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  One Shots


  Wall Street Angels: On July 6, 1998, an investment group in New York City discusses the upcoming market crash...but which market are they talking about?



  The Pyramid Trap: Meanwhile, in the Alliance of Super-Heroes alternate reality, how did they manage to hold off the gods without making the ultimate sacrifice made in the mainline ASH?


  Solar Max 2000: Set in the year 2000, this is a story of the original Solar Max during his exile in space....


  Ash Wednesday: It's March 5, 2003. Al O'Ryan walks through the empty streets of Manhattan KS in search of...something.


  Spark: Scenes from the first few months Aaron "Contact" Zander spent in the Academy, back in 2015.


  Lifetrap: In 2016, Chuck "Weapons Master" Morse found his way to an ancient crypt in Outer Mongolia, but would he ever emerge? Written for High Concept Challenge #11, "Death Traps".


  Lightfoot and Thunderbolt: A short Lightfoot solo story, guest-starring Netwalker of the LNH2023. Takes place between ASH #9 and ASH #10.


  Justice: From RACC Presents #5, the parallel stories of two young people finding purpose and heroism. It has Historicals content intercut with 2020s stuff.


  "Read It Before It Gets Censored!": An example of Thom S. O'Ryan's online column, concerning the Statement of Fundamental Rights in the North American Combine's Constitution.


  



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


  Wall Street Angels


  Cover shows four men with handsome if slightly androgynous features seated around a conference table. They're looking at a map on the table, with flames starting to lick at the edges. Outside the window, flames can also be seen.
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  [July 6, 1998 - Manhattan, New York]



  "So, this is it," Mike addressed the others in the immaculate and tastefully appointed conference room. "Today's the big day, at least as far as Remy's market analysis has been able to determine. Our competitors are going to make their big play, for the whole ball of wax."


  "I wish we'd been able to do more to protect our investors," Sam sighed. "Even the ones who lost faith in our stock and started to diversify, or even divested entirely."


  "Our Founder cherishes the entire market, Sam," Mike reminded him. "Even the ones who make poor investment choices. It's what a free market is all about, being able to choose where you put your investments. Even if they're short term players doomed to crash and burn."


  Remy shrugged. "I don't think any of us really like not being able to save the whole economy, as it were. The market crash is coming today, though, when all our competitors hit their profit-taking points. I think I've pinpointed who'll start the feeding frenzy, but it really doesn't matter. Once the market calls start coming in, it's not going to stop until it reaches truly apocalyptic levels. I suppose the Founder could prevent this all, but there's that committment to the free market again. He's letting us do what's within our power to help buffer the effects, but I think we're all in agreement otherwise. He wouldn't want to turn this into a command economy."


  "He knows the score," Mike shrugged. "He'll step in if there's no other way to stop the slide, I suppose, but none of us really know the mind of our Founder. He works in mysterious ways, but that's been the core of our company's success over the years."


  "How're things in the Asian subsidiaries, Gabe?" Sam piped up, trying to change the subject. None of the board members really liked thinking about how little real direction they got from the Boss...sometimes it was only on pure faith that they could even say there WAS a Boss.


  Gabe sighed. "The good news is, we have some really enthusiastic investors in the Middle East and Indonesia, mostly small investors, but those are really our base."


  "Right," Mike nodded. "We're not really about the big flashy single investors, we're in the business of collecting together the smallest of offerings and channelling them into good projects. But you don't seem happy?"


  "Well, it's the way in which the investors are being kept in line," Gabe explained. "The local managers don't really seem to get the company philosophy, they're totally off-message a lot of the time, and only give lip service to some of our core values. That's just asking for trouble down the line."


  "What, did they seem to be thinking of leading some sort of stockholder rebellion and trying to spin off into a separate company?" Sam asked.


  "I don't think so," Gabe shook his head. "Oh, they totally sucked up to me when I went to visit, claimed they'd never even considered going over to the competition. And there were even a few true believers in the mix. But most of 'em are just like any other guy given a little taste of power. They want more, and don't really care how they get it. I wouldn't be surprised if some of them put a little of their own capital down on the competition."


  "Well, that'll at least deal with those guys," Mike frowned. "But when they get what's coming to 'em today, that might leave the investors shaken."


  "I think there's enough still on the side of the angels to hold it together," Gabe smirked. "And most of the common investors in the various Islamic nations are a lot more confident than *we* are in the Boss's plans."


  "Yeah, ignorance can be bliss," Sam chuckled darkly. "They think we must know the Founder's mind, seeing as we're the Board of Directors. But we're just as in the dark as they are, only we don't have anyone above us other than the Boss who we can figure knows the score. The buck stops here, only we don't know what's in the deck any more than they do."


  "Don't go poisoning the well on me now, Sam," Mike chided. "We've all been headhunted by the competition, we all know there's other places we could work where things are clearer. But we've stuck with the firm because we really believe in our work, and in our Founder. We may be in the dark, true, but we have faith that there's a light out there somewhere, and someday we'll bring it to everyone. Even if we have to do it one start-up at a time."


  "Assuming the coming crash doesn't take down the entire economy, that is," Remy tapped the screen of his laptop. "I've got some reports of a couple of white knights who stand a good chance of buying us some breathing room, but since we're not allowed to take any obvious actions in this case..." he fixed Mike with a piercing stare.


  "I know, I know," Mike sighed. "But, face it, none of us are really very good at that kind of direct action. The competition has a long history of dirty tricks and rewriting the books to get the numbers to line up how they want, and we don't. In fact, if you ever needed proof that the Founder's looking out for us, it's the fact we haven't been ground to dust by now. We kinda suck at playing dirty. Lucy was our best, and she got sucked into a trap play that got our own investors thinking she was practically the root of all evil!"


  "I really wish we hadn't had to kick her off the board in the wake of that," Gabe looked wistful. "But yeah, the PR bomb was way too effective. If we hadn't thrown her to the wolves, it might have sunk us with the investors. The damage control on that one was brutal."


  "Lucy never really took her eyes off the prize, though," Mike noted. "She threw herself on that grenade with gusto, and managed to drag down several of our competitors with her, make everyone think they were her cronies. Someday, maybe, we'll be able to do right by her."


  "So, where do we stand right now?" Sam asked. "Any other competitors knocked out of the race at the last minute, or is it still mainly the big five and their hangers-on?"


  Remy consulted his laptop. "The Japanese seem to have held to their pretty static position. I doubt they'll be the ones to set off the crash, and they may even hold off on profit-taking long enough to sink 'em. They were never really whole-heartedly involved in the current market frenzy, though. The Hong Kong bloodletting has left a couple of factions badly mauled, and our own PR moves over the years helped set up at least some of those greedy bastards for a fall. But...no. Pretty much everything where it was last week. My projections are pointing at *massive* consumer backlash if there's an economy left when this is all done, though. Not that I think their standoffish attitude will help the Japanese once word gets out. If anything, our lack of direct actions will help us a lot if there's a market to rebuild. We should emerge from this without any of the major fecal hurricane splattering on us."


  "And the odds there will BE a market tomorrow?" Mike asked.


  Remy shrugged. "You know me, all doom and gloom and visions of the apocalypse. My head says we're toast. Our competitors may not have a hundred percent capitalization, but they've got a big enough chunk of the market to take it all down with them when they hit the tipping point. My heart? I still believe, regardless of what the numbers are telling me. The Boss is a lot smarter than all of us put together. He wouldn't sit around doing nothing if a fatal crash was inevitable. He may be willing to let us fail, but not this big. Not this way. Not without some final revelations to the investors. He's been too quiet for this to truly be the end."


  "Maybe I'm just being blind here," Sam countered, "but isn't that exactly how it would end? For all even *we* know, the Boss may have moved on to other projects, just left us to fend for ourselves. And the only reason the competition hasn't crushed us is that they don't think we're enough of a threat to focus on yet...they're just busy dealing with each other. We may have a lot of capital, but they know we're not going to go flexing our muscle on any direct actions. After all, if we haven't been all about the bread and circuses so far, when it's clearly in vogue, we're not going to start now, are we?"


  "Look, Sam, I know there's been some bad blood between us," Mike sighed. "Rumors that you'd gone over to the other team, that sort of thing. But trust me when I say that's not the case. And, hey, don't forget about old Eli. He has a lot of the Founder's proxies, and if things were going that badly, you know Eli would make an appearance. Anyone even heard word one from him lately? No? Well, there you have it. I'm with Remy on this. My head may say we're roundly screwed, but my heart tells me that however bad this is, we'll weather it. Even the flood came with a rainbow at the end, right?"


  "Well, the market will weather it," Remy frowned, scrutinizing a message that had popped up on his laptop. "I think we're going to have to hand things off to the local managers and get out of the game ourselves."


  Mike, Gabe and Sam all replied in unison. "What?"


  "I've been collecting more info on those white knights I mentioned. It looks like their plan is going to require a massive restructuring of the market, booting ALL the big investors out," Remy noted. "Good and bad, but you'll have to admit that bad outweighs good by a pretty wide margin when you get to our lofty heights."


  There was a long silence at the conference table. "Clever," Mike finally said. "Crude, possibly damning in the long run, but it solves the problem without having to get any of us power players to go along," he noted, reading the notes over Remy's shoulder. "Democratic in a way, when the dust settles. Back to the little guy, and ONLY the little guy. But a penny market is better than no market at all. And we won't be locked out forever, eh? We've always been about the long view, and at least this will give us a long view to look forward to."


  "Is there time to make a few calls?" Gabe asked. "I've become rather fond of a few of our startup managers, I'd like to at least say goodbye, even if it'd be unethical to warn them what's coming."


  Remy's laptop beeped three times, harshly.


  "I'm afraid not, guys," Remy shook his head sadly. "I suppose I should take some cold comfort in being right in my projection on the most likely suspect. Old man Odin's just started profit-taking. The crash is hitting NOW. Our white knights have set their Hail Mary play in motion, I figure we've got only a minute or two before the markets close. Maybe forever."


  "Then all we can do now is pray," Mike said to the assembled board. "At least we're pretty good at *that* by now...."


