a little more to go on before I lodge any official complaints.-+


  -+I suppose,+- Paul sighed.


  The lock popped open, and Aaron suppressed a wince. When nothing exploded in his face or came screaming out of the room, he relaxed and carefully opened the door.


  +-Even if he's not compromised by the CSV's mind-controller,-+ Aaron added as the door swung quietly open, +-we might find a clue to his mysterious disappearances. Like the one he's on right now...kept hitting dead ends in trying to find out where he was going, or how long he'd be gone.-+


  Two minds looked out through one pair of eyes and surveyed the room. It was as spartan as ever. The only things that looked like they might contain items of importance were a trunk in one corner and the bookshelf.


  +-The books WILL be trapped...he's not going to leave grimoires out in the open without some kind of spell on them. Especially now that there's at least one teleporting mage-wannabe out there...Labyrinthe.-+


  -+And based on the way Howard's mind works, I doubt there's much of real importance in the trunk,+- Paul added. -+We won't find any incriminating evidence there.+-


  Aaron started to carefully rap the walls, fine-tuning his hearing to listen to the sounds this made. +-There's something in the wall other than cinderblock. Here. I'm getting weird echoes from this spot.-+


  -+Fine. Leave that as a last resort. Breaking through his wall would definitely leave a trace. Let's check the trunk anyway.+-


  Aaron nodded and lifted the lid of the heavy bronze and wood box. It wasn't even locked or warded. "Looks like trinkets and memorabilia," he said quietly aloud, carefully removing items and committing to memory where they had been so he could put them back in place. "Hmmm. The Superhero Tarot?"


  Aaron held up a cardboard box, somewhat weathered and stained, with a picture of a generic caped figure on the front.


  -+I remember those,+- Paul replied. -+A sort of fad item in the 1990s. Originally some guy sold them out of his car, then the idea took off and a dozen or more companies came out with knockoffs. Wonder why he'd have such a beat up copy, though...I'm sure that ones in better condition could be found at a memorabilia shop.+-


  +-Maybe it belonged to Tymythy Twystyd, or the Wanderer? That would make it important enough to keep,-+ Aaron speculated. He sniffed at the box, carefully raising the sensitivity of his nose. +-Oh yeah, this has been in many pot-smoke-filled rooms. Probably belonged to Tym. Might even have some residual magic in it.-+


  -+You're not thinking...?+-


  +-Sure, why not? The Oracle at Delphi didn't help, but maybe a little Tarot reading would give us another angle. Hmm...first card out. Telepath, no big surprise there. Guess it does work.-+


  -+It looks like that's two cards stuck together, let me...+- Paul took control of Aaron's left hand for a moment and separated the two cards. Underneath the card card depicting a shadowy robed woman was another of the major arcana: Lovers.


  +-Okay, this is getting creepy. Telepath and Lovers, two cards merged as one. Next card is...inverted. Uh oh. Ten of Energy, Lifeforce. Reversed Lifeforce, and definitely applying to us. Weird...if anything, we have more lifeforce, right?-+


  -+I...I think maybe not. It's...+-


  "Paul?"


  -+Aaron...I'm dead....+-


  * * * *


  Sal aimlessly walked the streets of Mexico City, waving to people as they passed him and honked their horns or shouted out some phrase of encouragement or praise. Well, he wasn't exactly aimless. While he had no specific destination in mind, he certainly had a goal.


  He was trolling, with himself as bait.


  It had been two weeks since that mysterious young man had accosted him in the street [last issue - Ed.], and the incident had kept floating back to the top of Sal's mind. Distractions like the recent mess in Manhattan or the impending visit by Pope Pius XIII to Mexico City managed to push it away for part of the day, but something about the man haunted him. He wanted to track the man down, find out what he meant by "...if you'd had someone like me to look down to, you wouldn't have spent so much time hating yourself."


  But, while Sal had many talents, from the ability to toss bulldozers around to his Emergency Medical Technician certification, tracking people down was not among them. Normally, he might have asked one of his classmates now in STRAFE for help, but they had much bigger problems, between cleaning up after the Manhattan fiasco and helping prepare for security on the Pope's visit. And Sal didn't think the mysterious stranger was a threat to the pontiff...or even really any kind of threat. Not in a physical sense.


  But in an emotional sense? Sal decided he'd hold off on that question for now.


  So, rather than try to find the man, he made himself available to be found, in hopes that the man wanted a second meeting. After all, Sal was curious what interest the man had in him...just to be sure it wasn't a sinister one, of course.


  Of course.


  * * * *


  The newly "born" salt golem had insisted on coming along, of course. Not that Peregryn could just leave it behind in Haven, since his agreement was to remove the salt from the water entirely, so he had to bring the childlike mass of crystal to Malta at least. But it seemed the creature had imprinted on him. Joy.


  Getting the golem transported to Siberia with him took a little more paperwork, but in the end it was easier to list him as an artwork than as another passenger, since he already had to fill out forms to cover the one-eyed headdress he carried with him. Plus forms for travel within the Eurasian Union, personal injury waivers for entering territory under dispute with China, affidavits certifying he was trained as a pilot, and so forth. A momentary distraction.


  A simple exercise of sympathetic magic had told him that the missing Eye of Horus was somewhere near Novosibirsk, a tense and heavily-garrisoned city in territory that both China and the Moslem Coalition coveted, if for no other reason than to act as a buffer zone. While on the military jet to Novosibirsk, he concentrated on a more potent scrying that would allow him to use the headgear as a homing device so long as he wore it.


  Now he skimmed over the salt marshes of the Western Siberian Plain in a two-man helicopter, the hawk crest on his head and the salt golem quivering in the copilot's seat, uncertain about this whole "flying" thing.


  Whoever had taken the Eye had gone to a lot of trouble to hide it in the middle of a great deal of unpleasant nowhere....


  * * * *


  "Dead?" Aaron asked aloud, his heart sinking as the nervous "this is a joke, right?" feeling grabbed his chest and squeezed.


  There was an uncomfortable pause. Paul finally replied, -+I...yes. Dead. Aaron...the Arcanovore killed me. It devoured my life essence, there was nothing to save.+-


  "No, I saved you," Aaron said, disbelief in his voice. He was too shaken to "think" to Paul. "I grabbed your spirit and brought it inside me." [As shown in ASH #9 - Ed.] Pause. "Like...Like I did with Cross's Family." [ASH #3 - Ed.]


  Aaron felt his head shake under Paul's control. "There was still spirit to liberate in that case. In mine, there was none. I was already dead, Aaron, you just copied the memories and personality constructs from my brain before it could be dessicated," his voice spoke out of Aaron's mouth.


  Aaron was silent. A thousand angry questions whirled in his mind, questions he knew Paul could see, but he didn't want to take that irrevocable step of putting them to voice. The interval stretched into minutes, before Aaron finally asked, "Why?" He knew Paul would know which "why" he meant... the two of them were one and the same, weren't they?


  A sigh echoed through the recesses of Aaron's mind. -+All the mental training and discipline in the world can't stop some of the stupid things love makes us do...and I love you...loved you...more than life itself. I...this shadow of myself, anyway, knew almost immediately what had really happened. You used your power of mind over body to physically alter your brain so you could hold a second lifetime's worth of memories all at once, forge the synaptic patterns that normally take years to establish. But I loved you too much to let you be hurt by my death...so I sealed off that part of me that knew what I was. From you...and from myself. Call it a paranormal neurosis. A defense mechanism against a painful truth.+-


  "And it's not painful NOW?" Aaron demanded, the beginning of a tear starting to slide off his eye.


  -+You had to know the truth. I couldn't hide it from you forever...you were too determined to find it. I don't know...I've never dealt with this kind of thing before, maybe no one has. Maybe the hidden part of me decided you were ready for it, or that you were being hurt more by not knowing than you would by knowing. I'm sorry...I'm sorry...+- Paul's mental voice broke down into sobbing.


  Aaron hunched down, tightly gripping his shoulders and gritting his teeth, trying to hold in the screams that tore at his mind.


  Then he stopped trying, and a small part of him was glad that Peregryn's quarters were soundproofed....


  * * * *


  Sal slumped into a chair at the roadside cafe, ignoring the dangerous creaking sound it made. Around him, men sat drinking a local coffee brew that was just this side of coffee soup...a dangerously concentrated mix of coffee grounds and very little hot water. He'd been walking around all day, and while he could have been running all day without getting particularly tired, he was weary in his spirit. A day wasted, no sign of the mysterious stranger.


  "You will have an easier time drinking without the helmet," said a man who sat down next to him. Sal nearly upset the table as he spun to face the figure.


  "You! I've been looking for you all day!" Sal pointed a finger at the young Mestizo man.


  He chuckled. "No, I would say you've been looking for me all your life." He stood and extended a hand. "But I have been rude. My name is Arturo Cacique."


  "Arthur, eh?" Sal opened his pointing hand and tentatively shook Arturo's. "Looking to build a new Round Table, or sumpin'?"


  Arturo laughed, a charming, elegant sound. Despite looking like another street punk, the young man had the air of a nobleman. Or at least, of a noble man. "No, I seek only one knight, Caballero Verde." He hadn't let go of Sal's hand yet.


  Nervously, Sal disengaged from the handshake and leaned back in his chair. "So, ah, why have you been looking for me? Do you need my help?"


  "Well," Arturo shrugged, "there is one thing you could do for me."


  Sal mentally sighed. The price of fame, people always wanted favors. "And that is?"


  "Take off that silly helmet. You don't need it to breathe the air, you're just hiding behind it."


  Slightly stunned by both Arturo's frankness and the fact that he was right, Sal fumbled with the catches that held his ceramic and kevlar helmet in place. With them undone, he pulled the gear off, placing it on the small table gingerly, so as to avoid knocking anything over.


  "You have a kind face," Arturo mused.


  Sal raised an eyebrow. "THIS is a kind face?" he pointed at himself. He had a nearly stereotypical "big Italian bruiser" face, complete with lantern jaw and a nose that looked like it was just waiting to get broken.


  Arturo spread his hands wide in a "why not?" gesture. "You are a kind man, so of course you have a kind face, yes? Famous throughout the city for treating everyone with kindness and charity. Everyone but himself, of course," he smirked.


  Sal rested his chin in the crook of his thumb, an incongruous gesture given the size of both his chin and the hand it rested in. "That's the second time you've said I have some sort of self-loathing going on."


  "And you want to know why I say it, but you don't want to ask in such a way that implies it to be true," Arturo smiled. "So you do not ask if I am a telepath, or if I have broken into your personal computer files. No, I am simply a man who has grown up with the cuadrillas. I have known many men who were condemned by their strength and size to a position of brutality that was against their nature, who did not want to be the machos everyone expected them to be. Strong of arm, they are told they must be hard of heart. They live lonely lives because they cannot let anyone into their hearts...love is for the weak, and they are strong."


  A wistful expression flickered across Sal's face. "No, that's not me. I've been in love before."


  "Have you?" Arturo leaned forward. "Really? Was the love returned?"


  Sal thought about Arin Kelsey, so beautiful, so deadly, and in the end, so fragile. "No..." he admitted.


  "She was a woman you could never have, someone you longed for but who loved another, or perhaps simply did not love you, no?" Arturo took the silence as assent, and continued. "It is a way of pretending to have love without the risk of having to open your heart. El amor imposible. Even worse, she was probably the worst possible person for you. A forbidden love, full of guilt if it were to blossom. Weaknesses that mirrored yours, so that you would both sink into a morass once joined, ensuring that the love would not last. Yes, very safe."


  "You ARE a telepath," Sal accused.


  Arturo shook his head. "You do not need the second sight to see into a man's heart, Caballero...you need only not ignore first sight. But I think I have said too much now, I must give you time to think about my words." He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pants pocket and placed it atop Sal's helmet. "My address, should you want to see me again. If you do not, throw it away...I will not seek you out, the next time we meet will be your choice."


  With that, he stood, bowed, and left.


  Sal looked at the paper, rocking slightly in the gentle late afternoon wind, staring at the wrinkles and curves and trying to decide if he wanted to pick it up....


  * * * *


  Peregryn landed the helicopter, sensing out where the ground was firm enough to support it without requiring magical help. The Eye of Horus was very close by, but there was nothing visible for miles in any direction aside from salt marsh. Fortunately, he didn't need to rely on eyesight.


  The helmet led him unerringly to a cleverly-concealed bunker door in the side of a slight rise. The salt golem blithely trailed him, growing slightly larger as it continued to draw salt from the water around its feet, so salty that it didn't freeze, even in the Siberian winter. The door was locked, with a keypad protected from the elements by a plastic sheath.


  None of the keys were arabic numerals. An eclectic mix of Chinese ideograms, Sanskrit, Mayan pictograms, heiroglyphs...and the picture of an eye. He knew only a few of the characters depicted, but it was enough to suggest a chilling possibility. He knew he'd never crack the code on the door, especially if the encoder was the man he suspected.


  However, Peregryn never let himself put too much stock in doors. To limit oneself to doors often meant ignoring a dozen other ways into and out of a place. And with such security on the door, it was possible the owner was also thinking only in terms of doors. Perhaps he also anticipated a crude physical assault, or digging. But just as Peregryn could pass through water without disturbing it, so could he pass through earth.


  "You should rest here," he said to the golem, gesturing at a spot a few meters from the door. "Sink into the sweet earth, purify it."


  With a faint sigh, the golem simply dropped, as if sinking in quicksand, forming a column of salt in the ground. Whispering an incantation, Peregryn then passed through the salt as if it were air...a variation of the spell he used to store items in the walls of his apartment.


  He emerged in a darkened hallway, a slight clatter of rock salt on the floor presaging his arrival. The lights flickered to life. Apparently this place was not defended like a fortress, for no alarms sounded at his arrival. Perhaps the owner felt that anyone clever enough to get past the outer security deserved free run of the interior? Or perhaps the security was simply more insidious, like a poison gas filling the air.


  Yes, there it was. But the air elementals that whirled about Peregryn protected him from the gases. Still, it would be a good idea to clear them out, a task to which he set the elementals.


  He walked down the hall, more of a tunnel, really. A door at the other end opened at his approach, and he noticed vents in the ceiling above it. No doubt to keep the poison from entering the main room.


  Dead bodies greeted him.


  Two uniformed Chinese men slumped at opposite sides of the room. One had obviously had his neck broken, while the other seemed to have been strangled after being stunned by a broken arm, which rested at a crazy angle in the man's lap. Stepping closer, he noticed each wore a badge marking him as an Anchor, one of the few Western symbols the People's Republic had adopted into their own lexicon.


  The bodies were cold. Cold and decaying...the spirit had fled them weeks ago. The killer had not bothered to pick up after himself, which struck Peregryn as odd, for he suspected that the killer was the man who owned the installation. Perhaps he had been in a hurry, which made sense... he was fleeing capture at the time, yes?


  Peregryn pried open one man's eyelid and peered into the cold, dead eye. Laying a finger on the pupil, he concentrated on drawing forth the last image the eye had recorded, the dying sight of a dead man.


  In a flash of disorienting light, he was briefly seeing through the dead man's eyes, staring in shock at the man who was slowly throttling the life out of him.


  Rebus.


  * * * *


  School was getting a little more comfortable, Tom Dodson mused. The whole cluster of symptoms related to being a "new kid" had faded, as had the novelty effect of being a minor celebrity. He was still something of an outsider in the social structure, but he kind of preferred it that way. At least now it was because of who he was, not just because he was the newbie.


  Another pattern seemed to be holding, too. He was hanging out with, well, older students. Technically speaking, he was older than any of them, but biologically and academically he was a raw frosh. And he was hanging around with sophomores and juniors like the new Legion of Net.Heroes. And then there was Beth.


  He wasn't sure exactly how he should feel towards her. First he was more like a little brother to her, or even research subject. But then she'd come back from Manhattan all broken up...he could tell that whoever she'd been involved with, well...she wasn't anymore. Then he'd become a shoulder to cry on. She felt safe telling him her problems...up to a point, anyway. She didn't give any details about her ex, but Tom had his suspicions.


  Still...he was the trusted confidant. He sighed. As bad as "little brother" was in terms of romantic prospects, this was even worse. It had happened to him before in high school, and no matter what he did he couldn't get out of the "good friend" slot and into the "boyfriend" one.


  So why was he trying again?


  He handed the handmade card to Beth as she sat down next to him in the lecture hall. "Happy Valentine's Day...you still celebrate that here in the future, right?" he grinned wanly.


  * * * *


  Josh Cole looked at the small stack of hand-made valentines atop the boxes and bags containing his belongings. He'd made them all for Arin, but never sent them. After all, his father said it was a secular holiday celebrating lust, and the Papists had started it in the first place. But he'd made one every year since he'd gotten old enough to start thinking of Arin Kelsey as more than just a friend. He'd just never given them to her.


  Oh, he'd written to her in the years since she'd first exploded and killed that rapist, when the...government...took her away to that supervillain prison up in Wisconsin. For a while she even wrote back, discussing their possible wedding date. Well, she never actually agreed to marry Josh, but if she'd just stayed another few months he knew he'd have gotten through to her.


  But the letters stopped being returned. Arin started being strangely distant towards him when she came back to Virginia for holidays. For a while, Josh was worried she'd found someone else.


  Of course, the truth became clear a year and a half ago, when she got locked up in a mental insitution. The government had been trying to control her mind, turn her into a pawn of their alien masters, and she'd resisted. So she had to be locked away. Josh never told anyone, of course...you never knew who might be an ear for THEM. That, and he never really had the guts to do anything about it, he admitted to himself.


  Strangely, that didn't seem to be a problem anymore. Maybe the shock of finding his roommate murdered, one of those pagan loopy crosses on his body, had made him grow up. Heh. Shock. He snickered at his own unintentional joke. Once Harry, his roommate and high school buddy had died, things had started to change for Josh. The lightning started to sing to him. He could even call it forth from his fingertips.


  The college dean was a good man, Josh noted, but he really didn't know what was going on. The dean said Josh's psychological tests weren't good, that he hadn't really grieved for his dead friend, and he needed to go home to New Faith to be around people who loved him and could pray for him. Josh had packed up his books, his clothes and a few other things he'd kept around the dorm, in preparation for leaving.


  But he wasn't going home. Harry was an okay guy, but Josh found he didn't really miss the guy...always hovering too close, always hanging out when Josh really wanted to try and get Arin alone. And, anyway, Josh wasn't the one that needed praying for. No, it was those government stooges who were holding Arin captive, trying to twist her mind and make her forget everything that she ever held important. He picked up a backpack filled with just the things he figured he'd really need, then stretched out his arms to the small pile of belongings with the red paper hearts atop it.


  The lightning sang in his head as it licked out and destroyed the feeble paper expressions of love. He'd give Arin a real expression of his love when he freed her from Nakoma. The fire that was now spreading to his bed would cover his tracks for a while, give him a chance to get a head start.


  The lightning sang with the voice of God Himself, and Joshua sang the psalm along with it.


  "Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for battle, my fingers for war; my refuge and my fortress, my stronghold, my deliverer, my shield, in whom I trust, who subdues peoples under me. Lord, what is man, that you notice him; the son of man, that you take thought of him? Man is like a breath; his days, like a passing shadow. Incline your heavens, O Lord, and come down; touch the mountains, and they shall smoke; flash forth lightning, and put them to flight...." [Psalms 144:1-6 - Ed.]


  * * * *


  Peregryn finished searching the corpses, a grisly job, but one he was able to do without squeamishness. One had an entry visa to Arkhangelsk, in old Russia. But the visa mentioned a party of four. Rebus was certainly one of the quartet, having betrayed his allies and left without them, probably altering the documents first so that he could travel lighter. But where was the fourth? And who was using the visa of the dead man in the corner, who was missing his?


  A second door let out of the room, leading deeper underground. Perhaps the third body could be found behind it. And it was ajar.


  A gentle wind blew the door open, revealing a long, empty corridor. Near the end, he could see another door to one side of the hall, and what appeared to be a pistol-style crossbow hung from the wall opposite the door. He peered carefully at the weapon. It seemed to have a jewel in the black lacquered grip. He relaxed his normal vision and looked through the enchantment of Horus's headpiece...it was the Eye of Horus.


  Something about the floor of the hallway seemed unnatural. Rather than risk setting foot on it, he drifted up, buoyed by breezes, and floated down the hallway. The crossbow was hung from a simple hook, and when Peregryn lifted it from the wall nothing happened. Not a trap. A trophy, perhaps?


  He turned to face the door. It had a small window set into it, and suddenly a wild-eyed face appeared in it, contorted with anger!


  Peregryn drifted back, then happened to look down...the floor had vanished. Impaled on rows of spikes at the bottom was the missing third Chinese Anchor. So who was the new man?


  "Who are you?" he asked calmly. He could hear the man cursing the name of Lorenzo Archangeli, so he knew the door was not soundproofed. He repeated his question. "Who are you?"


  The man paused in his invective. "You're not one of his lickspittles?"


  "If you mean an ally of Rebus...Archangeli...no."


  "Wait...I know you. You're one of those supernaturals. The mage. Henderson, right?"


  "I prefer to be called Peregryn, but yes."


  "You don't know who I am, so obviously you're not here to rescue me," the man mused. Underneath the haggard look of a man who had been imprisoned for too long under foul conditions, there was a clear mind. Peregryn knew that whoever this was, he was someone to be reckoned with. "Why are you here?"


  "I came to find the Eye of Horus," he held up the crossbow.


  The man broke into laughter, laughter with a less than sane edge to it. "Sorry," he said after catching his breath. "Private joke. My name is Devlin Marx, and that bastard Archangeli has been holding me here in the lap of false luxury. Every damn convenience in this cell is run by violation technology, and I'm an Anchor. There's even a sensor to automatically open the door, but it won't work for me."


  Peregryn looked down again. "And I presume the floor is some sort of field projection that your Anchor neutralizes?"


  "What I don't understand is how you're still floating there. I slammed my Anchor on full when I saw you...I thought you were one of Lorenzo's men. How are your powers still functioning?"


  "I do not force nature to bend to my will, like so many others, Mister Marx. I prefer to ask. And this requires far less violation of nature, and hence is less susceptible to Anchoring. I still would not be able to directly attack you with my powers, but I can sustain my spells under most circumstances."


  "Hm. Very wise. Could you carry me out of here?"


  "Unlikely. Direct contact would cancel my spells. But that may not be necessary. Please step back."


  Marx retreated out of sight, presumably getting as far back from the door as he could. As Peregryn suspected it might, the door swung open on its own once the "supertech" built into it was no longer being suppressed. He stepped into the room and looked around.


  It was quite luxurious, albeit lacking in any sense of privacy thanks to the absence of walls between living areas. It was also quite small, probably so that Marx would have difficulty getting far enough from any one item that it would function. A trap that could only hold an Anchor...and a powerful one at that. Typical of Rebus's twisted sensibilities.


  "This is yours?" he asked, holding up the crossbow.


  Marx nodded. "Acquiring the Eye was a youthful bit of foolishness. I was trying to make a name for myself, and I figured stealing something from the Conclave of Super-Villains would do the trick."


  "A bit of foolishness which has come back to save you, ironically," Peregryn replied. "My need for the Eye led me here."


  "So...now what?"


  "Now I accomplish two tasks with one action. Please stand well back, Mr. Marx," Peregryn withdrew a slim case from his robes. Opening it, he pulled out the Wand of Sutekh. "When these two artifacts are brought together in the proper manner, they will annihilate each other. I can channel this energy into blasting a tunnel to the surface. Then it will be a simple matter of healing the earth and stabilizing it so we can climb out."


  "Could I ask a favor first?"


  "Yes?"


  "Remove the Eye from the crossbow. That bow has been with me longer than you've been alive...even without the Eye in it, it has personal significance," Marx asked.


