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  The Historicals


  A Singular Fire: Memories of a Titan, from before the Causality War.



  Undone: The secret origin of the Santari people. Takes place outside of time, but helps explain things in Spear-Carriers.


  From Dust To Stars: Set some unestablished time in the past century or so, an elderly Pranir loremaster enlightens a cohort of young nestlings about their people's past.


  Corps of Discovery: The Edison Project, the U.S. government's attempt to understand superhuman powers and magic, went completely "black" after WWII, not emerging into the public eye for decades. These are the stories of the Corps of Discovery, adventurers within the Edison Project! Written by Andrew Perron.


  
    #1 - Tesla Boys!: Beacon! Gauntlet! Jack Ripley! And...Jim Smiley? Who's that German guy with the weird accent? And what will they make of an ancient Viking radio transmitter?

  


  Click!: In 1993, the Worldwide Web was just getting going, and it was starting to become clear that it was going to change a lot of the rules of the game, including the rules of superheroic secret IDs. And NYC's Sproinger has just found himself caught in the middle of it.



  Northern Vendetta: A vignette looking in on Doc Droid on Christmas Eve, 1997.


  Unbeatable: Set in 1998 with a flashback to 1994, it just goes to show that even when he was calling himself a villain, Doctor Developer could inadvertantly have a positive impact on people. Even ones who thought they were unbeatable. Written by Andy Burton.


  ASH Holiday Special #1: "How Brightsword Saved Christmas" (1971) by Dave Van Domelen, "A Pretty Good Start" (1994) by Andrew Burton, "Eight Tiny...Reindeer?" (1997) by Rapfic, "Snow Place Like Home For The Holidays" (2023) by Brian Freesh and "Twas The Night Before GIMF" (2025) by Saxon Brenton.



  



  visit http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH


  A Singular Fire


  [The cover shows a vaguely Greek man holding up a small clay figure of a man and contemplating it, sorrow touching his features. In the night sky behind him, something is blocking or snuffing out the stars on one side.]
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  "A Singular Fire"


  Copyright 2009 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  The first thing you have to understand is that you're NOT going to understand. Not fully. You can't hope to. If you're hearing or reading or otherwise experiencing this memory of mine, you're a mortal or at best a Partblood, and the ways of we Purebloods (gods) are barely comprehensible to *us* much less you. I will try to relate it in a way that's at least a shadow you can grasp, though.


  The second thing you have to understand is that this is a true story, but it isn't The Truth. That gets back to the first point somewhat, but even for Purebloods teasing out a singular objective Truth can be hard. In fact, that's part of why all of this happened in the first place. And why it continues to happen, will continue to happen, will continue to have happened, and any other grammatical permutation your brain can wrap around plus a bunch it can't.


  The third thing you have to understand is that true stories always contain lies within them, and the best lies contain truth within *them*. This is especially the case when you're talking about the lives of Purebloods, since we tend to transcend linear notions of logic and causality thanks to our mageblood. You might have heard stories about me and my brother, and they're all true and all lies. This one will be as true as I can make it for you, but it will also be a lie. Sucks to be a mortal, doesn't it?


  The last thing before I actually start telling the story is to remember that even when Purebloods use verbal communication (which isn't often, given all the other ways we can get our points across), the languages we were born to no longer exist except as shadows and phantoms hidden within your living tongues. So on top of all of this being shoehorned down into your linear perspective, it's also translated into whatever language it is you speak. Hey, I'm a Pureblood, it's not that hard to ensorcel a message to do that, and no one ever accused me of being inept. Just, um, lacking in foresight.


  Yeah, about that. One of those shadows and phantoms is my name, Epimetheus. I get something of a bad rep for being the idiot brother that Prometheus is always having to bail out of trouble, but given how badly the Titans are losing in the wars, I'm lucky to only come across as a wacky supporting character from an obscure sitcom. Wars my *brother* started, I might add, not *my* fault. Okay, a little bit my fault, since I kinda helped....


  * * * *


  "What is it now?" Prometheus asked as I appeared in his chambers. I was polite enough to use the designated entry room, and he was off in his medidation chamber at the time, but little things like physical proximity don't really stand in the way when Purebloods "talk". It is, however, easier to prevent others from listening in if both conversants are at a relatively short range. Which means in-person visits tend to mean privacy is called for. And that, in turn, usually means I've done something thoughtless and need Pro's help to clean it up before too many people find out.


  "Why does it have to be something bad?" I countered, pretty feebly. "Can't a guy visit his brother to see what's up in his life?"


  "Did you create another populated world out there?" he gestured at the sky, having relocated to the entry room and sealed it off from observation. "And then forget some important part of the ecosphere, like the one with no decomposition bacteria that ended up choking on waste?"


  "No, I've given up on that project," I shook my head. "You were right, as powerful as we are, naturally-occurring life just does a better job of it. We can keep a new species or web of species going through raw power, but even entire teams of Purebloods don't seem to be able to magic up a functional world. We can just transplant existing chunks of Earth and nurture them. Pity...I'm just not comfortable lording it over mortal humans. We're too similar, as much as some people like to treat them like cattle."


  "Or worse than cattle. Isis is rather fond of bovines," Prometheus smirked, recalling rumors about Q'Nos and Isis that had been circulating for a while, with the latter god taking on inhuman aspects as part of sexual play. Isis and her pantheon were big into splicing animal parts onto themselves, it was somewhat disturbing to most of the other Purebloods. "So, you found something else that looked like a brilliant idea and didn't stop to think about the consequences, then?"


  "Actually," I paused, reluctant to bring it up now that I was actually there to say it. "Actually, I'm here because I'm hearing things about you, brother. And I'm worried. Stirring up portents of doom never goes over well."


  Prometheus sighed. "It was a calculated risk. Even with the Council of Twenty maintaining order, I couldn't just ask other gods what I needed to know outright...there was too much chance someone would intrigue against me. So I invented a false prophecy and sought others to confirm it."


  "Why? I mean, I'm no oracle myself. I barely have the forecasting skill of a clever mortal, as you're so fond of reminding me. But why would you jerk around the other oracular Purebloods like that?" I demanded.


  "Time is coming to an end. And fairly soon," he replied. I could tell he wasn't jerking *me* around, and the sense of dread resignation was palpable.


  "I thought you said your prophecy was false?"


  "The one I have been spreading around *is* false. It calls for doom and destruction that would take place about a century after the end of time," Prometheus shook his head. "I had hoped someone could see past the end that I foresaw and disprove me. But none of the other oracles I discussed this with could do so. Each assumed they were being blocked by another Pureblood as part of the usual schemes."


  I nodded. This much I did understand about sight of the future...it was never clear under the best of circumstances, and always muddied by the actions of acausal Purebloods. But while there was no open conflict amongst the pantheons, there was a LOT of intrigue, which meant hiding moves from the rivals' predictions. Oracles got used to not finding their skills of much practical application.


  "I picked my visits carefully," Prometheus continued. "To the best of my knowledge..."


  "Which is pretty vast," I snarked.


  "...no one would have reasons to block all of these oracles in the same time span. One of them should have been able to see the date I specified, if only just to tell that it existed. Total blocks are rare, a haze is far more commonly used in temporal disinformation campaigns."


  "Maybe someone does have a big push planned," I countered, "and is trying to keep anyone from stumbling across it. There's always rumors that someone on the Council is angling for a higher position, after all. And any one of the Twenty has access to the resources to clamp down on all the oracles."


  Prometheus nodded. "It's certainly possible. But I've been carefully feeling around the edges of this ending, and it's starting to look far worse than a Council power play. Or far better, depending on your perspective. I don't want to say more, even to you, until I know more. We still have a few decades, after all, no need to rush things...."


  * * * *


  It turned out to not even be a full year before Prometheus invited me to a private party that was obviously a pretext to discuss this "end of time" matter.


  "I've figured out what this is like," he told me. "You know that one time you tried to make a material denser than neutron matter?"


  "Ow. Yes. I created a singularity. Who knew that reality wouldn't tolerate density above a certain level? And don't answer that."


  "I wasn't planning to," Prometheus replied as innocently as he could manage. "But what we seem to have here is a temporal singularity rather than a spatial one. Or, perhaps more accurately, a *cultural* singularity."


  "Huh? A cultural singularity? I mean, some of the other Purebloods are pretty dense in social settings, but..."


  Prometheus cut me off. "I think we're about to collectively find our way up to the next tier of existence. Centuries of peaceful cooperation under the Council is starting to bear fruit, even against the drag of petty scheming. We're about to make the next leap, become as high above our current position as we are now above mortals. If not higher. We'll find Infinity."


  "That's great!" I effused, pretty stupidly in hindsight. "Isn't that what everyone's wanted? To not only know if there's a God above us, but to go meet him as equals?"


  "Think for a moment, brother. Context. TIME IS ENDING."


  "Oh. OH. So, the price of our ascension is...?"


  "The end of this plane," Prometheus nodded. "I haven't been able to get close enough to the actual end yet to see things clearly, things are moving very quickly and very energetically in the final years. But it looks like we absorb the energy of the mortal plane and use that to launch ourselves into Infinity. Beyond that, there's nothing. I don't know if we succeed or fail in our ultimate goal, but I do know the reason I can't see past the blockage is because there's nothing TO see."


  "We need to..."


  "Need to what? Warn everyone that we're about to attain the ultimate goal? Very few Purebloods really care about the mortals anymore, brother, we both know that. At best, they're favored pets, and I expect most of the other Purebloods will at best shed a tear and vow to make more like them once we attain Infinity. Others may even relish the idea of wiping out our poor benighted relatives more than the prospect of gaining Infinity. No, if we tell anyone about this, it will only accelerate the process...that much I've been able to see."


  "There has to be a way to see the face of God without sacrificing all of creation to do it," I insisted.


  "And there probably is. But for immortals we Purebloods can be awfully short-sighted. And with the prize dangling just out of reach, the temptation to step on a few corpses to get to it rather than finding a more ethical way will just be too great." Prometheus deliberately shook his head, a very mortal gesture. "Given a few thousand years, the mortals might even find a path to Infinity, but we're not going to give them even a few more decades, not with the almost frantic pace we'll soon be setting."


  "Okay, how do we wreck it?" I asked. "I mean, you didn't just tell me all of this so you could share the burden. And there's Purebloods you trust more than you trust me...oh, I don't take offense, I know I'm not the most reliable of the Titans. But I *am* one of the absolute best at making things stop working, either on purpose or through sheer carelessness. What's the thing I need to accidentally drop into a gravitational singularity to prevent the cultural singularity?"


  "I don't know the mechanism," Prometheus admitted. "But I don't think that's actually important. Or something we can stop. The specific breakthrough is merely a product of the culture that will arise, an ever- accelerating atmosphere of inquiry and cooperation that will come up with countless plans and theories and devices. If one fails, another will be tried. Again and again until by sheer brute force someone finds something that works...but at a cost no one is willing to acknowledge thanks to the social pressures and the thrill of the hunt. We need to prevent this culture from coming to pass, ensure that the quest for Infinity remains a solitary, careful approach, with every move guarded lest a rival sabotage you."


  "Ah. You need to break the Council, then," I sighed. "You do know that without the Council, pantheons will go to war, SERIOUS war, for the first time in history? Not right away, but eventually? I mean, even I can see that. Everyone can. It's why we let the Council lay down the law in the first place. Wouldn't a war of Purebloods destroy mortals as surely as your singularity, just more slowly and more painfully?"


  "I admit the chances are slim for mortals," Prometheus nodded. "But it's a crack in the night. A tiny spark of fire stolen from the gods and given to man. It may well burn them, but they'll have a chance. And we may still reach Infinity ourselves, eventually. We're immortal, we can afford to wait."


  "Unless they kill us when they find out what we did," I pointed out. I knew he meant a more collective "we" and that he knew full well that immortal didn't mean much if another Pureblood set out to kill you.


  "Just play dumb, and you should escape the worst of their wrath," Prometheus tried to reassure me. "And who knows? Death may be the only way to reach Infinity, it would be a grand adventure to find out...presuming the other Purebloods allow me to die."


  * * * *


  Well, he gave you that fire, and some of you even sort of remember how the story got twisted. I'll spare you an attempt at the details, twisting it down to mortal perceptions would rob it of too much. But he and I, we started a war. It looked like I'd made a deadly mistake, and he took an uncharacteristically rash action to make up for it, setting the Council against itself as they argued the merits of Prometheus's deed. Just as we'd planned, the Council split into factions over it all and lost its moral authority over the other Purebloods. It took centuries to blossom into outright warfare, but it put the brakes on the cultural singularity almost immediately.


  Of course, Kronos figured out what was going on. By that point the Titans were losing pretty badly to Zeus's spawn and even a few political marriages like my own weren't slowing the skid, so Kronos served my brother up on a platter to Zeus, who had been pretty badly burned by the collapse of the Council and was looking for a scapegoat.


  Maybe someday Zeus will let my brother die. But as agonizing as the torture has to be, I know Prometheus takes comfort in the fact that every moment he suffers is another moment the universe continues to exist.


  I strongly suggest you mortals make the most of it.


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


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


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


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


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


  Undone


  ASH SPECIAL EDITION ONE-SHOT
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  copyright 1997 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [cover shows a man in Roman garb sitting alone in a vast expanseof grey. His face is mostly in shadow, but bears an expressionof regret or sorrow. The laurels on his head have long sincewilted and turned brown.]


  



  Hello!


  Do not be afraid, I cannot hurt you. In fact, you are beyond harm now.


  How did you get here? I am afraid I cannot tell you the details, for I know nothing of the world of life and light now, but this one thing I can tell you: you have been erased from the fabric of time and space.


  No, you are not dead, not exactly. Nor were you ever alive, either. Something has happened which made your existence a paradox, and nature caught up with you, for it abhors a paradox.