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


  Author's Notes:


  In case you didn't figure it out along the way, the speakers in this story are literal angels...Purebloods who decided they weren't themselves gods, but rather servants of a higher God. I've alluded to the concept a few times in the past, and stated that there was no overt Godmarket participation by representatives of God/Allah/Yahweh, but I never said He had no one on the field save for mortals. :)


  Here's a key to the players -


  CEO Mike - Archangel Michael


  CIO Remy - Eremiel, angel of apocalyptic visions


  COO Gabe - Archangel Gabriel


  CFO Sam - Samael, the poison of God, the blind one


  Former COO Lucy - Lucifer


  "Old Eli" - Elijah the Prophet


  For what it's worth, I'm not a believer in any God or gods myself. And, fictionally speaking, I don't think it's a good idea to come right out and establish for sure one way or another if God exists in the setting...I'm an atheist of the "no belief in God" sense, not of the "belief in no God" sense, so I'm not going to rule it out. But at the same time I'm not going to advocate His existence either.


  So, angels are out there, but they're no more certain of His existence than any mortal. As below, so above...faith is necessary, but it may also be sufficient.


  Finally, in case you're unfamiliar with the term, a "Wall Street Angel" is someone who uses their own money to fund start-ups. The guys in this story are more correctly "venture capitalists" who invest other people's money. But then I wouldn't have a clever pun for a title if I stuck to proper definitions, eh?


  (Later addendum: Yes, I was really careful to only ever use "He" at the starts of sentences, so as to avoid tipping my hand too much. Otherwise, I went with "Boss" or "Founder", rather than pronouns. Also, in case it's too vague, the angels did nothing to help Tym and Wanderer, simply got out of the way when the time came.)


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


  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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  [June 5, 1997 - Alliance of Super-Heroes HQ, Chicago]


  "It's a trap," Doctor Developer broke in, causing a momentary hush around the table. After a moment, Lady Lawful snorted, as if at a private joke. He ignored her for the moment, and continued. "Look, I know the only reason I'm even at this 'summit meeting' is that you heroes wanted to talk to Clockwork Ibis, and neither side trusted the other enough to show up at less than full roster strength...although, speaking of trust, I see you didn't trust Set or Valkyrie enough to let them in on this."


  "What part of it, exactly, is a trap?" Dragonfly asked. One of several "legacy heroes" in the Alliance, he was one of the three team founders around the table. The unpowered Weapons Master was the most veteran of the heroes, but he let Dragonfly run things when there was talking to do. And the Romany mage known only as the Wanderer tended to stay silent as a matter of habit. "And how do you know this, when your own leader doesn't?"


  Doctor Developer shot a nervous glance at the Clockwork Ibis. Since Tinker Tom's death, the Ibis had been the most frequent "leader" of the loose agglomeration of science villains that called themselves the Tinker Ten regardless of how many members there were at the moment. But Ibis seemed more curious than angry.


  McKay took a deep breath. "Okay, before I start, just let me say that, um, head games aren't my thing. I like to trap people, yes, but I stick with physical peril. So if I tell you I think something's a trap, ah, it means I'm not just trying to trick you. And it also means I probably know what I'm talking about. Lady Lawful has had some experience from before she joined the Alliance, she can vouch for me."


  Lawful snorted again. "I don't know if I'd 'vouch' for Deedee in general, but...yeah. If he thinks it's a trap, it probably is. And he's not just jerking our chains. No pun intended."


  "Thank you, I think." Developer suppressed a sigh for what might have been. For a while, he'd fooled himself into thinking that there might be more to their relationship than the hero/villain dynamic, but then she'd joined the Alliance and some of her teammates had a lot less patience for his "antics" and he'd backed way off. "As I understand it, you think that the Great Pyramid at Giza contains an ancient mystic machine designed to project a soul into the afterlife, but that after five millennia of gathering power without being used, it could potentially vault someone...ANYONE...to the status of godhead. A very useful weapon if what you say about the returning pagan gods is true."


  "We've had warning from...privileged sources...for a while now," Dragonfly said. "The Wanderer and his apprentice are continuing to research other ways of fighting the gods, once it reaches crisis point, but if we could get someone on our side up to their power level it would be another tool in our toolbox."


  "The specific ritual is almost definitely among the materials Napoleon recovered during his Egyptian expedition," the Clockwork Ibis added. "I spent years trying to track those relics down, and I'm almost positive that the book I...we need is in the Vatican's secret archives. Obviously, you don't trust me enough to perform the ritual myself, but I'm sure we could negotiate a mutually beneficial arrangement...there are other Egyptian artifacts in the Vatican's hands that I would be willing to take in trade for helping elevate one of you heroes to godhood so you can get killed. Cameron, is that what you mean by it being a trap? Because I am fairly certain that any new god so elevated would be quickly defeated and destroyed, being at best a useful distraction from whatever real plan the immortal Romany is hatching."


  "I hadn't thought of that, actually," Doctor Developer admitted. "But that just makes it worse. No, I'm talking purely from a design viewpoint." With a few keystrokes he called up a rotating 3-D wireframe of the Great Pyramid on the conference table screen, with several pieces that were highlighted as he talked. "Look at the pyramid. Deadfalls, stone blocks, painstakingly constructed tunnels that go nowhere useful. It's one of the classic examples of a tomb deathtrap, designed to keep anyone from interfering in the afterlife of the Pharoah. From what I've picked up from the Clockwork Ibis over the years, Egyptians of that time believed that their bodies had to stay safe in order for their afterlife to be uninterrupted, so the idea was to keep everyone out. But none of those traps would slow down a paranormal with the right powers, would they? And, here's the key point... why build a power accumulator on that scale that would only be used once and then would continue to gather power forever after FOR NO REASON?"


  "Whoa. I think I get it," Weapons Master nodded. "You'd only need to keep building energy if it was supposed to run a magical deathtrap. But why weren't the archaeologists killed by magic zaps?"


  "Not that kind of trap, I suppose. Maybe the spells that would have done that wore off. Maybe the first archaeologist to get in there was actually an Anchor. Maybe someone set off the trap a few hundred years ago and got vaporized, but the trap didn't reset," Doctor Developer shrugged. "But I think this was an ego trap. Most paranormals back then were seen as wizards or priests, so you could pretty much count on them to want to gather more power if they thought they could, right? So, if you have someone with the skills to break into your tomb, you don't want them doing it to desecrate your body. You want a nice shiny lure, so that even if disturbing your rest was their initial goal, they'll go for the lure first. All that power building up, just begging to be taken...while standing in the middle of a device that's designed to shove souls into the afterlife. We normal people have a phrase for going into the afterlife when you don't want to go: getting killed."


  The Wanderer, who had kept silent throughout, finally spoke. "I believe the man is onto something here. Although, if someone knew it was a trap, they could certainly devote a portion of their purloined power to resisting the effect. At least, long enough to prepare themselves for the journey, lightening their hearts so as to pass the test of Ma'at."


  The Clockwork Ibis nodded in agreement, his bronze beak bobbing up and down almost comically. "By now, though, the stored power has got to be so great that it would take only the smallest exercise of will to hold off the trap," the Ibis added. "Still, our sacrificial hero would need to be someone with sufficiently strong focus to maintain concentration even while fighting gods, or he'd find himself before Ma'at in her place of strength. I expect the original designer of the trap anticipated that anyone engaged in grave robbing would arrive before Ma'at with a heart much heavier than a feather," the Ibis chuckled darkly. The fate of those who failed Ma'at's test was grim indeed.


  "There's a way out of any trap, though, right?" Lady Lawful pointed out. "We have about a year to make this all work, according to those 'privileged sources,' so maybe we can find a way to grab the power without the hook getting in our cheek?"


  Doctor Developer shook his head. "Don't let our history fool you," he said. "For many traps, the only way out is to never go in. I find that sort of trap to be, ah...unsporting, let's say. But when your eternal life is on the line, you do NOT give a sucker an even break. Anyone arrogant enough to try to take the stored power will trigger the monkey's paw and find it increasingly hard to resist the tug of the afterlife. More and more power and attention would have to be devoted to holding the transport effect at bay, until it became impossible. An exponential trap. At least, that's how I'd design it if I were a mage five thousand years ago."


  "Wait, wait," Dragonfly looked like he'd just been slapped. "Could that really work? Wanderer, could someone craft a spell that was truly exponential like that? If you fed more power in trying to resist the effect, it would just turn that power around on you until you were forced into the afterlife? Without limit?"


  Wanderer tilted his head. "Are you thinking of trying to establish a feedback loop? Use the pyramid trap to let one person absorb power beyond what's in the pyramid and then face the gods on their territory with enough strength to defeat them? That sounds as fatal as...the other solution," he caught himself before giving too much away. "To give one man the power to fight the gods would require the sacrifice of perhaps more souls than exist on this world."


  Dragonfly slumped back into his chair. "Yeah, I guess you're right. Still..."


  "Still, you're on the right track," a grin spread across Doctor Developer's face, an evil, devious grin that sent shivers down more than one spine. "The gods aren't all-knowing. They can be tricked. They can be TRAPPED...."


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1998 - The Great Pyramid, Egypt]


  In the end, it had to be him.


  It had to be a normal, or an Anchor, or there'd be no way to pull out of the trap before it slammed shut.


  It had to be a genius, someone who could juggle the necessary variables on the fly, someone who could understand the structure of magic even if he couldn't use it himself.


  It had to be someone that hero and villain alike could trust. They might not trust him with their computer passwords (not that he really needed those, he could always ask Software Pirate for that), but they didn't think he'd try to take the power for himself and bail.


  It had to be someone for whom setting and springing the trap was the only goal, who would give his life to do so if it came to that. And while a number of heroes were on that list as far as the villains were concerned, none of them met all the other requirements. And only one villain was palatable to the heroes, one who might willingly die in service of setting off the ultimate trap.


  "Deedee, if..." Lady Lawful started, as Doctor Developer finished checking all the connections. He was in a lash-up of technology and mysticism designed to let him, a non-mage, trigger the pyramid trap in a very specific way.


  "If it doesn't work, I doubt either of us will live long enough to worry about wasted time," he shrugged, a motion made difficult by his harness. "And I doubt we'd go to the same afterlife, even assuming my spirit isn't shredded to nothingness by angry gods."