  "Of course." Peregryn popped the Eye out of the grip of the pistol crossbow with a simple word of power, then crossed the room to hand the weapon to its owner. Removing himself from the man's Anchor again, he held the two items of Egyptian might at arm's length.


  "In the name of your creator Horus, I ask that this token of Set be consigned to the void!" Peregryn chanted. Then he slammed the two together, cracking the ivory rod against the Eye. Not the careful ceremony he had planned, but it served his purposes.


  The faint crack was followed immediately by a shattering blast as semi-divine power rushed out of the talismen. Cupping his hands, Peregryn threw this energy upward and outward, gritting his teeth at the pain. He could feel his hands being seared away, his own power damped just enough by Marx that he could not completely direct the energy away from himself. He could also feel several of his own talismen shatter in sympathy with the broken Eye...he would need to be careful until they could be repaired.


  The blinding flare faded, and faint winter sunlight filtered down through the hole that had just been punched. Water trickled into the room as the marsh slowly sagged back into place, but Peregryn was able to prevent a total collapse.


  He held his scarred hands up. "I hope you are able to pilot a helicopter, Mr. Marx...."


  * * * *


  Aaron lost track of the time he'd spent huddled in a ball on Peregryn's floor, crying until his eyes were dry and not even his supernatural power of mind over body could force more tears from them. It was like a dam had burst, and nothing could hold back the grief now that it had been unleashed.


  Finally, there was no more sorrow to let out. He felt cold. And empty. So very empty.


  "Paul?" he whispered.


  -+Yes?+-


  "What do we do now?"


  -+Get on with our life, I suppose. Try to come to terms with things.+-


  "But you're dead...!"


  -+I live in your memories...some might even say I'm still alive in the ways that are important, the same way an android might be alive. I have memories, thoughts, emotions...I still love you, Aaron, that hasn't changed. But no, my spirit, my life energy...that's gone. And now that we know the truth, I guess I'll eventually fade away as your memories and mine fuse into one.+-


  "When? When will you go away?"


  -+Not until you send me away, beloved....+-


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


  Next Issue:


  Confrontation between Contact and Peregryn could split the team, and Josh Cole attempts to break Arin Kelsey out of the Nakoma Mental Health Institution, coming to blows with Gawain!


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


  Author's Notes:


  There's a few scenes here which are linked to other stories in the ASH Universe that may bear explaining for those who don't read all the ASH titles (which you really should, you know).


  Most obviously, Peregryn's musings about Haven tie in strongly to the DEEP ARMAGEDDON crossover, which came to a head in STRAFE #5 and CSV #5. His later jaunt to Siberia links in with Rebus's escape trail at the end of EUROPA #3.


  Some of Josh Cole's musings make a little more sense if you've read CSV #1/2, in which the Ankh ("loopy pagan cross") Killer's actions are outlined. More details of Josh's situation will be revealed in later issues of ASH. Also, while she hasn't really been mentioned much in ASH, Arin Kelsey was a member of the graduate class in the Academy miniseries. She was driven into a catatonic state by events of that series, and while she was eventually broken out of her catatonia, her mental health remained extremely delicate. Combined with Arin's power to explode, this called for extraordinary measures.


  There is a real state mental institution in Nakoma, Wisconsin, a suburb of Madison. While it has been established that Madison is largely abandoned in the 2020s, the Nakoma institution was rehabilitated recently for cases such as Arin's. Nakoma is also notable for being the home away from home of the Badger. No, not the ASH writer. I mean the superhero with the multiple personalities. No, I SAID it wasn't Matt Rossi.


  On the other hand, the community of New Faith, Virginia does not exist in the real world, having been founded in 2001 by fundamentalist Christians in the wake of the Godmarket, who formed a new church borrowing bits and pieces from the backgrounds of the founders. They ranged from Pentecostal Methodists to Southern Baptists, but set aside denominational differences in the face of an obvious miracle. And that's about as much detail as I'm going to go into about the group, since I don't know quite enough to fake it convincingly if I dig too deep. }-> Oh, and Josh doesn't necessarily speak for them, as should become increasingly apparent as his storyline progresses.


  Background note: During early planning for CSV, Tony suggested making Arin the original Burnout. Based on things which should become clearer next issue, I felt Arin wouldn't be a likely pawn, leading to the choice of Lana Smith instead. This isn't to say Mr. Strings *couldn't* have gotten at Arin, mind you....


  #17 -"Search and Seizure"


  [cover shows Contact in the foreground, striding angrily towardsthe reader. Behind him are silhouettes that resemble the membersof ASH. The central figure, armored like Solar Max, is pointingtowards the reader in an obvious "Leave now!" gesture.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [CHICAGO - February 17, 2024]



  JakZak was wearing the "dress uniform" he hadn't put on since that interview last fall, and did his best to resist the urge to tug at the slightly tight collar. After one last look around the conference room, he took a deep breath and stood.


  "Now that we're all here, we can begin the hearing." Pause. No one looked happy to be there, although Peregryn seemed oddly calm about the whole affair. Odd because he *was* the injured party, after all. "Now, we're not a military organization, nor do we even have a team constitution. Normally, this would be dealt with in the regular court system like any other case of its type. But Peregryn has agreed to keep this in ASH and abide by whatever decision we come to."


  Peregryn nodded almost imperceptibly at this. Was he really not angry about what happened to him? Or was this just more of his eerie self-control? Not that anyone in the room could tell for sure.


  "Aaron, do you agree to abide by whatever decision we come to?"


  Aaron stared icily at JakZak.


  "Aaron, if we can't do it this way, I'm going to have to turn this case over to the police," JakZak reminded him. "And none of us want that. Not for us, and certainly not for you."


  "Fine," Aaron spat. "But I don't think I'm the one who should be on trial here," he shifted his glare to Peregryn.


  Essay looked like she was about to jump in and defend the team's mage, but a quick look from JakZak kept her silent.


  "We've already been over that, Aaron," JakZak sighed. "Whatever secrets Peregryn may or may not be keeping, that doesn't justify what you did...."


  * * * *


  [CHICAGO - February 15, 2024]


  Aaron stood on the roof, ignoring the chill winter winds, alone with his thoughts. Except, of course, with his thoughts, he was never really alone, was he? He'd copied Paul's mind onto his own in an act of desperation last summer, then spent the better part of a year deluding himself into thinking his spirit and Paul's had become one.


  Paul's voice was silent in his head now. It wasn't gone for good... might never leave entirely. But Aaron needed to be alone right now. He needed to mourn. Actually, he needed to decide if he needed to mourn. Paul was dead, but did that actually matter? If Paul had died and come back as a ghost, like the original ASH member Redeemer did in the 1990s, would he still have really been dead?


  Of course, Redeemer's spirit survived the destruction of his body. Paul's didn't. Just his mind. But this wasn't just a cold collection of data engrams...Paul's whole life was in Aaron's head now. As vivid and powerful as Aaron's own memories. The emotions were all there. Not just the love they shared, either. Little things, like how Paul enjoyed Japanese food, or how he always felt a thrill of excitement when his hometown baseball team made the playoffs, or the strange uneasiness he always had around cats. In fact, if he concentrated, Aaron could remember Paul's first time in the stands at a game, or even the childhood incident with a feral cat when Paul was five. The memories were his now. An inheritance of an entire lifetime.


  They sometimes say that immortality is in being remembered by others. Maybe in that respect, Paul was still alive...not only was the man remembered, but his memories were remembered.


  The tears still wouldn't come. In his head, he knew that it was impossible to use up a lifetime of tears, but in his heart he felt he already had. Not a single tear had fallen since he left Peregryn's room the night before.


  Had he cried enough?


  No. The man he loved had been reduced to a paranormal mental illness, a false personality imprinted on Aaron's brain. There would never be enough tears to wash that away, regardless of how calm and cold he felt at the moment. Paul's memories floated up unbidden, the psychology that the man had studied so diligently before his death. Aaron was in a sort of emotional shock, a numbness that would eventually give way to some other reaction, and then another and another...eventually he'd be able to truly accept what had happened. But not now. Not yet.


  Maybe he needed to....


  Aaron's thoughts were interrupted by the activation of the helipad's warning lights. Someone was coming in for a landing, and since the roof- mounted sensors knew Aaron was on the roof, they set off strobes to warn him to clear the area.


  He was well back from the pad already, so he looked up to see who was coming in. Maybe Sal coming in from Mexico City? A little late for him to be returning to his hometown for Ash Wednesday services, though...that was yesterday.


  Peregryn.


  Aaron could feel the mage's mind up in the helicopter. And it was unshielded. Something must have happened to his protections when he was out doing whatever it was he was doing the last few days...this would be Aaron's only chance to do a scan.


  -+Why?+- Paul asked, breaking his silence. -+We...you...already know the secret he was keeping from you.+-


  +-Because it sure as hell wasn't the only one,-+ Aaron shot back, feeling it a tiny bit odd that he was essentially arguing with himself.


  The helijet set down on the pad, its rotors starting to slow down as the power was cut.


  Aaron waited. He didn't want to just dive in and fish around, he wanted the thoughts he was looking for to be near the surface so he could get them quickly and with as little trace as possible. The rotors stopped and scissored together to store out of the way inside the helijet's fuselage. The door opened and Peregryn stepped out, a distinguished-looking older man right behind him.


  "Peregryn. I know what you were keeping from me," Aaron accused, stepping up to block the mage's path. "What other secrets have you been keeping?" he asked forcefully.


  Now! The question brought ripples to the surface of Peregryn's mind, and Aaron started to reach for them.


  Suddenly, the ripples vanished, as did the pool itself. All the dim voices that Aaron habitually pushed to the back of his mind, the murmurs of the city's minds around him, were silenced.


  The older man stepped forward. "I don't think so, telepath."


  An Anchor.


  Aaron's face burned with shame as Peregryn simply stepped around him without a word, as if Aaron were a tree that had grown up in his way. The residual whine of the helijet's engines cooling down was the only sound on the rooftop as Peregryn and the Anchor opened the stairwell door and entered the headquarters.


  * * * *


  [CHICAGO - February 17, 2024]


  "If Mr. Marx hadn't agreed to accompany Peregryn here instead of heading straight for Las Vegas, you would have violated Howard's mind," Solar Max sighed. "Even so, that's attempted third degree rape, telepathic. At LEAST," he stabbed his finger at a report on the table in front of him for emphasis.


  "JakZak," George interrupted, "no one's been prosecuted on telepathic rape this century. And if we're gonna start, there's a certain person from Manhattan who's racked up a MUCH longer list of charges on that count than Aaron."


  JakZak frowned slightly. "I know, I know. That's one of the big reasons I don't want to take this to the regular courts. Aaron doesn't deserve to be a precedent...and to some extent, Warden doesn't need the extra hassle of a few hundred new charges on his rap sheet. But my point is, Aaron committed a crime. Hell, not just one, he also broke into Peregryn's quarters and practically ransacked them."


  "There were extenuating circumstances," Sal interjected, casting a nervous glance at the silent telepath. "The internal conflict created by knowing Peregryn held the key to the puzzle of his psychic link with Paul...."


  "He should have ASKED," Essay spat.


  "He did," Peregryn interjected quietly. "I said no. In retrospect, that was a foolish decision...but it does not excuse Aaron's subsequent actions."


  Solar Max slumped back in his chair and sighed. "Look, as far as I can tell, there's no question that Aaron violated Peregryn's privacy. Nor is there much doubt about the motive...he suspected Peregryn of being a danger to the team because he was keeping too many secrets. Maybe even of being a pawn of the CSV's telepath. But he went about it the wrong way. He should have come to me with his suspicions instead of breaking into Peregryn's room and trying to scan him without permission. Peregryn, I want you to submit to the full battery of tests STRAFE was implementing to check for undue influence, plus any Grind can suggest now that he knows a little more about the telepath."


  "But..." Peregryn started to protest.


  "Howard, Aaron had some valid reasons to be suspicious. And after what happened to STRAFE in Manhattan a week and a half ago [STRAFE #6-8 - Ed.], I want to be DAMN sure it won't happen to us," JakZak leaned forward as he spoke.


  Scorch started to hum Brahms's Lullaby.


  "Not FUNNY," George whapped his friend across the back of the head. Humming was one of the "ego signatures" of the mind-controller.


  "Ow. Sorry."


  "As for you, Aaron...you need help. You just got hit by a *huge* shock, and it's obviously affecting your judgement if you're trying to scan your teammates without permission," JakZak said.


  "I can mourn on my own," Aaron replied quietly, his first words in several minutes.


  "Maybe, but you're a danger to yourself and others while you do," JakZak countered. "We can do this one of two ways, Aaron. You can go up to MetaPsych and get help there willingly, or..."


  "Or you send me over to Nakoma where they can keep me Anchored and under observation," Aaron sighed. "Fine, I'll pack for Baffin Island," he stood and stormed out of the room.


  "I guess...that adjourns the hearing," JakZak sighed.


  * * * *


  [OBLONG, ILLINOIS SECTOR - February 17, 2024]


  Josh pulled over into the abandoned gas station and got out to stretch his legs. Just another Midwestern ghost town waiting to be finally torn down and turned into farmland or something. This one looked like it'd been pretty close to that fate before God smote the pagans, though.


  He walked around under the sagging canopy that stood over the gas pumps. Not that he needed to fill up his...borrowed (thou shalt not steal)...car. Like just about everything on the roads these days, it was electric. Which suited Josh just fine, since he was electric too. He'd blown out the batteries on his first borrowed car, but by the second try had gotten the hang of recharging the car from the lightnings God gave him.


  Now, though, he was tapped out. Couldn't muster more than a spark, he'd have to get a good night's sleep before he'd be up to peak again. Oddly, he felt more clear-headed than he had in days. Probably that lucid stage you get after being awake way too long, he mused.


  But it did make something clear to him. He couldn't just walk into Nakoma and walk out with Arin. The government was keeping her locked up there until she could be brainwashed properly...so either they would be trying to keep her in, or she wouldn't want to leave. He hoped it was the former...otherwise, the Arin he loved might already have been destroyed by the government's mind control processes. He'd need a weapon, something he could use if there was too much risk of hitting Arin with the lightning. Not a gun, they'd certainly have metal detectors there.


  He walked over to the small convenience store that was part of the service station. It had been looted pretty thoroughly over the last twenty-five years, probably by lone travelers like himself who were trying to avoid the major roads. Someone had decided to test how bulletproof the bulletproof glass around the cashier's station was, and a few shards of rigid plexiglass littered the floor.


  Josh picked up a longish shard. Not really sharp like a knife, but it had a nice point to it and fit easily in his jacket. It'd do....


  * * * *


  [CHICAGO - February 17, 2024]


  "Mr. Taylor?" a voice asked from the doorway of the conference room.


  JakZak looked up and saw Devlin Marx standing at the threshhold.


  "Oh, if this isn't a good time?" Marx asked.


  JakZak sighed and straightened up. "No, it's a pretty bad time, but I don't think there's going to be a good time for a while...so come on in." He stood and held out a chair for the older man. "Thanks for stopping Contact, by the way...as messy as this was, it could have been a LOT worse."


  "Actually, I was coming to thank *you*. For what you did in Las Vegas."


  JakZak raised an eyebrow as both sat. "I failed. What, did you not like those men?" he smirked sardonically.


  Marx lowered his head for a moment, then met JakZak's gaze. "No, you saved thousands of people from death and serious injury by dismantling a maze of destruction. While you may not have saved the handful of men and women who were the real target of Rebus's sick obsession, it would have been a thousand times worse had you truly failed."


  "Thanks," JakZak sighed. "But pardon me if I don't feel any better about it."


  Marx shrugged. "You wouldn't be human otherwise. And trust me, I've seen more supernormals than you ever will...you're all as human as the rest of us. In fact, I'm sad to say the least human person I've ever known turned out to be my own most trusted aide." Now it was Marx's turn to sigh. "The signs were all there, but I never noticed them until it was too late. It was like he was deliberately planting clues for me to find, confident that I'd never see them for what they were. I had weeks in that cell Peregryn rescued me from to think back over the last several years...he must have told me a dozen times to my face that he was going to do this, but always wrapped in a puzzle and disguised as normal chit-chat."


  "Well, now you're out of the cell. What do you plan to do once the doctors are finished checking you over?" JakZak asked.


  Marx shrugged. "Go back to Vegas, try to pick up the pieces. Archangeli managed to liquidate much of my property and that of the other Anchor owners in town and siphon it off to Thoth knows where. But a few of the properties were tied up in probate by the interlocking wills we all had, so I should be able to stay out of the welfare line once I clear things up. I was able to stop the legal request Archangeli put in through intermediaries to have me declared dead, however, which should help."


  "Putting the Conclave back together?" JakZak asked innocently.


  "What?"


  "Something escaped from a computer in the Las Vegas bunker where the others died. We had to search all the remaining files, and came across references to something called the Conclave. I'm guessing that you and Archangeli both belonged to this organization, and that it was part of the reason he called his new organization the Conclave of Super-Villains."


  Marx had blanched slightly, but was a cool enough customer that this was his only reaction. "And...what do you plan to do with this information?"


  "At the moment, very little," Solar Max admitted. "It could be no more sinister than an Old Boys Club of Anchors. I'm hoping that whatever your purposes were, they were benevolent and will continue to be. But that's not too important at the moment...what I really want to know is what was in that computer that escaped."


  "Madness," Marx replied.


  * * * *


  [NAKOMA, WISCONSIN SECTOR - February 19, 2024]


  Sal drove along the empty highway past the empty buildings and empty lots of Madison. The ghost town had been a long time dying, but even during his first days at the Academy it hadn't been much of a city. Sometimes he and some friends would sneak out of the Academy grounds and head downsector to the old state capital. It had a spooky ambiance that joyriding teenagers found irresistable. When the sector's administrative functions had followed the main branch of the University of Wisconsin over to Milwaukee, the small city found it had almost nothing left to live for. The government then shooed the remaining residents out for safety reasons, like they did in a dozen or so other former cities.


  Now only a small population lived in Madison, mostly to rehabilitate what could be, and deconstruct what couldn't be. They planned to move the administrative center back here by 2026, make it more of a showcase city. But for now it was mostly still a ghost town.


  And the uneasiest ghosts rested at Nakoma. A suburb of Madison, it once housed a major state mental institution. The facilities had been refurbished a couple of years ago to house one very special patient, and in anticipation of more like her to follow.


  Taking the exit off I-94, Sal drove towards the Nakoma Mental Health Institute for Paranormals...and Arin Kelsey.


  * * * *


  [DRESDEN, GERMANY - February 19, 2024]


  Kasca sat impatiently in the smoke-filled bar. The terran drug residue filling the air irritated his eyes and drove him to breathe through the filters in his nostrils. He tried not to look out of place, but knew that was next to impossible. A lifetime of military discipline and honor does not lend itself to blending in with a herd of degenerates. Even the few obvious warriors in the place, mercenaries all, had a sort of shiftless decadence that would have earned any of Kasca's own soldiers taste of the lash.


  The translator made good use of the time at least, he mused. The local patois had much in common with Pranir gabble...a mishmash of many languages used seemingly at random. But the computer was building a coherent picture of what few rules did exist, which would serve him well later, since he would need to recruit most of his forces from this "Eurasian Union." Khadam was not an option...too many who might recognize a high-ranking Galactic Warrior Corps member. The rough paragangs of Manhattan had proved a waste of time [Warden #8-9 - Ed.], and he didn't want to remain overlong under the possible watch of those he sought vengeance on. So Eurasia it would have to be.


  Finally, a slip of a girl walked into the bar, looking more at ease than anyone of her appearance should have. A certain indication that she was a paranormal. And, to judge from the data he had gathered, it was the woman he was waiting for. She looked around for a second, then made a beeline for his table. Kasca sighed...he really did stand out, didn't he?


  "Hello, sir," she said as she sat down. Well, at least that was how the translator's earbud made it sound to him.


  "Greetings, Straylight," he replied.


  "No, that's not my name," she shook her head. "I go by Straylight."


  Kasca frowned. There was apparently an error in the translator. He checked the transcript his handcomp was making. "Ah, pardons." He tapped out a few changes. "Irrlicht is the proper translation, I see. Am I correct that your other name is Petra Hollander?" She nodded, and he inwardly breathed a sigh of relief. The other option that seemed likely was Rock Neiderlander. Bah. Barbarian tongues. *He* suffered looking the fool because *their* language was foolish. "From what I hear, you are a paranormal 'Vogue Ghoul' without current affiliations, correct?"


  "I've had some offers," she shrugged. Whether she was bluffing or trying to bargain for higher pay Kasca couldn't tell. While he'd a lifetime of political intrigues, he was still very much the novice when it came to things people would do for money. Honor, patriotism, fear, anger...those motivations he understood a thousand times better than greed.


  "And you have one here. You are capable of transforming into an energy body, invulnerable to most harm and able to simulate a sort of slow flight?"


  She grinned and smacked the gummy substance she was chewing. "I've been practicing. I'm a lot better at flying now than I was a few weeks ago." Now she seemed to be enjoying a private joke, and Kasca scowled slightly. "So, what's your name, Mr. Ramrod?"


  "You may call me General for now," Kasca replied.


  There was a faint flicker around Petra's body, almost quicker than the eye could follow. "C'mon...General what?"


  Now it was Kasca's time to smirk. "So, the rumors are true, you do possess a sort of mind-influence power."


  She pulled back. "I...I don't..."


  He waved a hand to cut her off. "This makes you a more valuable recruit. And despite being made to look like an idiot recently, I am most definitely not one...I came prepared," he gestured at his eyes, which were covered by thin plastic shells. "I also came prepared to offer you a rather handsome fee for your loyalty in a particular mission I wish to carry out." He tapped out a figure on his handcomp and flipped it to show her the screen.


  Irrlicht let out a low whistle. "You either have more money than brains, or this is one hell of a job," she replied.


  "Do you accept?"


  "I'd like some time to think about it...talk to my other prospects and see if they're willing to match that...large...number," she demurred.


  Kasca nodded. "Leave word for me here should you wish to accept my offer."


  As if sensing his disappointment, Irrlicht pulled the handcomp over and puzzled over it for a moment before entering a list of names and addresses. "These two," she indicated the names Panzer and Schild, "are a brother act, you have to hire both or neither. The rest'll work for the right money."


  Kasca nodded, and Irrlicht stood and left, apparently in a hurry to get somewhere else. He glanced over the list, recognizing several as prospects he already planned to seek out in the event Irrlicht said no. But only in that case...because they were reputed to be enemies of the young woman. What game was she playing? He frowned and closed down the computer. If Irrlicht was recommending those people, she obviously had no plans to join his... Revanche. She would bear careful watching....


  * * * *


  [NAKOMA - February 19, 2024]


  "Please look into the cross in the eyepiece," the woman at the security check desk asked. Sal shrugged his mountainous shoulders and complied.


  %%RETINA SCAN POSITIVE - SALVATORE NAPIER, CLEARANCE LEVEL 6.%% spoke a deliberately artificial voice. Nakoma currently had more security than it needed...after all, no one was likely to try and break in right now. There weren't any captured criminals undergoing psychiatric evaluation or anything, just a few Academy dropouts. Like Arin. But Sal supposed it was better to get in the habit of tighter security before they needed it.


  He looked around. One guard stood by the security station with an electrical stunner. Enough to stop a determined normal, Sal supposed, but if Sal had decided not to submit to the retina scan, he doubted anything here would stop him.


  "Miss Kelsey is currently in a session," the woman noted, referring to her monitor. "But you may wait either in the visitor's lounge or the observation gallery," she pointed at a map of the complex mounted on the wall behind her.


  Observation gallery? Sal pondered for a moment. Maybe he didn't really need to talk to her...and she might not want to talk to him anyway. But he did need to see her. After what Arturo had said the other day, Sal needed to really think about his feelings for his former classmate, and he needed more than a photograph to focus on.