  My apologies, for I cannot do anything to aid you...for I am also one of the souls erased from reality. But unlike you, I persist. You will slowly fade, an echo of a person who never was. Or perhaps you will be restored to life if the paradox is reversed. I cannot say for certain.


  Why will I not fade? Ah, that is my special curse, although not my unique curse. I am of the Purebloods, those who mortals have worshipped in the past...or is it future...as gods. I often tell my tale to those poor mortals caught in the wake of nonexistence. I suppose it helps them in a small way to take their minds off their impending fade from even this twilight realm. At the least, it helps me pass the unchanging days.


  So, you don't believe in the "pagan" gods. Good for you, we have been a blight on reality since we discovered how to step outside it. Free of ordinary constraints of cause and effect, we fought our wars...will fight our wars...do fight our wars...in era after era, not always in "order" as you would understand the term. Once the world was full of magic, and all men could bend nature to their wills. But the Golden Age could not last, and its marks have been all but totally erased through our fighting. Echoes remain...legends of Atlantis, Olympus, Shangri-La, Avalon...mere shades and whispers of the true glory of mankind in the years you reckon as millenia before the first recorded civilization. We were thorough in wiping out each other's power bases and thinning the bloodlines...a full ten millenia passed before Rome, in all her glory, could even begin to suggest the world I was born into.


  I suppose that was one reason I chose Rome for my new power base, for it reminded me of my old home in the lost halcyon days.


  You ask my name? Ah, you've studied the Roman mythology, I see. Well, my name would not appear in any of your studies, for like you, I no longer exist. As I said.


  I positioned myself as the god of politics, a very promising position based on what I knew was coming for Rome...time is just another type of length to us gods, you see.


  I attracted many followers among the powerful, who gave lip service to Jupiter and Mars but true faith to me. And thus I gained enemies in Jupiter and Mars...and many others, who saw the danger I posed.


  No, that isn't when they erased me. I knew the dangers, and I was clever, protecting my own origins in so many loops and twists that it rivaled the Gordian Knot in complexity. Even more clever was I, for I forsaw the chance that Jove would attack me through my followers, who were powerful but few in number. They I could not directly protect, and a slight nudge by Mercury at the right time could turn a Senator into a street-sweeper.


  I had a plan, however. I confess to being surprised that no other gods ever thought of it, but given what happened to me, maybe they did...and were also erased.


  The plan? Bold and simple, yet effective. I gathered my followers in secret, through dreams and prophecy, and transported a great many of them to a world swinging around another star, out of the reach of the jealous Jupiter. And to further sweeten things, I placed them at a time before even my own birth, so that they would multiply and fill the world with the faithful. In one stroke, I would have more worshippers than all the other gods put together.


  Of course I expected them to change. Even in two hundred years, the people of Rome underwent significant changes, ten thousand years would allow far more. Normally. But I was clever enough for that, too. I placed a bit of my power within the planet itself, to hold the people to the civilization they knew, to the god they worshipped. That way, in ten thousand years, they would still be essentially the same people as were plucked from Rome. Of a certainty there would be minor changes, and I would release them from my geas once they reached the "present day," that their society might grow with others, but it was not to be.


  I was too clever.


  By traveling to a time before my own birth, I exposed a chink in the armor I had built up around my origins, a small gap that a clever Mercury was able to exploit, and I found myself here. Erased and abandoned in a limbo I can never escape, for there is no place for me to escape to. I wonder how my followers fared, sometimes, for I wrought well enough for them that my loss should not have had any effect. They would know my name where none else would, although that would no doubt fade with time. They would stay true to the Roman ways, to ten thousand years and beyond. Without my presence as a linchpin in their reality, they would inevitably forget their origins and come to think they had always lived on the world I gave them.


  Perhaps that is for the best. With no gods to meddle in their affairs, with no magic in their blood because I took that from them, perhaps they will avoid the mistakes which wrought havoc on poor Earth.


  Heh. Perhaps they will make new mistakes.


  Goodbye, sir. You are starting to fade, and I envy you, for perhaps you may go somewhere better than this.


  You wish my name before you go? I suppose no harm could come of it.


  I was known as Santarus, my worshippers were to be the Santari, mortal reflections of myself.


  Farewell....


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


  Author's Notes:


  This story has two origins. The content was born a few years ago, in order to provide internal consistency for the Organleggers plot in Academy. The form was born this week as it became obvious that the more I focused on the Santari, the harder it would be for readers to suspend their disbelief unless I spilled some of the beans. I knew that working this information into an ongoing story would be next to impossible, because I wanted the characters themselves to remain in the dark. So I finally settled on a short story just revealing the salient points of the Santari origins.


  Mind you, there are still secrets left untold, or even totally unexplained. A good rich background will always have information the readers never directly see (partly because it's boring), and it's important when dealing with societies ranging over the millenia to resist the urge to explain *everything*. The later Pern novels by Anne McCaffrey are a good example of explaining too much, at least within the context of a story.


  Having said that, I'm going to explain a few things outside the context of a story. Specifically, how the worldbuilding of the Santari happened, as an example of how you might build your own worlds.


  I first created the Santari in an afternoon while working on a campaign world for the roleplaying game I was redesigning. I had already mined a few earlier worlds for some races, like the T!rir, Deltans and Centauri (of which there were only a handful left), but I needed the inevitable "nearly human" race, like Marvel's Kree or DC's Thanagarians or Rannites. I also was in the mood to name a race after Joe Satriani in some fashion, since I was still reading Silver Surfer at the time, and the Skrull empress was Syb'll of Satriani. After a few tries, I settled on Santari, which also suited my warped sense of humor...humans would inevitably mix them up with the Centauri (who were called different things on different worlds, only Terrans called the star system Alpha Centauri).


  When I started revamping the world for my ASH stories, the Santari got dragged along, having by then assumed a position as the main race in the Planetary Confederation, but very little other detail. The players in my RPG rarely met Santari, usually encountering Deltans, Scytharians, Pranir and so forth. But then I wrote the Pranir organlegging story in Academy. It was very important for character development in the series, but I was bothered by the plausibility of the plot device. After all, Santari only *looked* human, right? If they could transplant human organs into themselves, they could probably also use Pranir or Deltan organs...not to mention, I had already established that the Santari had a really good artificial body parts technology, being able to turn non-humanoid Deltans into something that could pass as human (i.e. Delta Rose). Plus, if it was illegal, yet horribly expensive, how could it be a viable trade?


  This spat out three results. One: Santari ARE human, explained by the story you just read. But they come from an isolated population, so certain genetic problems have built up, like difficulty in organ rejection within their population. Two: Santari politics aren't unified, but rather there's several Great Houses which compete for influence and often ignore the law when it's convenient, something which has been a plot point in Academy and ASH. Three: Somewhere along the line, some Santari developed a philosophy which forbade the use of artificial replacement parts, so sought out transplants...and humans turned out to (surprise, surprise) be really good donors. But you're not gonna get the origins of the "no artificial parts" dogma unless it becomes necessary to a story.


  Boom, most of the Santari civilization dropped right out of a need to make a plot device believable, if only to the writer. And the spell of stability just sort of crept into the story later on, because it made sense.


  So, there you have it. If you work at making sure all your plot devices at least make some kind of sense, you can find an amazing richness building up in your fictional world without having to actually set out and concentrate on it specifically. Answering the question "Why would anyone want human organs?" led to an entire fictional civilization. Not all questions like that will lead to such big payoffs, but it's a good idea to keep in the habit of asking them. And answering them.


  From Dust To Stars
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  [cover shows a Pranir with unusually plain feather dye patternssurrounded by what can only be a horde of Pranir children. Withon hand, he gestures at the ground. With another, he points upat the sky. With the other two, he cradles a model of a sailingcraft of clearly alien design. For those who don't know what aPranir looks like, it has a serpentine body with four arms,two on each side of the spine. Each arm has a single elbow andterminates in a hand with four mutually-opposed fingers. Thehead has large binocular eyes much like those of an owl, and thesnout is tipped with a strong beak. However, it has a jawedmouth filled with omnivore-style teeth, the beak functions like ahorn. Normally, a pair of feathery crests run along the headlike parallel mohawk haircuts. The natural color of the featherscovering a Pranir's body is a light brown.]


  



  The younger nestlings of the cohort looked around the room in confusion, although they already knew enough not to ask their older fellows for the answer to questions that would be answered soon enough by the adults.


  Guest lectures were rare enough, given the automated nature of information-based education among Pranir. And most schooling was of a practical, hands-on nature anyway. But they'd had a few lectures already, and had even been on a "field trip" such as this one before, so they thought they knew what to expect.


  Mainly, they were wondering where the pedestal was.


  Young as they were, they'd already figured out that you only listen to important people, and important people speak from pedestals or other raised positions, so that every one of their gestures and movements can be seen. Talking with just one's mouth was something only children did, after all. Even two-arms didn't just use their mouths, although they thought they did.


  Hence the confusion. Was the speaker unimportant? Was it a two-arm who could stand high enough above the crowd without a pedestal? And what was the point of listening to either sort of person? There was much nervous clicking and thrashing of tails.


  Finally, the far door irised open and a positively ancient Pranir slithered slowly down one of the bowl-shaped room's ramps towards the center, where there was still no pedestal.


  "Greetings, nestlings," he said in a clear and powerful voice that seemed totally at odds with his advanced age. Even the subtlest of movements in his body language were performed smoothly and without the palsy that made ancients so hard to understand. He radiated good cheer the likes of which few of the students had ever seen, especially not from a male. Still, it was immediately clear why he didn't have a pedestal...he didn't need one.


  "My name is..." he spoke the untranslatable syllables, "but you may refer to me by my Starname, Tells-Tales-Patiently."


  One of the more arrogant students, his feathers already dyed in the pattern of the House he claimed would accept him, shook with derision. "Who are you to have a Starname, Houseless old man?"


  Tells-Tales-Patiently's posture shifted to one of bemusement, indicating he was not at all offended, and that the child would have to try a LOT harder if offense was intended. "Not all who earn Starnames must travel to the stars with one of the great Houses, child. For some of us, the stars come calling." He turned around and slowly took in the entire cohort as he continued. "I am a loremaster of the people. I have spent my life studying our past...the ancient myths, the histories of the pre-stellar age, the computerized records of the modern age. Those with wisdom and a desire to see far into the future have learned to consult the lessons of the past, even two-arms from other worlds...even the six-arms have come to see me. Since they must call me something that their poor mouths can handle, I have a Starname."


  There was a sussuration of motion and rustling feathers through the class, body language expressing undisguised awe in many, confusion in others. The six-arms, the T!rir, were a race ancient beyond telling. They had provided the means for the two-arms of the Santari to command the stars, and they were only rarely seen by *anyone* anymore. That they would come all the way to the Pranir homeworld to see someone...well, the someone had to be VERY important.


  The loremaster continued, amused in his posture by what was apparently a very familiar reaction from his audience. "I am here to tell you some of our race's stories. They are all true, even the ones that are not factual. You may think ancient history is worthless to a daring trader or brilliant scientist, but the best of both sorts are careful to know where we came from, in order to more clearly see where we must go. I will plant the seeds of knowledge and curiosity today, in the hopes that they will blossom later, when you seek out knowledge on your own."


  He settled down into a coiled position that cut off much of his body language, emphasizing the words he would now say.


  "In the beginning, the mountain and the sea were mated. Great was their love, as the waves crashed against the rock, wearing channels into the mountain in their passion. But this love did not last, and soon the mountain and the sea hated each other as much as they had once loved. They beseeched the sand to be their intermediary, so they would no longer have to touch each other. But their love had borne fruit, and the mountain gave birth to the Pranir, who crawled through the cracks and crevasses of the mountain, living off her meager bounty.


  "Each day, they would look to the sea and wonder at its power and mystery. But the sand was inhospitable, and the mountain told them not to go to the sea, for it was fickle and dangerous. But what child always listens to their mother? The Pranir heard the whispering of the waves, the promise of freedom and power, and they built mighty craft from the trees of the mountain, then dragged them painfully across the sand and into the sea. And they died, smashed by the sea's power and sunk to the sandy bottom.


  "But they would not be deterred, and more boats were built, and more Pranir died. But the sand finally had pity upon the Pranir, children of the mountain and the sea. It told them the secrets of the wind, which every day moved between the mountain and the sea. It had once carried their whispers of love, and it longed to serve once more. So the Pranir were served by the wind, which carried them across the waters to other mountains...for the sea had many lovers. And soon the sea accepted his children, who grew strong on his waters."


  The child who had spoken earlier scoffed, clearly not having learned that he didn't have what it took to ruffle the loremaster's feathers. "That is not truth. We are not silicon-based life, born from some mountain!"


  "Scientific truth, no. But our ancestors were not trying to craft that sort of truth," the loremaster smiled. "Consider your life so far, you who tries so hard to impress his father. You were born of a clutch of several, raised by your mother. Your mother, dependable and solid, unchanging like the mountain. But you see your father, or men who might be your father, out in the world. They are bold, they are traders or scientists or even administrators. But in order to win their approval, to enter their House, you must cross the burning sands of adolescence and impress them with your skills and dedication. So it has been for longer than we have stories, and even all our new technology and our exposure to alien cultures has only made small alterations to that basic truth of society. Maybe you will live to see the day that men nuture their infant nestlings or women strike out to the stars, without it being seen as strange or uncommon. But do not be surprised if, when your feathers rattle as dryly as mine do, you still see the story of the mountain and the sea as true."


  Tells-Tales-Patiently waited a moment while his audience made small motions of assent and comprehension. He knew few of them would actually understand at this point, but he was satisfied to have gotten them thinking non-literally. Now it was time to get back into their comfort zone.


  "Of course, science tells us how we actually came to be, a process of descent with modification from simpler and simpler life forms stretching back to single-cell organisms in the sea...in a way, the sea WAS our father. And our oldest language-using cultures seem to have lived primarily in the wooded mountains. But even before the invention of written language, we became a seafaring race, exploring and trading and even warring amongst ourselves.