  "Don't think like that," she frowned, turning away. In the last year, a lot of those "might have beens" from their early days had started turning into "might still be's," even if they were still officially on opposite sides.


  "But," he said, "if this works, I'm pretty sure everyone involved will be willing to let bygones be bygones. I can walk away from the Ten without repercussions, and without having to go to jail. I might even join the Alliance if I decide this 'hero' thing is rubbing off on me. But either way, if it works, we can see where...where we go from there. I love you, and I think you love me. That should be enough if we can save the world first."


  There. He'd said it. Funny how it had taken more courage to admit how he felt about Jennifer to her face than it was taking to fight the upcoming apocalypse. His heart certainly felt lighter than a feather now, so even if he didn't get out of the trap he'd pass Ma'at's test! He might not survive the wrath of all the other gods, but at least Amnut the Eater wouldn't be the one to kill him.


  And when you got down to it, failure with the trap meant everything was over for him. Failure with Jennifer meant far worse, he now realized. And by her nervous smile, he could tell that he'd avoided that fate worse than death.


  "Then you'd better save the world, Deedee. Otherwise, I'll find a way to kick your ass, even if I have to get you a new one first!"


  With that, she turned and left to stand guard outside the chamber. A few of the Egyptian gods had sent minions led by former Alliance member Set to protect the pyramid on general principles, although they didn't seem to realize exactly what the uneasy alliance of mortals was up to. Lady Lawful and the others had to keep everyone else out of the pyramid long enough for a lone normal human to do what needed to be done to save the world, and she'd be the last line of defense against anything that slipped through to the tunnels. She'd wanted to stay even closer, he could tell, but that would have been dangerous for other reasons entirely....


  Several minutes later, he finally reached the end of the long spell. It was based on the text found in the Vatican archives, but modified by the Wanderer and Tymythy Twystyd with advice from the Clockwork Ibis to fit the flowchart Cameron had devised. The long-stored mystic power was now moving into accumulators positioned around the tomb chamber. Over the crackle and hum of the techno-mystical gear, he thought he could hear a fight in the tunnels. Something had reached Jennifer.


  But he couldn't spare her even a moment's worry. A pricking at the edges of Doctor Developer's thoughts told him that the gods had started to notice, but much of the pyramid's power was now devoted to defensive wards that even the gods would not be able to pierce casually. They would have to focus on Cameron if they wanted to get at him. At which point, all of their rivals would notice that focus, for the gods were long experts at infighting and politics.


  Even in these blatant times of the "Godmarket," only the most subtle of godly machinations could go unopposed. And it would require unsubtle actions to stop Cameron McKay from becoming the newest god on the block.


  Power flowed from the accumulators into the harness, and his nerves started to burn! So much power, so close, but not actually internalized...it was more than a normal human could bear for long. But it didn't have to be long, and if he died today it would be for other reasons.


  "Hear me, so-called gods!" he shouted, even if no mortal ears could hear him over the din of battle outside. "I'm coming to stop you, not to join you! Your day is past, we mortals request you not let the doorknob hit you on your immanent backsides on the way out!"


  Instantly, godly power reached out to grab him and yank him out of the pyramid, into an appropriate place of punishment for his hubris. It came from all knowable and unknowable directions, as everyone wanted to be the one to brag about smashing the pretender.


  But little mortal Cameron was practically invisible against the glow of the power in his harness. Power that the gods quite reasonably assumed he had absorbed so that he could fight them. Power tainted with a spell that turned it into history's largest tar baby, a Chinese finger trap for the Hand of God.


  The gods pulled against the power and against each other. More and more joined in the tug-of-war, turning what had been a small matter into yet another piece of infighting, a chance to show up the other gods. If only one of them could pull a little harder, or find a deeper hook into this presumptious mortal, or....


  Cameron's hand had already been on the quick-release when he spoke, but it seemed like an eternity before it triggered and he dropped out of the harness.


  "This is the part where I run away very fast," he muttered, diving for the exit.


  By now, the gods realized what was going on, but it was too late. The trap worked exactly as Cameron had hoped...it was not strong magic on its own, but it fed on the power that tried to feed on it. With gods trying to pull on it, it could pull back with godly force. No one god alone was strong enough to withdraw, and none wanted to let go and see a rival find a way to turn off the trap and gain all the power they'd already invested.


  "Come on!" Lady Lawful grabbed Cameron and hustled him out as the pyramid started to shake ominously, her superhuman speed a definite asset even if she wasn't as fast as her teammate Lightfoot. Almost all of the power being expended was immediately channeled into the trap itself, but even the minor "leaks" were almost unimaginable in magnitude by this point.


  Suddenly the world exploded into light and flying rocks and Doctor Developer was pretty sure he lost consciousness at least for a moment. His next clear memory was lying face down on top of Lady Lawful. He felt as battered and tattered as she looked.


  Her eyes opened and she glanced down to see exactly where his face was placed on her torso, then muttered, "You should buy a girl dinner before trying to get to second base..." before they both passed out again.


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1999 - Chicago, Illinois]


  "Congratulations," Sam Morse, aka Weapons Master, clapped Cameron on the shoulder. "A whole year, pretty impressive."


  He nodded absently, adjusting his tie for the tenth time. "We haven't seen a single godly power since springing the pyramid trap. Everyone who'd been given powers by the gods lost those powers, permanently as far as we can tell. A few lesser spirits who were neither godly nor directly god-powered are still around, but that's fine. And while no one really knows why the gods left, most people seem to be buying the official theory that the Godmarket was just a cover for some elaborate game of the gods. When the pyramids exploded, that was a signal that someone won, or lost, or it was halftime...whatever. As long as they're arguing about the details and not howling for my head on a stick, I'm satisfied. The only real downside is that dimensional travel is pretty much one-way now...you can't get out of our reality without immediately following the current of energy into the Egyptian afterlife, at least as far as the Wanderer can tell. The energy of the gods themselves is keeping them out of our world, and is likely to continue doing so until they can learn to work together well enough to disentangle themselves."


  Sam snorted. "Yeah, that's impressive too, but that's not what I meant."


  "Oh," Cameron blushed slightly. "Yes. Thank you."


  For just a moment, Sam's posture shifted and he looked every one of his nearly fifty years, one of the Old Guard of the superhuman community. "When are you going to ask her? I mean, I can tell, and I'm notoriously thick about these things, ask anyone. And I'm pretty sure Jennifer can tell. But she's waiting for you to say it."


  Cameron reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small jewelry case. "Tonight, actually. I, ah, thought today would be appropriate, um, because a year ago today was sort of our first date. This time, though, I'll be buying her dinner first...."


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


  Author's Notes:


  This wasn't actually a planned story, it was spur of the moment based on some discussions online the night before, about "What If?" stories in ASH. A friend challenged me and Andy to each come up with several What Ifs and then write a story based on one from the other person's list. While this story isn't exactly the same as one of the seeds Andy suggested, it's in the spirit of his list.


  I started from the premise of opening with the "It's a trap" line and then somehow figuring out how to turn it into their version of the Barrier, and the first draft pretty much wrote itself over the course of an hour or so. I had to make sure that I wouldn't automatically contradict anything in The Pyramid Scheme, since the divergence point between worlds was in the 1970s and not the time the pyramids were built...so one presumes that Rebus figured out the trap as well and was concentrating on keeping it at bay until he was sufficiently distracted by Grind's plan.


  The Alliance of Super-Heroes are in an alternate ASH that diverged in Coherent Super-Stories #4 due to the actions of time-lost Solar Max (JakZak Taylor) and Jen Kleinvogel. There, the Second Age never ended, large teams became the norm earlier, Eric Harris became Dragonfly II instead of Devastator, and people in the know had over two decades of advance warning regarding the Causality Wars, so they could try to find a solution less drastic than killing all the paranormals. It's one of those What If style universes where things actually turn out brighter and shinier overall, even if individual lives are negatively impacted here and there.


  Of course, the reason What If stories so often end horribly is that the default Marvel Universe is one where the world is always saved in the end, and changing important details often means un-saving it. But the default ASH setting is a generation after 2/3 of the world's population vanished, so there's plenty of room for more favorable outcomes...even if they don't offer as many story hooks.


  I originally titled this "Somebody Else's Crash" (a reference to the common caption of "Somebody Else's Detroit" or whatnot found in Matt Howarth's Post Bros. or Savage Henry comics), but that was before I really had any idea where the story was going, so I renamed it during the revision process.


  Lightfoot is still around in 1998 in the Alliance timeline, because the atmosphere-destroyer weapon he stopped in the main timeline by his desperate flight outward from the Solar System either never got built, or was stopped some other way (say, by Dragonfly II).


  Oh, and finally, in case it wasn't clear from context, Deedee landed with his face in Lady Lawful's bosom after the pyramid exploded. And not, you know, lower.


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


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


  "Log entry...968, I think. Yeah, that's right. Terran date May 23, 2000, assuming I haven't traveled in time or experienced any odd time dilation effects. Just woke up from a brief nap, during which Navi continued to try and determine our location. Unfortunately, the stars are so densely packed in this region that it's almost impossible to get a sighting on any familiar ones. Can't see the trees for the forest, or something like that. At least I'm pretty sure we're back in the Milky Way now, probably near the galactic core, to judge from the stellar density. Log pause."


  I take a sip of re-re-recycled water and try not to gag. I need to find a reasonably earthlike planet soon. The Safsuit may be a brilliant invention, but I never intended for it to sustain me for more than a few days at a time, never mind over two years. It can only recycle things for so long before too much leaks out and I starve, suffocate or dry out. Maybe all three at once.


  Damn that rogue Santari noble anyway. I'd only wanted to take a few months away from Earth, get away from all the chaos of the Godmarket and check out near space some more. Three months in, I get grabbed by the Galactic Warrior Corps to help shut down a madman with a planetkiller weapon, and end up slingshotting across the local supercluster. On the one hand, it's kinda impressive that I could travel several megaparsecs in one trip. On the other hand, getting back is proving to be a royal pain. Especially since I don't have any way of communicating with those I meet. Navi's stocked with several language banks for Planetary Confederation space, but I haven't been inside those boundaries in a year and a half...so even assuming the locals here use one of the communications modes built into my SafSuit, I lack a common language to use anyway.