  Following the map's directions, Sal soon found himself in a darkened room with a glass wall facing a bright, cheery room set up more like a living room than a treatment ward. A handful of young men and women were in the gallery already, students by the look of them. Studying the fascinating case of the paranormal who went into a catatonic state when faced with the gruesome business of organlegging.


  On the other side of the glass, Arin and a man who Sal guessed was her doctor chatted about minor things...the weather, last night's television programs, lunch...nothing big. While his specialties were in physical trauma, Sal had enough background to know that this was either a good sign or a very bad one. Either Arin was nearly well enough to leave and the doctor was just looking for subtle problems, or she was still so bad off that it would be a bad idea to even approach anything related to her neurosis. Still, something was odd....


  "Why's the doctor wearing that outfit?" he asked one of the students, indicating the almost stereotypical lab coat the doctor wore.


  The woman started to snap at him, then recognized who he was. "Oh, ah...Doctor Titus found that Miss Kelsey was most comfortable with a clear sign of hierarchy, of doctor/patient separation. He had to start treating her in a practically antiseptic white room, to meet her expectations. She's come a long way."


  Sal lapsed into silence, nodding and letting the student go back to her note-taking. Arin was smiling and laughing, more at ease than he'd ever known her. She was always at least a little wound up at the Academy, a stranger in a strange land, bravely trying to hide her fear of the unknown. And of the known. But one thing hadn't changed...she was still achingly beautiful. Make that two things. She was also just as inaccessible as she'd ever been. The glass between them might as well have been a wall a million miles thick.


  Arturo was right. He didn't love Arin because she was someone he could be happy with, he loved her because she was someone he could never have a life with. Because he'd never get far enough with her to be hurt by a later rejection. And because, well, she seemed to need protecting and he needed to feel like he was protecting someone.


  It was odd...about the time Arin came to this place, Sal had completely stopped playing the Little Italy Wiseguy stereotype. Not that he'd lived more than five months in Little Italy before his family moved to Chicago to avoid the inrush of Caribbean immigrants. Anyway, it was as if he'd held onto that act just to make sure he kept Arin at arm's length. He smirked. Maybe he should check in for a while. Or at least find someone to talk to on an outpatient basis.


  Although...with all the professionals surrounding him at the moment, people trained in dealing with the mental health issues of paranormals, why was the first person he thought of talking to Arturo?


  Sal rubbed his eyes and left the gallery to get some fresh air. It felt too crowded all of a sudden, and too hot.


  * * * *


  Sal closed his eyes and leaned back against the nice, solid wall. Too many prefab and refab buildings these days had walls he could feel warp when he put his not-insignificant weight against them, but they'd built this place right. Despite the efficient central heating in the building, the wall was faintly cool to the touch, a welcome change from the sweatbox he'd just left.


  His eyes snapped open as the lights flickered momentarily. Nothing else seemed to be wrong, though...maybe the local power grid still needed work? He leaned back again and closed his eyes, trying to clear his head. Well, he'd wanted to think, he just got more to think about than he bargained for. At least Arin seemed okay, finally.


  "'Scuse me, sir," Sal felt someone brush past him in the hall. He opened his eyes just in time to see a rather scruffy-looking young man dashing around the corner...and sparking?


  Maybe it was just a trick of the light, but regardless of whether he was sparking, the man was headed for the treatment room Arin was in. Sal started to walk down the hall after him, slowly at first, but with increasing speed as his instincts started screaming bloody murder at him. Power flicker. Sparking guy in a hurry. It didn't LOOK like Derek Radner, but nothing said he was the only electricity-user who might want to hurt ASH by hurting one of their friends.


  "Joshua Jeremiah Cole!" came Arin's shout. She sounded like she knew the man...but wasn't happy to see him. "What in the name of the Almighty are you doing here?" Arin demanded. "Sal?" she added as he came into the doorway.


  Cole was standing uncomfortably close to Arin, his eyes dancing dangerously, the hint of madness in them. He turned around to face Sal. "Please stay out of this, sir. I've come to bring my betrothed home."


  "Betrothed?" Sal asked, incredulously.


  "Betrothed?!" Arin spat. "Josh, I only tolerated you because you were the only young man who took any interest in me aside from Harry, and he just saw me as a sister. I'm all grown up now," she added with a hint of fear in her expression, "and whatever I may have felt for you is *gone*" She looked past Josh at Sal, her eyes pleading with him to get rid of the insistent suitor.


  Josh followed her glance. Anger burned in his eyes. "YOU stole her heart while THEY stole her mind!" He pointed at Sal with outstretched hands.


  Nothing happened.


  Sal felt the faint heaviness he always experienced whenever his powers were being Anchored and he had to rely on regular musclepower to keep himself standing. Weight was force most people felt every day, but he normally just shrugged it off. Obviously, Josh here had never been Anchored...and without whatever powers he didn't have at the moment, he was just a 70 kilogram kid who'd never done more than brawl with his buddies. And Sal was over 150 kilos, with years of training in the fighting arts. This would be easy.


  "Who...?" Josh looked dumbfoundedly at his hands. The glint of madness and fire of anger in his eyes were replaced by flat confusion.


  "I've Anchored your powers, young man," Dr. Titus replied. "I'm not only a psychiatrist, I'm an Anchor," he explained to Sal, who didn't need the explanation.


  "You silenced God's voice?" Josh whispered, and Dr. Titus knew from his years of training in the mental health profession that he'd made a serious mistake. Unfortunately, his lack of training in crisis situations led him to make another.


  He stepped between Josh and Sal, hands spread out to the sides, with the intention of calming the angry young man down.


  Before Sal could push Dr. Titus aside, Josh had pulled a long shard of something from his jacket.


  "Satan's agent!" he cried out as he stabbed Dr. Titus in the chest with the plexiglass shard. His lung punctured, Dr. Titus coughed blood and crumpled to the floor.


  The room filled with lightning as Josh roared defiantly, filled with righteous anger and madness driven by his own power. Almost inexplicably, the lightning avoided Arin's huddled form.


  "Nojoshnonono!" she pleaded.


  Sal could barely move, the random strikes of electricity were shocking his muscles against his will and jerking him around like a puppet. But he was starting to make headway as his own power flooded back to him. But who to save first? Arin was the obvious target, or would be soon. But Dr. Titus was bleeding to death.


  Josh decided for him.


  First, a powerful bolt seared into Sal's chest, causing all his muscles to heave at once and throwing him to the floor where he lay twitching, unable to get himself under control.


  Then Josh turned to Arin. "The Devil's spawn have turned your heart against me, and no doubt against the Lord as well. Let His lightning purify you!"


  * * * *


  Josh watched as his lightning flowed into his beloved's body, driving out the darkness and cleansing her soul. A tear formed in the corner of his eye as Arin stood up, slowly at first, but with more and more certainty, and walked over to his side to embrace him.


  "Darling, will you marry me?" he asked, his voice almost breaking on the last word.


  She smiled at him, looking like an angel wreathed in light. "No ceremony could make me more your wife than I am now, Joshua."


  He smiled and the tears started to stream down his face. "Let's leave this den of vipers, then, Mrs. Cole."


  She giggled as he lifted her into his arms, like the proper groom carrying his bride across the threshold, and walked out of the room to begin their life together. Happiness was finally his....


  But only for a little while. For now he knew one of the great secrets of the world. Those who called themselves Anchors were servants of Lucifer, agents sent to silence the voice of God in His followers. And the greatest of those agents was right where he'd always been taught to expect him: on the papal throne.


  * * * *


  Sal watched helplessly as his body was wracked with seizures. Cole threw his lightning into Arin, who screamed once and then was silent, her eyes locked open but unseeing.


  Then, like a puppet on the strings of an apprentice, Arin shakily got to her feet and went to give Josh a clumsy embrace.


  "Darling, will you marry me?" he asked her, and Sal wanted to cry out in rage and pain, but his throat wouldn't answer to his will.


  Arin's jaw worked loosely, but no words came out. At least, no words anyone sane could hear, since Cole seemed to hear something.


  "Let's leave this den of vipers, then, Mrs. Cole." Josh lifted Arin into his arms and she went limp, as if the strings had been cut. As Sal watched Dr. Titus bleed, Cole walked out of the room, whispering sweet nothings to a thankfully unconscious Arin Kelsey.


  Then Sal joined Arin in that state.


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


  Next Issue:


  The search for Josh Cole is on, as ASH discovers some unpleasant things about the nation they protect! Plus, Contact spends some time at MetaPsych, General Kasca continues to plot his revenge, and the "Madness" once contained within the Conclave's computers is exposed!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Disclaimer: Josh Cole is not meant to represent all Fundamentalist Christians. He is, as should be clear, insane. His religion has become twisted up in that insanity. How much is religion and how much is insanity I will leave to the reader's interpretation.


  Redeemer was one of the characters played by Tom Dodson in the original Champions campaign that got the ASH ideas rolling. He was responsible for the biggest "THAT was a mistake" moment in the campaign, during the team's fight against Cthulhu (they just had to keep the Elder God distracted while a Plot Device was put into effect involving an Elder Sign). Redeemer was in one of Cthulhu's tentacles, and his armor had been crushed already. One of the other players asked if he needed a hand. Tom replied, "No, I'll be okay." On the next segment, Cthulhu bit Redeemer's head off (200STR versus 5 PD will do that). Oops. The spirit managed to come back as a new character, and then proceeded to make the *second* biggest "THAT was a mistake" moment when he teleported alone into a force bubble containing Lord Ebon, Lady Sable and the Black Paladin. At this point, Tom decided to make up an entirely new character. }->


  "Irrlicht" literally means "Light that leads one astray," which is what a will-o'-the-wisp does. Irrlicht was created by Tony Pi, as was Devlin Marx.


  #18 -"Manhunt"


  [cover shows a map of the Midwest with pins in it, being used totrack the progress of a search. A bolt of lightning comes infrom the bottom of the page and scorches Nebraska.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [Minnesota Sector - February 20, 2024]


  Solar Max, Peregryn and Essay landed next to a still-smoldering wrecked car. Made of fire-resistant materials, powered by non-flammable batteries and generally very hard to set on fire, it showed that someone had gone to a lot of effort to burn away as many traces of himself as he could. Except, of course, for the most obvious trace...the burns.


  "Trail ends here?" Solar Max asked, turning from Peregryn to Essay.


  "A great deal of energy was released here," Peregryn nodded. "And my limited scrying ability is still partially blinded by the shock of destroying the Wand of Sutekh. Joshua Cole was definitely here, but I cannot say where he went afterwards."


  "Essay?"


  The muscular Los Angelino shook her head. "Nothing obvious. I'm taking some more readings, maybe they'll help us get a fix on him once he powers up again...but it looks like he shot his wad here." She grimaced at the mental image that conjured up. "Still nada on the tracker sewn into Arin's clothes by the hospital...his zaps probably busted it."


  Solar Max peered into the interior of the car. "Looks like more than that," he gestured. A few scraps of cloth that were obviously not part of the car's upholstery littered the back seat. "I *hope* he just got paranoid and decided to make her change clothes."


  Peregryn paused and concentrated. This would be so much easier from Odin's chair in Manhattan, he thought. But that was a great power, best left undisturbed except where absolutely necessary. "I sense nothing to suggest otherwise," he finally said. Not that he expected to...tantric magic and orgone were not areas he had studied. But it seemed to relax Essay when he said it.


  "I've called the CBI [Combine Bureau of Investigation, heirs to the FBI and their counterparts in Mexico and Canada - Ed.], they're better equipped to examine this. Besides, this wreck is proof Cole took Arin across Sector boundaries against her will, that makes it their jurisdiction now, joint with the Department of Super-Human Affairs. Essay, you stay here and keep the place secure until the CBI arrives...Peregryn, you're with me. He might still be in the area."


  With that Solar Max and Peregryn took to the skies.


  Essay looked into the car again and shuddered, despite being well- insulated against the winter winds.


  * * * *


  [Metapsych Headquarters, Baffin Sector - February 20, 2024]


  Despite being underdressed for the bitter winter winds, Aaron showed no sign of being cold as he stepped off the helijet and walked the relatively short (for him) distance to the heated entry structure, one of the few buildings above the surface. He already felt the faint mental tingle of the installation's masking field, a tingle which would go away again once he was inside the shielded underground structures. He hadn't felt it on his first two arrivals, although he had felt it both times he left. The first time, he simply wasn't sensitive enough to notice. And the second...too overwhelmed, he supposed. Now he was just starting to feel numb, like a cold wind was blowing through his mind and ripping Paul away from him.


  -+You won't get rid of me that easily,+- Paul mentally smirked.


  For the briefest of moments, Aaron wanted to lash out at the voice in his head, scream "You're not real!" But then he caught himself. Paul, whatever he was now, still didn't deserve that.


  A second helijet had just landed, taking advantage of the same break in the stormy weather that had let Aaron's transport in. A heavily bundled-up yet still slender figure raced from the helijet almost before it could land, heading towards him. The damping field kept him from hearing her mind, but there was no mistaking the enthusiasm.


  "Hello, Gene," he said. Careful control of his throat let his voice boom out like a shout while still sounding like casual speech, so she was just barely able to hear him over the wind and the engines. "However did you know it was me?" he added, carefully keeping the sarcasm out of his voice.


  Once she was close enough to be heard with her normal voice, she said through the skimask, "Who else would be walking out here in a sweater and jeans?" She stopped a couple of meters away, looking like she wanted to come closer, but uncertain if she should. Falling into step alongside Aaron, she cheerily said, "I've just gotten back from my first field assignment, down in Manhattan of all places."


  "What were *you* doing in *Manhattan*?" Paul's voice blurted out. "I'd hardly call it the place for your first field assignment!"


  "It was *your* first field assignment, Paul," Gene reminded him, forgetting for a moment what she'd learned a few days ago. Then she caught herself. "Oh, I'm sorry if I..."


  "No, I'm still not sure how I should be dealing with this either," Aaron opened the door and waved her through. "But, ah, Paul has a point. Manhattan's gotten even worse since he was there. I knew a telepath had been sent down there to help out with the aftermath of the Mr. Strings affair, I just figured it would have been one of the more combat-ready trainees."


  "I'll have you know, after an hour in the same room with Dan Tracey, I could outfight anyone at Metapsych," she huffed, pulling off the frost- encrusted mask that covered her face.


  "She thinks she's Warden," Paul snarked.


  "Knowing the moves and having your body ready to perform them without thinking are two very different things, Miss Clark," Aaron added.


  "Fine," she smirked. "Once you stow your things, meet me in the training rooms. I prescribe some physical therapy to help you get your mind off your mind for a while...especially if fighting is as 'without thinking' as you say."


  * * * *


  [Vatican City - February 23, 2024]


  "I'm sorry you wasted your time, sir," the attendant at the door said. His tone tacitly added, "And your money." This one was apparently unbribable, unlike the others in the chain Kasca had climbed in the past two days.


  "You don't understand, I only wish to talk with Mr. Ierulli-Kiris, not intrude on the schedule of your...Pope," Kasca countered.


  "No, you seem not to understand," the man nodded slightly, and an armored figure stepped into view behind him. "I do not wish to make a scene, but if you insist...." He let the threat trail off.


  Kasca raised an eyebrow at the armored figure. No doubt, the attendant thought he was impressed by it. And he was, but not by its technology or perhaps novelty. Oh, it was covered in multicolored livery and frippery, but there was no mistaking the classic lines of the suit. It was a suit of bodyguard armor, employed by the richer noble families of the Santari...and by law, only available to them and other high-ranking officials in the Planetary Confederation. There was no way this could have been obtained through the Pranir.


  "So be it," he bowed and turned to leave the grounds of the aged structure. He had lost a chance to recruit a powerful agent, but he had gained a very useful piece of information in return. Someone powerful was backing this religious leader. Someone more powerful than the political exiles living illegally on this planet, exiles Kasca was carefully blackmailing for operating funds. If he could not bribe his way into the Pope's presence, perhaps a few well-placed threats could get him access, should he need it.


  He mused idly as he entered the bustling streets of Rome outside the Vatican's borders. His people had numerous competing philosophies and metaphysical beliefs, but no religions...not in the sense that these Terrans did. In fact, in over five thousand years of recorded Santari history, there was no evidence they had ever worshipped a god or gods. They certainly quarreled over philosophical differences as energetically as the Terrans fought over their gods, but the higher power simply wasn't there. Odd. Of course, Terrans also had the potential to become godlike beings, so perhaps the two were linked. They had a saying, "Which came first, the chicken or the egg?" Worship and power...which came first?


  * * * *


  [Nebraska Sector - February 24, 2024]


  George sipped his coffee and listened to the airport cafe's muzak system trying in vain to drown out the sound of nearby construction. Lincoln's small airport was being expanded for the third time in twenty years, as the sleepy administrative city boomed, drawing population and business away from Omaha. The cafe was in the small original part of the terminal, and still looked out on a number of old propellor-driven airplanes hung in the lobby. Only now, the lobby was *just* a lobby, and not also the ticket concourse.


  "Mr. Sylvester?" asked a Japanese woman in her mid-thirties or so. She was dressed in a business suit and accompanied by a middle-aged WASP-looking fellow of impressive muscular bulk.


  "Yes?" George stood up.


  "CBI. Agents Akagi and Hetherington," she introduced herself and her partner. "Our car is just outside. We can talk once we get to it."


  George nodded. Noisy as it was, the cafe was still hardly a secure place to have a conversation. He followed the two agents out to their car, a late-model sedan of a deliberately nondescript type and color. Putting his hand on the hood as he passed around to get in on the passenger side, he could feel the energy of its electrical motor...which was anything but nondescript.


  Getting into the car, he felt a faint electric tingle as the privacy field was activated. "Okay, what's the score?" he asked.


  Hetherington busied himself with driving as Akagi opened her attache case in the back seat and replied, "We have a lead on a local who may know something about the location of Mr. Cole and Miss Kelsey. He contributes to a few paranoid conspiracy theory rags, and we have some evidence that he does some forgery work for anti-government groups out in the badlands."


  "We asked that you be sent out here just in case he was hiding Cole himself," Hetherington added. "Not only are you probably the least recognizable of the supers when you're out of costume...you tend to leave that mask on a lot because of the hair, right? Anyway, you're also the best suited to keeping Cole from killing everyone in the area if we find him and he flips out."


  George self-consciously ran his hand through his thinning hair. "Fine. How dangerous are these anti-government groups you're talking about?"


  "Not very," Akagi assured him. "Nowhere near the level of the militias of the 1990s. But just in case, take this," she handed him a pistol. "Glock 24, holds thirty rounds."


  George held the gun like it was a dead squirrel. "I'm not really trained on pistols."


  "That's why it's loaded with blanks," Akagi replied.


  "Blanks...? Oh, I get it," George nodded. Pull the trigger, transform the energy of the gunpowder into something useful.


  "Concentrate on blinding any shooters, we can take care of them without killing them," Hetherington added.


  After a few minutes of driving through mostly empty farmlands away from Lincoln itself, they pulled into the driveway of a mid-sized farmhouse. Getting out of the car, the three walked up to the door.


  "Get off my property!" shouted a muffled voice from behind the door.


  "Open up, Mr. Ashe. Combine Bureau of Investigation," Hetherington replied, holding up his badge to the window next to the door. "We just want to ask you a few questions."


  "Yeah, right. Pull the other one, it has bells on it."


  Akagi sighed. "If we were here to arrest you, we would have brought more people, and we wouldn't be asking to be let in. We'd just drop a tear gas container in through your window and storm in." She ignored the shocked look George gave her.


  After a moment of silence, the door creaked open. A fat, bearded man with slowly greying hair looked cautiously out through the crack before opening it the rest of the way. "Fine. I don't suppose you have a warrant?"


  "We're only looking to ask some questions, Mr. Ashe," Akagi replied. "Why, do you think there's something here we should get a warrant for?"


  They took his grumbling retreat into the house as permission to enter, and followed him into a dimly lit living room. Magazines were stacked up in the corners, and an old computer flickered on a desk against one wall. Ashe made a show of turning it off as they entered.


  "So, ask your questions," Ashe snorted.


  "We're looking for this man," Hetherington pulled out a pair a pictures and indicated the first one, "Joshua Cole. He's kidnapped this woman, Arin Kelsey," he tapped the second photo.


  Ashe chuckled. "Oh yeah, that big to-do up in Wisconsin, skinny kid from out east makes Combine security look like idiots. What, you think I know anything about where he went?"


  "We think you're in the business of creating false identity cards, something Cole would need right about now. And we think you know people who know people up in Minnesota who might have steered Cole to you," Akagi stated flatly.


  "And I think you do need a warrant right about now," Ashe frowned. "I think you'd better leave," he started to move towards the door, but Hetherington blocked him.


  "Cutting to the chase, Mr. Ashe," Akagi snarled. "Our young associate here is a telepath. If he has to go digging for the answers we're looking for, he's likely to find a whole lot of other interesting things. On the other hand, if you just answer our questions truthfully...and he can tell if you're lying...he'll have no reason to go rooting around in your head."


  George caught his cue and absorbed a little of the heat from the air in the room and converted it to a brief pulse of light from his eyes. Ashe shivered.


  "You can't do that! It's a violation of my Constitutional Rights!" Ashe sputtered.


  "Cole is a dangerous supernatural," Akagi replied harshly. "And you know how willing we are to abrogate a few rights when it comes to protecting the People from threats like him. Play ball, and we let you go...we won't even try to prosecute you on all the illegal stuff in this room," she swept her arm to take in the computer, Ashe's wincing confirming her suspicions about its contents. "Fight us, and you go down hard and we STILL find out what we want to know. Which will it be?"


  Ashe seemed to deflate, like a parade balloon. "Fine. Cole came through a couple of days ago, with his wife...that Kelsey woman. You Combine thugs really messed up her mind, didn't you? No wonder he wants to get out of the country."


  "You forged him a visa?" Hetherington prodded.


  "No...I'm not good enough to get him past airport security. Especially not if he's gonna insist on sparking lightning all over. I got him some fake ID and some safehouses on the way down to Mexico City...gave him some names of people there who might be able to get him into South America." George nodded mentally...Sal had already gone down to Mexico City to recuperate from the shock he'd suffered, he'd be glad to know he could start searching for Arin the second the doctors let him out of bed.


  "Where are these safehouses?" Akagi demanded.


  "No way. I'm not giving up the underground railroad. You'll have to have your pet mindripper there take that from me." He chuckled. "Heh... funny, ain't it? Used to be the underground railroad sent people north to get out of slavery...now we send 'em south."


  Akagi made a show of looking at George, who nodded. Ashe's face blanched, the man was obviously convinced his mind had just been read. "Fine, we have what we need now." She turned back to Ashe. "I'd advise you get out of Nebraska, Mr. Ashe. I can't guarantee that this house won't be getting a visit soon."


  The three left the shaken man's house and drove back towards the city. Several minutes passed in silence.


  Finally, George asked, "What was the deal with that telepath act? It was like you were encouraging him to believe the government is evil."


  Hetherington shrugged. "Kid, it's not easy dealing with his type. Nothing you do will convince them that you're playing by any rules, so you might as well let them think you're a bunch of jackbooted thugs. Sure, we stepped over a few bounds, but we don't want to prosecute him anyway, he's small fry. And he'll be out of operations for a few months now while he relocates, which is about as long as we would have been able to jail him."


  "But..."


  "But nothing," Akagi interjected. "Ten years ago, we could have hauled him in, drugged him up and made him spill everything he knew," she sounded like she found the prospect appealing. "We'd have had Cole's exact location by the end of the day. But now the Combine wants us to play nice again, and that means we have to be sneaky. Like we're doing with the paragangs."


  Hetherington groaned. "Not this again."


  "Hm? What?" George asked.


  "If we and the DSHA weren't hamstrung by the government," Akagi snarled, "we could have slapped all those paragang punks into a hole in the ground or at least forced them into the Academy years ago."


  "Same thing, really," George smirked. "And Academy attendance *is* mandatory in some cases."