  "It should be noted that we were not *predestined* to be traders, however."


  There were murmurs of disquiet.


  "Our current place in the stars can be explained by the Santari, the powerful two-arms who found us centuries ago. Had we been left alone to reach the stars on our own...who knows what we would be reknowned as? Mighty warriors? Clever diplomats? Intrepid explorers? Or perhaps...not at all. We might have never made that first step towards the stars on our own. But the Santari found us when our mercantile culture was in full bloom, and that has helped define what we became to the rest of the universe."


  He paused to rearrange his coils, work a little warmth into old bones.


  "This is also a true story, but even though it happened when we had a written language and a tradition of careful recordkeeping, it is only as true as the story of mountain and sea. For all history passes down through the eyes and hands of those who live it, and it bears their own personal myths about how the world works...or how it *should* work.


  "The Santari were chosen a long time ago by the T!rir to be their hands, to be their agents in places where the long-lived but slow-breeding elder race could not go in large numbers. They were given the secrets of space flight, and soon spread to the stars. Those who went to the stars in those early days became immensely wealthy, for they tapped markets and resources that none of their own kind had ever encountered. And life was good, and it was profitable.


  "But it was also frustrating at times. You see, the Santari believed that a man of wealth should have servants to deal with the mundane matters of life. But how could you attract a man to be your servant out in the new worlds when that same man could simply carve out his own fortune? Oh, mechanical men did exist, but it was not enough. Having servants that could think and breathe and LIVE was a matter of STATUS to the Santari. Having as many ducats as there are stars in the sky meant little if your brother back home had a great house with a dozen servants while you lived alone in your ship. And the laws that protected citizens also meant that anyone who did follow you to the stars would have a very good chance of striking out on their own, so they would have to be paid exorbitant amounts and still might leave at the end of the year's contract!"


  Eyes were round and large as the nestlings contemplated a world in which money flowed like water. Time to bring them down a bit.


  "And then the Santari found us. We were, to them, very primitive. We had harnessed the wind and the water, but our machines were simple by their standards, and our weapons insignificant. Here, they thought, was a perfect source of servants. We were intelligent enough to learn to operate their simpler devices and to speak their language...although they never did learn to speak ours properly...and best of all, we already had a system of indentured servitude. Thinking themselves canny bargainers, they bought servants from us at long-term rates and then made even more money for themselves selling the contracts to their fellow starfaring rich. But they were explorers, warriors and scientists. They were NOT traders, whatever they may have thought of themselves."


  A ripple of laughter swept the room. "You trade like a two-arm!" was a common insult.


  "The heads of the Great Houses quickly realized what the Santari represented, and moved to secure long-term investments in intellectual capital. In other words, they gathered their greatest thinkers and inventors and sold them off to the Santari on seven-year contracts. These Pranir, eager to go along with the Elders' plan, worked as simple menials and secretaries, never revealing their true aims...to learn as much as they could about the technology of the Santari. Oh, the first generation or so gained little of real use. It took time to even grasp the fundamental principles, much less the applications. And so a century or two passed...on the outside, the Pranir remained a source of cheap labor, our culture only slightly affected by the limited contact the Santari bosses had with us. When we introduced some breakthrough of technology or social engineering, they just patted us on the head and praised us for being such clever servants.


  "Of course, the sea of money eventually ran dry. Everything within a practical distance of the Santari homeworld was eventually explored and settled, and the economy was shifting from an expansionist to a developmentalist one. Not everyone who went into space was going to get rich, a city on one Santari world was growing to be much like a city on any other Santari world. The wealthy could once again afford to hire servants of their own race, and Pranir servants started to fall out of fashion.


  "The Elders had, of course, foreseen this a hundred years before it happened. In addition to technology transfer, they had also started putting accountants and business planners into important 'servant' positions, and while their data on the interstellar economy was often out of date, it was very accurate. They had a better long-term idea of where the Santari economy was going than the Santari did.


  "So...weren't the Santari shocked when their remaining explorers started running into Pranir trading outposts on outlying worlds? Outposts established with the use of Santari ships that had been bought through shell companies and crewed with Pranir who trained on simulators purchased by third parties? They no longer needed us...but we no longer needed them, either. A century is long enough for even a servant race to learn the technology of the master, as the Santari should have known from their own history with the T!rir."


  "Were they really that stupid? Even for two-arms?" one student asked.


  "Not stupid...they simply never looked in the right places. Oh, they were concerned about technology transfer, but they thought in terms of guns and bombs and warships, because that is what they had wanted from the T!rir. So we were very careful to not develop those things. We kept to what we did best at that time, commerce. A single Tsaran pistol would have shown up on their occasional sweeps and brought them down on our labs. But they never looked for translation software, or navigational devices, or training simulators designed for commercial pilots rather than military ones. None of our projects were 'dangerous' to them, so they never found out. Nor did they have the minds of smugglers...as much as they watched for illicit trade off- world, a newborn Pranir knows more ways to smuggle things and people than a Santari Galactic Warrior of a decade's experience.


  "In a way, they forced us to remain what we were, traders. We could not become warriors without bringing down retribution. We could not become diplomats without revealing that we could leave our world without their official help. But we could trade. And we could profit. If we could not seize the stars...we could certainly buy them."


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


  Author's Notes:


  The basic history of the Pranir has been kicking around in my head for some time, and I'm pretty sure I even typed it up at one point, but I can no longer find that file.


  My basic premise for the Pranir racial outlook was that they're essentially 16th-17th Century Dutch traders in space. Not as shifty as Ferengi, but you should still always read the fine print. They don't try to cheat you as a race, since that's bad for repeat business, but there's always bad'uns. Not to mention, since they often trade in technology that they don't fully understand (Tells-Tales-Patiently thinks a bit too highly of his race's scientific achievements), they might sell you something that won't work on your planet without knowing about that little problem.


  Of course, like the Dutch, trading is a big part of their society, but it's not the be-all and end-all. They have their Huygens and Leewenhoeks and so forth as well.


  Finally, a note on some of the terms used. Pranir do not have the facial structure to smile (well, they can TRY, but it's not pretty). Their planet does not have trees like ours. And so forth. But they have their equivalents, so I decided not to go overboard in playing with terminology. They can express pleasure facially: smiling. They have plants on their world that can be cut up and used to make boats: trees. Et cetera.
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  An island in the North Atlantic, 200 miles from Newfoundland. On an uncharted mass of land in international waters, scientists have found traces of human habitation. Whetstones, metalworking tools, oil lamps...and a great iron door, set in the ground and inlaid with runes.


  After hours of deliberation, half-hours of bickering and minutes of fistfighting, the scientists decided to pass the buck. Their superiors at the Institute, in turn, decided that responsibility was best placed in the hands of their government funders. And as it turned out, they knew just the right men for the job.


  Thus, one week later, a seaplane touched down at the island's makeshift dock, and out stepped a man named Jack.


  Jack Ripley smiled and shook hands with the members of the expedition. He introduced his assistant, a slight young man named Tom, who hauled over a pack of carefully-engineered tools. The scientists stepped back, clearing a wide circle around the door.


  The assistant went over the door with a Geiger counter, an electro- magnetic field meter, and a forked stick, being careful not to touch the door directly at any point. He gave Jack the thumbs-up.


  Jack pulled on a pair of heavy gloves, sewn with strips of magnetized iron. He gripped the ring mounted in the door and gave it a heave. A rusty creak echoed across the island, and inch by inch, the door was raised.


  Within, there was a small, square object made up of wood, metal, smoked glass and natural crystals. Each surface was carved with intricate runes, and there was no trace of rust or rot. Jack picked it up in the gloves, holding it at arm's length, turning it this way, then that. He nodded and held it up to his assistant. Tom examined it and nodded as well.


  Jack turned to the scientists. "It's a Norse artifact dating to about the time of Erik the Red, to judge from the style of the runic writing. It's been buried in this chamber since then, and, well...it's a radio."


  *+================================------------------------------------------
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  CORPS OF DISCOVERY


  The scientists of the Edison Project discovered the power that breaks the laws of the universe!Yesterday's tomorrow is in their hands!
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  [2:30 PM, June 21st, 1950 - Edison Project HQ, location classified, southwest USA]


  "...so I brought it back here," said Jack, standing in a small airfield next to a nondescript group of buildings whose very existence was a closely- guarded government secret.


  The man before him nodded. He sat in a wheelchair and age was taking its toll, but his spine was straight and his gaze was clear. "Good job, Jack. I'll put my boys on it. Are you going to be in town long enough to finally take me up on that dinner offer?"


  Jack chuckled. "Sorry, Harry, I'll have to cut another rain check. The life of a field agent for the finest weird-stuff organization in the country is a busy one."


  "Well, don't think we don't appreciate it." Harry Parker, the man once known as Beacon, took the package with the "radio". "You should at least come in and meet the new fellow."


  "New fellow?" Jack followed the wheelchair into the complex. "Oh, is this the wunderkind you were talking about?"


  Harry nodded. "Comes from the Hawaiian territory. Graduated from the university there at the age of sixteen. He just got here yesterday, in fact; today's his first day in...the...." He had stopped, staring into a room. It was filled with great gray boxes, all part of a bigger machine; and in the middle, a young man had popped a cover off and was deep in the machine's guts.


  "Jim..." said Harry, his voice carefully walking the razor edge between shock and anger, "*what* are you *doing*?"


  The teenager slid out from beneath the technological wonder. "Oh, hey, Dr. Parker!" He grabbed a rag and wiped the dust off his vaguely Asiatic face. No matter how clean they tried to keep the computing room, dust was an inevitable consequence of being sited in the hardpan desert. "I walked in and I saw this lovely lady and I had to take a peek! She's along the same lines as CSIRAC in Australia, isn't she? Mercury delay line memory? What a beaut!" He replaced the cover, cheerfully gushing all the while. "Did you know there's a fairly simple cross-wire you can do to get the control unit up to one cycle per instruction? Should 'bout double efficiency. Oh, hi there!" He took Jack's hand and pumped it up and down. "Jim Peterson, at your service. 'Round the lab, though, they all call me Jim Smiley."


  Jack blinked. "Er, yes, I can see why."


  "Yes, and Jim, this is Jack Ripley, the Edison Project's top field agent...and it's still working, is it?" Harry raised an eyebrow.


  "Sure, sure! Hey, you didn't think I'd break your million-dollar megabrain? Not intentionally, anyway. So what's cooking, Mr. Ripley? I assume a field agent out of the field brought back a neat souvenir."


  "Well, Mr. Parker's got that in hand," Jack replied, "and I'm sure he'll tell you all about it. Meanwhile, I really have to take off...."


  "All right, all right," Harry laughed. "Have a safe flight."


  "Nice to meet you, Mr. Ripley!" said Jim. "Don't take any wooden nickels!"


  Jack smiled and waved, turning to whistle a tuneless melody as he left the building.


  "So, then, Jim," said Harry, "ready to solve a mystery?"


  "Am I ever!" His eyes shone with intellectual excitement. "But we should get the rest of the research staff involved, right? I've heard so many rumors! Is it true that we're working with the same aliens that gave Gauntlet his powers?"


  Harry sighed. "Son, we're going to have to give you a nice long briefing. Later. You're right, though; let's see who can spare a moment off their current project." He took off down the hall, the cunning electromechanical motors of his chair barely audible. It had been years since he was physically up to the task of using the leg braces he'd invented, but much of that technology was applicable to less bipedal modes of transportation. "Meanwhile, why don't you tell me what you already know about our operation here?"


  Jim took a deep breath. "The Edison Project is a research arm of the United States government attached to Division 13 of the Office of Strategic Services. Founded in 1942 to research Nikola Tesla's work on the theoretical 'death ray', its role was expanded to the mechanics behind superhuman powers. After the end of the war and the disbanding of the OSS, it moved underground, and nobody is supposed to know that it still exists."


  Harry nodded, wheeling himself along. "Very good; that's more thorough than the usual briefing."


  "Ah, well...half of it came from the driver on the way in."


  "Hm. He deserves either a commendation or a pink slip. Well, that's a good overview, but let me fill you in on some of the details...details that can't go beyond the doors of this complex."


  Eyes wide, one James Peterson nodded his assent.


  "Tesla went beyond simply theorizing on how special abilities worked; he postulated their cause: a trait held by certain individuals which gives one the ability to do, well...Tesla started off by describing it in the scientific terminology of the day, but in the end, he called it what it is. Magic."


  Jim's jaw dropped. "Magic? Really? I mean...I remember Johnny Angel and Malscripto and all of them, but I figured it was a smoke-'n-mirrors job!"


  Harry shook his head. "It's very real. Some humans have what we believe is an inherited ability to affect the laws of reality. Physics, chemistry, probability...that is the secret of the Edison Project: that magic exists...and that America is determined to harness its power."


  The old man seemed lost in reflection, and Jim stayed silent, walking alongside his wheelchair. Eventually, he shook himself out of his reverie and continued, "Well, after that revelation, anything else will seem anticlimactic. But, since you were so interested in Gauntlet...why don't we go meet him?"


  "!?" Jim blinked. "You mean..."


  Harry laughed. "That's right. Just inside that door, in fact." He gestured down the hall, and Jim sprang forward to pull it open.


  Inside, a great engine disgorged a mess of wires, and a man somewhere in the midst of middle age was up to his elbows in them. Jim walked past him, looked left, looked right, looked straight, but there didn't seem to be anyone else in the room. The wheels turned, and he looked first at the man, then at Harry. "So this...."


  He nodded, chuckling, and the man looked up curiously. "Heya, Harry. What's all the ruckus?"


  "Kevin, this is Jim Peterson, the newest member of our crew. Jim, this is Kevin Bakker, AKA the mighty Gauntlet."