  Funny...it doesn't matter how much of a hermit you think you are by nature. Once you're cut off from any chance of human contact, you start to miss it.


  "Navi, any luck getting a position fix?"


  "I'm sorry, Dave," the female voice intoned in a very close imitation of a certain movie computer. "No positive lock yet."


  "Navi, stop calling me Dave! It's starting to really freak me out." Was I wrong to be disturbed by a computer that controlled my life support systems imitating HAL 9000? "Call me something else...like Max."


  "Certainly, Dave."


  "AAAAAAAAGH...." I'm going to have to have a LONG talk with Jack Turnbull about his so-called sense of humor when I get back. A genius with artificial intelligences, but....


  * * * *


  One thing *had* been breaking my way. Apparently, whatever hyperspace I use for my FTL jumps is the same one that most advanced races discover eventually. Or, if not most, at least enough have that I'd been able to work out a good trick for finding planets that could support life. Usually not my kind of life, but it worked often enough that I hadn't starved yet.


  So here I sit, drifting in hyperspace, my own powers shut down. I can't stay powered up more than an hour or so at a time before the energy starts tearing me apart. At least now that I'm closer to the stars that I draw power from, I'm back to my usual time limits...out in the intergalactic void there were occasions when I couldn't hold open the energy gates more than a few minutes a day. This made "aiming" my travel REALLY important.


  Fortunately, in hyperspace I can move faster than anything I've yet encountered, so it's not hard to keep up with any ships Navi picks up crossing the non-void.


  Aha! There's a ship. Looks pretty ratty, so I doubt I can expect super-advanced technology or anything. I keep hoping to find some exceptionally advanced race that has visited PC space so I can talk to them, but for now I'll settle for being able to follow someone to a habitable world.


  I power up, turning into a living energy gateway. I've had these powers for over a decade now, and I still can't use even a tiny bit of energy without "turning on" all the way. The energy I do end up using doesn't seem to put any stress on me, though...the only stressor is keeping the channels open. Just about every time I power up lately, I think about this...there HAS to be a way around it, right?


  Anyway, with the power flowing from the nearest star (although "near" is relative in hyperspace), I focus my warp power on moving through the grey swirls of hyperspace. Actually, it's not grey, or any color as the mind can comprehend. The human mind, anyway. But the brain tries its best, and I end up with swirling grey. Others have described it as a rainbow swirl, an impenetrable inky blackness or "blind spot", or even a sort of mottled red and black. To each his, her or its own.


  I settle into its trail. "Navi, start analysis."


  "Yes, Dave."


  I sigh. With the time limit on my power, I can't just track the ship until it comes out on its own. And I stopped hitching a ride on the hulls of ships when one turned out to be a living ship and tried to eat me. But most things that move through hyperspace leave some kind of trail, and once I have the "scent," I can stop when I need rest and still follow the ship to its endpoint. It's not foolproof, but it usually works.


  "Detecting heavy water vapor and diatomic hydrogen in the trail. Approximately 20% diatomic hydrogen by volume," Navi said after a short pause.


  Good news/bad news. Hydrogen-burning motors mean there's likely to be water around at the endpoint, if only as exhaust fumes. But that's a pretty poor burn performance for a starship, leaving so much uncombusted H2 around. So wherever this ship is going, it's probably the ass end of whatever trade route runs through this part of space, a place the better ships won't bother touching. Not to mention, it's probably not a very fast ship, which means a lot of track-and-wait.


  Sigh.


  * * * *


  I reach the end of the vapor trail. I don't need Navi's sensors to tell that the ship left hyperspace here...with all the FTL I've been doing the past two years, I've gotten to be pretty good at sensing the spatial distortions that accompany jumps into and out of hyperspace. I don't even need to be powered up to do it, which has saved my ass on a couple of occasions when something tried to get the drop on me in normal space.


  Common sense tells me to rest before popping out of hyperspace, I've been flying almost an hour now. But I am so sick to death of the grey swirls, I want to see stars again, even if they're not ones I know.


  With a golden flare, I slide back into "reality."


  Damn, these guys were cutting it close...I'm maybe a few hundred kay from a planet! I stretch wide my "solar sails" and start thrusting myself into orbit. No desire to re-enter right now, and certainly not like a falling rock. The thin warp membranes don't really work like sails...rather they pull solar wind from near the local star and use it for thrust, a sort of defocused version of my Solar Flare attack. And, as a teammate of mine once said, they look like flaming phoenix wings...looking cool is usually a plus in my line of work. I start to grin.


  Then I feel a familiar tingle along my spine, arms and legs. My grin is replaced by a grimace. Holding the floodgates open is starting to take its toll, gotta damp down soon.


  "Dave, I have located the starship we were following," Navi chirps. "It seems to be firing on a ground installation of some sort."


  Uh-oh.


  "Navi, any radio or neutrino beam traffic?"


  "Some basic radio, there is no sign of any hyperspace communications system, although that may have been destroyed," the AI offers. "No ships are rising to meet the attacker."


  Just with the naked eye, I can see that this was not a heavily built-up world. Probably an agricultural colony, or a specialized mining or other resource world. Or maybe just one that hadn't made it to space on its own yet.


  Shit.


  Without being able to talk to anyone, there was no way I can find out the story behind this attack. For all I know, it could be a covert government operation to wipe out someone like the Santari noble that got me into this mess.


  But it's probably piracy. For slaves, resources, whatever...piracy seems to exist wherever you can get your hands on a ship that isn't under government control...and a few places where you can't.


  Only have a few minutes before the pain kicks in, but I've got to do something to help the people here. If I could run from a problem like this, I'd still be in PC space.


  I arrow towards the ship, using my two biggest advantages. One, I'm insanely fast and maneuverable when I put all my power to it. Two, almost no one outside Earth expects a man to be able to fly around in space on his own. Or whatever passes for a man locally.


  As soon as I'm close enough to be sure of my aim, and to be sure they aren't shooting at me yet, I cut power to flight and concentrate on focusing the energy I'm getting from the local star. A bluish-white beam lances out of the space in front of me and scores a solid hit on the ship. I get lucky and see one of the ship's bombardment weapons explode in a reddish-orange fireball. Well, looks like they breathe something like what I call air.


  NOW they start shooting at me with their close defense weapons, most of which must have been hidden during the trip through hyperspace...the thing's a porcupine of blasters. I channel the power into forcefields, dissipating the one or two blasts that come close. Okay, three advantages...I'm really hard to lock onto with computers designed to target big metal ships.


  Unfortunately, I can only use my internal powers for one thing at a time, with a couple of exceptions that won't help me now. The thrusters of my Safsuit let me maneuver a little, but it's not much on the scale of a space battle.


  I blast off at top speed for a couple seconds, confusing the gunners who thought they'd just managed to get a bead on me, then I cut loose with another solar blast. This one just fries armor, but they seem to be devoting less resources to attacking the planet now.


  Fly, blast, shield...I manage to repeat the pattern three more times before I nearly double over in agony. Their shots haven't come close yet, but the power inside me is starting to rip me apart on the cellular level. It takes all my concentration to fly away from there...can't muster up the focus to get into hyperspace.


  For a moment, I brown out.


  Navi's voice rouses me. "Dave, they've turned to pursue."


  Damn. Feels like someone threaded red-hot barbed wire through all my nerves and then flossed. The pain's starting to fade, but there's no way I'm going to be able to power up for at least a few minutes, and even then it'd hurt like hell.


  "Estimated time to firing range?"


  There's a pause. "Based on accuracy demonstrated to date, they will reach effective firing range in three minutes, extreme firing range in two."


  Not enough time. Nowhere near enough time. Couldn't even power up long enough to blip into hyperspace, and there's no guarantee that they couldn't just follow and kill me there.


  Then I feel it.


  Something else is about to drop out of hyperspace. Reinforcements? Jesus Christ on a pogo stick, I hope not.


  Space spirals in on itself and forms a sort of whirling disc maybe a hundred meters away. Or two hundred. Hard to judge distance without knowing the size of the thing.


  Then a man on a flying platform of some sort emerges from the disc no more than ten meters away...unless he's a man the size of a ship. Not that he's likely to be human, but with a head, two arms and two legs, he's the closest I've seen to human in months. Could do without the demonic horns, though. In fact, this guy looks like bad news all around...my only hope is that he's not on good terms with the pirates and goes after them first.


  He pulls out some kind of object, which ignites into a massive energy axe that he waves over his head as he flies straight at the pirates. Score one for the away team, namely me.


  This guy MUST be bad news...the pirates are veering away! Wait...not away, they're turning to bring something to bear. DAMN. They're firing the remaining bombardment guns at him!


  I force every newton I can out of the Safsuit's thrusters. I don't know if demonic axe-swinging space knight guy can survive a direct hit from those guns, but I certainly can't!


  I switch to monitors so I can keep an eye on things while I run away like a little girl.


  Axe Guy...is throwing his weapon at the ship. Like he expects that to do any good. And maybe it will.


  The axe hits the bombardment cannon just before it can fire.


  The world goes white, and the shockwave seconds later knocks me cold. The last thing I hear as I slip into blackness is Navi saying, "I'm sorry Dave, but your life support functions have been terminated...."


  * * * *


  Either I'm alive, or my spirit has found its way to one of the more unpleasant afterlives. I must have reflexively tried to power up and block the shockwave or something, because that's the sort of pain I'm currently, ah, enjoying. Not the "smashed flat like a pancake" pain, which I've done as well. Never insult Set's taste in beer, by the way. More like the "tried to channel solar power for too long and got cooked" pain.


  Once I get past the pain issue, I realize that I'm naked and lying on some sort of bed. And the air isn't killing me, at least not quickly. Feels like there's gravity, but that just means I might be in a ship under burn, or one with artificial gravity.


  Carefully I open my eyes and stare up at a white ceiling. Then, ignoring the pain, I turn my head to see if there's anything more informative.


  Axe guy is standing a couple meters away, facing some console. Lights are playing over my Safsuit, and a few wires lead into Navi. I have NO idea what Axe guy is doing, but it's not the time to try and start an argument.