  "Not enough," Akagi rebutted. "But look at Manhattan. You think almost all the Combine's nasties ended up there by accident? You've been in Mexico City and Chicago...those are two of the biggest cities in the Combine, and they have almost no paragang problems at all. But pathetic little Manhattan is up to its eyeballs with them. I figure someone in the DSHA's been herding them there. And once there's nothing but paragang scum on Manhattan, we'll 'accidentally' do a Wichita on it. Boom."


  George raised an eyebrow, but Hetherington just sighed. "Excuse my partner, Mr. Sylvester. She's a bit of a conspiracy theorist herself... comes from dealing with too many of them in the field."


  "Do you have a theory?" George asked.


  Hetherington shrugged. "Chance, mainly." He ignored the indignant snort from the back seat. "Paranormal kids in the tri-state...er, tri-sector area were attracted to the mystique of Manhattan the ghost city and started playing gang. Other kids in other cities did the same. But Manhattan was the first to have serious troubles, like the Snakeater killings a few years ago. This made Manhattan the happening place to be for paragangers, and paras flocked there just like actors used to go to Broadway. After all, why sit around in Muncie with your three non-powered hooligan buddies, waiting for someone to come in and stomp your butt into jail when you can go big time in Manhattan? Maybe Chicago and Mexico City don't have problems now, but just wait. The new off-Broadway."


  "You've probably read some reports we don't get to see," Akagi tapped George on the shoulder. "What's your take on things?"


  He shrugged. "I tend to agree with Agent Hetherington. But there's an awful lot of cyborgs in the area too, and most of that is probably Pranir tech at some level. I'm guessing they're pumping resources into this too, maybe to destabilize the area, or as a cover for organlegging. Heck, if they just save the organs that get cybernetically replaced, they can make a profit without charging the gangers a cent. But we've gotten a hands-off order for now, letting other agencies handle it. Besides, we have a more immediate problem," he jerked his thumb back to indicate the dossier on Cole. As he did so, he thought, "Maybe the problem is right here in this car...."


  * * * *


  [The Academy - February 25, 2024]


  "Okay, speedy," Nate Walker said as he slapped a handheld computer pad on the cafeteria table in front of Tom. "Question time."


  Tom picked up the pad and looked at it. "An archive of the Legion of Net.Heroes stories I wrote under Solar Max's account? What about it?"


  Nate sat down across from the time-dislocated young man. "I've been doing some digging online lately, trying to piece together a more complete archive, plus looking into some regular history," the netrunner said. "And not only do you occasionally use real people like Tymythy Twystyd and Constellation in these stores," he tapped the pad, "some of the events turn out to have really happened. What's up with that?"


  Tom smirked. "You've been hacking into secure data again, haven't you?"


  "Thirty years ago it was secure," Nate shrugged. "But, look...here," he called up a story. "That incident with a supernatural in Bosnia really happened, according to some EU files I got into. And the old CSV really did attack the Raiders about the same time. [Nate refers to events in Constellation #9-10 - Ed.]"


  "Well, I did have access to Solar Max's account. Found out some nifty things I put into the story," Tom explained. "And later, with my ASH clearance, I was able to find out a lot about what really happened to Constellation and write about it."


  Nate's jaw dropped. "So...the LNH is real?"


  "More or less," Tom shrugged. "You gotta remember that in the 80s and 90s there was a LOT of interdimensional travel. All universes are real somewhere, it was just a matter of finding your way across the borders. Tymythy actually entered the LNH Looniverse once, although I wasn't allowed to write about that because of security reasons. And Constellation, who was a native of our world, ended up living in the Looniverse for a while."


  "What about Kid Macro?" [Constellation #30-31, roughly - Ed.]


  "Dunno. I made up that part about him spending time here, and for all I know, it really happened. More things in heaven and earth, Horatio," Tom quipped.


  "Freaky," Nate shuddered. "All this time, I thought the LNH was just fictional. Knowing I've been taking on the roles of real people puts a different slant on things. So," he changed the subject, "if you hadn't been a victim of Special Relativity, would you have brought back Sig.Lad eventually?"


  * * * *


  [Dallas, Texas Sector - February 27, 2024]


  JakZak looked around at the skeletal remains of the once teeming metropolis, and half-expected Thom O'Ryan to step out from behind a piece of deconstruction equipment and say "I told you so." The "temporary" relocation of Dallas's citizens had just been the prelude to the abandonment of the city, moving people to Fort Worth, Arlington or Irving. For a while, the Army had used it as a training ground for urban combat and riot control, once the real events had died down. But eventually it was too decrepit for even that, and the deconstruction squads had moved in. Unlike Manhattan or Madison, there were no plans to rebuild the city. Once everything valuable had been stripped away and the pipes yanked out of the ground, Dallas would be no more.


  The CBI had given them a list of places they suspected Cole might hide on his way down to Mexico City, and JakZak had decided to take this one. There were certainly enough places to hide, even with most of the major buildings stripped down to the ground...Dallas really had no skyline anymore, and hadn't for years. And deconstruction crews who had started to work on the underground infrastructure reported coming across the occasional evidence of people living in the ruins.


  As he flew over the husk of Dallas, JakZak was pretty much alone with his thoughts. And they weren't the kind he wanted to be left alone with...he almost hoped Cole would pop out of a building and start firing on him as he crisscrossed the area.


  George had told him some disturbing things about the way the CBI ran things...how it seemed to be business as usual as opposed to the actions of a couple of borderline agents. He'd grown up in a world where individual liberties were always increasing, the Combine bringing back the rights of its citizens as the chaos of the turn of the century abated. A few months ago, the reporter, O'Ryan, had gotten him thinking. Thinking about what it must have been like for people who survived the madness, only to find that the country they had grown up in was gone, replaced by what must have seemed like a totalitarian regime. Surely, as suspicious as they might be, the older generation must welcome the return of their Constitutionally-granted rights, right?


  But now they were faced with two other faces of that coin...a pretty confusing coin, mind you. On the one hand, you had people like Mr. Ashe, who didn't even think much of the United States government back in the 1900s, and who certainly didn't trust the Combine to really give back any of the rights it had rescinded during the state of emergency. On the other hand, and a lot more disturbing, were Agents Akagi and Hetherington, and the faction they represented. People who were happy with the way things were a decade or two ago, when "rights" didn't matter as much as what they thought *was* right. People who had been trained in an atmosphere where there was no such thing as illegal search and seizure if the police were doing it. An atmosphere where the government could tell you where to live because it was for your own good. Where an entire city could be wiped out by bureaucrats, simply because it was the most efficient way to keep people alive. No matter how many rights were restored to people on paper, what difference did it make when the people safeguarding those rights didn't believe in them?


  * * * *


  [Matamoros, Tamaulipas Sector - February 27, 2024]


  For the fifth time in as many minutes, Essay checked two things: her wallet, and the connections on her grounding suit. The first was likely to vanish in the streets of this rough border city...while Mexico had been a part of the Combine for almost a generation now, many local laws differed between the three main States of the Combine. So there was still an advantage to remain just across the Rio Grande from a Texas city.


  The second was a little more important, since it could mean her life if she found Cole and the suit failed. She'd designed it to absorb any lightning directed at her and ground it out, but all the lab testing in the world wouldn't mean jack if it simply fell apart during normal wear.


  Ignoring the piropos from young men sitting in doorways like she always had, Essay turned down one of the back alleys in search of the address she'd been given. Maybe the touristas would be taken aback by marriage proposals and proclamations of undying love from strange young men, but she'd grown up around that sort of thing. Ellay and Matamoros might be different in a lot of ways, but the behavior of chicos airing out los ping-pongs for the ladies was the same everywhere. Besides, there was only one man she wanted to hear a proclamation of undying love from, and he wasn't in Matamoros.


  Close enough. Thanks to Cole being a walking dynamo, she didn't need to actually go onto the premises to see if he was in. Matamoros was a bit off the route to Mexico City, but the CBI figured he might try to jump a boat to Colombia from the border town, or hitch a ride on someone's private plane. And this place was the best bet for people trying to get out of Matamoros discreetly...the CBI had tagged it and left it alone months ago, just in case someone big wandered through. And Cole counted as big.


  Readings negative. If Cole was around, he was out of juice. Time to pick up some information. She walked up to the door and knocked.


  No reply.


  "Yo, it's da plumbah! I've come ta fix da sink!" she shouted through the door.


  Still no reply.


  She checked the warrant the CBI had supplied her with. It didn't say she had to be let in. In that case....


  One quick kick from a leg that could press a half ton on its own, and the door was flying into the room.


  And lead was flying back out.


  "Mierda!" she shouted as she dove out of the way. Her kinetic damping vest caught a couple bullets, but she didn't want to see how many it could handle before sputtering out. Tapping the side of her visor, she called up her computer's heads-up display. Four guns had been fired, and the computer gave her probable positions of the shooters inside the room. She could do this fancy and try to shoot them all with her wrist rockets...nahhh.


  "Eat this, chi-chi cabrones!" she shouted, tossing a special gas grenade into the room while pulling on a plastic filter hood over her whole head. Regurgitants mixed with pepper gas and a few other nasties...any exposed face at all would leave the victims in a bad way. As she heard the guns clatter to the floor and the puking begin, she called up the CBI.


  Half an hour later, everything was mopped up...literally...and the men had been taken off for questioning. No sign Cole had ever been there, unfortunately. At least that made it more likely he was headed for Mexico City, where security was getting tighter and tighter in anticipation of the Pope's visit. He wouldn't make it past the suburbs, Essay smirked.


  * * * *


  [Chicago, Illinois Sector - February 29, 2024]


  "Damn," JakZak spat, leaning back in his chair.


  In less than an instant, his wife Sarah was at his side. "Honey, we're supposed to be taking a break from the search...you know, recharge our batteries and everything? What are you doing that's got you riled up?"


  "Oh, my request for information finally came through," he waved at the computer screen. "I wanted to get independent confirmation before I passed on what Marx told me about the computer entity that escaped in Vegas."


  "Hit another wall?" she asked. After more than a week of searching for the kidnapped Arin Kelsey, they'd all gotten sick of not getting answers to their questions. Satisfactory ones, anyway.


  "Worse. I got confirmation of what he said," JakZak snorted. "And it means another of the 20th Century's most dangerous men has come back to haunt us. Doublecross."


  Sarah suppressed a shudder. In the Third Heroic Age, there were three incredibly powerful figures who came back again and again, threatening the world in one way or another. Devastator, who hated humanity so much he wanted to eradicate it, but who ironically died to save the world [ASH #6 - Ed.]. Lord Ebon, dark sorceror from five centuries ago who had cheated death and come back in the modern day to try and conquer the world. And Doublecross, the Lord of the Living Light, who wanted neither to conquer humanity nor destroy it...but to transform it.


  "It gets worse," JakZak continued, bringing up part of the information he'd received. "He was originally an agent in the Department of SuperHuman Affairs, named Bennett Rush. At some point, he discovered a piece of old warehoused technology that had been assumed to be supertech...but wasn't. It turned out that one of the WWII heroes had managed to develop an advanced laser weapon five years before 'real' lasers were invented, using principles that were incredibly powerful and versatile. Rush set himself up as a criminal mastermind, acting through agents equipped with deadly lasers and foolproof holographic disguises...all of which was normaltech. When he was finally exposed, he tried faking his death, but the Raiders...Tymythy Twystyd's team...sniffed him out. He tried to escape using an experimental teleporter, but one of the Raiders had sabotaged it, and the information stream was shunted into a computer.


  "Here's where it gets strange. Doublecross emerged in an alternate dimension populated by the Legion of Net.Heroes."


  "Those stories Netwalker uses for inspiration?" Sarah asked.


  "Yep. They've got their own reality, go figure. Tym and the others went in after him and kicked him back into the real world. But he didn't come out as a person, he came out as the photon construct most of us are familiar with. At this point, he'd become a living Violation Effect, which is a good thing...since it meant he went away with all the other supernormals in 1998. So did his Light Brigade, a bunch of armored goons he was slowly turning into photon-based life like himself."


  Sarah interrupted. "Oh my God. So that computer program that escaped New Year's Eve was...?"


  "Doublecross. A backup, anyway. Devlin says that an Anchor working for the DSHA discovered the computer system Doublecross had been resident in, and took it with him. Apparently, the program is the 'real' Doublecross, the bodies are just copies or something. But this one has been Anchored since 1994 or thereabouts, isolated from the rest of Doublecross. Somehow it ended up with the Anchors' 'Conclave' in Las Vegas, where they kept it as a tame source of information. As long as the computer was Anchored, Doublecross couldn't manifest a new body. As soon as the Anchors all died, he zapped out into the net."


  "So...we have another old-time supervillain to worry about," Sarah summed up. "Great."


  "Even worse," JakZak sighed. "If he ever decides he doesn't need to be unique, he could potentially create an army of photonic bodies, given a large enough power source...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The noose tightens around Josh Cole, but will any other necks be caught in it when it closes? Let's just say March doesn't come in like a lamb....


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


  Author's Notes:


  When I established that Lightfoot wrote the LNH stories attributed to me in the ASH Universe, I set up a potential continuity problem. Lightfoot vaulted into the future before the date when I killed Sig.Lad, yet in the one-shot "Lightfoot and Thunderbolt" I mentioned that Sig.Lad's death happened in the LNH as seen in ASH. The simple answer is that Lightfoot just writes a lot faster than I do...he makes things go fast. }-> However, since the LNH 2023 series seemed largely dead in the water, I don't expect a whole lot more crossover between the stories...this issue's scenes were mainly there to set up for Doublecross re-entering the world.


  Regarding the Spanish in Essay's section, if you can't figure out from context what she's saying, you probably don't want to know. I got a lot of it from _Mierda! The REAL Spanish You Were Never Taught In School_, by Frances de Talavera Berger, a resource I've kept close at hand for years.


  #19 -"Mexican Standoff"


  [cover consists of several images scattered through multipletriangles and squares, designed so that if you fold the cover uplike one of those "fortuneteller" finger toys, you get completeimages of either Solar Max, Labyrinthe, or an unfamiliar armoredfigure.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [March 1, 2024 - Mexico City]


  "Okay, that's it for the search reports," Solar Max sighed, gesturing at a map on the wall. It was studded with dots and colored swaths representing areas that had been searched or otherwise eliminated from the search. He pointed at an area colored red. "Odds are, if he really is heading for Mexico City, Cole is somewhere in this search area. If he's trying to make it into the wilds on his own," he indicated an orange region, further south on the map, "he might be in this area. However, presuming he keeps the hatred of Anchors he demonstrated in Nakoma, combined with his upbringing, there's a somewhat nastier possibility. That he plans to try to kill Pope Pius XIII when the pontiff visits here at the end of the month."


  Sal nodded grimly. He'd been the one to suggest the possibility, almost as a "how could this get worse?" musing. But the more he thought about it, the more he didn't want to think about it anymore.


  "Fortunately, the Pope *is* an Anchor," Meteor noted. "And one crazed young man probably can't get close enough with any other weapons to kill him."


  "Not so fortunate for the thousands of people who will be between Cole and the security forces," Channel frowned. "I agree, Pius is probably safe from Cole, but I personally don't want to see a running battle against a madman in a crowd of worshippers."


  "None of us do," Solar Max shook his head. "But, in a way, this might be a break for us. There's still a month to go, and I doubt Cole could stay hidden in Mexico City for that long. He's going to have to go to ground somewhere, and that will give us time to sniff him out with the electricity sensors Essay's finishing up right now. Larger cities will have witnesses and police he'll have to hide from, smaller cities will have weaker power grids, making it easier for us to spot him. Mr. Marx has found us a number of combat-savvy Anchors willing to work for the Combine in this matter, and they should be ready to respond to any calls by tomorrow. You have your search assignments already, we'll be fanning out to cover as much ground as quickly as possible."


  Solar Max tapped the screen, and the map vanished, replaced by a still image of a glowing figure dressed in red and white armor pieces. "In other news, you all know by now through the grapevine that Doublecross is back. One of the most dangerous men of the 20th Century, it turns out he was the entity imprisoned in a computer under the Desert Poseidon casino. I've downloaded as much information as I could get on him into your personal computers, be sure to read it as soon as possible. We want to be ready when he shows himself. Channel, pay special attention to the theoretical studies of the 'Light Brigade' process, you may need to try and transform Doublecross into something else if we can't beat him in a less permanent fashion."


  George nodded gravely. Doublecross was composed of living light... turning him into a non-coherent form of energy would probably kill him. But was Doublecross actually really alive anymore? Inwardly he sighed. He'd already killed Devastator [ASH #6 - Ed.], and might have to kill Doublecross. All he needed was for Lord Ebon to resurface and he could get the hat trick of famous executions.


  "In slightly better news, you've all heard by now that the paragang troubles in Manhattan are finally over, at least for now," Solar Max said, blanking the viewscreen.


  "Oh yeah...a 'coalition of private and government interests' arranged a cease-fire," Scorch sneered. "We all know STRAFE was in there and took a pounding, why don't they get any credit?"


  Others nodded. The superhuman core of STRAFE was composed mainly of their friends from the Academy, friends who seemed to be getting a raw deal lately.


  JakZak's shoulders slumped as he closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them again, everyone could see the half-concealed anger in them. "That's the official line, and we have to act like we believe it, at least in public. The truth is that the government cut a deal with some very shady characters. According to some files Grind slipped me under the table, the main broker in this deal is a possible Khadamite crimelord, name of Rex Umbrae. The Combine's holding its nose on this one and doing what it takes to stop the killing and destruction, even if it means handing Manhattan over to the bad guys. Manhattan is off-limits to STRAFE, explicitly. Implicitly, we're not supposed to go poking around there either."


  "That sucks," Scorch spat, saying what pretty much everyone felt. "It sucks donkeys through a straw."


  JakZak held up a hand. "We're not completely locked out. Peregryn still has some authority to investigate mystic disturbances in Manhattan, and can keep his eyes open when he visits the World Trade Towers. And if it looks like we really need someone on site, I could ask MetaPsych to transfer Aaron down to their branch in Manhattan...but I don't want to do that unless I have to, not until Aaron's had some time to get over his recent problems."


  There were reluctant nods of assent.


  "In more mixed news," Solar Max continued, "things aren't going well for Khadam otherwise. Strange weather seems to be preventing Pranir ships from landing or taking off...could be Sultry's direct influence, could just be lasting side-effects of Hurricane Newt. And to make things worse, someone's practicing germ warfare in the area. Isolated outbreaks of Ebola have been cropping up in the area, with a few outbreaks in Sicily, Tunisia and Morocco...all places with smuggling links to Khadam. It could just be a Khadamite experiment gone wrong, but I'm guessing it's linked to the weather. The CSV, or someone allied to them, wants to make things difficult for Khadam. Something to watch, since it could get out of hand. For now, though, EUROPA is covering the possibility of Conclave involvement."


  "Any GOOD news?" Scorch asked.


  "Yes," JakZak smiled weakly. "Carl Smith has been transferred to the Academy's Infant Section," he noted, referring to a special part of the Academy usually used for children who manifested powers at an extremely young age, something happening more often in recent years. "His first birthday's coming up, and Essay's already planning a big party...hopefully we'll have the Cole case wrapped up by then."


  "I hope Lana'll get to attend," Meteor added, hugging her arms to herself. She and JakZak had agreed not to have children yet, but she couldn't help feeling sorry for Lana. Lost her first love, lost her own freedom, now losing her child. Little Carl would always have family around, thanks to the extended Rodriguez clan...but who would Lana have?


  * * * *


  [March 2, 2024 - Palermo, Sicily, Eurasian Union]


  General Kasca finished loading the heavy crates into the back of his rented jeep. The materials he'd acquired in Palermo's thriving Khadamite black market (even more thriving since strange weather started to make Khadam's own ports hard to reach) were not terribly bulky, but the covering of non-contraband materials in the crates added to their mass. A little work with his toolkit and some tricks he'd learned back in his days as a trainee, and the assortment of items would make for a useful battlesuit that couldn't be traced anywhere dangerous.


  His minicomp beeped faintly, in the tone that indicated an incoming message on the "address" he'd been giving to his Terran contacts. He finished tying down the crates and jumped into the driver's seat before opening up the computer. Perhaps it would useful information.


  "Irrlicht," he muttered, noticing the ident code. He opened the message and read the translated text.


  "Hey, Mr. Ramrod, I have something you might be interested in. If you've been watching the news, you know there's a rogue electricity-hurler in the Combine, and that ASH is searching for him. I figure that anyone they want to capture might be interested in joining your little group. Anyway, a friend of mine says this guy's holed up in Zacatecas, with a bunch of left-over rebels who fled the Zapatista massacre of 2002. Check it out."


  Kasca rubbed his chin, inwardly grimacing at the stubble he'd let grow there in order to not look too much like a police officer to the black marketeers. He knew Irrlicht was playing him as a pawn in some game...or conveying messages from the true manipulator. He'd survived too many bouts of intra-House politics not to see the signs immediately. Still, it was entirely possible that the mastermind wanted to use him as a weapon against ASH, and he was willing to play along with that goal, as it matched his own. But the vengeance would be his alone, not split with some other shadowy figure.


  He would have to work fast. A fugitive never stays long in one place, even when he's found allies. Transport to the Combine would be trivial, but he did not want to approach this Joshua Cole unprotected...in identity or in body.


  Kasca looked back at the crates containing the asteroid miner's thruster suit, skintight kinetic armor, and various weapons. He could fashion himself an identity as a "supervillain," and no one would be the wiser. What would he call himself, however? Ramrod? After Irrlicht had called him that the first time, he had checked its meaning, and found he liked some of the connotations. But it wasn't quite appropriate to the effect the thruster suit would give. Ah...he would call himself Ramjet. A fitting name, and if his research could be believed, a name used by a supervillain some forty years ago, further obscuring his true origins.


  Kasca spurred the jeep to life and headed back to where his recently- acquired ship was concealed, to start a long night's work crafting a new identity.


  * * * *


  [March 2, 2024 - Saltillo, Coahuila Sector, Mexico]


  Solar Max finished a last sweep over the small city. Nothing out of the ordinary on the electrosensors Essay had added to his helmet. Just the normal power grid, no abnormal sources that didn't match up with known generators. Well, one, but it was small and turned out to be an underground marijuana farm.


  His attitude at yesterday's meeting notwithstanding, JakZak was worried about the re-emergence of Doublecross. The original had spent decades laying elaborate plans and studying the heroes of his age before venturing out in power armor, but once he'd become a creature of light, the villain was quite rash and impetuous...his one fatal flaw.


  But there had been no sightings of Doublecross in the two months he'd been at liberty. Could this incarnation have the patience and meticulous nature of the man, but the power of the light-construct? If so, he was a lot more dangerous than anyone else currently on the planet.


  A ripple jolted him out of his reverie. Not on the scanners, but on his own innate sense of space, something he'd been honing further since New Year's Eve. That ripple had a very particular flavor.


  Labyrinthe.


  For the briefest moment, JakZak started to call in for backup. Then he stopped himself. A battle between him and the Quebecois mage would be dangerous to everyone in the area, even other members of ASH. The area was fairly barren...if he didn't have to worry about anyone else, he could cut loose. And if Labyrinthe brought the rest of the CSV...he could retreat and call for the others then.


  "Uplink to Mexico City," he subvocalized into his comm system. "Record and transmit to central computer, put a lock on the file. Only open on my command, or if no command is given in one hour." There. In the worst case, there'd be something for the others to go on...but nothing to get them racing in to try and help.


  This one was HIS.


  * * * *


  Yvan looked up at the twilit sky, at the shining red glint against the darkening blue. He had sent his 'flare' up, as it were, by arriving in a grand and conspicuous rending of space that left him slightly winded. But that served his purposes...he did not wish to compromise the WorldMaze so soon after its construction. In an emergency, however, he could retreat into it, Yvan noted to himself as he felt the rough surface of the concrete block hidden in his robes.