  Jim shook the proferred hand with gusto. "Nice to meet you! Um...."


  Kevin laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling in merriment. "Lemme guess: I looked younger in the newsreels, right?"


  Jim nodded, rubbing the back of his head. "Sort of."


  "Well, that's 'cause I am. One aspect of the powers I have causes my body to age at an accellerated rate. I'm actually only...what, seven years older than you?" He looked up at Harry, who nodded.


  Jim whistled. "Say! That's amazing! But you don't look too broken up about it...."


  Kevin grinned. "I'm light as a feather 'cause I have a new lease on life!" Pushing away his chair, he did a little jig until his joints cramped and he fell back into the seat.


  Harry said, "Mr. Bakker's condition has been one of our big research goals, but we've finally cracked it. He's basically a great electrical generator, and in the past, we'd had limited success in slowing it down by draining the electrical charge."


  "That's what fueled my powers," Kevin noted, "not aliens."


  "But this time, we've used a machine that interferes with the polarization of the iron in his body, completely disrupting any electric currents that might form. It's slowed the aging to normal speed."


  "Even more amazing!" Jim tilted his head inquisitively. "So does this mean that aliens don't exist, or...?"


  Harry shrugged. "We haven't been able to find any direct evidence of non-Terrestrial lifeforms interacting with humanity...between you and me, though, there's enough circumstantial evidence that I wouldn't rule it out. Especially with the rumors coming out of northern Africa. But for now, mum's the word."


  Jim nodded, wide-eyed. Harry tousled his hair and set the 'radio' on top of the wide linoleum table. "Here's our latest puzzle."


  He explained the provenance of the object. Kevin nodded, scratching a spot just behind his left ear. "Mighty interesting. But y'sure you wouldn't want one of the PhDs working on this? Heck, I haven't even finished my Master's yet, and even if I had, I'm only a tinkerer."


  Harry shook his head. "You're not just our prize guinea pig, Kevin. I don't need another theoretician here; I need someone who can take something apart and see what makes it tick."


  "Hey, I've only got a bachelor's!" Jim averred.


  Kevin snorted. "Okay, okay, I get the picture. Just...don't blame me if we get little green men popping up out of nowhere or something."


  They set their noses to the mysterious technological grindstone. The box was opened with the utmost care, parts discreetly laid to the side as they were removed. Circuity was studied and crystals were analyzed; diagrams were drawn and functions were hashed out. Components were carefully labeled and tiny marks that seemed to be pre-existing labels were reproduced with exacting fidelity. Finally, they set aside their voltmeters and milli- ammeters and little tiny pliers.


  Kevin wiped his brow. "Well, Jack was right when he said it was a radio, but it's not the kind of radio we would think of. It's some kind of primitive transmitter. It's meant to take one charge of electricity, deliver one great pulse, and then blow out."


  "But why?" queried Jim.


  "Perhaps it was all they knew how to build, especially if the goal was to create the strongest possible signal in a portable device." Harry stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Or perhaps someone didn't want it to be reused...."


  "Well, it would be simple enough to generate a pulse of the same strength and frequencies," said Kevin. "Heck, I've got something..." he leaned down, thrusting his hands into a rat's nest of cables, and pulled out a heavily modified transmitter, "...right here that could do it. The question is, should we?"


  Jim shrugged. "It's just radio. What's the worst that could happen?"


  Harry laughed. "You're going to learn not to ask that question around here. Still...." He rubbed his chin. "Why don't we keep the power low - so it doesn't go past this room, or at least this building? We can hook up a receiver and spectrograph and see what we get."


  Consensus was reached, and they went back to work. Kevin set up the precise patterns of circuitry. Harry put together two sets of equipment at opposite sides of the room. Jim helped out, floating all the while in a daze of hero worship and curiosity satiated.


  "All right, it's ready." Kevin put his thumb over the switch.


  "Crossing fingers!" said Jim, giving a double thumbs-up.


  "Three...two...." The switch was flipped...and a thump! echoed through the halls. They jumped to their feet as a momentary rumble shook the floor.


  "...that wasn't supposed to happen, right?" Jim asked.


  Shouting came from down the hall, and the sound of running feet. Kevin opened the door and stuck his head out. "What's all the ruckus?"


  A man with a thick German accent shouted, "Something just blew up in Richter's lab!"


  The three looked at each other and ran down the hall, toward a door with billows of smoke pouring out of it. A rather weedy man was on his knees, taking big gasping breaths of air.


  Kevin knelt down. "Richter, what happened?"


  The man replied in an odd, overdone, undentifiable accent. "Well... dude..." he gasped, "I was studying...that kooky rock...and it just exploded!"


  Jim raised his eyebrows. "Is that...Z-Man?"


  Harry nodded. "Zukunftmensch, Man of the Future. Or Hermann Richter, Nazi scientist brought over by Operation Paperclip."


  "So he has magic powers too?"


  "In a way."


  As the smoke cleared, Kevin stepped through the doorway, waving off the last wisps. Bits of rock were scattered throughout the laboratory, a few shards embedded in the walls. Knocked onto the floor was a strange object; twisted metal, colored by soot but with an odd reddish gleam shining through. A few shards of quarts clung to the metal, blackened and cracked.


  As Kevin took a pair of soot-stained gloves off the wall, the others warily entered. He lifted the mysterious, gnarled thing onto the blasted countertop, and they stared in amazement.


  "Did *we* do that?" gasped Jim.


  "What *is* it?" Kevin breathed.


  Harry stayed silent, hands folded in his lap, staring intently at the object. After a minute's worth of contemplation, he turned to the others. "Well, gentlemen, what do we think it is?"


  Jim pointed a finger and proclaimed, "An alien spaceship! For, um, really...small aliens."


  "Like, a crystal computer!" theorized Richter. "Blue screen of death, man!"


  "Some sort of natural formation, a geode with metallic ore inclusions?" mused Kevin. "But why would it have reacted to the signal...."


  "Well, then. Jim?" Harry gestured to the young man. "As Edison Project Scientific Administrator, I'm assigning you an open-ended long-term research subject: the composition, provenance and function of these artifacts."


  Jim's jaw briefly unhinged. He snapped it shut and replied, "Uh um wow! Yes, sir!"


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


  Next Issue:


  Tales of strange adventure that will make you quiver with suspense and gasp in astonishment! SEE the teen of tomorrow! FEEL the shadowy hand of military might! And WHO or WHAT is...CODE NAME Z?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Can't say I'm *completely* satisfied with this; it seems like it could use some punching-up of the sense of wonder. But hey, it introduces the characters, the setting, and the concept, and I got some good lines and a spiffy ASCII logo in there.


  Editor's Note:


  Z-Man was the front man for a lot of Nazi supertech experiments, claiming to be from a future where Germany conquered the world. He used bits and pieces of information brought back by Oberstleutnent Schmidt after his brief stay in 2026 (see ASH #79-81) to bolster those claims. But since Justice kept Schmidt from returning with any hard documentation, Richter had to make do with what dribs and drabs had caught Schmidt's attention while flipping through books and listening in on commercial radio.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).
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  [August 12, 1993 - Lower West Side, Manhattan]


  "OhCrapOhCrapOhCrap!" Sproinger shouted to no one in particular as he bounded across the rooftops.


  Click!


  The most dreaded sound a masked superhero can hear.


  Click!


  Sometimes it's the sound of a cocked pistol.


  Click!


  Sometimes it's a trap about to be sprung.


  Click!


  This time, though, it was the worst sort of click. The others, he could fight his way out of. His superhuman leaping and bouncing skills made him awfully hard to shoot. And he'd gotten out of a few traps in his day.


  Click!


  But there's a particular sort of click that only belongs to a camera. A camera that had to have been pointed at him as he started to pull his mask off. A camera probably in the hands of an innocent normal, he couldn't punch or jump his way out of this one.


  Click!


  Someone had taken a picture of his real face. And he'd been pissing off some really BAD people lately. Bad enough that he doubted the NYPD Liaison Department could keep all his friends and family safe. He might look like a light-hearted wise-cracking sort of hero, but the people he fought were as bad as anyone who Black Opal or Pain Miser tangled with...it was all part of the act, after all. When you got down to it, almost none of NYC's vigilantes were all that brutal. The DSHA and NYPD had ways to make things unpleasant for people who crossed too many lines. But some heroes liked to cultivate a darker reputation, to scare opponents into cooperating. Sproinger went the other way, acting like a goof to lull his opponents into making mistakes, failing to take him seriously.


  Click!


  Now it was biting him in the ass. If the shutterbug was actually hired to catch him out, it wouldn't matter. But a tourist getting a lucky shot? They might be too scared to do anything with pictures of the Darkling, but Sproinger? Those pics would be at the papers, or worse, on the internet, within hours. Heck, in his secret identity, the Sproinger was involved in the new field of website development. "Fan pages" were already exploding, and no fewer than ten sites in the greater NYC area were devoted to watching superheroes...in addition to the Usenet groups and mailing lists.


  Click!


  Worse, Sproinger's face was actually fairly well known among the sort of people who would be spreading the pictures around. After all, he was a computer geek too. And a fan of supers before he became one. He knew all the tricks to throw them off his scent, but that assumed no one got something as obvious as a photo. He'd gotten sloppy.


  Click click click....


  "Wait," Sproinger turned towards the noise. This wasn't an echo of the shutter in his mind, it was more like claws on the rooftop tarpaper. He fell into a ready stance, trying to remember who might have hired a lycanthrope or summoned a demon to go after him. Worry about the photograph later.


  A metallic form emerged from the shadows on four paws, rippling into sight as if it had been hidden by more than mere darkness. "Hello, Sproinger," the robotic wolf greeted him.


  "Um...you're Louie, right? Lupine Unit 61?" Sproinger fought back his geek impulses.


  "Sixty-two now. There was an accident, not well-publicized," the robowolf ducked his head in an approximation of a shrug. "Although not many people even know about the sixty-one revision, Mr. Naismith."


  Click.


  "You here to try to revive MASH?" Sproinger asked. The Academy of Super-Heroes team had founded a Manhattan branch a couple years ago, mostly second and third stringers, but the team had fallen apart after a few months. Manhattan's super-scene was strictly low-key, and everyone had just gone to ground until ASH got bored and reshuffled membership to Los Angeles and the doomed Kansas City franchise.


  Louie shook his head from side to side. "I've been a solo act lately. Got tired of all the explosions, many of which centered on me. Or in me. The important point is, I saw the tourist take your photo, and it is being dealt with."


  "What, you steal his camera while being a stealthed ninja wolf?"


  "Nothing so illegal. But I *am* taking several pictures of you as we speak, and using my onboard systems to create very convincing composites of your body with various unmasked faces, including several other known online super-groupies, *and* your real face."


  "Wait, WHAT?"


  "We call it chaffing, Sproinger. I, and some like-minded superhumans with major technical skills but a distressing tendency to become incapacitated in combat decided that we could better serve the greater good by protecting the lives and reputations of the ones who were more suited to direct action. It used to be that a good mask and some basic precautions could keep an identity secret, especially if you had the authorities on your side to help suppress things."


  Click.


  "But now the internet is changing everything," Sproinger nodded. "It'll get really bad once the rumored consumer-level camera phones finally hit the market. The Liaison Department means well, but they can't keep all the genies in all the bottles once people can start taking pictures with their cellphone!"


  "And that's where chaffing comes in," Louie nodded. "For every genuine piece of evidence that shows up online, we drop a dozen fakes, including provable fakes that corroborate the real thing, thus helping make the real things look like part of the fakery. A lot of us are artificial consciousnesses, and as the Internet matures our ability to go directly into files and tweak them will improve, turning real things into fakes more directly."


  "Wow. If I ever decide I'm tired of getting shot at, I wanna join up with you guys," Sproinger enthused. "I don't suppose I could have an email address for you?"


  "You already have one," Louie rattled one off.


  "That's YOU?" Sproinger goggled.


  "You know what they say, Peter...on the internet, nobody knows you're a dog. Or a Lupine Unit."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Just a quick vignette expanding on an idea I had last week in response to a thread on Livejournal building off my review of Adventure Comics #517. One poster complained that the idea of trying to bring back the secret ID for Ray Palmer was stupid, and that evolved into a general discussion of how hard it is to keep a secret ID in the internet age. I suggested someone (who I called the Obfuscator) might be going around faking pics of various heroes unmasking, in order to make it less likely that real evidence would be believed.


  Since my main desktop was still in the shop for repairs and I couldn't indulge my superhero jones with City of Heroes, I decided to turn the joke into an actual part of ASH lore with a short story. I picked most of the names from Warden #10, plus used Louie on the grounds that he seemed the most likely existing hero to be involved in something like this. And because it let me build to that last line. I wanted to avoid making up entirely new people for this story, and this sort of thing is why I maintain the various rosters. ;)


  Is Louie still around as part of the community of ACs that Netwalker met? Maybe, but probably not. He actually had an "artificial Magene" of sorts thanks to some Probability Capacitors scrounged up from another reality, so he might've had to go bye-bye in 1998 too. Or maybe he blew up one last time. He did that a lot. Okay, a lot of characters in my ASH campaign got blown to pieces, but the robots and cyborgs got it worse than most, since they could be reassembled.


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


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


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


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


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


  Northern Vendetta


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen


  



  [December 24, 1997 - Canada]


  Somewhere in the frozen north of Nunavut, Doc Droid sat in the warmth of one of his many hidden bases. But while others might have been focused on holiday cheer, he had many rivals simply waiting for him to drop his guard.


  "DomIn-S," he called out to one of the many Domestic Intelligences that maintained the base. S controlled sensors, Q was quartermaster/supplies, P was power systems, and so forth. Droid brains installed in a building instead of in an autonomous body. "Bring sensors up to maximum power, active sweeps."


  "This will increase the chances of location compromise to fifteen percent," the DomIn warned.