  "Hello?" I venture. Maybe I'm lucky and he has some sort of translator gadget. I certainly hope that my tone isn't one his race associates with hostility.


  He turns around, and I see that while he's roughly humanoid, he's certainly not HUMAN. Not even close.


  Also, he has a rather nasty looking...something...on his chest. For all I know, it's his race's version of chest hair, but the way he moves and the raggedness of his breath just screams "sucking chest wound" to me. He certainly doesn't seem as lively as he did out in space.


  I start to sit up, and instantly regret it as my head swims.


  "Tuge," he says. Well, that's what it sounds like. For all I know, the word has overtones not audible to the human ear and I just got the "shadow" of it. I've run into that before once or twice. But he's probably telling me the same thing my body is. Lie the hell down.


  He should "tuge" too. Now I'm positive he's injured. Just turning around and speaking seems to have taken more out of him than trying to sit up took out of me. I spot his armor over against another wall. The chest has a major dent in it at the same spot as the mark on his body. Hers. Its. Whatever.


  At this point, my body decides that passing out again would be a terrific idea.


  * * * *


  Say what you will about being a supernormal, healing is quick. I wake up again feeling nowhere near as bad as before, and I actually manage to stand up and look around. I'm still naked, but I doubt it'll bother my host. Bugs me, of course, but it's impossible to totally ditch that Catholic guilt even when you've abandoned everything else associated with the religion.


  Axe guy is sitting at a workbench over where his armor had been sitting, slumped over. I hope he's just fallen asleep from exertion, but something tells me that's not the case.


  "Hello?" I ask again.


  Nothing.


  Tentatively, I power up. If I startle this guy, I want to be able to survive his reaction. No pain, that's good. I raise my forcefields and gently tap him on the shoulder.


  Nothing.


  I channel a little of the power to strength and try to pull him up into a sitting position. There's a small pool of coagulating fluid on the bench where he'd slumped, and his eyes lack the animation they had earlier.


  He's either dead or in a coma or something, but he's beyond my help.


  Then I look at his armor. It's not the same as it was before. For one thing, a lot of the scary demonic bits have been removed...or absorbed, or used for replacement parts or something. But that's not the change that really hits me.


  It's been repainted in my costume's colors.


  I quickly look around, and don't see my Safsuit anywhere. Then I grab the helmet and peer inside.


  He merged my suit with his armor, somehow. Was he trying to upgrade his armor using my technology? Or did he mean to give me the armor, knowing he wouldn't live to wear it again?


  Perhaps he left a message on Navi, somehow.


  I put on the helmet.


  Sounds and sights and sensations and concepts and hopes and dreams and fears and memories...


  ...overwhelm me.


  I almost pass out again, but I manage to keep my footing. I yank off the helmet, noticing almost absently that there's curls of smoke coming out of it. Something burned out, and I hope it wasn't my brain.


  I sit down heavily on the bed and try to sort out what just slammed into my head. No words, nothing so concrete. Not that I would have understood his race's words anyway.


  Axe Guy here was a warrior, a hero. Not like a superhero...more like the old Greek heroes. He flew around looking for adventures, for foes to fight. He was generally inclined to protect the little guy, but wasn't terribly particular when push came to shove. Once he had proven himself, he would return home and join the army protecting it from enemies. I can't figure out what a lot of the images mean, but I'll guess it's the old hearth and home and mate sort of stuff. Like me, he's been away from his own kind for too long. Unlike me, he chose his exile...and hopefully unlike me, he's never going to go home again. His dying act was to make sure that I didn't follow him into the afterlife yet.


  He definitely wanted me to have the armor. And it looks like I don't have a choice...it'd take tools I don't have and time I don't have to separate the Safsuit from the armor now.


  I pick up the chestplate, now fully repaired and sporting my sun emblem. It's surprisingly light for its bulk, but I can't see how it could have fit my large benefactor.


  A memory of an image pricks at me, and I pull at the plates. They stretch apart on a substrate of some sort of flexible armor material. I pull the unit over my head like a shirt and it conforms to the lines of my body as well as the Safsuit did. Slowly I don the rest of the armor, leaving the helmet for last.


  "Navi, are you there?"


  "Yes, Dave. Operating at 90% efficiency. I seem to have been integrated into an alien system, but not all the connections were completed. And elements seem to have destructively deactivated."


  "The alien here must not have finished his work before he died. I think there was some kind of cybernetic interface, but it blew out and almost took my synapses with it."


  I look down at the body. It felt wrong to call him "Axe Guy" or "the alien." I don't know his name in words, but I can feel how he thought of himself. A proud warrior, invincible in his suit of armor, armor which in the end had not saved his life.


  "Rest in peace, Achilles," I mutter.


  * * * *


  "Log entry 988, Terran date June 12, 2000, more or less. After several days of trying, I've given up on getting Achilles's ship to work for me and have left it drifting in hyperspace as his bier. Perhaps his people will find it and perform whatever death rites they practice. Managed to get the organic matter reservoirs of this armor topped off, looks like I can now go about three weeks at a time with heavy recycling. Navi has completed integrating with the native systems of the armor, what little was left after the cyberlink burned out. Best yet, I found enough astrogation information in the ship's systems to pinpoint my location. About five thousand light years out from the core of the Milky Way, most of the way around the other side of the core from Earth. While I could try to make it home in a single jump, skimming that close to the hyperspace shadow of the core might throw me off pretty badly, so I'm going to cruise around the disc for a couple days. No point in jinxing it now that I'm within a week of Earth. End log."


  I look back at the base ship Achilles had launched his skimmer from and salute. He saved my life, saved the planet the pirates had attacked (I had popped in and checked a few days ago), and ultimately died in his pursuit of glory and adventure. I'd known too many men and women like that back home, heroes who threw themselves into trouble and didn't always come out the other side.


  "Goodbye, Achilles. Navi, put me on the first leg of my trip home. And don't call me Dave!"


  "You got it, Rob."


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


  Author's Notes:


  When I designed the armor for JakZak to wear at the end of Academy, I used an old idea from my Champions campaign. The original Solar Max had ended up near the galactic core and had run into a warrior race that used space armor. Somehow he got his hands on a set and brought it back to replace his superhero-costume-like Safsuit (TM). Then he passed it on to JakZak in Academy #8.


  This is the story of how Solar Max's turn of the century wanderings finally came to an end, and how he got the armor. It may contradict minor details from previous stories, I'm not sure. But consider this the canon.


  Once he got back to Earth, Solar Max lay low for a few months while trying to figure out how to best help without causing a panic, given the fragile state of world politics in 2000. Eventually he contacted the remnants of the United States government and started working in secret to help rebuild the world....


  Check out http://www.physics.ohio-state.edu/~dvandom/maxbash.GIF for a kitbash of the space armor Solar Max picks up this issue! The head inside he helmet is JakZak's.


  [Later notes: The URL for that image is no longer correct, just check out the Fourth Age Gallery. Also, I realized much later that if Solar Max was keeping daily logs, he had to have left Earth in late 1998, oops. I've gone back and added 365 to the log numbers to push his departure back to its proper spot in late 1997. Additionally, while this was by far his longest sojourn, he spent much of the time from 1992-1997 off on one space exploration trip or another.]
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  ===========================================================================


  [March 5, 2003 - Manhattan, Kansas Sector]


  Al O'Ryan walked west on Anderson Avenue in the chilly pre-dawn wind, sparing a glance north towards the "non-denominational" campus chapel. He paused, once again considering going in there for Ash Wednesday services, but he discarded the idea firmly. Maybe it was only a short walk from the hotel he'd been put up in, but he'd been tipped off about it the night before. There were no neutral benches in that church, you didn't step foot inside unless you were willing to deal with the sometimes vicious inter- denominational rivalries on campus. Not to mention, the atheists watched it pretty carefully as well, and Al wasn't ready to join THAT battle either. Not when he hadn't even been assigned a job at the university yet.


  So he kept walking. He'd put in thirty mile days on foot back during his special forces days, and this late winter morning was no colder than a desert night in Iraq during Operation Stormfront. For that matter, he'd had to do a lot of walking in recent years. Wandering, really, even when he'd had a specific destination.


  Walking was good for the soul, though. Maybe it'd help him get a suitably humble attitude before going in for services, assuming he could find a church that was still in operation.


  It was odd, considering how insulated Kansas had been from the turmoil of the past few years. None of the raiding parties from Mexico had made it this far north before the army got its act together and annexed that country. Relatively little impact from the whole Godmarket thing had touched this little university town.


  Then again, there WAS Wichita. Nuked during the whole Soviet hardliner coup over a decade ago, it had started a slow decline for much of the state. Al couldn't really blame them. Even as a trained biophysicist who knew that the radiation from that blast had no more effect here in Manhattan than radon from the groundwater, he still wasn't too comfortable living so close to something that had once glowed in the dark. He'd heard of some efforts underway to clean it up, but it was perhaps a case of too little, too late. The slide had started, it'd take more than "nothing horrible has happened lately" to reverse it.


  He passed a few vacant lots in a row as he climbed a shallow hill. A few smudges here and there testified to the fact the houses once on these lots had been burned down, then quietly cleaned up and left fallow. Probably burning the infidel. Al shuddered, and not from the wind. He'd seen a modern day witch burning once, a couple years ago in Texas. It was NOT pretty. Even joking about being a pagan these days could get you killed...those old gods had left the world in ruins, and no one left really had any love left for them or anyone suicidal enough to worship them.


  Of course, that brought back memories of Maria, and Al hunched his shoulders against a cold that came from within as he crested the hill and walked past a school that had seen better days.


  He'd met her at Baylor, during a cross-disciplinary course offered by the Biology department. She was AgSci, he was BioPhys, they ended up married less than a year after meeting. He ended up following her to Texas A&M for grad studies, although they spent a year apart thanks to the fact it took him longer to finish his undergrad work.


  During that year she'd joined the cult of Demeter, which had established itself in the Ag department at TAMU. His Catholic parents freaked out, of course...usually it was brother Thom who gave them screaming conniptions, so they weren't really ready for this. And to be honest, Al admitted to himself as he wound his way down the hilly road, he was still Christian enough to be uncomfortable with it. But he'd claimed to be enlightened enough that a mixed marriage could work, and Thom distracted their parents again soon enough.