  "Ah, the sungod descends to visit his wrath on the wicked," he muttered as the red spark started to move. This was followed by a quick prayer that the hero might actually stop and listen...a prayer Yvan suspected would be answered in the negative.


  The approaching Solar Max did not seem to be coming to talk. "C'est d'valeur," he sighed. Faith could move mountains, but so could an enraged superbeing. He pictured the Saints holding up the vault of Heaven, and asked one to step aside for a moment.


  WHOOOOM!


  A deep crater now marked the place Yvan had stood, a crater containing the armored Solar Max. The vaguely alien faceplate showed none of his face, but Yvan decided that anger belonged there. Quite a lot of it, in fact.


  Talk would come later. Now was the time to survive.


  * * * *


  "Alone. Not running. Not attacking...yet." Solar Max ran down what he'd figured out in the wake of his opening gambit. He didn't really expect to hit Labyrinthe with such an unsubtle attack, but it would certainly have disrupted anything any other CSVers might have attempted. Had they been there.


  Time to get tricky.


  He envisioned a sphere surrounding the robed terrorist, and there was a brief shimmer, as if a soap bubble had suddenly formed around Labyrinthe.


  The villain tried to teleport out of it, but it stretched rather than breaking...several meters of space were compressed into the skin of that bubble, throwing off the CSV'ers attempt at a short teleport. A second attempt popped the bubble, however.


  JakZak felt the bubble stretch before breaking, and slammed a wall of sideways gravity in the direction of the teleport, so that Labyrinthe flew to one side upon arrival. Solar Max didn't let up, smashing the tottering mage into the ground with a fist of nearly twenty times Earth's gravity.


  Then the Quebecois's eyes lit up with indignation and anger....


  * * * *


  "He is toying with me, not fighting me," Yvan hissed. "He will learn to take me seriously."


  Suddenly, Yvan split into five copies of himself, or seemed to. It was a trick he'd used to good effect back in the movement, when he'd been Anchored and unable to attack directly. Bending light created multiple images of him to distract a pursuer, and by altering the shape of spacetime enough, he could get the images to act out of synch or even go in different directions.


  Predictably, the armored hero slammed down with a wave of increased gravity, to try and squash all the images and the real man, but Yvan was prepared for that now...the dirt around his feet dropped slightly as it compacted, but Yvan felt nothing but a passing ripple.


  The 'kid gloves' were still on, unfortunately. Yvan needed Solar Max alive, to talk to. Ripping the hero into thousands of parts sent in different directions would not suit his needs.


  Fine. If he could not kill, then he could castle.


  * * * *


  None of the false images wavered, nor did the real one. And since these were projections through spacetime, they showed up on all sensors that the real Labyrinthe would show up on.


  Wait. There. The ground was flattened under the clones, but not under the real thing. "I have you..."


  Perception twisted rudely.


  "...now?"


  JakZak was standing on the hardpan in his skintight jumpsuit, looking up at his armor, which suddenly shot into the air. Lacking a hundred kilos of ballast, the armor was now too light to hover at the thrust its jets were putting out.


  What felt like a hundred fists slammed into JakZak's back, smashing him into a rock formation. He was barely able to cushion the impact and twist around to see Labyrinthe grinning at him.


  "Not such a tough nut without your shell?" the French-Canadian taunted.


  "Tough enough," JakZak replied, bringing his hands together as a focus for slamming Labyrinthe between two opposing walls of gravity. As his target seemed to squirt back and out of the way, JakZak clawed at the air, trying to bring his attack around to encapsulate Labyrinthe in deadly force.


  The air shook was the walls slammed shut around Labyrinthe, but the villain seemed unaffected by the attack.


  "I have your measure...I can counter any warps you create. Now, if you are quite done...?"


  "Not hardly," JakZak grinned, his eyes flickering upward.


  Labyrinthe followed the glance. The powerarmor was flying down at him like a missile.


  "Cybernetic controls," JakZak tapped the headband he wore.


  Sighing, Labyrinthe started to teleport out of the way. But that was exactly what JakZak wanted.


  Grabbing the brief wormhole created by the teleportation, JakZak pulled it towards him. Last time he'd done something like this, he'd tried to push his target into the Sun [Academy #8 - Ed.]. Now he was looking for something a little closer.


  Labyrinthe appeared right in front of JakZak.


  To be more specific, he appeared right in the path of JakZak's fist.


  * * * *


  [March 2, 2024 - Mexico City]


  Yvan winced as he woke up. Between the strain of countering Solar Max's full power and the purpling bruise on his cheek, he was not feeling particularly well. He patted himself down, knowing before he did so that he was no longer in his costume, nor carrying either of the two important objects he had brought with him.


  Nor did he have his powers in full measure. It was an old familiar feeling, one he had spent most of his life with. He had been Anchored. While this was not how he hoped the meeting would go, things were not a disaster yet. And he could explain the bruises to his allies easily enough as a Fenris Wolf that declined his invitation to join the CSV forcefully, should it be necessary.


  "Ah, awake, I see," came a voice from outside the cell. Solar Max's voice. The ASH leader opened the door and walked in, joined by another man who Yvan presumed was the Anchor.


  "Maybe now we can talk?" Labyrinthe said as he sat up with as much dignity as the paper clothing he wore would allow. "I have an offer to make."


  Solar Max raised an eyebrow. "Isn't the badguy supposed to say, 'You're in no position to bargain?'"


  "Please, we can debate relative morality later," Yvan waved a hand dismissively. "If I had wanted to escape before talking to you, I could have. Even Anchored, I have skills honed by years on the run and a small amount of power."


  Solar Max crossed his arms. "Okay, what's your offer?"


  "I walk free and clear with my possessions, of course. And you free my sister, or give me the means to free her myself. Yes, I know you are holding her...it could be kept from me for a month or two, but not forever, Combiner."


  Solar Max frowned. "You and your sister are potentially two of the most dangerous people on the planet. Now that we have you both, I'm going to need a pretty damn big reason to let you go. Even with the small amount of slack you get for helping save Lana Smith's baby."


  "I give you the lives of all Anchors on the planet in general, and the Pope in specific. For a beginning. I admit, I do not wish the pontiff killed by the machinations of my partners."


  "All anchors? You mean, all anchors you didn't help kill already," the hero glared, such righteous indignation in his eyes.


  "Please. Even had all our bombs been successful, we would have only slain a few score of the more important Anchors...and, regrettably, many others nearby. But more will die now, including ALL Anchors and everyone near them, if you do not agree to my terms," Yvan countered.


  "How?"


  "The recent Ebola outbreaks reported in the Moslem Confederation, as well as certain parts of South America...you are familiar with, yes?"


  Solar Max nodded. "A Khadamite 'oops' seems to be the leading candidate, given all their bioterror research. But I've got my suspicions..." he gave Yvan an accusatory glare.


  Yvan shook his head. "Correct suspicions, I'd wager. Khadam is the target, as are all who use Anchors. I will give you the means to cure the plague before it claims millions, or perhaps more."


  "Including the Pope."


  "Yes, including him. But he is in more danger than that, and I offer help in that regard as well."


  "Tempting," the hero nodded. "You said this was only a beginning?"


  "I did. I worked with the Conclave of Super-Villains under duress, because I believed they held my sister hostage. Now that I have discovered you hold her, I have no reason to remain loyal to them. But neither do I wish to directly confront them. I will provide you with aid in destroying them, in exchange for my freedom and the freedom of my sister. This, and the cure to the Anchor Plague. Decide now, hero...and on your own authority. The more people who know of this, the more likely someone will find out about it who I do not wish to find out."


  Solar Max shook his head. "I can't free your sister on my own say-so."


  "You do not need to. Merely tell me where she is held, and I can free her myself."


  "This is getting worse and worse, Viau. Accomplice before the fact to a jailbreak?"


  Yvan stood up and stared the hero in the face. "I WILL have my sister free. If that means the deaths of millions, so be it. Which would you have on your hands, *hero*? Which is the lesser crime to you?"


  * * * *


  [March 3, 2024 - Mexico City]


  "I've sent half the sample on to the CDC for analysis, but my guess is that anything designed to kill Anchors would have a mystic component to it," JakZak handed an insulated vial to Peregryn.


  "And may I ask where you got it?" the mage replied.


  "No. Not yet, anyway."


  "I see. You need to decide how much you trust me after the incident with Contact, and his accusations," Peregryn said, carefully transferring the vial to one of the many pockets in his robes.


  JakZak shook his head. "No...it's not that. I need to decide how to deal with this all...I'm in an ethically questionable position at the moment, and I don't want to drag anyone else in until I've figured out where to stand, how much liability to expose you all to. I'm not going to make you accessories after the fact...even if you're willing to take the rap...without being sure how I'm going to play things."


  "I...understand," Peregryn nodded.


  "I thought you would," JakZak smirked. "Any ideas regarding the source of this plague?" he asked, his eyes clearly betraying that he knew more of its origins than he was telling.


  Peregryn pondered for a moment, his expressiong giving nothing away. "While it is possible this is a Khadamite creation, I wouldn't be surprised if it was part of the BacterioMage's repertoire. Tymythy Twystyd wrote of the BacterioMage once or twice, and Haven would have likely contained some of the man's creations. If it was designed to kill Anchors, it is probably something deadly ensorcelled to become harmless...only in the presence of an Anchor would it 'trigger.' I shall study the spell binding it...I may not be able to cure it, but I might be able to contain the spread."


  JakZak nodded. "I'm telling the others to be ready to pull in off the search at a moment's notice, in case we need to run around the world defusing viral bombs or something. The CSV sure likes to run us ragged, don't they?"


  Peregryn simply nodded and headed for his quarters.


  * * * *


  [March 4, 2024 - Near Ojocaliente, Zacatecas Sector, Mexico]


  "Looks like that anonymous tip paid off," Channel noted as bullets zinged off the rock he and Gawain were hiding behind. Their jeep was already a flaming wreck thanks to an old antitank weapon. "SOMETHING is here."


  "Aging Chiapas with assault rifles, joy," Gawain countered. "I'd vote to leave these poor people alone, except they seem determined not to let us leave without a few extra holes. And neither of us is really bulletproof," he added.


  "True," Channel nodded. "My reflexes aren't good enough to redirect bullets. Fortunately, I don't have to."


  The pause he'd been waiting for came. He knew the old Zapatista rebels couldn't have unlimited ammunition; they'd stop firing and send someone around to get a better shot. Channel wasn't going to let them.


  He popped up from behind the rock and fired his pistol. The gases and unburnt powder of the blank only dribbled out of the barrel however...the energy had all been transformed into a brilliant flash of light aimed in the direction of the gunmen. He was rewarded by several screams of surprise and pain as the men were blinded. Channel worked the action to eject the spent casing, then gestured at some good cover in the walls of the valley they were in and fired again.


  This time, all the sound and fury of the bullet was transformed into kinetic energy, giving Channel a boost as he raced silently for cover. Sal simply leapt, his mighty muscles carrying him into the rocky valley wall in two bounds.


  A few shots were fired, pinging off the rock they'd been hiding behind, but they were safely hidden before anyone regained their sight.


  "So," Sal asked over their helmet radios, the sound outside absorbed by Channel and turned into mild heat. "Stay or go? We really don't have a quarrel with these people unless..."


  Sal was cut off by the crack and radio-static of a thunderbolt shattering their previous hiding place into rubble.


  "Channel to Solar Max, we've found...damn, can't cut through the interference he's making!" He looked at the flashing lights on the sensor Essay had built. "Hope someone's close enough to pick up these readings. Sal, I think I can take Cole, but you have to get rid of all those gunmen."


  Sal peered out to look at the lightning storm filling the valley. "No worry there...those guys are running away. Looks like Cole's lightning is setting off their ammo belts...ow. I'll head around back, see if I can find Arin while you keep Cole busy, okay?"


  George paused. Considering the size of the torch Sal had carried for Arin, George doubted the hulking Italian could be careful in his self- assigned mission. But he was no match for Cole, which left things as Sal suggested. "...Okay."


  Channel jumped out from behind the rock. "Joshua Jeremiah Cole, you are under arrest for the kidnapping of..."


  That was about as far as he got before Cole directed a bolt of electricity at him. Channel grabbed the bolt and twisted it into a tight ultrasonic beam, hoping to stun Cole. The sonics seemed to "bounce" off the thunders surrounding his target.


  "That's not just lightning control," Channel muttered, grabbing onto another blast and turning it into a laser, which also splashed against some invisible field around Cole. A standoff...but at least it distracted Cole, gave Sal time to look for Arin.


  Sal tried to ignore the lightshow going on in the valley as he crept from rock to rock, hiding in the dancing shadows cast by Cole's lightning. He knew he wasn't built for stealth, but he really only needed to not call too much attention to himself. George was keeping the psycho busy enough.


  Sal mentally paused. Was Cole really psychotic? Nothing in his school records indicated anything more than mild obsessive tendencies...where they indicated anything. The place was rather tightly religious in nature, and incorporated enough ideas from Christian Science that they didn't have as much use for modern medicine as Josh probably required. But the way Cole had talked to Arin back at the hospital...that stank of psychotic break. Joshua Cole was no longer a member of reality as most defined it.


  He got into the small encampment, avoiding the occasional snaking current of electricity that shot out his direction. The Chiapas indians had abandoned the place...he could see the dust being kicked up by their jeeps and horses as they fled at best speed. Hopefully they hadn't taken Arin with them...then again, anything that would get her away from Cole was probably good.


  Something about the lightning was bothering him. It seemed random at first, but the more he watched it, the more it seemed to be moving with purpose. Towards a specific part of the camp. Of course! It was Cole's link to Arin...the strings with which he manipulated his puppet.


  The small hut was scorched and smoldering, but not on fire at the moment. Sal dared a peek past the stream of electricity to look inside...and there was Arin, lying in a t-shirt and a stained pair of jeans, both too big for her, on an old mattress. Each time one of the tendrils of power struck her, she shook slightly and her eyelids fluttered. Her mouth hung partly open, and she seemed to be breathing, albeit in gasps whenever she was struck.


  This was bad, Sal realized. Cole was pushing his power to higher levels than normal right now, and unintentionally feeding too much into his passive link to Arin...it wouldn't be long before he triggered a seizure or worse. One solution would be to make Cole focus on her, which would probably moderate the power levels...but it would also bring Arin into the fight on the wrong side. The other way was probably even more dangerous, but....


  Jumping into the room, Sal threw himself over Arin's body as gently has he could manage, hoping to block the lightning. A part of him was glad his helmet had air filters in it...if he could smell what it was like in the room, he'd have a hard time not killing Cole. Right now he only suspected, and he didn't *want* proof.


  The first jolt hit, and Sal almost fell off the mattress as his muscles spasmed. She'd been taking *that much* electricity? Every few seconds? He looked into her blank eyes again and wondered if there was anything left in there, or if Cole had burned out her mind.


  When the second jolt hit, Sal hardly felt it against the burning of his own anger. Cole was turning Arin into a mindless puppet, a sex toy with the ability to level a city block.


  She started to struggle. But her eyes were still blank. Cole was paying attention now....


  Silently, she wormed out from under him. He reached out to grab her, but suddenly hesitated. For just a moment, he felt afraid he might break her, snap her in two. Especially if he was hit by another bolt of electricity at the same moment...it wasn't an irrational fear after all. She walked oddly towards the door, and Sal got up to try and block her path.


  What was so odd about her gait? Then Sal realized. She was trying to walk like a man, but still had the structure of a woman. Her balance was all off, because Cole could only make her walk the way he was used to doing. Arin may have been slender, her breasts barely tenting the borrowed shirt she wore, but just the way her skeleton was put together made for differences.


  Sal shook his head. He was retreating from the situation, dropping back into old anatomy lessons, treating things with academic detachment because it was getting too hard to stay emotionally attached.


  She broke into a loping run, and Sal raced to follow her.


  Then the explosion hit.


  Sal was knocked back on his side, twisting awkwardly as the blast wave passed over him. It was more shock and less fire than Arin used to project, maybe another result of Cole's imperfect control.


  When he got to his feet, he saw Cole embracing Arin with one arm and grinning smugly at Channel, who was sprawled in the dirt.


  "Couldn't twist both God's Lightning and His Thunder at the same time with your hellspawned powers, could ya?" Cole crowed. "And you!" he turned to face Sal. "You're the Catholic dago lusting after my wife, aren't you?"


  Sal took a step back. He'd never heard the word "Catholic" spoken with such hatred before, and it shocked him.


  "I bet your masters promised to her once they'd finished brainwashing her into a puppet, yeah? That's why you were at the looney bin, to check out the meat market?" Josh taunted. He looked down at Arin, whose mouth moved dumbly up and down. "Ha!" he laughed. "That's a good one, darling. Hear what she called you?"


  Psychotic break, definitely, the detached part of Sal's mind replied. He's in another world.


  A less detached part of Sal suddenly felt a cold chill. Was there a kernel of truth to Cole's accusations? Not the brainwashing, but his wanting Arin as a puppet, just like she was for Cole now? She was certainly one of the more passive students at the Academy when they were both there. On the one hand, he couldn't have her, they were wrong for each other, as Arturo had said. On the other hand, if he ever got her, how hard would she be to mold into a slave, powers or no powers?


  "She's only a puppet because you made her one," Channel spat, picking himself up out of the dust. "You enslaved her with your powers!"


  Bad bad bad bad, Sal thought. Do not make the psychotic mad, do not contradict the psychotic's view of reality when he has a hostage and enough raw power to kill you. But the radios were still out, and he didn't exactly want to shout this out loud.


  "The wool's pulled so far over your eyes you must shit sheep," Cole sneered back. "I can't control anyone, I just wield God's lightning. And it purified her, broke the Devil's hold over her." He paused, listening to a voice only he could hear. "Oh, you want to show them, honey?"


  Arin started to stumble towards Sal. With mounting horror, he realized she was supposed to be slinking in his direction, exuding sex appeal. But the end result was more horrifying than anything else. She stopped when she was practically face to face with Sal, then her mouth twisted into what must have been a smile.


  She kicked him between the legs. Hard. Sal felt it even past the padding he wore.


  "Ha!" Cole barked. "Not the kind of action you were expecting, Combine goon? Genuine Catholic birth control!"


  Sal tried not to show any reaction. The longer they could keep Cole occupied with his petty point-scoring and insults, the greater the chance that someone would show up to help.


  "Sal! Hail Mary!" Channel shouted, holding up his arms.


  Sal paused for a moment, then understood. Grabbing Arin, who didn't react except in Cole's mind, he threw her to his teammate, gambling Channel could siphon the electricity out of her and break Cole's hold.


  "NO!" Cole shouted, pulling out an old revolver he must have taken from one of the rebels and pointing it at Channel. He fired once, twice, three times as Arin arced through the air.


  The third bullet found Channel's leg, a grazing hit that shattered his concentration.


  Then Arin exploded.


  * * * *


  Kasca watched the battle with interest from his hiding place a kilometer away. He'd found Cole the day before and had spent time obverving him while finishing what modifications he could make to the armor in the field. As the battle had started to swing in the favor of the newly-arrived ASH members, he wished he'd been able to bring the heavier weapons along...his wrist blasters wouldn't be much use against either of the warriors present.


  Then the first explosion hit. Sensors registered impressive concussive force, even a kilometer distant. Cole's control of the woman was a potent weapon, and would certainly be useful early in a fight to deny ASH any benefits derived from a base or vehicle. It could also endanger innocents, distracting the so-called heroes. Like raw cadets, they didn't seem to realize that the time to rescue non-combatants was after the battle was won and the field secure.


  The second explosion was even more powerful. Both ASH members were down, and even the Cole boy seemed to have been knocked on his fundament by it, unlike the first time. Time to enter the game.


  Activating the thruster suit, Kasca covered the intervening distance in seconds, blasting both fallen ASH'ers as he arrived. Best to make a good impression, after all. And maybe it would even be enough to kill them, although he doubted it. That wasn't his purpose this time anyway.


  "Who...who are you?" Cole stammered, picking himself up off the twice- flattened earth. In an eerie mirror-image, the Kelsey girl stood in synch with him. But while Cole straightened his slightly tattered outfit with a faint look of shame, the girl stood there with her top torn in two and hanging loosely around her arms. She was definitely under his control, if her delicate human sensibilities weren't being offended by her own partial nudity.


  Still, good to make that first impression. Kasca pulled an emergency blanket out of his hip-pack and tossed it towards the girl. "You can call me Ramjet. Your wife may wish to cover up," he added.


  Cole blushed as he realized Kelsey's state of undress, and she picked up the blanket, wrapping it around herself.


  "Ramjet...what do you want? Who sent you?"


  "I sent myself. What I want is revenge against the Academy of Super- Heroes...at a time of my choosing, however," he gestured dismissively at the unconscious forms. "I want them humbled, not just killed. I've come to see if you would be interested in joining me." That was a lie. He'd already seen enough of Cole to know the boy was mentally damaged, too dangerous to keep around regardless of his power. But that didn't mean he couldn't use the boy and his "wife" as weapons in his plan.


  "Perhaps. Do you accept Jesus as your savior, and follow the Word of God in all things?" Cole asked.


  "Of course," Kasca lied again. Another reason not to keep Cole around. Eventually Kasca or one of his other recruits would slip up, offend this young man's religion, and everything would go up in smoke.


  Cole considered things, and appeared to be listening to Kelsey, but no sound came out of her mouth. "Can we have some time to consider your offer?"


  "Certainly. But you need to be free in order to do so, and this incident will no doubt bring unwanted attention." He walked over to a scanning device one of the ASH members had been carrying and picked it up. "They're using these to find you. I can give you something to block their sensors, and carry you far enough away that a normal search won't find you. Call it a sign of good faith on my part."


  Cole nodded. "Accepted."


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


  Next Issue:


  Cole has dropped out of sight, Channel and Gawain are critically injured, Solar Max has to decide how far to go in his bargain with Labyrinthe...time to have a birthday party!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Labyrinthe and Irrlicht created by Tony Pi. Nothing obscure in this issue I feel the need to explain. }->


  #20 -"Winter's Tail"


  [cover shows Contact standing alone on a wintry plain. In theforeground, the snow is just starting to melt and a single flowerbud is poking up out of the frozen ground.]



  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / INJURY LEAVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / INJURY LEAVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [March 6, 2024 - Mexico City]



  "Sal, stop pacing around the room," George admonished. "You're gonna rip open all those synthskin patches," he added, tapping a pale swatch of artificial skin on his forearm.


  "I can't help it," the hulking Italian growled. "We had that bastard, then we lost him." He paused, his back twitching slightly.


  "Look, he's gone to ground again," George sighed, levering himself up with his unbroken arm and wincing as the broken one was jostled. "It's going to take at least a couple days before we can get a fix on him, and by then we should be all healed up. Hooray for supernormal healing rates," he noted without much enthusiasm.


  "I know, I know...it's just...."


  "You feel like you left something unfinished, right? And it's nagging at you."


  Sal paused in his circuit of the room. "Yeah," he agreed. But it wasn't just Cole that he was thinking about. There was Arin....


  They were interrupted by a knock on the door.


  "Come..." George started.


  Scorch opened the door without waiting for permission. "Hope everyone's decent," he grinned, holding a large parcel in his arms.


  "...in," George sighed.


  "Mail call," Scorch tossed the bundle to Sal. "And a bit of bad news."


  "Terrific," George frowned. "Well, what's the bad news?"


  "It has to do with those crispy-fried backsides you two got the other day. The doctors finished their analysis...it wasn't lightning or Arin's powers that fried you there. Some kind of light-based weapon flashburned you both. At least it took the hair off your back, Sal," he grinned.


  Sal ignored the jab and carefully opened the package, pulling out what looked like a modified green motorcycle helmet.


  "Going with the 'Green Knight' thing, Sal?" George asked.