  "I think this base has already been compromised by that Maltese bastard Venetti. The rumor around Haven has been that he's gunning for me, him and his perverse cyborg beasts." It was hard to keep rumors from Doc Droid, given how many of Haven's systems were maintained by his DomIns and the droids they coordinated. Many thought they could gain significant power by displacing Doc Droid and taking over his network, but the only reason the network continued to function was that the smart players knew Doc Droid wouldn't use it to make power plays. That didn't stop the foolish players, like Benito Venetti.


  "Affirmative. Do you desire any particular search parameters?" DomIn-S asked.


  Doc Droid pondered this for a moment. "Yes. He's going to be going for broke, which means larger beasts to carry the maximum weapons load. Don't ignore small targets, mind you, he likes to use moles as sappers. But look for large quadrupeds off their normal migratory paths...elks, moose, caribou, that sort of thing."


  "Affirmative."


  "Oh, and keep an eye out for sleighs. Venetti's sick enough he might decide to dress up as Santa Claus for an attack tonight, DomIn-P. M, I need you to work up deployment routines for the perimeter DefUns," the Defense Units that didn't really count as "intelligences" and were largely extensions of the Military Domestic Intelligence Doc Droid had shifted his attention to. "Assume the cyborgs will be mounting automated weaponry, that's Venetti's style. Likely directed energy of some sort."


  "Affirmative. So, we are most likely to face...?"


  "Venetti Auto-Ray Moose, DomIn-M."


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


  This has been a Truly Horrid Holiday Vignette courtesy of Coherent Comics UnIncorporated.


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


  Author's Notes:


  "O Come All Ye Faithful" was playing on a store's muzak (http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/ildivo/adestefidelesocomeallyefaithful.html) and got stuck in my head, so I decided to turn my pain into yours. Nyah.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  Unbeatable


  The cover shows a woman in a blue and white bodysuit, smiling confidently as she stands in the illumination cast by a street light. However, one foot is standing in something nasty-looking, a newspaper has wrapped itself around her leg, her mask is slipping, and figures in the shadows around her are rolling their eyes and making dismissive gestures.
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  [March 12, 1998 - Chicago, IL]


  Anne Abell watched as the man with dark purple-blue hair followed Nurse Martin down the hallway of the after hours clinic, toward one of the exam room. From the way he was holding his left arm, Anne guessed that it was either a sprain or a dislocation, but that would really be up for doctor to decide...that's why they got paid the big bucks and she was just a nurse.


  When Nurse Martin squared her patient away in an exam room and returned to the nurse's station, Anne quietly asked, "Florence, who's 'tall, dark and injured' back there?" Anne thumbed in the general direction of the exam room to better indicate who she meant. "He looks familiar, but I didn't get a really good look at his face."


  Florence raised an eyebrow. "You don't know?" she retorted.


  Anne smiled disarmingly. "I'm the newfie, cut me some slack." She'd only started at the clinic a few weeks prior, and was still getting a handle on all the names of her fellow employees. Remembering regular patients was going to come next.


  "Do you want his name on the chart or the one he's famous for?" Florence asked.


  "Famous for?" Anne asked. "Is he a celebrity?" That fact felt almost right in the back of Anne's head. Famous name...blue hair...if only she'd seen his face.


  "That," Florence nodded toward the back, "is Doctor Developer." Anne's eyes bugged out and her hand flew to cover her mouth. Before she could say anything else, Florence pointed through the sliding window that separated the registration area of their nurses station from the waiting room. "And that's his wife, Lady Lawful. They don't ever come out and say it for 'non- business' injuries like this...some DSHA protocol, but it's them."


  By the time Florence finished speaking, Anne was sitting in a chair. Her face was an ashen grey, and she was taking deep breaths through her nose. "He found me," Anne whispered.


  "Found you?" Florence asked. She waved a hand. "I don't know what you mean by that, but those two come in here every few months. Her super- strength and their enthusiasm get the better of him more than's probably healthy."


  That statement seemed to calm Anne a bit. Her breathing slowed, and her hand moved away from her mouth. "Thank Athena," Anne sighed.


  "Now, just why did you think he was after you?" Florence asked.


  Anne glanced through the window and watched the woman Florence told her was Lady Lawful. As far as Anne knew, Lady Lawful really was one of the good guys...the whole married-to-Doctor-Developer thing kind of threw her, but a good guy was a good guy. If he was here to get her, Lady Lawful would have to protect her. That's just how it worked, as far as she knew.


  "You may find this hard to believe, Florence," Anne began, "but I wasn't always a nurse...."


  * * * *


  [August 3, 1994 - Detroit, MI]


  "Stop where you are, criminal!" a voice echoed across the ranks of self-storage units, "you've just been beaten!"


  Doctor Developer looked from the lock he was working on and his two henchmen clutched their weapons a bit tighter. From above, a lithe body dropped to the ground in a crouch. The body, obviously a woman's, stood up.


  It was a hero, definitely a hero. Her white uniform covered her from neck to toe, matching blue gloves and boots covered her feet and hands, and her face was obscured by a white mask. The only ornament to her costume was the golden "U" on her chest, which didn't seem as professionally made as the rest of the costume...which, on closer examination, seemed to be a modified "Halloween costume" version of the second Brightsword's outfit. Chestnut brown hair cascaded around her face, clashing with the suit and mask.


  "Beaten by Unbeatable!" she declared.


  The two henchment looked at each other, then down at Doctor Developer. He only looked away from the lock once the mechanism was sprung.


  "Hey, hold on a second!" Unbeatable cried out, "I said you were beaten. You've got to stop...or at least, I don't know, attack me."


  "Why?" Doctor Developer asked. He pulled the lock out of place, and rolled up the metal door of the U-Stor-More shed.


  "Because, I caught you breaking into someone's property!" Unbeatable explained, "and because you're a villain...Doctor Developer, right?" The henchmen nodded. "And because I'm a good guy."


  Doctor Developer reached into the storage shed as he began to speak, "I am a villain, and if you're to be believed, you are a hero...not that I have any reason to believe, as we just met..."


  "I'm kind of famous around town," Unbeatable interrupted him. "Super agility, enhanced speed, super jumps," Unbeatable explained, "I rescued five people from a fire last week. Unbeatable." She pointed the fingers of both hands at the "U" on her chest. Doctor Developer shrugged. "Well, I *am* a hero!"


  "Oh, yeah!" one of henchmen said. "The factory fire last week. I think that was one of Mekanique's jobs."


  "That's the one!" Unbeatable beamed, "So you have heard of me."


  "Well," the henchmen said, "I heard Mekanique's guys talking about some rookie showing up, bustin' one of Mekanique's drones, and starting a fire..."


  "The Fire Marshal concluded the fire was a result of villainous actions," Unbeatable replied a bit too quickly. "It probably would have started with or without me there!"


  The henchmen raised his arms in a mock surrender, "I'm just telling you what I heard, lady." Unbeatable glowered. "Don't shoot the messenger, okay."


  "Fine! Whatever!" Unbeatable said, punctuating her second word with a stamp of her boot. "The point is, I caught breaking and entering, and I'm going to stop you!"


  "Breaking and entering into my own storage shed," Doctor Developer explained. He held up a key on a plastic key ring. "I was clearing my stuff out, and locked the keys in," he explained. "You have to turn these in, or you don't get your security deposit back."


  Unbeatable's face fell when she saw the keys. After a moment, her face shifted to a more resolute, determined look. "No matter! You're still a wanted villain, and I'm here to take you in, Doctor Develop...!"


  Mid-word, Unbeatable felt three points of tightness wrap around her body: one around her chest, one around her knees, and another around her ankles. Moments after being struck, the sudden lack of balance, combined with the force of the impacts, sent Unbeatable falling backwards onto the pavement, momentarily stunning her. She struggled feebly as the henchmen dragged her into the storage shed.


  "It'll probably take a bit of work," Doctor Developer said to Unbeatable as the henchmen laid her out in the center of the now empty unit, "but even like this, you should be able to build up enough momentum to break through the door." Doctor Developer dusted his hands off as he leaned back on the balls of his feet.


  Unbeatable squirmed as much as the binding cables would let her, which she figured was probably about as much as an inchworm could manage. "But... if I break through the door, won't I have to pay for it?" she asked meekly, looking up at Doctor Developer.


  "Mmm," Doctor Developer thought, "doesn't the DSHA have an insurance fund for those kind of damages?"


  "What's the Deesha?" Unbeatable asked.


  "Rooooookie," one of the henchmen chuckled to the other.


  "The Department of Super-Human Affairs," Doctor Developer answered, ignoring the henchman.


  "Oh...the NSSA," Unbeatable realized, using the organization's unofficial nickname. National Super Security Agency.


  "Aren't you registered?" Doctor Developer asked.


  Unbeatable shook her head. "I'd heard it was optional, and my dad always told me never to give the government any information you didn't have to."


  "Oh," Doctor Developer mused. He rubbed his chin, thoughtful for a minute. "Yes, you look about the age to have parents like that."


  "Are doors expensive?" Unbeatable asked, sounding much younger than she had before.


  "About five hundred dollars, I think," Doctor Developer answered. "But if you're not registered, that also counts as private property damage, since you're not protected under the emergency responder laws, just the good samaritan ones. That's a bit more serious."


  "What?" Unbeatable gasped.


  "Yeah, it's a crime, maybe not jailable offense, but if the owner decides to sue...."


  "Sue? I can't afford a lawyer," Unbeatable choked, "I don't even know if I can afford a door!" Tears began to well up in Unbeatable's eyes. "Look, Mister Developer...."


  "I actually *am* a doctor, you know," Doctor Developer said, sounding a bit miffed.


  "Please, Doctor Developer, can't you just let me go this once? I won't arrest you if you'll let me go."


  "I can't just let you go," Doctor Developer replied, "and I don't know why I should; I was minding my own business, you started all this, and now you want me to let you go. No, no, no...no. You're the hero in all this. You get loose on your own."


  Unbeatable shook her head. "How? I can't untie myself. I'm not strong enough to break these cables, or I would have by now. If I break the door down, they'll sue me!" She let out a sob. "Oh, please. I won't tell anyone if you just let me go."


  Doctor Developer stared at Unbeatable for a full minute before speaking. "You're not very good at this, you know." Unbeatable looked shocked, then her face fell, and in no time she was sobbing. "What are you doing?"


  Unbeatable sniffled, then snapped, "I'm crying you jackass! You don't think I know how bad I am? I started a fire last week. I'm tied up, crying my eyes out to a super-villain. And I'm going to get sued for breaking down a door if I try to escape...yeah, I know that I'm no good at this."


  Doctor Developer seemed to be taken aback by Unbeatable's retort. "Then why do you want to be a hero?" Unbeatable twisted slightly, doing the best shrug she could while lying on her side on the ground. "Isn't there something you *are* good at that you could do? Are you in school or anything?"


  Unbeatable nodded. "Kind of," she answered, "I'm trying to get into nursing school." She let out a sad laugh. "Not that I'll be able to go if they sue me for breaking down a door." Doctor Developer stood up and walked around to Unbeatable's front. Once there, he knelt back down. "What...what are you doing?"


  "You're going to get killed if you keep this hero thing up," Doctor Developer said, "so you're going to stop." He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the storage key. "I'll leave a note saying I left the key in here, which is the truth. Someone will be around during business hours to collect them, and you. Go be a nurse, or whatever." He dropped the key on the floor. "But don't ever let me see you again...or else."


  * * * *


  [March 12, 1998 - Chicago, IL]


  "And then he left," Anne said. "The next morning, some kid who was sent to get the keys found me and let me go. After that, I hung up my tights and I became a nurse."


  Florence was laughing.


  "It's not funny," Anne insisted.


  "Yes, it is!" Florence replied. She brought her laughter under control, with only a few bursts slipping out along the way. "You should come meet him," Florence said, "I want to see the look on his face."


  "I couldn't..."


  "You are," Florence insisted. She grabbed Anne's hand and dragged her out of the nurse's station. "No, you know you need to meet?" Florence changed directions, pulling Anne into the waiting room.


  As they stepped into the waiting room, Lady Lawful looked up from the magazine she was trying to read, although she'd probably read it when she was last there...it hadn't been particularly new then either. She smiled politely at the nurses as they stepped toward her.


  "Mrs. McKay," Florence smiled, I would like you to meet Anne Beatrice Abell."


  "It's nice to meet you, Anne," Lady Lawful said, extending her hand for Anne to shake.


  "Uh, the pleasure...honor...it is...is mine," Anne stuttered, finally taking the hand. If she squeezed a little too hard out of nerves, the other woman didn't let on...after all, she was at least as strong as Anne, if not moreso.


  "Anne, why don't you tell Mrs. McKay what you told me," Florence suggested, "I'm going to go check on Mr. McKay."


  Anne raised a hand, correcting Florence, "Actually, he's a doctor." As Florence walked away laughing, Anne turned back to Lady Lawful and did her best to explain her story.


  When she was done, Jennifer McKay was smiling, but it was a kind smile, not a cruel or condescending one. "It's not often I meet one of Cam's old 'girlfriends.' I'd say I'm sorry your date went so horribly, but if it hadn't...well, you might be Mrs. McKay instead of me, and I can't say I'm at all sorry about that," she winked.


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


  Author's Notes:


  I credit this idea to Dave, who prompted me to consider why there were so few real heroes in Detroit during Doctor Developer's stint as the kingpin of crime. His answer: heroes tend to go where the action is. However, in thinking of that, the idea for a wannabe hero, Unbeatable, popped in my head, and thus this was born.


  Editor's Notes:


  The framing sequence is the same hospital visit as seen in the second vignette of LL&DD #7.