  Then it all dropped in the pot and he never saw Maria again. She was just one of the billions who vanished into thin air on July 6, 1998.


  He'd gone a little nuts after that. Tore up his sheepskin and threw it into a bonfire, he'd never wanted anything to do with the life sciences again. He just joined the wandering masses of the uncertain, the scared, the angry, ending up herded into useful menial work by one of the FEMA task forces. A few years helping keep things running without having to think too much had helped a lot. He'd reverted to army training, just followed orders and kept his nose clean.


  Of course, it couldn't last. Things had finally gotten organized in the past year, with FEMA setting up a new continental government and fixing the last of the holes in their data nets. Someone had discovered he was good for more than hammering nails and sweeping streets, and he'd been flown up to Fort Riley, issued a car and told to report to Kansas Sector University in Manhattan for job placement.


  He stopped on a small bridge and looked down into the gully below, hidden in shadows. It was so weed-choked he couldn't tell if there was a creek down there or not. There were more abandoned houses and empty lots out this way, maybe he should have gone east instead. Once past the bars, he'd have entered the older part of town, where a little more life still clung to the skeleton of Manhattan.


  Job placement. Wasn't even a real job interview...he'd been assigned to work here, they just needed to see where he'd fit in best, with his rusty skills and lack of post-doctoral experience. A new work ethic was sweeping the nation, probably helped by propaganda both subtle and blatant: everyone works, everyone contributes. They had a nation to rebuild, and slacking off would hurt everyone. Al agreed with the sentiment, and grudgingly accepted that he'd have to put that long-gone sheepskin to use. He hoped he could convince them to let him do "hard" physics though, he didn't really want to work with the Bio department. Five years hadn't been nearly enough to seal that gash in his heart.


  A flickering lighted sign announced he was now in Westloop Shopping Center. A 24-hour grocery was about the only business that seemed to still be IN business, although the pizza delivery place and the liquor store would probably be open once the day really started. Yeah, this was gonna be a vibrant and happening place to live. Manhappening, yay. He'd have to call Thom later and see how life in Dallas was treating him...it hadn't been much better than Manhattan when Al had last seen it, just bigger. But Thom was bound to be making things interesting.


  Then he saw the cross up on the hill to the north. It looked a little odd, but it was lit up raggedly with incandescent bulbs, so someone must have been looking after it. As Al got closer, he chuckled. The reason it looked odd was that it wasn't really a cross, not originally. Once it had been a cactus for a taco place, but someone had sawed off bits until it looked mostly like a cross.


  A church built from a fast food place would probably welcome a weary traveler, Al decided, and set out up the hill. Maybe he could get breakfast after the services? And heck, it might even be a Catholic church....


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


  Author's Notes:


  I decided that this year I'd finally do something special for Ash Wednesday, not just try to make sure a story was posted. After a little poking at the old noggin, I decided that a story set on Ash Wednesday 2003 might be interesting. It would let me fill in a few more details of that time (although I still left a lot deliberately open), and I could even set it in Manhattan, have the viewpoint character walk through town. Manhattan isn't as dour in real life as portrayed here, of course. After all, Wichita hasn't been nuked in the real world, and we still have six billion people on the planet, not two billion.


  Initially, I was going to use a new character for this, but when I looked through ASH #11 to see what I'd established about 2003, I realized I'd left Thom O'Ryan's brother Al dangling for six years. Why not use him? Well, I'd wanted a biologist for the focus character, and I'd established that Al went into physics...so I fudged it and made him a biophysicist. And as he rambles through town, I had him ramble through memories. Cloudy cold mornings tend to inspire that sort of thinking, and it all ended up tying together nicely as a sort of metaphor or allegory: wandering through a place that has been hurt, but not killed, seeking meaning and finding it in sometimes off-kilter places. Al's life and his morning (mourning?) stroll come together.


  A note about the weather. I wrote this on Monday, using the prevailing conditions at that time. Wednesday morning saw Kansas covered in a sheet of ice, with "you could die out there" temperatures. But I figure enough happened differently in the ASH Universe that the weather patterns wouldn't be exactly the same, so I didn't rewrite the story to fit the weather. }->


  Finally, a reminder about some new resources for ASH.
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  2) http://wilsego.com/racc/ now presents a graphical interface for reading stories from rec.arts.comics.creative, as well as a ratings system that lets you give from zero to four stars to a story. This page is still in flux as Wil decides what it will have in the final analysis, so check it out and see if you have any suggestions. And yes, this is the same Wil who is in the ASH Fan Art Gallery.
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  August 23, 2015 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector


  Aaron read the numbers on the doors as he walked down the underground corridor. It was odd how this place could seem huge and empty but confined and crowded all at the same time. The place still showed obvious signs of having once been the main containment facility for supernormal criminals in the old United States...it would be a long time before the "Pit" felt like a school. And even longer before it felt like home.


  "Level 4, room 424," Aaron mumbled to himself as he stopped in front of the door that matched his keycard. Just as he reached up to swipe the card in the lock, the door opened on its own.


  "Huh?"


  "Hey, roomie," came a voice from inside. "Welcome to the cell. Pretty roomy once all the restraining equipment's been yanked."


  "Oh, hi," Aaron stepped through the door, turning to see that one side of the room had already been claimed, with a few books and other possessions set on the work desk. The other young man stepped out from behind the door, his smiling face framed by long black hair, and Aaron awkwardly introduced himself. "I'm Aaron," he blurted out.


  "Zander, right," the slender young man nodded.


  "Are you a telepath?"


  "Well, yes, but our names are written below the room number outside," was the grinning reply.


  Aaron leaned back out. Sure enough, the names were there. "Mahler, Paul" and "Zander, Aaron."


  "Now that we've got that worked out," Paul said, grabbing Aaron's bag and tossing it on the unclaimed bed, "what're you in for?"


  "In for? Like, my class schedule?" Aaron asked.


  "Nonono...I'm a telepath, and you're obviously not precognitive, so what's your powers?" Paul asked, a little exasperated with Aaron's slowness on the uptake.


  "Oh. That. Um, super-strength, speed, toughness...the whole ubermensch thing," Aaron shrugged.


  Paul looked at him skeptically. "Um, Aaron...this may come as a shock to you, but you're nearly as wimpy-looking as I am. Or do you do the 'Set' thing?" he asked, referring to a hero of the 1990s who had been able to morph between 98-lb-weakling and huge-angry-avatar forms.


  "Um, well, it's kinda like I step outside my body and control it like a puppet. When I do that, I'm a lot stronger and stuff. The doctors called it physiokinesis."


  "Mind over body, right. So, you've been given a look-over here already then?"


  "No. The doctors in the hospital I spent the last few months in. Tried to lift a car and tore my body apart."


  "Ow."


  * * * *


  September 3, 2015 - The Academy


  "...99...100. Okay, my turn to spot while you lift," Paul said, levering himself up from the bench press machine. "You need 200 kilos, right?"


  "Yep. It's really weird...here we are, still pretty skinny, and we're doing serious reps of serious weight," Aaron noted as he absently wiped Paul's sweat off the headrest before lying down and grabbing the handles.


  "The joys of being supernormal. No matter what our powers are, we're also a little stronger, tougher and faster than everyone else. Too bad we're not a little smarter, too...pre-calc is murder," Paul sighed as he adjusted the machine's weight setting. "Now, remember...stay inside for this. The whole point is to get your real muscles stronger so that next time you have to use your powers you don't rip them in half."


  "Yes, mother. 1...2...."


  A minute or so passed, then Paul said, "Y'know, as strongmen go, you're pretty lucky."


  "56...how ya figure that? 57...."


  "Well, look at Napier over there. He's huge all the time. They say that pretty much all superpowers are voluntary in nature, but looking at guys like him you know some of it has to be subconscious. He's still 15, and he's a walking wall. He has to work out on special equipment, over in the next room. You, on the other hand, are only insanely strong when you concentrate on it, so you can get your muscles built up on the regular machines, and work out with the rest of the class. Working out alone is BORING."


  "...100. Yep. Not to mention, the scenery's a lot nicer out here," Aaron smirked, leering at a young woman doing leg lifts across the room, her hair just a little sweaty and disarrayed.


  "You can look, but forget about touching," Paul smirked as Aaron got up and the roommates moved to another station. "Carrie's got it bad for Jake over there," he nodded in the direction of a swarthy young man in shorts and a t-shirt, his muscles well-defined yet not so large as to be grotesque. "Whew, now HE'S got the ubermensch thing going."


  "You read her mind? Isn't that unethical?" Aaron asked, setting up the military press station for Paul.


  Paul sat down on the stool and grabbed the machine's bar. "Dude, she's practically radiating enough lust at the guy to pick up on a ham radio. It's giving me a headache trying to block her out. Not that I blame her...if I thought Jake swung that way, I'd be on him in a second." He grinned and started lifting the weights.


  "Um...what?"


  Paul stopped and rested against the bar. "Come on, Aaron. I know you're not the world's most observant person, and it's been a hectic couple of weeks, but I can't believe you haven't figured it out yet. I thought I was being obvious about it."


  "Well, I wondered a couple of times, but I've never really..." Aaron stammered. "Look. About the time I hit puberty, I also discovered my powers. Forgive me for finding that the fact I could jump over buildings was more fascinating than sex...and then I put myself in the hospital for a while. I just...haven't given the whole relationship thing a lot of thought, period. Sorry if I'm being dense, but I didn't really know how to read the signals you were sending."


  Paul sighed and shook his head. "No, I'm the one who should be sorry. I should have realized you might have been a little sheltered lately. And I guess I tend to forget that not everywhere is as open about sexuality as Oregon Sector. Look...if you're really uncomfortable with it, I'm sure we can get different room assignments. It's not like there's a shortage of space around here."


  "No...it's not a problem. Just a surprise, I guess," Aaron shrugged.


  "Hey, lift or leave," demanded a young hispanic woman who stood there tapping her foot. "Some of us have routines to finish, pendejos."


  * * * *


  November 12, 2015 - The Academy


  "...and remember, everyone: go to the main auditorium in half an hour, there's an important announcement the administration wishes to make," concluded the teacher. The usual post-class movement then hit, with a handful of students mobbing the teacher to ask questions about the homework while the rest bolted for the door and the illusion of freedom.