  Sal shrugged. "I needed a new uniform, the old one was burnt up. So I decided to go with a green and brown pattern. As long as everyone around here's calling me 'El Caballero Verde,' I might as well look the part."


  Scorch pulled the rest of the outfit out of the box and held it up, arms spread wide to pull the shoulders of the bodysuit taut. "Boooooring," he finally said, looking the cross-patterned costume over.


  "If you want, I can ask my sister to design you something better when she gets back from Monaco," George offered. "A Juliana Silvestri original."


  Sal cocked an eyebrow at George. "She designed yours and Scorch's, right?"


  George nodded.


  "No offense, guys...but I've always thought those things looked kinda weird. Draping cloth and little booties?"


  "Like these?" Scorch pulled a pair of ankle-high green boots from the parcel.


  Sal frowned. "That's not the style I ordered. Wait...here's a note. Ah, they didn't have my size in stock in the style I wanted, they're being custom made."


  "And they had THIS style in your size?" Scorch incredulously dropped the boots back in the box. "Anyway, back on the bad news...it looks like someone helped Cole get away. JakZak and Sarah were on the scene while smoke was still rising from your butts, and they couldn't find Cole. Combined with the light-based damage you guys took, I think the worst case scenario is that Doublecross has made his first move."


  "Great," Sal sighed, shoving his new costume back into the box.


  * * * *


  [March 7, 2024 - Chicago]


  "Whoever gave you this sample has probably saved millions of lives."


  The words of the doctor at the Centers for Disease Control kept coming back to JakZak. The carrier bacterium was a known benign organism which had never developed any antibiotic resistance to speak of, since no one was trying to kill it off. And Ebola vaccines had been stockpiled a decade ago when worries of biological terrorism had come out of threats made by the Moslem Confederation. Knowing the disease was nine-tenths of the battle.


  "I have good news, Solar Max," Peregryn announced, breaking JakZak's reverie.


  "Good, I could use some."


  "I've found thirteen points of sympathy within the structure of the BacterioMage's creation, enough that I can attempt a ritual of purification without worrying about side-effects. I should be able to wipe out this 'Anchor Plague' completely, thanks to its own mystic nature."


  JakZak nodded. "But...?"


  Peregryn's somewhat exhilarated mood deflated. "But it will take me nearly two weeks of intense preparation. A worldwide effect is nothing to do lightly, and I may need a week or more of complete rest afterwards."


  JakZak sighed. It meant one of the team's most powerful and versatile members would be out of commission for almost a month. It meant losing his help in finding Cole, just as it looked like the fugitive was getting help against technological trackers. It meant he had two hard choices to make today.


  "Do it," he finally replied. "Get on the job as soon as you can...with luck, you'll be back on your feet in time for the Pope's visit at the end of the month."


  "And Cole?"


  "As much as I hate to say it, he's more of a personal problem than anything else. If it's the few lives he affects versus the thousands who die every day that we don't eliminate this plague...Cole goes free."


  "But...we should be able to keep the Anchor Plague contained, now that its true nature is known," Peregryn noted.


  "Contained, yes. It probably won't ever hit the Combine now. But just because most of the victims are Khadamites, Moslems and assorted smugglers doesn't mean we should let them die while we chase after Cole."


  "Understood," Peregryn nodded, then turned and left.


  JakZak buried his face in his hands for a moment. That sounded so bad. "Just because they're Moslems?" Yeah, he meant citizens of the Moslem Confederation, a perpetual if minor thorn in the side of world politics, but even that.... It was a good thing he wasn't being expected to make any public appearances this week.


  One tough decision down, one to go. He tapped out a series of commands on his computer, then checked to make sure the door was locked and sealed before placing a call.


  "General Pushparajah, this is Solar Max of the Academy of Super-Heroes. I have a proposal for you, regarding infiltration of the Conclave of Super- Villains...."


  A few minutes later, JakZak placed a second call to an unlisted "BlackCel" and sold a tiny piece of his soul to a devil named Labyrinthe....


  * * * *


  [March 12, 2024 - Metapsych Headquarters, Baffin Sector]


  Aaron ducked under a wicked crescent kick, then almost got tagged as Gene twisted in mid-strike to bring her heel down at him. That wasn't one of the moves she'd pulled from anyone's memory, that was a new one for her.


  He reached out and quickly snagged the ankle before Gene could retract her leg. He had to be gentle, since for all her telepathic skills, Gene was only moderately more durable than a normal human. At full strength, he could have ground her ankle to pulp without even trying hard.


  A quick flip, and she was at the other end of the room, rolling to an undignified stop. "Nice trick," Aaron noted. "Unfortunately, it has all the hitting power of a featherduster...you're spending too much effort fighting your own follow-through."


  "You're just saying that because I almost surprised you with it," she smiled as she picked herself up off the padded mat.


  True, it had been a surprise. So much of her repertoire was based on Dan Tracey's fighting style, and Aaron spent several years sparring against that particular style. "Surprise is only useful if you can do something with it. Come here, let me show you how you can modify that kick into something a little more effective."


  Gene trotted over, the time it took emphasizing both the size of the practice room and the strength with which she'd been hurled across it. "Okay, sensei," she grinned, tucking a stray strand of hair back under her sweatband. "Slow or fast?"


  "Fast. The muscles don't react the same slow...you can speed up your perception enough to follow, right?"


  "Pfft," Gene replied, falling into a fighting stance.


  "Fine. Just throw the crescent kick, don't try to do anything else. I'll catch your leg and guide it along the proper path. Now!"


  Another savage kick shot out, but this time Aaron "cheated," using his own power of mind over body to speed his reactions and strength. He caught her leg in both hands, gently bending it at the knee and guiding it inward, down, and then back out.


  Time resumed its normal flow. "See, you pull your leg in, killing the angular momentum, then redirect with a snap kick, rather than trying to swing it around at full extension. It's still a pretty awkward attack, but if you manage to get the surprise value you'll have a better follow-through." Aaron started to let go of Gene's leg and step away.


  "Oh, don't stop...I kinda like it," she nodded at his hands on her thigh and calf.


  Only his ability to control normally autonomous functions kept Aaron from blushing as he resolutely put Gene's leg down and dropped into a fighting stance. "Come on, try the kick yourself."


  Gene pulled off the sweatband and shook her hair out. "No, I don't think so," she said. "We've been dancing around like this for days, Aaron. I don't need my telepathy to know you're attracted to me. I've tried to be coy about this, flirt with you, but it's pretty clear that it's not a matter of you not getting the hint. I've seen this a hundred times before...."


  "In the memories of other people," Aaron interjected.


  "It doesn't matter if I saw it on television," Gene stepped closer, getting in Aaron's face. "Mourning is one thing, but you're obsessed with Paul's memory."


  "Is that a clinical opinion?" Aaron snorted, leaning forward and forcing Gene to step back or be knocked over.


  She tried to shove him back, but Aaron had turned on his brawn and didn't budge as she fumed, "No, but I'm sure Doctor Giancoli would make that assessment if I asked him."


  "Well, why not?" Aaron threw his arms wide. "Everyone else is saying I'm crazy, that I'm doing irrational things because Paul's dead and I've been fooling myself into thinking otherwise." He turned around and started to walk away, gesturing at the ceiling. "Poor Aaron, can't handle the truth, better not tell him anything, he'll be devastated. Oh, look, he finally found out and went nuts, trying to mindrape a teammate. Better ship him out before he gets in real trouble! Don't leave him alone, he might do something drastic! Maybe Gene can help him drown his sorrows!"


  Aaron suddenly stumbled forwards, his head snapped down to his chest by the force of Gene's kick. Then his legs flew out from under him and he was flat on his back on the mat, with Gene raising her foot to stomp on his face.


  Rage, shock, even cold reflexes whirled together in his head as he grabbed her foot and slammed her into the mat, rolling atop her and balling his fists.


  -+STOP!+- Paul's voice shouted in his head, breaking through the haze. He looked at his fist, then down at Gene's face, contorted in fear and anger...and something else.


  He didn't want to know what that something else was. He didn't want to be there. He didn't even want to be himself right then. Aaron got up and sprinted from the room.


  * * * *


  [March 14, 2024 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Essay waved the flashing light over little Carl's face, smiling as he gurgled happily and reached out for it. "You think he'll remember all this?" Essay swept her free hand around to take in the decorated room, the cake and the presents stacked on a table in the corner.


  Dr. Little, the pediatrician in charge of the Academy's small infant care center, leaned in and clucked at Carl before answering. "Oh, probably not. Telepaths have found that children at this age still have pretty vague impressions of things, and even less memory of events. It'll be a few more months at least before he really starts forming lasting memories. Good thing, really...the last few months have been pretty tough on him."


  Essay nodded. On the run with the Conclave of Super-Villains for a hectic week, then kidnapped from STRAFE headquarters and nearly killed, all because a bitter telepath had taken over the life of his mother.


  "Sara!" exclaimed a happy voice from the doorway.


  "Mama!" Essay turned and ran to hug her mother. Mama Rodriguez had been a slip of a girl once, but now she'd grown into almost the stereotypical plump Latina mother.


  "Senora Rodriguez," the doctor extended her hand once Essay had stepped away, "allow me to introduce myself. I'm Dr. Michelle Little, head of this little nursery."


  Mama Rodriguez took the doctor's hand in both of hers and shook it enthusiastically. "Has Carlito been a good little boy?"


  Dr. Little beamed and nodded with practice ease. "He's been a very good boy...of course, we both know that will change soon."


  Mama snorted and rolled her eyes. "Ay, si. Once they start walking around and talking it's no sleep at all. You should have seen my Sara as a toddler...if she could reach it, she would break it!"


  "Mama..." Essay sighed and covered her face with her hands.


  "Is Carlos lifting cars or flying yet?" Mama asked.


  Dr. Little grinned and shook her head. "No, Carl's a normal, healthy baby. As far as we can tell, he has no powers...he's here more for the security than anything else. The Anchors stationed here, plus the hundred or more trained superhumans on the upper levels, make Carl the safest baby on the planet right now."


  "So...where's all the other guests?" Mama asked.


  "Meteor...Sarah's busy in Chicago right now, but she promised she'd run by for at least part of the party," Essay said, tapping her index fingers together as if ticking off a list. "Howie sends his best wishes, but he's busy with saving the world from something, and the rest of the team's making arrangements for the Pope's visit to Mexico City in a couple of weeks," she tapped off two more points.


  "Such a responsibility, protecting Pope Pius," Mama sighed.


  Essay shook her head in frustration. "I don't know why he hasn't cancelled. We know about two assassination plans at LEAST right now, and I think STRAFE's running down leads on a third."


  "His Holiness is a great man, and he goes where the Lord leads him," Mama said with finality. "But what about Lana?"


  "Right here," the slender young woman said from the doorway, flanked by a pair of uniformed STRAFE non-powered agents. She pushed her way past the others clumsily, as if too used to being able to just Ghost through people. "Oh, Carl!" she gasped, picking up her son and cradling him to her chest.


  "She's not a Ghost, she's una esqueleta!" Mama whispered. "So flaca, not even musculos like yours!"


  "It was the only way I could be free from Mr. Strings," Lana said painfully, gently rocking her cooing son in her arms.


  "Mama, please," Essay hissed.


  Her mother just batted at the air dismissively. "Well, be sure to have some of the cake, Lana, you need to put on some weight! So," she shifted subjects without even taking a breath, "when is the bautismo?"


  Lana stopped rocking Carl and looked up. "The what?"


  "The christening, nena."


  Lana just looked at Essay's mother for a moment as if the woman was insane. Then, "Carl's not getting baptized. Carlos didn't believe in God, and if I ever did, I sure as hell don't now."


  "Dios!" Mama exclaimed. "If my sister had lived to see this, it would kill her!" she added, totally seriously. "Carlos was just being a rebel, it was his age. If he were alive now, he'd want his son in the Church."


  "If there was a God, Carlos might be alive now," Lana retorted. Carl started to make little "weh...weh..." sounds.


  "Now you're making Carlito cry!" Mama tsked, moving to take him from Lana's arms. Lana jerked back.


  "Stay away from him! He's not your son, he's mine!"


  One of the STRAFE agents stepped forward. "Lana, remember...you're only here because you agreed not to make a scene. Now you're making one."


  Carl burst out wailing, not an infant's undifferentiated howl, but the cry of a toddler who was just aware enough of things to be afraid of all the emotion flying around the room. Lana looked around, panicked, not sure how to deal with this. Then Dr. Little held out her arms with an imploring look on her face.


  "I...he's my..." Lana just trailed off weakly, then handed Carl to the doctor.


  Carl almost immediately quieted down, and Dr. Little carefully put him in his playpen. Just as she was letting go, Carl looked up at the doctor and burbled, "Mama!"


  The panic on Lana's face was replaced by horror. Covering her face, she ran from the room, elbowing past her STRAFE escort and weeping.


  "Pobrecita..." Sra. Rodriguez muttered.


  * * * *


  [March 15, 2024 - near the ruins of Skopje, Macedonia]


  Kasca looked about him at the blasted land surrounding their temporary campsite built around one of the sturdier ruins. This place was not just the site of hundreds of years of regular warfare, it had seen things that no mortal man should see. According to the historical records of the last century, the area known as the Balkans had been a major battleground for the supernatural powers calling themselves gods a generation ago. The residents may have claimed other religious affiliations, but their true faith was hatred, hatred fueled by over a millenium of conflict. Even without the so-called gods, the emergence of supernaturals in the populace would have reduced these lands to rubble by now, Kasca decided. There was peace here now, the only kind of lasting peace. Everyone who had fought over this land was now dead or fled. A handful of nomads and opportunists risked life and limb in these twisted lands, for reasons as individual as they were themselves.


  "Got one!" came a voice over Kasca's headset.


  "Details, Nomad," he replied. He didn't know the young man's name, nor did he care. The paranormal who had lived in this ruin before Kasca arrived was a nomad, answered to "Nomad," so that was enough.


  "Hydra, five heads, pretty big. I've killed bigger."


  "Good, just bring it this way. I want to see how the others handle it," Kasca ordered. Nomad was resourceful and strong, with a great degree of skill using the force-blades he could generate, but by nature wasn't much of a team player. Kasca would need to integrate the young man into the team soon, but first he needed to test the mettle of his other recruits. "Monster in the pipeline," he shouted to the half dozen supernormals arrayed about the compound.


  It was an excellent base, he mused. No one sane would come near it, and the mythical creatures roaming the shattered land made for excellent practice dummies.


  Panzer and Schild, German twins, quickly fell into position. They were the jewels in the team's crown, already experienced with teamwork and small group tactics. They had to be...their powers had very little offensive value. The two were suddenly encased in what looked like liquid metal as they used their powers to project forcefields over their clothing. A genetic quirk kept them from using the shielding on themselves directly, or on each other. But the full-coverage biking leathers and helmets they wore were enough in most cases. Especially now that Kasca had added breathing filters...a necessity in light of the team member who spoke up next.


  "Ah, remind me again why I'm doing this?" ReAgent asked, quaking inside his modified Khadamite shock armor. Most of the supernormals were content with riding leathers, but this young man who had just recently manifested his powers was quite gunshy and needed more protection.


  "Because you need seed money to hire bodyguards. Because if you just go into business using your powers to become a freelance drug lab, you'll be *lucky* to wake up one morning in a Pranir slave collar," Kasca replied. "Once I've trained you to my satisfaction, you may not even need bodyguards," he added. The young man could alter the chemical bonds of anything, provided he understood the formulae...a sort of limited transmutation power. He was reluctant to use his power on living beings, a bit of squeamishness Kasca hoped to train out of him, but for now even minor effects were useful.


  The Hydra burst into the clearing, its heads roaring and spitting flame. ReAgent panicked, pulling apart the handful of salt he was holding and throwing the sodium at the beast. It spattered into flames, flames the creature was immune to. The cloud of chlorine gas blew the wrong way, and Kasca was once again glad he'd given all his agents breathing filters.


  Twin speedsters raced towards the hydra before Kasca could issue any orders. Impulsive and over-reliant on their powers, the British brothers had only committed petty larceny and vandalism before this. Jackhammer was the slower of the two, barely reaching sixty meters per second, but he made up for it with greater strength and the ability to punch a target thirty times in a second. The hydra's hide dented in several places as Jackhammer put his steel knuckleguards to good use.


  His brother, Tracer, was a blue blur as he raced around the creature, looking for an opening. Tracer was five times as fast as his brother, but until recently had been hampered by his own body chemistry. The boy sweated alcohol, which ignited from friction as he moved. A modified wetsuit Kasca supplied him with helped collect the sweat and keep it out of his face so he could see while he ran. It also let him spray streams of burning alcohol at opponents, a power that was pretty useless against the hydra.


  Odd that twins were so common among the supernormal population, Kasca mused. Especially since they rarely had exactly the same powers...twins in face, but not in gifts.


  "Panzer! Schild! Snuff the fires!" Kasca ordered. No need to attract too much attention from other things living in the area. The twins complied, extending their forcefields over the dry grass and cutting off the fire from its source of oxygen. Unfortunately, they couldn't get close enough to cut off the hydra's air supply...and they would simply make it invulnerable to other attacks while it slowly suffocated. Too much chance it would shake them off.


  The last member of the cohort chose that moment to enter the fray. He was one of the Vogue Ghouls, a paranormal calling himself Sparker. He knew how to use his limited microwave powers to generate lightning sparks from metal objects, like the replica axe he carried. Kasca appreciated the irony in one of his Revanche members carrying the symbol of a hero from the previous generation, and the young man seemed to be self-assured and good in a fight.


  Sparker threw a bolt of lightning at the hydra, and it reeled back. Tracer blazed in and blinded one of the heads with two swift fingertip jabs, and there was a satisfying crunch as Jackhammer broke one of the hydra's legs. ReAgent found his courage somewhere and threw a handful of vitamin pills at the beast...only, he had turned the potassium and iodine in the capsules into an explosive compound, and huge gobbets of flesh were ripped from the beast's flank as the pills burst against it.


  "Not bad," Kasca admitted. "Okay, Nomad, you can finish it off."


  "Good, its howls would bring more creatures," Nomad nodded, leaping onto the hydra's back. Two quick swings and shimmering planes of force severed the heads cleanly, dropping them to the scorched earth.


  "So," Jackhammer wiped the scales from his knucks, "are these things good eating? Already tenderized it...."


  * * * *


  [March 16, 2024 - Outside Metapsych Headquarters, Baffin Sector]


  It was a relatively warm day, considering the season and the setting. Aaron didn't even have to concentrate in order to ignore the chill winds blowing across the tundra. Still, it was cold enough he could be pretty sure no one would try to interrupt his solitude.


  He peered north, towards Pond Inlet, the only permanent settlement other than MetaPsych Headquarters remaining on the island. The other small fishing communities had either been wiped out in 1998 or slowly died as the economy couldn't support northern fisheries. Unlike most sectors, Baffin was purely an administrative division, without representation at either the State level in Canada's House of Representative or at the Combine level in the Commons. It didn't even have its own Sector Council...the few people who lived on Baffin permanently voted as part of Hudson Sector.


  If he started running now, he might make it to Pond Inlet by sunset. Or midnight at the latest. He could try to blend in with the locals, disappear off the map....


  -+Who are you trying to kid?+- Paul asked.


  "I guess you're right, I tend to stand out in a crowd," Aaron sighed.


  -+That's not it and you know it. Running away from this isn't like you. And it wouldn't work anyway.+-


  "Thank you Aesop. How can I know what's 'like me' and what isn't anymore? There isn't even a word for what's wrong with me."


  -+Sure there is...mourning. You're just taking a really weird way about it.+- Paul's voice paused. -+Aaron, if neither of us were telepathic, I can guarantee you that you'd still be hearing my voice after my death. Every day, thousands or even millions of people turn around, thinking they've heard a former loved one's voice, stop short in the street because they see an impossibly familiar face in the crowd, or even start having a conversation with someone who isn't there anymore. It's not insanity...or if it is, it's normal. Loss hurts, and we all react a little insanely to it, I suppose.+-


  "It's not the same."


  -+Isn't it? You hear my voice so clearly because you hear and remember everything with inhuman clarity. You put words in my mouth so well and so easily because we were as close as two people can ever be...if there's anyone in this world you know as well as you know yourself, it's me. And, yes, that's not the same as everyone else...but the only difference is the strength of what you're feeling. And you're letting it push people away.+-


  "Huh?"


  -+Come on, don't play stupid. I'm a part of you...the part that thinks like Paul did, that sees you as Paul did, but I'm still you. You keep telling yourself that you're rejecting Gene because you don't want to betray me. Or my memory. But deep down, you just don't want to get so close to anyone else that you might get another voice in your head when he or she dies.+-


  "That is so much bullshit, Paul."


  -+Is it? Is it really? One of your gifts is to sense things...feel things...much more intensely than anyone else. Now you're feeling the pain of my death like that...stretched out over months and months. You were in denial for half a year, who knows how long before you get over everything, if ever? And why would anyone ever want to go through something like that again? So you push her away. And she won't go away for long, because she can tell it's the pain talking. So when she gets too close, you lash out and try to hurt her, try to get her to hate you so she'll go away.+-


  "Looks like it worked...she's been avoiding me all week, ever since I almost spread her brains across the practice mat," Aaron frowned. There had been no disciplinary action taken, aside from the fact his presence at MetaPsych was a disciplinary action itself.


  Aaron felt the mental equivalent of a shrug from Paul. -+Maybe she knows she pushed you too far, too fast. Maybe she's ashamed that she lost control and threw the first kick. Maybe someone else told her it'd be a good idea to stay away and let you...us...calm down for a while. Just because there's room inside your skull for a whole world, don't think the whole world resides behind your eyes.+-


  Aaron said nothing, just watched as a small cloud slipped across the sky and over the horizon.


  * * * *


  [March 17, 2024 - Mexico City]


  Gawain carefully picked his way down the back streets of the city, doing his best to conceal the twitch in his back. The doctors couldn't find any damage to the nerves or muscles, but he'd been hit with enough of Cole's lightning that they couldn't rule out an organic reason for the persistent injury. Sal was starting to think it was psychosomatic. Either way, until it was gone, he was still on injury leave. Channel was doing a little better, and had returned to active duty with just a few remaining patches.


  "Map. Local," Sal whispered while pushing a button inside the helmet with his chin. Arturo was right, he no longer needed the filtration system to breathe the local air, so he'd had it replaced with a microcomputer with a display projected on the visor. A faint image sprang up on the faceplate showing his location as well as his destination. Just a few more blocks.


  The new costume had another advantage, if only for a while. Word hadn't gotten around about it yet, so he wasn't attracting the crowds he usually did when he went out in public. That suited him just fine, since there was really only one person in the area he wanted to see right now.


  The door he was headed for opened just before he could reach it. "Come in, Caballero," Arturo grinned. "A new set of clothes cannot hide who you are, although I like the new design," he gestured at the green cross pattern on Sal's chest and helmet. "In honor of the pontifical visit, yes?"


  Sal stepped into the small apartment and gratefully sank into the offered chair, wincing as his back spasmed. "Ah...I guess so."


  Arturo frowned slightly as he went to the minifridge in the corner and pulled out a pair of bottles. "You guess? Are you perhaps looking for something to believe in? Hoping God is on your side?"


  Sal accepted the cold bottle and took his helmet off. "I can only hope. Sometimes it seems like he's on everyone else's side BUT mine."


  Arturo twisted the cap off his beer with practiced ease. "And you wanted someone to talk to about it."


  Sal nodded, gingerly peeling the cap off his bottle as if it were made from rice paper and the bottle from spun sugar. "I can't talk to the doctors, I don't know them. I can't talk to my friends, I know them too well. Uncomfortable either way."


  "But me, you know just well enough...so I am to be Goldilocks's confessor?" Arturo grinned.