  Had Unbeatable stayed active much longer, the DSHA would have sent someone to have a chat with her. But with Detroit not being a supernormal hotspot in 1994, it probably didn't have more than a single desk worker responsible for keeping track of the lower-level paranormals who stayed in town. The basic "enhanced everything" package like Unbeatable had wasn't considered enough of a threat to have sent someone after her right away. But they'd eventually have gotten ahold of her to point out the sorts of advantages they offer (which Deedee largely covers, although he's missing the merchandising and medical insurance parts), had she not retired.


  To expand on my "heroes tend to go where the action is" answer: at least in the ASH Universe, hotspots develop and move around over time. As I explained it to Andy, it's like the music scene...any sizeable city is going to have a bunch of local talent, but anyone serious about making it big is going to move to whatever city is a big deal for their style, be it Nashville or New York or Seattle or whatever. Detroit in 1994 was not a hotspot, the nearest one was in Columbus OH (due mainly to the presence of the Raiders), and supernaturals with any serious amount of power or skill would tend to have left Detroit in favor of Columbus or some other city. Yeah, even the villains. Maybe I'll write a longer essay on the reasons for that someday. The upshot is, though, that people like Doctor Developer and Mistah Mekanique are the top dogs in Detroit pretty much by default. And even Deedee moved out once he became higher profile.


  Finally...yes, there's some similarities here to other recent works, like Adam Warren's Empowered or Eric Burns's "Interviewing Leather" (although Unbeatable took a rather different path than Dynamo Girl). I only mention this so people don't feel compelled to point it out to me. ;) And Andy tells me he's deliberately holding off on reading "Interviewing Leather" until he finishes LL&DD #12, so as to avoid inadvertantly ripping it off. Empowered, though, is another story. Heh.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  Holiday Special #1


  The cover is a cross-era jam piece that is obviously not meant to literally represent the goings-on inside. Lady Lawful is tied to a Christmas tree with strings of lights while Doctor Developer directs the movements of presents that seem to be moving on their own. The original Brightsword is looking skeptically at a plush penguin he has unwrapped, while several teenagers with Academy ID badges make merry around the room.
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  Opening Remarks


  by Dave Van Domelen


  ASH has certainly seen holiday stories before, but this is the first time we're doing it as an anthology, in the tradition of the DCU Holiday Bash specials or the Marvel Holiday Specials. In fact, one bit of ASH lore owes its existence to a Marvel Holiday Special: Peter David's story about Doc Samson relating the Hannukah story cast Antiochus IV (the Syrian king who was the heavy in Maccabees) as Ultron, inspiring Antiochus V.


  Anyway, holiday specials from the Big Two tend to be a little...shall we say "continuity-iffy". They generally will fit into the existing continuity (i.e. no major anachronisms or out of character behavior), but the stories themselves contain elements that later writers may not want to acknowledge. Such as guest appearances by Santa Claus, or heroes caroling alongside their deadliest foes in a spirit of Christmas Cheer.


  In the spirit of those, I present a series of tales by various authors that *might* work in ASH canon, but reserve the right to cheerfully deny that any or all of them ever happened should it later prove inconvenient. The LL&DD stories probably won't need later disavowal, but the Brightsword one, well...you'll see.


  For lack of any overall theme or plan, these stories will be presented in more or less chronological order. Not all of them are Christmas stories, mind you. Just holiday stories.


  Enjoy!


  ___________________________________________________________________________


  How Brightsword Saved Christmas


  Author: Dave Van Domelen


  "It's headed for the atomic pile!" a parka-clad scientist shouted as Brightsword did his best to fend off the giant penguin's glowing green flippers. The energy surrounding the bird's vestigal wings seemed capable of slicing through any matter, but so far his blazing sword had been able to resist the effect.


  "How long can McMurdo hold out without the reactor?" Brightsword shouted over his shoulder.


  "Well, it's the middle of summer...so maybe a day or two?"


  "Right. Letting the penguin trash the reactor's not an option, then. Sorry, big guy, but as cute as you might be, you're definitely NOT cuddly!"


  With that, Brightsword vaulted over a swipe of a glowing flipper and rammed his laser blade up through the bottom of the titanic bird's jaw, seeking its radiation-hungry brain!


  "WAK!" it protested, its eyes lighting up with an unstable red glow.


  "Brightsword, get away! That penguin's gonna blow!" another scientist warned.


  "How do you kn...never mind," Brightsword turned off the energy weapon and leapt for the snow trench that the scientists had retreated to. He made it just in time, as a rainbow of energies washed over the ice when the giant penguin detonated!


  "Is everyone okay?" Brightsword asked once he could see clearly again.


  "Yeah...man, that's the worst one yet," a female voice noted. They were all so bundled up it was hard to tell who was who until they spoke.


  "You've had these before?" Brightsword asked.


  The woman nodded with her whole body, since the parka kept her neck in one position. "They seem to be attracted to the reactor. We've got a diesel unit on the way, but it won't be here until next month."


  "Well, good to know. And good thing I was here," Brightsword carefully hooked his sword hilt to his belt.


  "Say, that's a good point," one of the male scientists mused. "Why *were* you down here in Antarctica? I'd read you'd started traveling around after things got quiet in San Francisco, but McMurdo's a little off the beaten path."


  "Well," the hero seemed a little embarrassed to be admitting this, "I was deputized by Santa Claus. But I can't go into too much detail...."


  * * * *


  Diary of Jim Jackson - December 26, 1971


  Even if I hadn't agreed not to tell the people here at McMurdo the details, I don't think the world's ready to know them anyway. Good gravy, I know I'm not ready to know the details, and I KNOW them!


  It all started just after lunch, alone, on the 24th.


  I was just sitting around trying to decide how to spend my Christmas Eve, maybe look up the local orphanage and give the kids a treat, or join some carolers. Then there was a knock on the hotel door.


  "Mr. Jackson, may I come in?" a resonant, jolly voice asked. I figured it was room service or something, since villains rarely knock and ask to come in. So I said sure.


  Suddenly, this huge guy with really pale blond hair and a thick beard, like some sort of viking, is standing in front of me wearing a fur-trimmed red coat. Even though I was in civvies, I almost pulled out the sword.


  "Ho, ho! Relax, Mr. Jackson," he chuckled. "Or should I say Brightsword? My name is Klaus, and I need your help."


  Now, I'm not known for my brainpower, but between the laugh, the beard and the red coat...not to mention the name...I managed to put two and two together. "Don't you have elves for that sort of thing?"


  "Well, that's the problem," he said, suddenly coldly serious. "There are places neither I nor my elves can go, which is why we need your help."


  Then he explained the details. I don't remember all of it, I think I was in shock for part of the time. Wouldn't YOU be in shock if you found out Santa Claus was a vampire?


  Yeah. Fangs and everything. Turns out the movies are pretty much right about what vampires can and can't do, except they got the running water thing wrong. That's why Klaus could just pop in once I invited him.


  Klaus had converted to Christianity around 978 AD, and had been turned into a vampire a few years after that. His faith let him resist the worst of the curse, though, and he tried to be a good guy bloodsucker. He even started gathering a group of like-minded vampires to help him out, but they had a big problem. Resources. It's kinda hard to convince people to let you take a little blood, no matter how much you swear you're not "that kind" of vampire. But the badguys WERE "that kind."


  So they hit upon the whole Santa Claus thing, cobbling together bits of existing Christian and Germanic legend. They get invited into homes one night a year, while people are sleeping, and take just a little blood from each person, leaving gifts in exchange. Okay, more than a little creepy, but for a good cause.


  And it worked, too. Klaus said they eliminated the last evil vampire centuries ago, although they keep an eye out for any spontaneous resurgences when they're not making holiday preps. He moved the operation to the North Pole (well, near it, anyway) so they'd have a solid six months of night in which to operate, followed by almost everyone going into hibernation during the six months of daylight. They use modern medical equipment these days to extract and store the blood, so it lasts longer, too.


  It's a pretty clever operation, really. On Halloween, they scout out all the wannabe vampire types. Any with some magical talent are recruited as "elves", any who look like they might become evil vampires are...dealt with. So be good for goodness sake!


  Then, they spend the next few months training up the recruits and preparing the rituals for the big spells they use to travel all around the world in one night, teleporting into any home where a kid believes in Santa Claus (and has therefore "invited" them in), leaving larger gifts created by those with the talent for that, and using spells to transmute the milk and cookies into stocking stuffers.


  Yeah, I thought that was a pretty clever way around the whole "vampires can't eat cookies" thing. Not to mention no one could eat THAT many cookies anyway.


  Then, magically making sure the parents are asleep, they draw out a little blood from each and store it in their bloodbanks.


  Once any given "elf" has decided they've done enough good to redeem any sins they committed in life...and this takes a long time for any who were recruited after becoming vampires...they just wait for a sunrise and pray that they've earned their way into heaven through good works. Klaus himself has decided it's simply his eternal calling, and he's okay with that.


  "So, what's the problem? I don't have vampire powers," I pointed out after Klaus finished explaining things.


  "Exactly," the big German vampire nodded. "You see, we only deliver to those who believe in Santa Claus. Any other children have to hope their parents can afford gifts. But once in a while, there's an adult who still honestly believes in me, and in the things I stand for. This is usually not a problem, but this year one such person got assigned to McMurdo Base."


  "In the Antarctic Circle. Where it's always day right now."


  "Exactly. We'd been hoping for clouds, but it looks like it'll be a sunny day there for the next week," Klaus sadly shook his head. "Daylight and vampires don't mix well, as you may have heard."


  "I, however, don't have a problem with it. So, what...you teleport me in, I deliver the gifts, you teleport me out? I'm guessing you'll let me forgo the bloodbanking."


  Klaus shook his head. "We can't get you inside. Our teleportation spells are linked to the 'enter freely and of your own will' part of our curse, so we'd have to make you a permanent 'elf' to get you inside. Otherwise, you're not covered under the belief-in-Santa loophole we exploit. The best we can do is drop you at the border of the base, in unclaimed territory where no invitation is needed. That's another reason I'm asking you, and not some other good-hearted person. You can survive the hike."


  "True, although I'd always thought of my 'burning courage' as being more of a metaphor than something to actually keep me warm," I replied.


  "Do you accept?" Klaus asked. "If not, time is growing short, and I'll need to find someone else. It may only be one person's Christmas, but I take my duty very seriously."


  "Sure, I didn't really have any plans," I replied. I wonder if I sounded wistful? I guess if Santa knows if you've been bad or good, he also knows if you've been lonely.


  "Jolly good," he beamed, suddenly looking every inch the greeting card icon, if not as fat. He pulled a small bead from his belt and handed it to me. "This is the present. When you're inside the station and alone with Doctor Adams, simply press down on it and it will unfurl. A bit of space- saving magic one of my elves devised a few centuries ago."


  "Explains how everything fits into the bag," I nodded."


  "The bag's also larger on the inside than on the outside," he winked.


  So that's how I became Santa's Helper. On a purely temporary basis, of course. Little did I suspect what ol' Saint Nick really had up his sleeve for me, though. And I don't mean the penguin....


  * * * *


  "Anyway, I'm starting to feel the chill," Brightsword rubbed his gloved hands together, "maybe we could get inside? I've been walking for about an hour, then fighting a giant penguin, if you've got space at the table for one extra, I'd definitely appreciate Christmas dinner."


  "Of course, of course," one of the scientists bobbed his head. "This way," he led the group into the scientific station.


  Once inside, it was much warmer, and everyone started removing parkas and other cold weather gear, stowing it carefully for later use.


  "Oh, and I need to see Doctor Adams," Brightsword looked around, realizing no one was wearing nametags.


  "That's me," the one woman in the group replied. "What, you have a present for me from Santa Claus?" she asked, a glint of humor in her eyes. But behind it there was also honest hope, hope that she'd been right all along to believe.


  Brightsword nodded. "He told me to give it to you in private, though. Might be part of the magic."


  The other scientists chuckled, some kindly, some not. Apparently it was an open secret that Doctor Adams believed in Santa Claus, and not everyone found it appropriate for an adult, much less a scientist. On the other hand, in recent years it had become really hard to dismiss the idea of magic out of hand.


  "Let's go to my quarters," Adams nodded, ignoring the snide looks. "McMurdo's a small place, there's not a lot of privacy to be had otherwise."


  A few minutes later, the two stood in a small room that reminded Brightsword of junior officers' quarters back when he'd still been in the military. Cramped, packed with essentials, but it had a door and only a single bunk, making it a pearl of great price.


  Brightsword pulled the bead out of his beltpouch and looked at it. "Well, here goes," he pressed down.


  Suddenly, his hands were forced apart as the bead grew into a brightly wrapped box the maybe the size of his palm, with a single rose atop it.


  "Why, you clever old vampire," Brightsword muttered to himself. Holding out the rose, he asked aloud, he asked, "So, Doctor Adams...I don't suppose you're free for a dinner date?"


  * * * *


  At his secret Arctic base, Klaus the millennium-old vampire watched the scene play out on his scrying pool, just as he'd planned. "Ho ho ho...merry Christmas, everyone!" he guffawed.


  Then he looked out at the reader. "And a very merry Christmas to you, as well!"


  ___________________________________________________________________________


  A Pretty Good Start


  Author: Andrew Burton


  [December 31, 1994 - Chicago, IL]


  Doctor Developer was bored.


  Such boredom was why he disliked the kinds of crimes that hinged on some sort of timed component. Specifically, in this case, waiting until midnight for Chicago officials to give in to Florakyll's demands, lest she release a poisonous spore that turned those who inhaled it into savages. Once you started a ticking clock, you had to lie super-low to make sure your plan wasn't undone. In this case, lying low meant hanging out in Florakyll's secret hideout with her and her goons.


  Correction.


  Her, her goons and Lady Lawful.


  Before they'd even begun lying super-low, Lady Lawful had discovered Florakyll and her goons installing one of the spore bombs. The spore bombs were created by Doctor Developer to be both sensor- and Anchor-proof, which was why he was currently cooped up with Florakyll.