  As usual, Aaron and Paul were near the head of the pack. Between Paul's telepathy letting him know where his classmates were heading and Aaron's agility, they quickly cut to the head of the milling crowd in the hallway.


  "Well, that's weird," Aaron commented once they'd broken into open hallway and started heading for the Core, the large vertical shaft in the center of the Academy.


  "What? We've had assemblies before, you know."


  Aaron shook his head. "Those were all planned things. Orientation. Meet the celebrity. Monthly honors. That sort of stuff. This one's not on the schedule. It must be important news."


  Paul shrugged as they entered the Core and started walking up the corkscrewing ramps to their dorm level. "Back home we had community meetings for lots of little things. Heh. Maybe they caught M'kembe skipping class and want to make an example of him."


  "Hm. Maybe...I was wondering where he was. But, like you keep telling me, 'back home' for you was kinda weird. This is the information age, after all...little things they'll just send out a mass email or break into the entertainment channels. Face time is a big deal in most of Ohio Sector, and I'm pretty sure that's the way it is for most of the Combine. Except for Mexico, I guess. They're big on the mass meeting thing too."


  Paul pulled out his passcard as they left the Core and headed down the corridor towards their room. "True. Still getting used to the idea that people would *want* to stay at arm's length rather than talk face to face. C'mon, let's ditch our books and grab some 'mests before the Big Important Meeting."


  "Paul, nobody outside Oregon calls 'em 'mests. Munchies, man."


  Paul turned up his nose haughtily. "Slang is part of my cultural identity. Stop oppressing me. Plllbbbt," he finished with a raspberry.


  A few minutes later, comestibles in hand, the roommates headed for the main auditorium, along with a slowly increasing influx of students and faculty.


  "Paul, something's been bugging me lately."


  "What, the Rodriguez chick put a listening device in your shorts?"


  "Not that kind of bugging. I mean...no offense, but you're not really the physical type. You're a telepath. Why aren't you at MetaPsych instead?"


  Paul munched on a curiously reddish-violet snack chip for a moment, then swallowed and answered, "Short answer? Triage."


  "Long answer, please."


  "Well, I grew up pretty well-adjusted, all things considered. And my hometown didn't have a lot of the usual privacy hangups, so when my telepathy started to kick in, I didn't get all neurotic about it. Oh, home wasn't perfect, especially after the government started relocating all the loners and mountain men into town to keep them from going feral. But I managed to learn to keep from using my telepathy when I didn't want to. Most of the time, anyway. Still kinda hard to block intense thoughts aimed at me or in my area. But this puts me ahead of 90% of the developing telepaths in the country. There's some so bad off that they withdraw into comas when the voices get too loud in their heads, or who have to be shipped off to isolated places because they can't stop 'screaming' their thoughts at maximum volume to everyone in town. I hear there's a facility out in New York Sector for dealing with the coma cases, and they tend to stick the screamers up in Baffin Island near the main MetaPsych base.


  "Anyway, while I certainly could use their training, I don't NEED it. And they're swamped, so those of us who can function reasonably well on our own get to go to the Academy. At least we can learn some of the basics of how our powers work, and be around experts in supernormal stuff. That," he dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "and I think they're planning to use us as some sort of psi police. Teach us how to fight, how to make the most of our non-telepathic talents, and then send us to track down telepathic criminals once those start to emerge."


  "Then ya better put on some more muscle," Aaron teased, pinching Paul's left bicep and twisting the skin between his fingers. "Bean-Paul," he chuckled.


  "Leggo, thou cruel scarecrow," Paul smacked Aaron on the back of the head. "C'mon, let's see if there's any good seats left near the exits. I still don't think this is anything important. Why break a streak, after all?"


  The two took seats and waited as the rest of the residents of the Academy filled the room. Some of the faculty had worried looks on their faces, which didn't do anything to help Aaron's sense of impending doom.


  "Look, there in the wings," Aaron pointed. "It's Dr. Zou."


  "Head of the medical section?" Paul asked, straining to see. "Hey, no fair...you're enhancing your vision, aren't you?"


  "Only a little. Anyway, if *he's* giving the talk, that's bad."


  Paul nodded. Pathologists rarely came with good news.


  A few minutes more of nervous waiting passed. More students had spotted Dr. Zou, and the atmosphere was getting tense. Paul creased his brow with the effort of keeping out the nearby mental impressions.


  One of the teachers whose name Aaron didn't remember stepped up to the podium in front of the audience and was immediately bathed in a spotlight. "Students, teachers, assorted personnel, we called you here because a member of the student body was found dead this morning."


  A gasp ran through the room.


  "M'kembe Simonson was found dead in one of the training rooms, and the preliminary cause of death seems to have been Neurological Overload Syndrome."


  It took a fraction of a second for the term to register, then the room suddenly felt a lot colder as the implication sank in. It had only happened twice before, but there was already a non-technical term for it.


  Burnout.


  * * * *


  November 12, 2015 - The Academy's Grounds


  Aaron skimmed over the transcript of Dr. Zou's talk, which had passed by him like a blur earlier in the day. He'd heard rumors, and knew about the deaths last year, but it hadn't seemed quite real to him until today.


  Class had been cancelled for the rest of the day. Students who knew M'kembe closely were already with counselors, and everyone in the Academy would get their turn with the shrinks eventually. The staff had it really hard...a lot of them still remembered losing young relatives during the Millenium Riots. For his part, Aaron had to get outside. Sure, it was cold, but better than the suffocating heat and presence underground. He needed to see the sky above him right now...too many impressions of being entombed or roasted alive.


  Just getting outside seemed to help, though. It was like he was picking up a contact "high" from all the emotions running wild in there. Paul seemed to be coping okay, though, and he was the telepath.


  He turned back to some of the advice Dr. Zou had given. Never work out alone, even if you're just doing it to blow off some steam. Always stop if you feel yourself getting dizzy or stretched thin. Not a whole lot more, though. Burnout seemed to go from zero to fatal too fast to follow, and so far hadn't happened in any monitored area.


  Great. A mysterious condition that killed quickly and their best guess was that the victims simply pushed themselves too far. But others who had pushed themselves even farther seemed to have avoided Burnout.


  Aaron put away the transcript and lay back on the brown, dead grass, staring at the cloudy sky until he fell asleep.


  * * * *


  December 14, 2015 - The Academy


  "AAAAAA!" Aaron shouted as he sat bolt upright in bed. The underground room was still dark except for the faint safety lighting rimming the doors and lightswitch. He was all tangled in his bedsheets, both shiveringly cold and drenched in sweat at the same time.


  "Whatwhatwhat?" Paul snapped to alertness, his eyes darting around for the threat. If Aaron hadn't been busy trying to force his heart back into his chest, he might have chuckled at the sight. Paul looked at his wristwatch. "Four in the morning. Another Burnout nightmare?"


  Aaron nodded, turning on the small light over his bed. "This one was weirder than normal. I was a woman in it, flying high in the sky before Burning Out and falling to the ground like a meteor."


  "A woman, eh? Maybe your anxiety is about more than Burnout?" Paul smirked.


  "Not funny," Aaron snapped, irritable from lack of sleep and the nightmare. "I don't get it. The counselors said I seemed to be dealing with it pretty well on a conscious level, that the nightmares should fade over time. But they're getting worse. It's like I'm dreaming for everyone in the building."


  Paul cocked an eyebrow.


  "What?" Aaron asked.


  "Probably nothing. Anyway, we have that pre-calc final in the morning, we better get some more sleep while we can," Paul plopped his head back down on the pillow and rolled over.


  "IF we can," Aaron sighed and turned out the light.


  * * * *


  December 21, 2015 - The Academy


  "Can I just put it up to 210 kilos?" Paul asked from behind the bench press machine. "I know you're worried about Burnout, but if you don't start lifting a little more you won't get any benefit from the workout. It's just ten more kilos."


  "I...guess. I dunno why, but I just get a lot more nervous in the gym than anywhere else," Aaron admitted. "Maybe I'd do better somewhere without all the negative associations."


  "Hey, just because you scored better than I did on the psychology final doesn't mean you get to throw psychobabble at me," Paul mock-frowned. "Besides, this isn't even the room M'kembe was working out in...he was in one of the 'strongman' rooms for privacy."


  Shouldn't be a problem, Aaron told himself. He wouldn't even be using his powers, just exercising his own muscles. He started counting the lifts, falling into the easy rhythm of up and down, breathe in and breathe out.


  Something wrong.


  Getting dizzy.


  Why?


  It was like he was outside himself, even though he wasn't using his physiokinesis powers. He wanted to scream that he was Burning Out, but his mouth stayed closed, his arms continued to pump up and down, faster and faster.


  His vision swam. The world started to turn red. And his body still wouldn't stop. It was locked onto its road to destruction.


  Terrified, he screamed in his mind, ++HELP ME!++


  For an awful moment, nothing changed. Then he suddenly felt a cool touch on his mind.


  --I'm here/present to help/aid.--


  Aaron's pace slowed. With incredible effort, he turned his eyes to look at his roommate. ++P-paul?++ he thought.


  Paul stepped around the weight machine and placed his fingertips on Aaron's forehead. "You're not Burning Out," he whispered, calmingly. "You just think you are. You're a telepath, Aaron! Or at least an empath... you've been sucking in everyone's anxiety about Burnout, and your powers are feeding on that!"


  And like something had snapped, Aaron was back in control of himself again. The weight plates slammed down heavily as he let go of the bar.


  Aaron was only vaguely aware of the frenzied activity around him as Paul alerted the medical branch. As he sank into an exhausted haze, the only thing he could think of was how beautiful Paul's voice had sounded in his mind....


  * * * *


  August 23, 2025 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector


  Aaron read the numbers on the doors as he walked down the underground corridor. So much had changed in ten short years, although he had to admit that despite the conversion of Level 4 into library cubicles, he'd changed far more than this corridor had. It had taken a while, but this place had become more than just a school, it had become home.


  He reached the door to the room where he and Paul had spent their first few years together. The panel indicated it was unoccupied, so he reached out to open the door.