  Sal paused, then smirked as he got the reference. "And the bears throw lightning bolts. Look, I know a lot of this has been in the news...Cole's a wanted man, and it's no secret he beat me pretty bad. But there's some parts that haven't been made public, and I'd appreciate it if they stayed that way."


  Arturo put his free hand over his heart. "I am the very soul of discretion."


  "Okay," Sal nodded tentatively, pausing to take a draught from his beer. "You were guessing about some woman in my life who I was interested in for all the wrong reasons...well, her name's Arin Kelsey. I went to school with her for a few years. She wasn't interested in me, she was interested in one of my classmates, a guy named Dan who almost all the women swooned over. I suppose she was the perfect unattainable woman for me...even taking Dan out of the picture wouldn't have helped, since there's so many other reasons she never would have gotten close to me. Then...then she just couldn't handle the stress any more and had a nervous collapse. That would have been the end of it, except she had an ex-boyfriend...Josh Cole. He's completely insane, his electrical powers seem to be messing with the wiring in his head. He took control of Arin somehow, thinking he was freeing her from evil government mind-manipulation."


  Arturo, who had been nodding this whole time and occasionally sipping from his beer, interjected, "It must have been...unpleasant...to find yourself fighting her."


  Sal shook his head. "No...crazy as it sounds, fighting her wasn't so bad. It was pretty clear she was just a puppet. It was the bit from before she started fighting that's been eating at me. She was a puppet, damn it. Her mind was shut down...I HOPE. Or maybe she was awake the whole time, watching as this happened to her...as he treated her as his wife. Just seeing her lying there on that ragged bed, where he'd probably been raping her...oh, it gets worse, Arturo. The more I thought about it afterwards, the more I realized that a couple of years ago I might not have said no to having her as an unresisting puppet of a partner. That if my powers let me control people, I might have done the SAME THING Cole did. And that's not love... that's just SICK. Ever since I started growing muscles, I told myself I'd never use my strength to force anyone to...submit to me. And after a few times before I went to the Academy, I even stopped dating anyone who seemed at all impressed by my strength...I figured it was just as bad as holding them down. Yet...every time I think about it, I get more certain that I'd have mind-controlled Arin if I could have. Just like Cole. I...AAAGH!"


  Sal's bottle dropped to the carpet and bounced, spilling foam as it did.


  Arturo was at his side in the blink of an eye. "What is it? What's wrong?"


  Sal gritted his teeth. "My back...hasn't quite healed. Musta set off a spasm. Guess it *is* psychosomatic."


  "In your head?" Arturo mused, picking up the bottle and tossing it in a recycling bin. "Sounds like it is more in your heart."


  Sal winced as he tried to sit more comfortably. "Maybe you're right. It's so much clearer now that I tell someone about it...I'm afraid of my own strength, afraid of abusing it. So afraid, in fact, I've convinced myself I'd have done something horrible given the chance. Denying myself all these years because I didn't want to go too far the other way," he mused, then tried to stand up. "Gahhh. But my back's still killing me. What happened to the truth setting you free?"


  Arturo laughed, a surprisingly gentle sound. "Knowing the truth and truly believing it are different things," he smiled, handing Sal a fresh bottle. "Besides, your back may be telling you that there's more to it than fear of what you might do...maybe you need to decide what you *should* do before you can find peace."


  Sal snorted. "Well, until I figure that out, do you know a good masseuse?"


  "Several, although I'd say 'skilled' rather than 'good.' If you catch my meaning. However, it'd take a man's hands to get through all that muscle, I think. And a baseball bat. But I think I have a better idea."


  "What?"


  "This," Arturo said, then leaned over and kissed Sal on the lips.


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


  Next Issue:


  Everyone wants Pope Pius XIII dead, it seems, so why is he in Mexico City? And will he get out alive?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, I'm a horrible tease. Credit goes to Tony Pi for helping with some of the plotlines in this issue, including the Sal/Arturo one. Tony also created Labyrinthe, Juliana Silvestri, BacterioMage and General Pushparajah.


  Mama Rodriguez's snippets of Spanish should be pretty clear from context, although feel free to email me about it if you're completely lost on something.


  If you're actually interested in knowing more about the system of government the Combine uses, I'm tinkering with an information file about it. It's a sort of hodgepodge of U.S., Canadian and Mexican governmental systems, plus a bunch of other things that seemed like good ideas at the time ("the time" being the early 2000s).


  #21 - "The Bell Tolls"


  [cover is the view through a sniper scope of a large crowd, seenseveral stories below the viewpoint. At the center of the crowdis a man in the distinctive vestments of the Pope.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [March 31, 2024 - Easter Sunday - Mexico City]


  [Note: all scenes take place somewhere in Mexico City on Easter morning.]


  Mexico City has a lot of churches.


  This statement is true in the same way the statement "the Pacific has a lot of water" is true. Correct, but something of an understatement.


  Many of these churches have steeples with a view of the Zocalo, the huge central square of the city. The larger ones were crowded with people trying to catch a glimpse of Pope Pius XIII's Easter Mass...and with security personnel making sure none of the faithful were armed.


  Some, however, were closed. Usually because of renovations or earthquake damage or simply not being able to safely support a crush of worshippers. These had been carefully locked against intruders, with sensors installed to make sure no one tried to get in. After all, while the Pope was one of the most beloved men on the planet, he was also one of the most hated, and there was no shortage of assassins willing to take the contract on a holy man.


  A young woman with a camper's frame backpack entered one of the churches with closed towers. This alone was not unusual...hundreds of thousands of pilgrims from all over the North American Combine had flocked to the city, and most of the churches in the city had set up projection screens so that those unable to get to the Zocalo could participate vicariously.


  What was unusual was that she checked her watch, waited a moment, and then opened the door to the belltower.


  She was Der Zepter, and she was one of the many assassins willing to take the contract on a holy man.


  * * * *


  "Caballero! Caballero!"


  "Ja-oene!"


  "Ay, Caballero!"


  The crowd pressed in on all sides, mostly children but also a number of adults looking to get an autograph, or just see Sal up close. He'd taken up a fairly prominent position in the Zocalo, and it wasn't long before the crush of the crowd was heavier near him than anywhere else.


  Officially, he was sort of a warm-up act for the Pope. He'd move around the crowd, keeping them from getting restless and generally being an obvious ASH presence at the event. Most of the others were prowling around the edge of things, trying to catch Josh Cole or any other would-be assassins before they could get in range, and someone had to keep the people reassured. And, of course, he was still suffering the occasional twinge from his last encounter with Cole, so he wasn't on combat duty.


  Unofficially, he was trolling. He was so popular in Mexico City these days that anyone who *didn't* seek him out was suspicious. STRAFE troops and Combine special ops were keeping an eye on the Zocalo, and anyone who didn't seem to pay any attention to Sal was held up to a lot of scrutiny.


  Even more unofficially, he was trying to keep from being alone with his own thoughts. While he had to wear his helmet for communications reasons, he was glad that it kept his face covered...he doubted he could have maintained a false smile for long.


  Despite all the gladhanding and autograph signing, his thoughts kept coming back to one thing.


  The kiss.


  He flushed red with embarrassment as he recalled how he'd almost broken down the wall of Arturo's apartment in trying to excuse himself and leave. It was such a confused rush that he didn't even remember Arturo's reaction, he was too wrapped up in trying to get out of that situation.


  Sal tried to convince himself that he'd been revolted by the gentle kiss Arturo had given him, but he knew he hadn't been. Not initially, not until the shock wore off and his Catholic Guilt had a chance to kick in. The Church might have been slowly reversing its post-Godmarket conservative swing, but homosexuality was still officially deemed a sin. Didn't the Bible say over and over that it was hateful in God's eyes when two men did what a man and a woman normally did?


  Okay, he'd never really raised a fuss over Aaron and Paul back at the Academy. But he wasn't the sort of guy to go shoving his beliefs down someone else's throat...he felt bad that they were probably going to go to hell, since they were also atheists, but that was about it.


  THIS was supposedly different. It wasn't someone else, entitled to his own beliefs. It was HIM. HE had been kissed. And HE had not immediately thrown Arturo away. And HE had maybe, just maybe, liked it. Which was utterly and totally WRONG.


  Wasn't it?


  * * * *


  Der Zepter reached the top of the belltower and checked the sensors built into her watch. The secsystems were still dead, a false input being fed into the central security computers. The man who had sent her to do this job had also made a great many arrangements for her, including this interruption in surveillance.


  Sloughing her large backpack to the plank floor, she started to remove parts of the metal frame. As the metal rods emerged, their identity as weapon components became quite clear. They'd only needed to pass the cursory inspection given to those this far from the Zocalo...most weapons didn't have the range to both reach the platform set up for the mass and also penetrate the plexiglass shield around it. Her weapon was a laser of alien manufacture, tuned to cut through the city's dense smog and ignore the transparent barrier around the Pope. A quick flash, and the Pope would be missing important parts of his brain.


  Der Zepter assembled the main part of the rifle and snapped the sight into place. Peering through it to check the calibration, she swept her gaze over the crowd. Idly, she shifted her view to a few of the other likely sniper roosts in the area, to see if she had any sloppy competition.


  Hello! There, at the side entrance of an apartment building...a man seemed to be trying to sneak in, but was frustrated by the lock. He had the bearing of a killer, and was certainly carrying enough gear to hide a number of weapons. She stifled a brief mischievous impulse to anonymously call the police and tell them about this other assassin. Maybe she still would. After the job was done, to finger another suspect and aid in her own getaway....


  * * * *


  The assassin known as Divinosta, or 90 in Russian, finally picked the rusting lock. It was only a few years old, as was the entire building, but the corrosive atmosphere of Mexico City took its toll on more than the eyes of the populace. No one seemed to have noticed him, but there was still a chance that some automatic system had tagged him for further watching. He would have to be more careful, and that meant he couldn't afford to use any of the "obvious" weapons he'd brought with him...he'd need the minutes that confusion could buy, so the death now *had* to look like natural causes.


  Divinosta made his way up the back stairway silently, despite the tendency of the metal stairs to clang loudly when anyone else walked on them. He reflected on the fact that this was a relatively young Pope, although nowhere near young enough to be one of the assassin's "special" targets.


  In 1989, the infamous Devastator had detonated a weapon that sterilized the entire world. The original Academy of Super-Heroes had found a cure, or so they claimed, and within a year the effects had worn off. However, this meant that almost no one had been born in 1990. Divinosta's parents had both been deep inside a copper mine when the device was detonated, and were shielded. A handful of others were born in 1990...a handful that shrank steadily as Divinosta honed his craft. Those born in 1990 he would kill for free, or for greatly reduced fees.


  The Pope was a full-fee job, however. And a big one. He was being paid an obscene amount by "anonymous" sources he knew to be the Conclave of Super-Villains just to *try*. If he succeeded, he'd be paid even more.


  He tried the door of an apartment on the 6th floor. As he expected, the place was empty. All the residents were crowding up on the roof or in the higher floors, hoping for the best view possible. The view from this window wasn't very good, but it was good enough to draw a bead on the Pope.


  Divinosta locked and barred the door, then opened his kit bag. One weapon he had brought might do the job. Ironically, it was a product of research into non-lethal weaponry...a laser dazzler beam that could induce a stroke in the target. It wasn't reliably lethal, but any effects would look like natural causes....


  * * * *


  Der Zepter counted off a number of boards away from the third of the large silver bells in the tower, then tore up that floorboard. Under it was concealed the powersource for her weapon, a powerful particle accelerator of Santari manufacture that would have triggered a dozen or more alarms on the way in...so it had been hidden weeks in advance by her employer's agents.


  She inserted the powercore and checked the readings on the weapon. Everything was in the purple...would have been green on a terran weapon. The rifle was completely made of advanced alien technology. Powerful enough to get past normaltech defenses, but not susceptible to any Anchor effects. She could feel the odd texture of the alien alloys even through the nearly invisible plastic gloves she wore.


  Suddenly, there was a flash on the horizon and a faint booming sound. A storm? She looked out with the sight...there was lightning, but it was coming from the ground....


  * * * *


  "Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord!" sang, no, screamed a frantic voice as lightnings coursed from his hands and smashed into a line of riot police. Their shields shattered or melted or even imploded as the blazing fury ran across them.


  "He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored," Josh Cole continued as a small pulse of lightning shot from him to Arin Kelsey, who ran forward and grabbed hold of a riot tank which had pulled onto the road. She exploded, hurling the tank over onto its side and knocking down a partially completed house nearby.


  "He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword!" Cole screamed as he shattered the remaining hulk of the tank. Several of the police started to run, but others held their ground. They were the only thing keeping Cole from his righteous mission, and they were buying time for backup to arrive. They'd been lucky to catch him out in this development, where there were no witnesses to their brutal exercise of police power. But if they fell back, it would be into a populated residential district, where families sat in front of their televisions waiting to see the Pope.


  "HIS TRUTH IS..."


  The police vanished in a succession of green and gold blurs.


  Cole paused, this oddity penetrating the fog of righteous rage gripping his brain.


  "Ay, cabron!" a woman shouted, hurling an object at him. Reflexively, he blasted it with his lightning.


  The bolt sank into the object and surged along a trailing wire. A glistening dome suddenly appeared out of thin air, covering about a block in area. No doubt a bit of technological sorcery created by that hispanic woman. Cole chuckled...their toys were no match for the powers God had given him and his beloved.


  "Arin, show these people your new skills!" Cole shouted.


  Sluggishly, as if uncertain of the power she and Cole had spent the past weeks training, Arin raised her hands. A bolt of force lanced out towards the device on the ground, but missed by inches. Before Arin could adjust her aim, the box was pulled back behind cover.


  A slight pulse arced between Cole and Kelsey, wordlessly carrying his suggestion so that the enemy would not overhear, and then explosive energy surged from her feet, lifting her into the air.


  Suddenly, she skidded sideways and out of the dome, as if "down" were no longer in the same direction.


  "Eh?" Cole spat. "I know you're out there, Combine stooges!" he shouted. "Come out and fight me, and know that God is on my side!"


  Arin landed clumsily outside the dome. "What...what is...?" She staggered, as if waking from sleepwalking. With horror, Cole realized that the Combine's pet stormtroopers might be trying to take control of his beloved's mind!


  Cole stared at her and prayed that God would not let her mind be taken over. Lightning streamed along the ground and tried to connect to her, but it stopped at the dome's boundary.


  "So, a coward's trap? You won't...RETURN MY WIFE!" he howled as Arin was hustled out of sight by a figure in white and silver, moving almost faster than his eye could follow.


  "That's right, we won't return your 'wife,'" announced Solar Max as he rose from behind cover. "Peregryn, NOW!"


  Cole hurled his mightiest lightnings at Solar Max, but they struck the dome and drained away, causing the dome to glow more brightly. He could now barely see Channel hooked up to the device which had first intercepted his lightning. Somehow it was helping the green-clad supernormal extend the range of his power over energy.


  Before he could redouble his efforts and try to overwhelm Channel as he had once before, Cole found himself in the grip of irresistable winds, spun helplessly in a vortex that slowly lifted him from the ground. He cast his lightning randomly, running on pure anger now, instinctively hoping to hit something.


  He was rewarded by the sound of a man crying out, and he thought he could see the dome shudder out of existence...but now his vision was going black at the edges. Cowards! Cowards! Wouldn't fight him directly!


  Then everything went black.


  * * * *


  "Subject Joshua Cole has been captured and secured in mobile containment unit," hissed a heavily-accented voice over Der Zepter's static-filled eavesdropper set. English was the official language of the Combine, so the cops had to speak it in the line of duty. Unfortunately, with the interference caused by Cole's electrical powers making reception iffy, the halting English was harder to understand than fluent Spanish would have been.


  Still, the news was mostly good. The fight had happened near the outskirts of the city, drawing a great deal of attention from the authorities and shifting forces away from her location. With the Pope scheduled to appear in under an hour, there would still likely be plenty of holes in the dragnet she could slip through once her job was done.


  Reaching into her backpack, Der Zepter withdrew a small plastic box that was marked as a first aid kit. Inside was a small collection of objects she had been instructed to scatter about the belltower. Some hairs, a bit of torn synthetic fabric, ashes from what might have been a cigarette but which smelled completely unlike anything she'd ever smelled smoked. And so forth. All designed to point a finger at a Santari assassin, just as her gun was designed to do. Her employer, for reasons she didn't ask about, wanted the aliens to take the blame for this job. Fine with her. So long as she got paid.


  Payment. She shook her head...what was her payment to be, anyway? Somehow, she'd assumed she would be paid well for this job, but didn't recall any specific price being set...


  Movement in the crowd. She put aside her momentary confusion and looked out to see what was the matter. Someone seemed to be raising a ruckus on the Zocalo....


  * * * *


  "Tarareador!"


  Rosa cursed under her breath. She'd tried, tried so hard, to keep her "ego signature" in check, but in an unguarded moment she'd started to hum. She tried to look shocked as she turned to see who had shouted "hummer" in Spanish.


  She locked eyes with a terrified and horribly scarred young man, who was pushing his way back through the crowd as fast as he could. His face, despite the scars, looked vaguely familiar....


  "HUMMER!" he screamed, in English this time. "KILLER!"


  Of course! She must have been sloppy...this was one of the non-para scum who used to run with the 5th Avenue Snakeaters back in Manhattan. She thought she'd killed them all as part of her vengeance on the city. This one must have survived and run to Mexico. And she WOULD hum the same thing here that she'd hummed when she used Marko's claws to rip bits out of this one's face.


  Rosa, really just a puppet of the telepath Mr. Strings, feigned shock and surprise. "No, no soy tarareador...."


  But then she caught a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye. A number of men in suits had emerged from the "dressing room" set up behind the Pope's armored stage. They were carrying some kind of sensor...probably psionic in nature. Damn. The Helveticans...the Swiss Guard. The Pope's bodyguards, equipped with the best alien technology the Church could afford. She'd hoped to control one of them during the Mass and have him shoot the Pope, but they were prepared for a mental attack.


  Ah, well. She'd been in enough minds lately to know that the Pope wasn't likely to survive this day, she'd simply wanted the ego boost of being the one to kill him. Hopefully the next Pope wouldn't be an Anchor...she liked the idea of running the Church. Anyway, time to destroy the evidence.


  "DEATH TO THE POPE!" she shouted, pulling out a prop gun. It had been easy to smuggle past the security checkpoints, since it wasn't a real weapon. But she didn't intend to shoot with it...she intended to get shot with it.


  Predictably, the people around her tried to flee or get down, and she rushed for the door concealing the Pope, giving the Helveticans a nice, clean shot.


  They took it, and Mr. Strings maliciously let Rosa have full control of her mind back for the few seconds it took her to die....


  * * * *


  Der Zepter finished distributing the false evidence and smirked. So many assassins and would-be killers out there. Would she even get a chance to fire, or would the Pope be buried under a ton of bullets the instant he stepped out of his air-conditioned trailer?


  Maybe it would be better if someone else killed the Pope. The more she thought about her putative payment, the more she found herself uncomfortable with the whole arrangement. She'd have chalked it up to the usual pre-shoot jitters, but she didn't recall any previous assassination jobs either, which was very odd and very disturbing. But she felt compelled to carry out the job, regardless of her scruples or her identity crisis problems.


  Then a great roar went up from the crowd. The Pope was coming out. Der Zepter put aside her doubts and aimed the beam weapon at the podium the Pope was headed for.


  * * * *


  Pope Pius XIII stepped out into the special enclosure built for his benefit, and the crowd took on a respectful hush. The whirr of the air purifiers and the rustling of his own garments suddenly seemed very loud, as they always did. He'd only been Pope for eight years, far too short a time to get used to such adulation...if it was possible to ever get used to it.


  He looked at the teleprompter-like inside surface of the enclosure, and noted with pleasure that it had been turned off, as per his request. For diplomatic reasons, he was performing the Mass in English...although he would have preferred Spanish...but he'd always been a quick study. He knew the words by heart, in over a dozen languages. If he was to truly lead the Church, he had decided early on, he could not confine himself to the Italian of his birth or the French of the united Europe.


  "In God's name, I welcome you all," he began, his amplified voice booming out over the Zocalo. "On this holiest of days, I come bearing the love and good wishes of the faithful to this stricken city. For generations, this great city has languished under the pall of man's excess," he gestured at the orangey-grey sky above. "Nothing man has been capable of has eliminated this scourge from your city...even advanced technology beyond the capacity of man has done nothing to help. Some say there is a curse on Mexico City, the curse of Tezcatlipoca."


  There was a rumble through the crowd. They all knew of the supposed curse, but it was shocking to hear the Pope acknowledge it, especially on this of all days. Then the concern started turning to hope, as people in the Zocalo remembered what the Pope had done when he was simply Vittorio Lombardi, breaker of curses and God's Anchor.


  "Before we celebrate the rebirth of Christ, I ask you to pray with me to God, for the rebirth of this city. For He recognizes your faith, and does not wish for you to suffer any longer under these cursed skies. Lift up your hearts, your souls and your voices, and pray with me!"


  A great and joyous noise went up from the city. A million voices all at once, with different words and even different languages, but all with the same meaning.


  Pope Pius XIII raised his arms, threw back his head and shouted at the top of his lungs. "Lord, show us your mercy!"


  Suddenly, as if a curtain was being drawn aside, the toxic smog that had strangled Mexico City for decades was swept aside, torn to the four corners of the vault of heaven. People who had never seen a blue sky with their own eyes before wept as the morning Sun shone down with a purity that made the whole city seem reborn.


  The Curse of Tezcatlipoca was broken. The smoke had been pulled from the Sun. The faithful rejoiced, briefly failing to notice something very important.


  The Pope was dead.


  * * * *


  "Huh. He just dropped dead." Der Zepter put the rifle down on the floorboards and shook her head. Either one of the other snipers had a really special weapon, or they'd all been witness to the greatest irony of the decade.


  She carefully broke down the weapon and hid the pieces under the floorboards. The powersource she rigged to look like it was supposed to explode as a boobytrap, but had failed in that job. Her job done, she stood again with a growing sense of relief that hers hadn't been the gun that killed the Pope. She wondered if she could even have pulled the trigger.


  Turning to go, Der Zepter looked at her reflection in one of the highly polished silver bells, and saw Agent Jo Ridley's face looking back....


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


  Next Issue:


  Whodunit? Did anyone do it? In the aftermath of the Pope's death, quite a few things hit the fan. Plus, the Church needs a new leader, and the leading contender isn't sure he wants the job. Be here for "Cardinal Sins!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  The central core of this story was, "So many assassins, so little time." In fact, there's one significant assassin who was prowling around that I didn't get to, because I decided it was already too crowded. Perhaps he'll show up next issue. }->


  For those curious about the background of the sterility bomb mentioned by Divinosta, it was part of my original Champions campaign of ASH. The device was designed by Dr. Lirby Koo (TM Hero Games, if it ever becomes relevant I'll come up with a replacement for him in the ASH world) for the Chinese government, but he could never make it permanent. It would sterilize someone for a year, after which repeated exposures had no effect. Devastator bought the design from Dr. Koo and amplified it to cover the entire planet, reasoning that it would at least bring him closer to his goal of destroying humanity. And maybe humanity would kill itself off in the panic. ASH's "cure" was totally bogus, and one of the fiercest intra-team ethical debates we ever had was over whether to fool the public or tell them the truth. One of my players said later that night, "Please, don't have any more noncombat sessions...we won't survive another like this!" Heh. Anyway, losing a whole year's worth of kids would indeed have been a social problem, but it only had minor effects before a big chunk of the world went away....


  Credits:


  Mr. Strings and Jo Ridley created by Tony Pi. Marko and the 5th Avenue Snakeaters created by Matt Rossi III. The song Cole was singing is the Battle Hymn of the Republic, by Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), set to music by Charles C. McCabe while in a Confederate prison in 1863.