  Florakyll may have been a better than decent botanist and chemist, but she had no clue when it came to mechanical devices. When she approached him about constructing the bombs, she had not been too ashamed of that fact either. As far as she was concerned using a mechanical release was a necessary evil to further her plans.


  This was fine by Doctor Developer. Building the bombs was something to do. Florakyll was going to pay him with some of her super plant seeds, which he wanted to study. It was theoretically better than doing nothing on New Year's Eve anyway.


  It *had* been theoretically better, anyway.


  Now that he was stuck with nothing to do but wait until midnight, he was starting to doubt the wisdom of accepting Florakyll's offer. Not that he could do anything about it. Florakyll had made it clear that until her demands were met, the bombs went off, or both: no one left the hideout. And that would have been fine now that Lady Lawful was here, she was always a fun hostage to talk with, but ever since the goons had brought Lady Lawful in, Florakyll hadn't left her side.


  * * * *


  Lady Lawful wanted nothing more than to rub the bridge of her nose, dry swallow a couple of aspirin, and take a nap.


  As Jennifer Blair, she had barely been two hours into her New Year's Eve festivities when she caught a glimpse of motion atop a rooftop across from the party. Her time as Lady Lawful had honed her senses to never take mysterious movement on rooftops lightly, which had been reason enough to slip away from the party, don her costume, and check across the street.


  Things had not gone well from there for her. Two hours of partying had left her a little buzzed. Normally buzzed wasn't a problem when she was wearing the Enhancement Belt. Heightened strength, speed, and endurance when you already, naturally had heightened strength, speed, and endurance could burn through alcohol, knock-out gas, and the like within a few minutes. Unfortunately the time it took her to get up to see Florakyll and her men working had been slightly less than "a few minutes."


  So, getting knocked out by some concoction of Florakyll's was embarrassing enough, but without her belt, the combination of knock-out junk and alcohol had not left her in a pleasant state. Which of course meant it was the perfect time for Florakyll to ignore any decent notion of personal space.


  "You know," Florakyll purred, "it's tradition that people kiss at midnight, Ms. Lawful." She rested her arms on Lady Lawful's shoulders and leaned her forehead forward so that it was touching Lady Lawful's. "What do you say we take each of our tulips and make four?"


  Being entangled in a mesh of mutant kudzu held up against by an equally mutated evergreen tree didn't leave much in the way of a decent bargaining posture for Lady Lawful, but it didn't matter to her. As soon as Florakyll posed her question, Lady Lawful replied:


  "Look, I can see that 'tulips' line working on some guy, but do you honestly think it's going to work on me?" she asked. She snorted and nodded toward Doctor Developer. "I'd rather kiss him at midnight than swap spit with you."


  Florakyll stepped away from Lady Lawful, crossed her arms under her chest, and glared thorns at the hero. Lady Lawful's expression didn't change from bored irritation. After a moment, Florakyll pointed her finger at Lady Lawful. "Just wait. We'll see who you're willing to kiss when midnight gets here."


  With no other words to say Florakyll marched off, leaving Lady Lawful with a perplexed look on her face. "What does that even mean?" she asked.


  * * * *


  Doctor Developer waited a few minutes after Florakyll stormed off before approaching Lady Lawful. He could tell she was trying to find some weak point in the vines, possibly gain enough slack to use the rough bark to saw through one and escape. It wasn't likely to work, though. With her belt Lady Lawful could get loose, but without it the vines were too strong.


  As he stepped closer to Lady Lawful, Doctor Developer checked his watch.


  Three minutes to midnight. Even if Lady Lawful got free now, she wouldn't be able to stop Florakyll and her goons before the spores were scheduled to be released. At best, she could get the antitoxin from them.


  "Hey," Doctor Developer said. Lady Lawful ceased trying to snap the vines. Lady Lawful's expression softened when she saw who the speaker was.


  "Hey, Deedee," she replied. The two stood in silence for a pregnant moment, neither sure what to say. Finally, Lady Lawful spoke, "Look, don't get any ideas about what I said to Florakyll. Nothing personal."


  Doctor Developer nodded. "I understand."


  "I guess those bombs are about to go off," Lady Lawful hemmed.


  "They're set for midnight," he replied. Doctor Developer checked his watch again. "And that's in about a minute." He looked over his shoulder, and Lady Lawful followed his gaze. Across the warehouse, Florakyll was standing in front of a camera, making her final threats to the Chicago city officials. They would give into her demands or everyone celebrating the New Year in Navy Pier would get poisoned.


  Doctor Developer turned back to Lady Lawful. "Look, I know what you said, but...I'm sorry."


  Then Doctor Developer kissed Lady Lawful.


  * * * *


  Lady Lawful's eyes went wide the second Doctor Developer's lips met hers. She would have slapped him for being so forward if not for the vines. She would have backed out of reach if not for the tree behind her. As it was, she could do anything except feel her face turn red with rage.


  Bad enough he was kissing her, but shortly thereafter, Lady Lawful felt Doctor Developer's hands at her waist. Then the small of her back. She growled as best she could behind the kiss, and was about to head-butt Deedee when she felt something else. There was suddenly familiar sensation around her waist and she felt her strength returning as Doctor Developer leaned away from her.


  Before Lady Lawful could do more than look stunned, Doctor Developer smiled an awkward smile at her. He didn't have time to say any more before Florakyll let out a shriek. "Why haven't my bombs gone off?" she bellowed. "Doctor Developer, what are you...?"


  Doctor Developer stepped away from Lady Lawful, keeping her out of Florakyll's view as long as possible. Long enough anyway for her to snap the vines holding her to the tree. As the kudzu shackles were still falling limp, Lady Lawful burst past Doctor Developer. Her target was Florakyll, and she struck the villainess like a red-and-blue missile. Florakyll spun around a half circle before falling to the ground, unconscious.


  This was enough to get the goons' attention. The began to step toward Lady Lawful, ready to defend their leader with loyalty that can only be bought with a strain of hyperactive pheromone dust. They were still a few steps away from attack range, far enough that Lady Lawful glanced over her shoulder to thank Deedee for the belt.


  Only he was no where to be seen.


  Lady Lawful shook off her surprise and returned her concentration to the impending fight. One super-villain down, one missing, and only a handful of lovesick goons to finish off. That wasn't too bad of a way to ring in the New Year.


  * * * *


  [January 1, 1995 - Chicago, IL]


  Doctor Developer hummed to himself as he began to dismantle the last of Florakyll's bombs. There wasn't much to dismantle; really, it was mostly a matter of making sure the seal to the spore container didn't break. Everything else about the bomb, from the detonator to the release mechanism, was just for show. It looked threatening enough for Florakyll to think it was a bomb, but as far as Doctor Developer was concerned, neither Florakyll nor her minions had any idea what a bomb looked like.


  "Too much television," he guessed. Anything black with flashing lights must be a bomb...or a computer, or a tracking device. He shook his head and grinned. He *had* been telling the truth about them being sensor-proof and Anchor-proof, though. No sensor would pick them up as bombs, and no Anchor could make them behave any differently.


  Not his problem, though, thanks to Lady Lawful. He guessed that by now she already had Florakyll in police custody. Soon the bomb squad would swarm the area looking for the spores, which they wouldn't find no matter how much they looked and how much Florakyll insisted on their locations.


  Not cooperating with the bomb squad would probably mean no deals with the district attorney. No deals with the district attorney mean a longer sentence. And a longer sentence meant a longer time for Doctor Developer to study her spores and come up with some way to counter whatever revenge he was sure she would swear against him.


  Doctor Developer put the spore container in his jacket, along with the other components of his so-called bomb. He stood up and took a moment to look out at his new home, Chicago. Nineteen ninety-four hadn't been his best year, but so far nineteen ninety-five was off to a pretty good start.


  In the first few minutes, he already eliminated one competitor and acquired some lethal ordinance from them. Not to mention...he smiled to himself...he got to make out with Lady Lawful.


  Maybe nineteen ninety-five and Chicago weren't going to be so bad.


  ___________________________________________________________________________


  Eight Tiny...Reindeer?


  Author: Rapfic


  [Editor's Note: this was written as a gift to Andy Burton, but the author has graciously consented to have it included in the Holiday Special. This story is rated PG for some sexual suggestiveness. A LL&DD story with sexual suggestiveness? I know, such a departure from the norm.... Oh, and to the extent any of these stories take place in continuity, this probably happened in December 1997.]


  The problem, Cameron thought as he looked at the interesting technical reference books that Jennifer had so carefully wrapped for him, was that it just didn't feel right. It was a thoughtful gift, a gift that he would like....


  It was an *easy* gift. Jennifer never went for the easy gift. It offended her Lady Lawful superhero sensibilities. She went for the meaningful, for things that would delight.... That was why he was trying to figure out what she had gotten him, because she always seemed to one up him, and this year, he wanted to do better than giving her a coupon book for a variety of sexual scenarios of his own unique design.


  He carefully rewrapped the books, compared the wrapping to the photos he had taken of the original wrap and put them back in the clever hiding place that Jennifer had chosen. She's up to something, he decided, a grin crossing his features. She wants to make it hard.


  But his increased observation of her just made him more confused. Sure, by night she was out and about, saving women from would be rapists and stopping bank heists, that was still the same. But...something seemed off. Especially when she abruptly detoured to a small storage facility. She went inside, stayed for an hour, and then left.


  Ah ha, he thought as he carefully crossed the dirty parking lot, you *are* up to something. He was even more certain when he noticed the extensive system of magnetic locks all over the storage locker door. "What are you hiding, Lady Lawful?" he asked in an amused tone as he began to pick the locks.


  Suddenly he was spun around, almost off his feet, and viciously kissed. "This is why we can't have nice things at the house, Deedee," Lady Lawful hissed playfully as she swatted him on the head.


  "You know you can't lock a door and not expect me to try it..." he said it playfully as well. "Besides, its Christmastime. I already found the decoy presents. I assumed all the cloak and dagger stuff here was part of the present." He smiled winningly.


  "Yeah, that's not going to work. Not cute, Dee," Jennifer crossed her arms. "Now go home."


  "Come on...can't I have a peek? You know you want to let me see," Cameron said plaintively, enjoying the game immensely. "You know I'll just come back here later...."


  Jennifer sighed. "This isn't your Christmas present. It was...but it got a little screwed up. So come on. Let's go home."


  "No no no," Cameron said, grinning wickedly. "Now I have to see it. You so rarely screw up."


  Jennifer rolled her eyes. "Fine. But remember I was trying to get you something unique and original." She undid the locks with a wave of her hand, and gestured for him to enter.


  His nose wrinkled at the scent of sawdust. The room seemed to be filled with a series of multicolored plastic tubes and plastic boxes. A maze, he realized with just a glance, with various devices and sawdust in the boxes. Little traps and pitfalls, and the makings for other traps were on the small worktable set up near the side. Suddenly the closest large plastic seemed filled with scurrying little furry bodies that...were wearing little costumes.


  "You got me hamsters?"


  "Sort of." Jennifer crossed her arms and frowned at the little rodents. The hamsters all lined up and bowed. It was quite impressive. And creepy. "These are actually hyperintelligent hamsters. I thought you might enjoy having little pets that you could put in little traps. And then I thought that regular hamsters might be a little boring for you..."


  "Well, they certainly wouldn't respond to more difficult death traps, the motivation for a rodent is frankly too simplistic to really need a lot of thought but if they're hyperintelligent...." He stopped. It was a delightful gift. He could already see himself having fun playing with them. "What's the problem?"


  She frowned darkly and pressed a button. One of the hamster, wearing a jaunty blue and yellow cape, leapt to a small podium. It screeched into a microphone and a small speaker whirred to life. "Mistress Lawful has returned! How may we serve your gracious?"


  "They...can talk? Where did you get hyperintelligent hamsters anyway? This can't be legal." Not that he was such a stickler for legalities of course....


  "Yes, they talk. Sort of. The problem," she said swiftly, ignoring his other questions, "is that they have bonded with me and consider me their god. They won't accept you as their new master unless we do something...to transfer their loyalty."


  "This is what you want as our new master?" The hamsters all chattered angrily at the one at the loudspeaker. "Mistress, it does not look virile! Not worthy of mating the dominant!" The row of hamsters nodded as one.


  "I'm sorry?" Cameron looked at Jennifer who grinned wickedly.


  "Apparently in hamster society, I'm the dominant female. They don't think you can perform well enough to please me, so they refuse to let you be their caretaker until they have proof you're worthy." Taking in his confused look. "They want to watch us having sex."


  That was interesting. And surprisingly arousing. "You didn't think I'd be okay with that?"


  She sniffed. "You get uptight when the cat is in the same room."


  "Cats are evil, evil creatures, Lady Lawful." He shuddered dramatically. "You know they are just lying in wait, until you fall asleep and then they leap onto your chest and suck out your breath."


  "So...you're fine with proving your manhood to my adoring minions?" Jennifer asked, her eyes suddenly amused. "Because there is a cot here...but I warn you, Marcutio and Lazarunti in particular will be judging you so the little doctor better be ready to rise to the occasion if you really want to have them as pets."


  "Marcutio and Lazarunti?"


  "They're the girls. You'll note there's eight hamsters total... apparently hyper intelligent hamster women keep harems for their needs."


  "He's weak, Mistress!" chimed the hamsters.


  "Oh give him a break, guys," Jennifer said to the cage. "Trust me, he'll do fine." She winked at him. "Won't you, DeeDee?"


  * * * *


  He was surprised at how good it had been. "I think they were cheering," he said, just a little breathlessly, as he rolled off her.


  "Don't get too impressed with yourself. They also cheer when I bring hamster chow." Jennifer said lazily as she curled into his body. "I'm glad you like your present...."


  "I do...but where did you get hyper intelligent hamsters anyway?" It *did* puzzle him.


  "Here and there...."