  #22 -"Cardinal Sins"


  [cover shows Gawain drowning in a sea of people. Some cling tohim, some are fleeing from him. Two faces are recognizable: ArinKelsey and Arturo Cacique.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  [March 31, 2024 - Easter Sunday - Vatican City]


  Cardinal Stagliano rested in his private rooms within the Vatican. It had been a busy and tiring day. With the Pope in Mexico, it had fallen to the Cardinal to assume the Pope's usual Easter duties in the Holy See. Others were more senior in the ranks of the Church, but Pius XIII had specifically requested Stagliano. Normally, this might have deeply pleased Stagliano, who still had a spark of ambition burning in his breast despite years of serving the Church. But something about it worried him. It was as if Pius wanted to make clear who his successor would be...that he didn't expect to survive his trip to Mexico City. And Stagliano knew the real reason Pius would want him to be the clear heir: Stagliano was the only Anchor within the ranks of the Cardinals. With the recent decimation of the political and economic branches of the Conclave, it was vital that the Church remain friendly to that organization of Anchors. So, even though Stagliano was the rankest of hypocrites, he was Pius's chosen replacement as pontiff.


  Now very concerned about his friend's life, Stagliano turned on the television in his reading room. He rarely watched it...his tastes in entertainment were ill-served by the popular programming, and he knew more of the real news of the world than broadcasts would usually show. But it was nearing the time for Easter Mass on the other side of the world, and the celebration would be on every major channel in Italy.


  Stagliano's heart caught in his throat as he heard the newscaster gravely discussing several attempts made on the Pope's life already. That they had failed was little comfort...too many killers, too much danger.


  He gritted his teeth as Pius took the stage, but only relaxed slightly when the man was not instantly felled by a hundred attacks. He knew the Helveticans had been forced to leave their powerful suits of armor in the Vatican lest certain secrets be exposed...could they fully protect the head of the Church today?


  Then Pius raised his arms can cried out for God's help in lifting the curse Mexico City suffered under. The camera swung to the skies, to show the golden and brown streaks of pollution whisked away as if by God's own hand. Stagliano knew that this was the result of Pius's strong Anchor, and ice gripped his chest from the imagined effort this must have required. Five previous Anchors had given up on that task as too demanding, too much of a strain.


  The camera suddenly shifted to the Pope, who was lying on the platform, unmoving. Stagliano gasped and muttered a prayer to Horus....


  * * * *


  [March 31, 2024 - Easter Sunday - Mexico City]


  The Pope had fallen.


  It took a moment for people to notice this, so rapt was their attention on the miraculously clear sky. Even Sal took a second to realize what the panicked radio chatter in his helmet meant.


  Now people were, well, freaking out. Not in fear, not yet, but in grief. Wailing and tearing their clothes, people were dropping to their knees to pray to God...pray that their beloved pontiff had not been slain. A few were obviously afraid that whatever or whoever killed the Pope was going to go after them next, and that was bad.


  Given any group that's highly charged with emotion, any little spark will set them off into a stampede or a riot or both. And Sal was in the middle of it...and didn't have the faintest idea what to do.


  He could lift a tank, but in a panicked mob he'd be no more useful than a statue. Worse, anything he did could make things worse, or even kill people. People who were starting to press in on all sides...whether to get closer to him or to the Pope he couldn't say. Just a sea of anonymous faces.


  Or was it?


  Over there, a woman moving towards him...no, it couldn't be. It looked exactly like Celia Vickers, who he'd known in the old neighborhood in Chicago. But she'd be his age by now, not still a teenager as she appeared to be here. No, there was no mistaking it...it was Celia. First woman he'd dated after his powers started to kick in. Heck, first date that had gotten past holding hands, and he was pretty sure it was because he was becoming big and strong. But he was too young and insecure to realize she was just clinging to him for his strength.


  And a few meters away, Mary Vargas. This was IMPOSSIBLE, he thought, but at the same time he couldn't help but blush. Mary'd been a lot more aggressive than Celia. He'd been seeing Celia for maybe a week when Mary cornered him in the hallway at school and wrapped herself around him. A few minutes later, they were in a disused office at the too-large school, having sex. He'd been too blinded by lust to realize she was just trying to use him, that she had an ex-boyfriend she wanted beaten up. And to his lasting shame, he'd nearly put the boy in the hospital.


  More and more faces started popping up in the crowd, faces he recognized. All women he'd known or seen. Many had tried to get close to him for the same reasons Mary and Celia had, many had shied away from Sal because they were afraid of him. But in every case, it had been his body that decided things, not his heart of his mind. Oh, maybe a few had really liked him for himself, but they couldn't get past his protective screens. Whether the screen of meat-seeking girls back in Chicago, or his own screens of low self-esteem that he built up by the time he was at the Academy.


  Now, at the edges of his vision, were the women he'd pursued later in life, the ones he KNEW would run away. Like Xiaoduan, or Kathy, or...or Arin.


  Something was wrong here, very wrong. It wasn't impossible to see a few familiar faces, even if they were too young by nearly a decade. But this was too much...too symbolic. Something was messing with his head.


  He almost laughed. No one could mess with his head better than he'd already done. The whole tableaux spread out before him was like a Freudian caricature, his subconscious yanked out and thrown out on the ground. Because so many predatory girls and women had been interested in him for all the wrong reasons, he'd convinced himself anyone who was interested in him had bad motives. Self-fulfilling prophecy, he wouldn't accept anyone who didn't run away, and so he got no one. It had all been there, but he never thought about it...because he didn't want to. And now he was forced to, although in a way it was a welcome break from his *other* romantic problem.


  But why?


  A faint beeping registered below the roar of the crowd. Carefully, Sal lifted his arm and looked at the bracelet he wore. Carefully, because he couldn't know if the Marys and Celias and others clinging to him were illusions (delusions?) or real people.


  The bracelet was screaming its warning as loudly as possible. The bracelet STRAFE scientists had developed to warn of telepathic attack. But Mr. Strings had been beaten off earlier...was she back? It was so hard to think through the anxiety that he felt starting to slowly crush his heart and his mind.


  No, Sal realized, clarity rushing in like a crashing tidal wave. No, this was something different. Someone in the crowd must have the ability to create hallucinations, an ability that was untrained and maybe even unknown to that person. The trauma of the situation had caused that power to race out of control...no telling what was happening now, how many people were being hurt or even killed because of this!


  He had to find the telepath and shut him or her down...calming was probably not an option at this point, the emergence of a psi power was often traumatic in itself, and the panic would feed on itself.


  But how could he find anything in this illusion?


  Wait...this wasn't directed. No one in this crowd could know about Celia or Mary or the others. Whoever was doing this was just instinctively digging up subconscious anxieties and throwing them into view...otherwise, there were issues Sal was grappling with which would have been a lot more effective as mind-weapons. Maybe the telepath was grabbing at problems close to those the psi himself was experiencing? Anyway, it was possible the telepath would map onto some part of Sal's own mind. He hoped.


  Sal turned his head as far as he could to either side, looking for something out of the ordinary. Maybe it would be someone neither running from him nor towards him?


  There.


  Arturo.


  Was it really Arturo? Not impossible. Regardless, it seemed a good place to start.


  Sal carefully pushed through what seemed to be an adoring mob of young women trying to get into his pants. It was frightening and erotic at the same time...but more frightening, since he couldn't know if he was inadvertantly crushing real people around him as he moved. With his senses being manipulated, he could casually put his hand through a steel plate and not notice it.


  After what seemed like an eternity, he reached "Arturo," but the young man was unresponsive. Didn't seem to notice anything. Sal concentrated hard, and the young man's featured flickered and shifted...it was still a young Mexican man, but a lot younger than Arturo, maybe no more than 13.


  "Sorry about this," Sal said, then gently chopped at the base of "Arturo's" neck, hoping he wouldn't miss and hit the lad's skull.


  The young man collapsed in a heap and reality snapped back to normal. Injured and bloody people were all around, people in the grip of their own personal demons, acting out on their anxieties and fears. If the boy had played on fears that were more outward-directed, would Sal have left a trail of mangled corpses in his wake?


  "Hooray for Catholic self-repression and guilt," he muttered, picking up the young psi in his massive arms.


  One question was left nagging him, after this intense bout of self- revelation. Did he see the kid as Arturo because he wanted to seek out Arturo, or because he felt Arturo was a threat? Or both?


  * * * *


  [March 31, 2024 - Easter Sunday - Mexico City]


  Charlie Baker was one of STRAFE's younger field agents. He hadn't seen action in Manhattan, and frankly was glad for it. Not that the riot he'd helped end today was any picnic...five hours it took. Five hours of breathing through a gas mask while sedatives were pumped into the air. Five hours of pushing through crowds to administer oxygen to those who got a bit too much of the gas. Five hours of pushing through crowds to administer aikido moves and handcuffs to those who got a bit too little of the gas.


  But the crowds had finally dispersed, leaving only a few thousand lost souls quietly mourning in the Zocalo, or wandering aimlessly through the city streets.


  Like that one over there. Looked like a tourist who'd either taken a big emotional hit, or too much gas.


  "Miss, do you need help?" he asked, walking towards her. She looked oddly dazed, not like the gas victims he'd been dealing with, but she didn't look like she was in shock or mourning either. Something was naggingly familiar about her.


  "Sorry...?" she finally replied, shaking her head to clear it.


  "I said, do you need any help? You seem a bit confused," Agent Baker added.


  "Ha!" she laughed without mirth. "You have that right. This looks like Mexico City...what the hell am I doing in Mexico City?"


  Something clicked. Now he knew why she looked familiar...she was one of the faces he'd seen posted at STRAFE HQ for something or other. He pulled out a small digital assistant and hit the icon for fingerprint scanning. "Miss, if you just place your thumb on this pad, I may be able to help."


  She paused, but complied. In seconds, a face and some data came up on the screen. "Agent Ridley?" Baker asked. She nodded.


  "I...I think I was here to kill someone?" she muttered.


  Baker nodded and tapped out a code for a wagon to come to his location. DSHA agent Jo Ridley had been missing for a few months, presumed captured by the Conclave of Super-Villains. It was certainly possible she'd been reprogrammed by one of them as an assassin. Reports had come in that half a dozen abandoned sniper nests had been found around the city, she could have been in one of them. It was also possible she was a host for the telepathic parasite who'd almost burned Manhattan to the ground. And it was definite that Baker wasn't going to take one more step without a LOT of backup....


  * * * *


  [March 31, 2024 - The Cavity, Nevada Sector]


  The lights of Las Vegas had passed under them a few minutes ago, and Meteor was glad to be almost at Yucca Mountain. True, the helijet could fly somewhat faster than she could run, but while she was in it, she wasn't moving at all...and that still made her uncomfortable. A couple of times she's tried to take her mind off the cramped quarters by worrying about Joshua Cole, supposedly secure in the back of the vehicle.


  It wasn't that she was claustrophobic, not really. But, like most speedsters, she suffered from a touch of what psychologists had labeled akinetophobia...fear of not moving. More of a nervousness than a fear, but it still wasn't pleasant.


  There was a slight jar as the helijet switched from horizontal to vertical flight and started its descent to the lighted pad out in the middle of the desert. Like the Academy, the Cavity was mainly underground...it had started as a long term nuclear waste facility, but was left empty when Creator helped NASA develop cheap one-use rockets for hauling nuclear waste into the Sun. And even those rockets weren't needed anymore, now that cold fusion plants had come online in most areas (just don't let an Anchor into the plant!).


  The instant the door opened, she was outside, pacing back and forth on the chilly tarmac. It was nearly midnight, and the desert got cold at night no matter the time of year. There was a flare of thrusters and her husband landed nearby, using his suit's flight capabilities to give his own powers a break. He'd been flying escort all the way from Mexico City, in case Cole's mysterious allies decided to break him out.


  "You okay?" he asked, stepping over to her.


  "Yeah, yeah," she nodded, keeping a professional distance. It wasn't as if he was particularly huggable in that hulking suit of armor anyway. "Just a little tighter than usual, with all the dampers and stuff to back up the Anchor that Marx sent along." Devlin Marx, one of the few major Anchors to survive the New Year's Eve Massacre. While he worked to rebuild his business, he was working closely with ASH, out of gratitude.


  The cargo doors at the rear of the helijet opened, and Essay and the anonymous Anchor escorted the bulky containment unit onto the tarmac, as heavily armed Cavity guards came out to meet them. Cole seemed to be waking up from his sedation.


  "Heathens," he spat feebly.


  One of the guards broke off from the main group and walked over to Solar Max and Meteor. Behind the helmet he seemed a bit older than was normal for a guard.


  "So, this is the infamous Joshua Cole?" the man asked, lifting his visor. He was easily in his fifties.


  "Yep," Solar Max nodded. "And you are...?"


  "Warden Anderson...oh, the armor. Policy. No 'soft targets' allowed on the premises. Too many breakouts in the 1980s and 1990s came because someone at the prison wasn't protected against attack, and became an easy hostage. But we can discuss the general aspects of our security arrangements at a later date. Right now, I'd like your Ms. Rodriguez to come with the prisoner and make sure that the permanent containment unit we've constructed is compatible with her mobile one."


  "Should the Anchor follow as well?" Solar Max asked.


  Anderson shook his head. "There aren't enough Anchors available to watch every potential prisoner all day, so we're relying on supertech instead. An Anchor down there would actually hurt things."


  Meteor nodded. "That simplifies things for us...I was hoping we could get Contact down here once...things are settled down," she didn't want to air the team's dirty laundry in front of the warden. "Cole's powers have been driving him mad, and it might be possible for a telepath to undo some of the damage."


  Apparently Cole heard that, because he found the strength to shout, "Visionaries are always called mad, because the 'sane' man has closed his heart to God! But His wrath will be upon you all!"


  "Not good," Solar Max sighed. "His powers are fully damped, but he's showing no signs of lucidity...he may have permanently..."


  He was cut off by another outburst from Cole. "And if I am not to be the instrument of His vengeance, then my son will be!"


  "Son...?" Meteor gasped.


  * * * *


  [April 1, 2024 - Nakoma, Wisconsin Sector]


  Arin's first sensation was that she didn't feel anything.


  Oh, she could feel the warmth of the pillow under her head, the vaguely nauseous sensation that was her usual reaction to being sedated, and so forth. But she didn't FEEL anything.


  It was like...her head swam as she tried to find the right words to describe it...like she'd *done* everything. Lived an entire lifetime in a single hour, and now there was nothing left. She was spent, used up...empty. Too empty to really feel the horror that she knew she somehow should be feeling. Maddening glimpses of memory danced at the edge of her ability to recall, and none of them were pleasant.


  She carefully opened her eyes, and was greeted by a familiar paneled ceiling. She was back in her room at Nakoma. Maybe it had all been a dream? In a sort of flat, detached way she hoped it had been a dream. That she'd had a relapse in therapy and retreated back into a horrifying fantasy world of her own creation. As bad as it would be to have lost a year and a half's worth of progress, she knew in her head that the alternative was far worse. Her heart wouldn't make itself known for a while, she realized.


  Numb.


  "Hello," rumbled a friendly voice.


  Arin turned her head as much as she could, and saw Sal Napier's face, a nervous and hopeful smile playing crookedly across his rough features. "H-hi," she replied, then swallowed hard. Her throat was parched.


  With a speed and grace that belied his bulk, Sal picked up a water bottle and held the straw up to her mouth. "Just a few sips at first," he cautioned. Idly, Arin noted that Sal would have made a good nurse if he hadn't been born with the Magene.


  "Was it a dream?" Arin asked after the bottle had been put aside.


  "Was what a dream?" Sal dissembled.


  "It. All of it. Josh, Mexico, everything," she said flatly.


  "Ah..." Sal paused. "Maybe you should ask..."


  "I'm asking you," she interrupted, with a strength she found surprising. She still felt numb, but perhaps it was her emotions which had kept her timid all those years? She didn't feel anything, much less fear, so it couldn't hold her back now. "Right now I don't think I'd react much if you told me Satan himself had made me his bride."


  "You're in shock...emotional if not physical," Sal replied. "Maybe nothing I could tell you would seem to hurt now, but you'd feel it later." She must have had a pretty fearsome glare aimed at him, she realized, because he broke down and continued, "It happened. I couldn't keep Cole from kidnapping you, and he controlled you for weeks."


  Still no reaction. She remembered a time, during the really cold winter of 2015, when Old Man Weaver had gotten serious frostbite. He'd tried to beat some feeling back into his frozen hands, and managed to snap several bones without even noticing it. Maybe her heart was frostbitten, and she'd just told Sal to beat it with a stick.


  No...the truth would have come out eventually. She somehow knew the Pope was involved, and that would be hard to keep from her forever.


  Sal looked like he was silently praying she wouldn't ask for more details, and she relented. Time to change the subject. "So, why are you standing vigil over me? Still carrying that torch?"


  Sal blushed slightly, something she'd never seen him do. "Well, I guess a little, but mainly I feel responsible for Cole kidnapping you. Wanted to make sure you were okay before...." He let the sentence trail off.


  The light dawned. "You've met someone else, didn't you? I may've been raised in a sheltered community, Sal, but we were still human, as much as we tried to deny ourselves that. Strange...normally I wouldn't even think of my home in negative terms, I guess a lot of that's fear. Fear of being an outcast, fear of God, fear of myself. You know, I think I was as afraid of you as of anything else back in school."


  "What?" Sal sat up straight. "But...I tried to be a gentleman," he protested.


  "Oh, you were, you were," Arin reassured him. "But...I think...I think I could tell how *needy* you were. Just like me. We both needed someone or something to fill a deep pit in us. And, deep down, I was afraid that your need was greater than mine, and I'd be sucked in. I told myself it was because you were a Catholic, or Italian, or any number of other surface prejudices. But it really wasn't because you were different, was it? It was because we were too much the same. You were just better at bluffing."


  Sal grinned wryly. "Until yesterday, I might have disagreed. But I think you're right. As strong as I am outside, I'm not so strong in here," he tapped his chest, "or in here," he patted his head. "I think I may have met someone who can be strong for me, but I don't know if it'll work out," he admitted, looking somewhat embarrassed.


  "I hope she's good for you," Arin said, then regretted it as Sal winced. Was he...? No...enough whacking at the frostbite for now. "Thank you for sitting with me, Sal. But I think I need to rest a bit more."


  Sal nodded. "I hope everything turns out well for you, Arin. I've never seen you this...not messed up," he admitted.


  "It's the shock," she laughed, but there was no humor in the laugh. "I'll be ready for an Anchor and a straitjacket soon enough."


  Especially if all those memories that were fluttering about at the edge of the light came into view, she realized, slowly moving a hand to her stomach.


  * * * *


  [April 3, 2024 - Baffin Sector]


  Gene Clark broke eye contact with Agent Ridley and heaved a sigh of relief. "Gods, it's a maze in there," she hissed.


  "Any sign of telepathic intrusion?" Dan "Grind" Tracey asked. He didn't know Agent Ridley, but he was far more familiar with Mr. Strings than he'd ever want to be.


  Gene shook her head. "No, she's clean of Strings, or any other telepath. This is good old-fashioned brainwashing. Ever hear of Project Theta?"


  Grind nodded. "Before the development of the artificial psi barrier in the 1980s, several governments and major corporations worked on ways to make their agents impervious to telepathic intrustion. The United States had Project Theta, based around the idea of segmenting a subject's mind into multiple 'bodies' which had to be attacked separately by a psi. Most of these so-called Thetan Bodies were to be decoys, filled with false information. And rather than try to completely stop a probe, the strategy was to deflect probes into one of these Thetan Bodies. But it was officially abandoned in 1983, and even unofficially dropped in 1992."


  "Un-unofficially, it continued, apparently," Gene glanced back at Ridley. "Between the psi barrier for installations and telepathic blocks placed by friendly psis for individuals, the benefits of Project Theta weren't worth the cost, not to most organizations. But it looks like someone had the motivation to continue using traditional brainwashing techniques to try and perfect it...he even added a new twist, making one of the Thetan Bodies the primary personality. An assassin who wasn't really there. I'm running into what can only be Thetan Bodies all over the place here. Her true memories of the past four months are inaccessible, I keep sliding off and into caricatures and...riddles?" She shook her head. "Moving too fast to be sure, but I got the impression there was a riddle in there somewhere."


  Grind's face, already a fairly impassive mask, went even blanker. "Doctor, I want you to figure out what these riddles are and get me copies as soon as possible. Our mysterious brainwasher is Rebus of the Conclave of Super-Villains."


  * * * *


  [April 5, 2024 - Vatican City]


  Cardinal Stagliano sat nervously. Too much uncertainty in the wrong places. The autopsy on Pius was moving maddeningly slowly, hindered by the need to leave an intact corpse that would lie in state before burial. It looked like a natural death, but no one was sure.


  One thing, however, had not enough certainty for Stagliano's taste. In minutes, the Cardinals would cast their votes. And, unless something extraordinary happened, he would be elected Pope. Something extraordinary like...removing himself from consideration.


  Could he, a pagan, ever sit easy on the Papal Throne? The old gods were starting to trickle back into the world again for the first time in a generation, might Horus smite him for presumption? He was but a weak Anchor, and certainly not immune to the wrath of a god. And, Horus aside, what if there really was a God of unending power and glory, who he hypocritically praised every day in public? Such a God was forgiving, but did such forgiveness extend far enough to cover Stagliano's sins? Bad enough he was a Cardinal, but to be Pope? Lightning might well strike the Vatican after the vote.


  "You would not be the first Pope to be a pagan," whispered a voice in his ear.


  Stagliano turned around as quickly as his elaborate robes would allow, but there was no one else in the anteroom with him.


  "Oh, I'm not really there, don't try to see me," chuckled the voice.


  Could it be a telepathic projection? Stagliano willed his Anchor up to the fullest of its pathetic power, mentally insisting that reality remain unblemished by telepathic violation.


  "I know the burden of your imminent Papacy weighs heavily on you, my son."


  "Who are you?" Stagliano whispered.


  "The voice of God that rests in all men, perhaps? Or just an aspect of your conscience, trying to resolve the guilt the sits on you like a mountain? Think of me as your faith. Your true faith, not the self-serving belief you hold in Horus," the voice replied.


  Stagliano checked the wall panel. The privacy shields, of Santari manufacture and unbreachable by normal human technology, were intact and registered no intrusion. And his own Anchor prevented any supernormal technology from doing this. So was the voice really from within him?


  "You are a good man, Cardinal Stagliano. Despite your guilt, or perhaps because of it, you have performed many great works for the people of the world, often from behind the scenes. You asked for no recognition and accepted no praise. Now you will be Pope, and be thrust into the public eye. Perhaps this, more than the matter of who or what you call God, is the true problem?"


  Stagliano nodded slowly. He never had liked the spotlight, not just because it cast all of one's flaws into harsh relief, but also because he did possess some true humility, although he'd be the last one to claim such a virtue.


  "This is a time of trial for you, to be sure," the voice added. "Your own road to Damascus. But where Saul had his inspiration in a blinding blaze of glory, perhaps you need only a kindly voice...?"


  Stagliano nodded again, this time more firmly. He still had many doubts, and the issue of his secret beliefs would certainly be thorny. But faith can move mountains...it can certainly move one man. He would not try to avoid his fate, cower in the corner because of his fears and doubts.


  At 15:30:00 Universal Time, the white plume of smoke rose from the chimney of the Vatican. Cardinal Stagliano had been elected Pope Paul VII.


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


  Next Issue:


  A riddle is solved, but the answer leads only to more questions. Sal sits down with Arturo and tries to figure out what's up. And Arin Kelsey gets help from a truly unexpected source....


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


  Author's Notes:


  For those who missed it, "Thetan Bodies" is a parody of sorts of the "Body Thetans" of Scientology, the idea that each mind is composed of lots and lots of conflicting personalities. Perhaps in the ASH universe, L. Ron Hubbard added his brainwashing expertise to Project Theta?
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