  "Ok...why do the hamsters have costumes?" It was a little overly cute.


  "Well, you know how I'm...I was...their alpha? I have a costume, they wanted costumes so they could be as much like me as possible. You know, other than the species thing. You may need to start looking for tiny ties and labcoats, they're your minions now...."


  ___________________________________________________________________________


  Snow Place Like Home For The Holidays


  Author: Brian Freesh


  [December, 21, 2023 - Phoenix, Arizona Sector]


  Sam loved Christmas! It wasn't the tree or the decorations, or even the presents that got him excited, Christmas at his house was always a bit lackluster compared to most. Living in Phoenix was particularly difficult since the turn of the century. They got by, but Christmas decorations tended to be on the sparse side, mainly decorations older than Sam was, carefully stored between Decembers. Sam had been to his friends' homes and knew he was missing out, but he had an understanding and quietly accepted his lack of luxury.


  The reason Sam got so excited about Christmas was because it meant he got to see his cousin Aaron, and Aaron was training to be a super hero! Sam used to see Aaron and his family several times a year, but ever since Aaron had enrolled at the Academy the only time he came to visit was Christmas!


  * * * *


  Aaron hated Christmas! In the past year he'd finally been able to start figuring out what he was and what he was doing with his life. The Academy was more of a home to him than the place he was raised. But now every Christmas he was forced to leave the Academy and spend the time off at his Aunt's house instead. Wisconsin had had a fresh blanket of beautiful white snow before he left, and now he was in the driest city in the Combine. The last time Phoenix had seen even a wisp of snow had been in 2012!


  As he stepped out of the car and felt the local air on his face, he was reminded how much he really detested arid climates. He glanced with disapproving eyes at the ugly brown landscape before him, before helping his parents get the bags. So much for a white Christmas.


  * * * *


  Having waited at the window for the past hour, Sam had the door open before Aaron and his parents were halfway up the walk.


  "Hi, Aaron!"


  "Hey." Aaron paused, uncertain what else to say. "Uh, Merry Christmas."


  "Sam, take these presents and put them under the tree would you?" She handed Sam one of her large bags full of wrapped gifts. His eyes lit up and he ran it into the house, stopping briefly at the door.


  "C'mon Aaron, I'll show you where they go!" And then he was inside. Aaron's mom smiled and handed him the other bag.


  Aaron took the bag but looked at his mother as if she'd asked him to clean the toilets. With his tongue.


  * * * *


  Upstairs in Sam's room Aaron groaned to himself. He'd be here for the next week and his closest peer was a ten-year-old boy he barely knew.


  "Show me a trick Aaron! What can you do?"


  "You saw me doing tricks last year, haven't you seen it all already?"


  "I don't know, you can do other stuff now, right?"


  Aaron almost laughed. That was the understatement of the year. Breathing a deep sigh, he looked around. Sam had a fish tank, inside was a male Betta. Last year he wouldn't have dared think about what he was about to try. He pointed to the fish tank and Sam looked, excitement in his eyes.


  At first it looked like the fish was swimming to the top of the tank of it's own power. But then a softball sized bubble of water began to emerge from the surface, taking the fish with it. The sphere floated gently across the room, past Sam's wide eyes and stopped in front of the wall mirror. The previously unconcerned Betta saw its reflection and flared its fins out and deepened in color, ready to fight the intruder behind the glass. Aaron quickly floated the sphere back to the tank and let the water flow back in. As simple as it looked, fine control still took a lot of concentration for him.


  "Wow! That was SOOO COOL!" Sam exclaimed. "Do it again!"


  "Maybe later," Aaron smiled. "That's not easy stuff." Hopefully he had appeased the kid for now, he really wasn't in the mood to be a personal clown for the next seven days.


  "Oh man, I wish I could do that, then I could go be a superhero too!"


  "I'm no superhero, and it's really not all that great. It's a lot of responsibility, and you don't get to have an outside life." Well, maybe you did. There weren't a lot of examples right now to compare to, and maybe it was a career you could balance with having a life, but he was trying to deglamorize it.


  "No way! Having powers would be the best! Maybe I could do something for Mom and Dad so they we could have more stuff like all my friends! Then we could decorate the house more at Christmas and go on vacation in the summer!"


  Aaron was taken aback. Sam's exuberance hadn't let down, but what he said kinda stuck. Aaron had never really thought about it, as much as he wished he had been raised differently, poor Sam was truly missing out on all the simple pleasures in life. Heck, he'd probably never even seen snow, much less had a white Christmas!


  "Hey Sam, your parents still have a back up water tank out back?"


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2023 - Phoenix, Arizona Sector]


  Sam woke up first. He thought he's heard something on the roof. "Santa?" He was well past the age of believing in the jolly fat man, but who else would be on the roof? His excitement rose. He sat up and with blurry eyes looked at the window. There was bright light streaming through. His vision was still too blurred to make out what was different from a normal morning. He ran out of the room to wake everyone up.


  "Mom, Dad, wake up, it's Christmas!" Once his parents were awake he ran to the living room to wake up Aaron, but he wasn't there. He looked around but didn't see his older cousin anywhere. As his gaze fell upon the picture window, his vision had finally cleared. He completely froze. As he stood there, mouth agape, his parents and Aaron's walked into the room behind him, staring in awe through the window.


  It was snowing. Perfect, white, gentle flakes drifted softly to the ground where a light blanket of sparkling powder had formed. All around the house it was snowing, the entire yard was covered. At the center of it all, sitting on top of the roof, Aaron sat, eyes closed in deep concentration, struggling intensely. And smiling.


  ___________________________________________________________________________


  Twas The Night Before GIMF...


  Author: Saxon Brenton


  [December 24, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  His student nickname was Bishie Boy, and he was currently sitting on the roof of one of the administration buildings of the School for the Paranormal at Northwoods. After the recent snow the night was bitterly cold but for the moment the sky was clear and he was gazing up at the stars.


  "Don't you ever get cold?" complained a familiar voice. He half turned to glance at Rebecca Maurstein..."Bash Girl"...who was floating just above the roof. She was bundled up against the weather and her hair was loose to billow in the chilly breeze.


  "I thought you had a soup kitchen to help run," he countered.


  "My shift ended at 8pm, and I only hung around afterwards to help with a bit more cleaning up after the fight. And don't change the subject."


  He settled back against the roof again. By the light of his sparkles the sharp, vulpine features of his face were clearly visible. "You know perfectly well I don't need to feel cold if I don't want to."


  "I was thinking about wind chill, Adam."


  "Wind chill too," he said mildly. "Here, look, I'll show you my new trick." He leaned out beyond the bare spot in the snow that his powers had created as well as the slush melting at the edge. With an ungloved hand he scooped up some of the powerdery dry snow, then held it up in front of his face and gently sprinkled it into his lap. It fell straight down, oblivious to the wind.


  "Some type of weather manipulation?" she speculated.


  "It would fit with the temperature control," he agreed, wiping his hands. "I'm going to talk with my tutor about it first day back after the holidays. In the meantime I've been thinking of simple experiments that don't need any equipment that needs to be booked out."


  "Well crank up the heat and let me share some of it. I've just flown back from town and I'm freezing," she said, dropping down beside him, close but not too close.


  "So, how did it go?" he asked, and of course she knew what he was asking about.


  "Pretty good. Things got back to normal after the Marshals had taken statements and the mess had been cleared up." While never a major population center, Rheinlander's proximity to the Academy warranted it a pair of full-time Marshals just because of the students. Just in case. And with the Academy's latest growth spurt over, there were a lot of unemployed construction workers hanging around and waiting for the spring, despite official efforts to get them to move on.


  For now, a lot of them were living in a temporary shelter, and Academy students were earning brownie points volunteering at the "soup kitchen," as they'd nicknamed the shelter. A disproportionate number of the volunteers were Tymmytes, like Rebecca, something that surprised people who thought of the Chyrch of Tym as just a bunch of goofballs.


  "And Irreverend Jackson wanted me to pass on her thanks for helping out like that," she added.


  He gave her a droll look. "We're training to be superheroes. We're *supposed* to pitch in when emergencies crop up."


  "I said much the same thing. Her take on the matter was that just because we're doing our jobs doesn't mean people should take it for granted."


  He nodded. It was a fine sentiment, and from what he knew of Irma Jackson she was wise enough not to get dispirited when people didn't always behave in such an upstanding manner. He changed the subject. "Did you find out why that paranormal attacked?"


  Rebecca shook her head. "I expect Irma will get told when the Marshals actually figure it out for themselves. That guy was...not exactly coherent..."


  "Truuue..." Adam drawled in agreement, remembering the way the bellowing super-strong paranormal had attacked. He hadn't exactly been responsive to attempts to talk him down, or even goad information out of him. In the end all that Bishie Boy could do was use light flashes to distract and blind the proverbial bull in the soup kitchen until Bash Girl could hit him enough times to take him down and make him stay down. It had taken quite a few punches, which was impressive considering how strong Bash Girl was. "I'll take a guess at someone whose powers suddenly manifested and who was confused and lashing out in pain. But you'll no doubt hear all the other theories when you go downstairs."


  She looked at him blankly.


  "You know how it made it onto the news?"


  "Yeah. Slow news day," she said. "That's normal for holiday season. Throw in a few bystanders taking video on their palmtops and I don't see how it couldn't have not made the news. What of it?"


  "Turns out that speculation back here at school went wild. You'll hear everything about the Scytharian combat unit gone rogue, to the cats-paw test by Khadamite gene-whackers to see what the Academy's response time is to an emergency on a nearby target, to something caused by the Venusian weirdness, through to a conservative Christian deciding to take the Church of Tym down a peg for calling Christmas the Generic Interdenominational Midwinter Festival and starting all their holiday rituals by swiping a credit card through an EFTPOS terminal."


  "It wasn't an EFTPOS terminal. It was a receipt imprinter. And it got busted anyway," she griped. She glared at him. "What are you doing up here, anyway? Shouldn't you be, oh, I don't know, soaking up adoration for being one of the students who managed to take down a big bad super villain in the fight that made it onto the evening news?"


  "Not me," he said forthrightly. "I'm hiding from all that. It all got a bit much for me." Then he took on a mischievous look. "Actually, that's why I'm glad you're back. You're more gregarious than I am, and can better handle all the attention. I plan to throw you to the wolves as a handy distraction."


  "Oh hardy har har," she said. Adam ignored this and the latest sour look she gave him as he stood up and stepped off the roof. She followed him out into the airspace over the school grounds, albeit without the nimbus of sparkles.


  They flew in silence for a moment, before Adam said, "Can I ask you a question?"


  She shrugged. "I guess."


  "What's your Rant?"


  "Wha?"


  "Your Rant," he repeated patiently. "When you first got to be an Irreverend, how did you phrase your rejection of unthinking obedience to authority? What did you say you'd do if you ever met the Tym on the road?"


  "Oh, uh.... It's not what you'd call a classic Rant."


  "It's not?"


  "No. Not as such."


  "So?" he prompted.


  She sighed. "If you meet the Tym on the road, buy him a drink and get him to tell you the secrets of the universe. Some of them may be true."


  Bishie Boy considered this.


  "I put a lot of thought into that," said Rebecca, a touch defensively. She was obviously still rankled about the speculations on the attack at the soup kitchen.


  "I can see that. It's got poetry in it."


  "You think so?"


  "Yeah. Why not? Just because it doesn't have any 'whap him upside the head with a rubber chicken' threat of humorous violence?"


  She looked at him suspiciously. "You're not just saying that because I let out that most of the students thought you were trying to emulate Dan Tracey every time you locked yourself in your room to study, are you?"


  Adam laughed at that, as he always did at the memory. "Aw, man. And you were all *so* wrong about that, too. But it's still the coolest things anybody's ever said about me. No, really. I'm not just repaying a favour by being nice."


  "Well. Thank you."


  He inclined his head. "You're most welcome."


  She gave him a peck on the cheek. "Merry Christmas, Mr. Nguyen."


  "Merry Generic Interdenominational Midwinter Festival, Ms. Maurstein."


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


  End Notes


  Not every author provided notes, but here's the ones that did.


  "How Brightsword Saved Christmas" by Dave Van Domelen


  This partially came from a discussion on the Yahoo group of whether there were vampires in ASH. The rest is just my twisted imagination. The giant penguin is Pengonn, the Planet Eater, a Monsterpocalypse figure I made up (http://www.dvandom.com/kaiju/pengonn.JPG).


  My original version of the first paragraph had Brightsword getting out of lunch with his girlfriend, who he wasn't serious enough with yet to come meet the parents. But about halfway through the diary scene I realized that the as-yet-unnamed female scientist would make a better pick, letting me tie it all together in the end even better, while giving Klaus an ulterior motive in sending Brightsword and not someone else. And yes, Doctor Adams is the future mother of Gloria Jackson, aka Brightsword II. (There's a Presidential name gag in there too.)


  In real life, McMurdo really did have a nuclear reactor, and it was decommissioned in 1972. As far as I know, however, it was not done because of space penguins.


  "Twas The Night Before GIMF..." by Saxon Brenton


  When Dvandom asked for submissions to the Holiday Special focusing on different faiths I felt mischievous and asked for dibs on the Church of Tym. After much revising I managed a story which I don't think fully centres on the Tymmytes...since if it did it would probably be a lot weirder.


  Truth be known even the holiday aspect of it is secondary to the story of two young people doing what passes for 'slice of life' among trainee superhumans at the Academy.


  That said...my original story idea was how the Tymmytes would react with the notion of the 'War On Christmas'...and among the background ideas that I toyed with and which never made it to print was the principle that they see themselves as inheritors of the purview of medieval court jester to utter truths that no one else would dare. This may seem archaic and redundant in light of modern freedom of speech...but it also fits when you recall that a lot of those freedoms were curtailed in the early 21st century of the ASH setting in the anarchy post False Rapture.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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