  Then he stopped. He half-expected to hear Paul's voice greeting him, inviting him in while opening the door for him.


  After a long pause filled only with the background hum of a school getting ready for a new term, Aaron opened the door and stepped into the room.


  The beds were gone, the dressers and shelves and desks replaced by computer terminals and group work tables. The place where he'd punched a dent in the wall back in '17 had been paneled over. To any casual observer, there was no sign this had ever been anything but a study room. But Aaron could feel how the echoing of his heartbeat was the same...how some of the faint scents lingered under the antiseptic and paint...the familiar thrum of the geothermal tap vibrating through the walls and floor too faintly for normal people to detect.


  "It's been ten years, Paul," Aaron said to the empty room. "Ten years since I got stuck with an annoying skinny kid from Oregon as a roommate. Some of the best years of my life...and the worst." He paused, listening to the faint echo of his own voice that the acoustic tiles couldn't fully mask from him.


  "Happy anniversary."


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


  Author's Notes:


  This story arose out of some discussions with Tony Pi about various relationships in the ASH Universe and where they might go. I decided that I wanted to tell a short story of how Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler ended up together, or at least about the beginning of their relationship. As has been hinted at or pointed out in several other stories, Aaron is basically heterosexual, but the special nature of relationships between telepaths bypassed that whole issue. And I wanted to show at least a little of how it did this.


  The last scene is deliberately vague, since it's set a year and a half ahead of the current continuity. It should become clearer as time goes by and the relationship evolves....
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  [April 12, 2016 - Outer Mongolia, People's Republic of China]


  "I'm gettin' too old for this crap," Chuck Morse hissed as he looked up at the rapidly descending basalt slab. This was followed by hoping that his last words wouldn't be a cliche.


  * * * *


  [A few minutes earlier...]


  Dr. Bazaryn looked dubiously at the carvings that flanked the entrance. A careful choice of location on the part of the builders had ensured that very little dust would cover the door, and it had been the work of only an hour or so for the two men to carefully uncover it. There had been no need to send back for workers, a process that would have been complicated by the...sensitive...nature of the expedition. While the short Mongolian archaeologist had far more field experience than his unshakably bookish appearance would have suggested, he was still sweating despite the chill morning air.


  "Now that I see it, I doubt that this is the tomb of Chingis Khan," Bazaryn frowned. "It is too elaborate, given what we know about the extreme secrecy of his burial."


  Chuck Morse, far less tired from the hour of careful work than his companion despite being a "senior citizen" by strict definition, smiled. No one would ever mistake him for an armchair archaeologist, even without his green leather jacket or the two swords slung over one shoulder. He was clearly a Man of Action, even at this age. "Well, Adja, I never said it was. Never thought it was, actually. But I needed the resources to get into China to check this one off the list, and your boss is pretty well-known in archaeological circles as having a thing for Genghis."


  "My...our employer will not be happy to hear that," Dr. Bazaryn's frown deepened.


  "Come on, Bazzy, you and I both know he's used to crapshoots. People have been looking for Temujin's tomb since the man died, it's more about the looking anymore than it is about the finding," Chuck shrugged. "Yeah, I abused his hobby, but...look, this isn't the tomb of the greak Khan, but it might be good enough to make the boss happy, yes? It's the last of Jack Ripley's unfinished jobs."


  "Jack Ripley, brother of...?"


  "Yeah. In the 1930s, Jack did a lot of collecting for his brother, including several trips to China," Chuck tapped the portable computer nestled in his left vest pocket. "But there were a lot of things he made notes about but couldn't fully explore. Then the war got him distracted for a while, and after the war China was closed...I picked up a few of the Chinese locations on his list before the PROC's last big expansion, but this has pretty much always been inside their borders, at least in my lifetime."


  "Good money in Ripley's leavings, then?" Dr. Bazaryn quirked an eyebrow. He'd had trouble nailing down his companion's motivations during the course of the trip, as they tried to match directions from Morse's closely-held notes to modern GPS coordinates and the inevitably shifting desert landscape. Morse didn't seem to be terribly mercenary, but neither was he motivated by a love of history.


  "Crap money," Morse smirked. "Otherwise, I wouldn't have had to dangle this one in front of your boss. Most of what the talented Mr. Ripley left behind was stuff he didn't think was worth the expense, given he had limited resources to work with. This one, on the other hand, he seemed to think was a big score, one that would need more resources than he had available in order to exploit."


  "And the two of us constitute sufficient...oh, I see. You wanted to get proof before bringing in anyone else. Get a stronger bargaining position," Bazaryn nodded. Morse didn't contradict him, and he probed further, "So, why do you do this? Was it all just to set up the big score at the end? Seems like you went beyond what was necessary to validate Ripley's notes. Dealing with one or two of his leftovers would have been enough to convince my employer to back this search."


  "Nah, it's more about responsibility. I dunno how much of my file the boss shared with you, but he's got to know I used to be a superhero, back in the 1970s. Non-powered, which is why I'm still here and not...wherever they all went. And even without great power, there's some responsibility. I've been trying to nail down loose bits of godly magic around the world before they can hurt anyone else, since no one with actual powers is around to keep an eye on the monsters and monkeys' paws anymore."


  "You think this," Bazaryn nodded to the doorway, "is magic?"


  "In this day and age of satellite archaeology? You bet!" Morse gestured at the symbols carved around the opening, "My Qin-era script skills are rusty, but those look like magical invocations to me, yes?" When the hired archaeologist nodded, he continued, "Plus, something was keeping this from being found from the air. There may be a whole lot of nothing out here, but China's very protective of their borders and very interested in ancient secrets. If it was possible to find this place any way but with the Mark One Eyeball, there'd be PROCcies all over by now. As it stands, I wouldn't be surprised if they've already noticed that we vanished from surveillance at some point...your boss's money is enough to let them pretend they don't see us, but you can bet they do see us. Or did. Probably don't anymore."


  Bazaryn knelt to examine the invocations more carefully. "My Qin isn't rusty at all, Mr. Morse. And I'm not sure this is even a tomb...although whoever once lived here may have died here as well."


  "Exiled sorceror named Fire Tortoise who refused to provide Emperor Qin with the secret of immortality, yes?" Morse pointed to a name symbol. "Ripley was no slouch at ancient Chinese either. He may not have gone in, but he did write down what the doormat said."


  "The elixir of immortality? It might be here?" Bazaryn stood up suddenly, feeling a thousand eyes upon him all of a sudden. Or, at least, one set of eyes very high in the sky. "Ah, assuming it's real, that is," he temporized.


  Morse shrugged. "Could be. I've met a few immortals, heard of others. If this guy was still around after two thousand years, though, he stopped being around in '98. He probably wasn't home back in the 1930s either, or Jack might never have made it back from that expedition. So if his elixir worked, it's not working for him now. Whether it'd work for anyone without a Magene, though, is anybody's guess. It could just be a poisonous mix of quicksilver and beetle dung like a thousand other 'immortality potions' that Emperor Qin tried and died from. But if the guy was a real mage, then there's real magic stuff in there."


  "Some of which might be worth quite a bit, even if it has nothing to do with the Great Khan," Bazaryn's eyes lit up.


  "And some of which might be powering traps," Morse cautioned.


  * * * *


  Dr. Bazaryn was already running...at least he had the sense to run back for the entrance, rather than farther in where he'd be sealed in. That was probably the point of the classic "falling ceiling" trap here...to convince people to go away, then block the entry until such time as the trap reset itself or was reset by the sorceror who called the place home.


  Not that Morse dedicated much conscious thought to that, it was merely a flicker in the back of his head as he drew one of the two swords strapped to his back and thrust it into the gap between ceiling and wall at a shallow angle.


  "Morse, what are you about?" Bazaryn shouted from the safety of the stairs.


  Sparks flew for a moment as the blade was dragged between two slabs of basalt, but after a heartstopping second or so the ceiling ground to a halt, victim of friction.


  "Just keeping the door open," Chuck called back. He didn't quite have to duck, but it was a near thing. "I just hope I can get this loose when we come back out...it has sentimental value."


  Dr. Bazaryn peered at the sword, which seemed undamaged. "How did you know the ceiling wouldn't just shatter the blade and grind the pieces down on its way to crushing you?"


  "Okay, it has more than sentimental value," Morse shrugged. "It's also magic. Most of its powers will only work for members of a bloodline I'm pretty sure has died out, but it's still an effectively unbreakable piece of metal."


  "Something you found in Ripley's leftovers?" Bazaryn asked.


  Morse shook his head. "Bequest from an old friend. But come on, sometimes traps trigger other traps, we should get moving before this hallway fills with scorpions or something."


  * * * *


  "Amazing, it's a countryside in miniature, complete with lakes of water," Bazaryn shone his lamp about the chamber. "It reminds me of Qin's tomb, although that used quicksilver in the place of water, and it had all dried up."


  "Must be a spring somewhere, kept magically clear of debris," Morse nodded. "Looks like the plants are just models, though, not the real thing. So he didn't try to import sunlight with spells."


  "True, so...I just felt a tile settle under my foot," Bazaryn interrupted himself. In most archaeological sites, that would just be a sign of age. Here, though, it screamed "trigger".


  Gouts of flame emerged from the ceiling, out of nozzles that had been disguised as sculpted golden stars in the painted firmament.


  "Into the water!" Bazaryn shouted, starting to dive for the nearest pool.


  "WAIT!" Morse commanded, grabbing the archaeologist by the arm. "The fire's not the real trap!"


  The jets of fire lengthened, coming close to head height and scorching the miniature trees on the tiny hilltops.


  "Are you crazy?"


  "Maybe, but I've also been set fire to a few times. Those things look like fire, sound like fire, even smell a little like fire, but they don't feel right."


  "Feels hot enough to me," Bazaryn tugged on his arm, looking towards one of the pools.


  "It feels like fire would feel to someone who never got closer than a campfire," Morse countered. "But no worse," he reached up into the roiling flames, grimacing but not crying out. When he pulled his hand back, it was unburnt, if a little reddened.


  "Then why...oh," Dr. Bazaryn looked chagrined, then fished in his pocket for a small coin and tossed it towards one of the pools. It sizzled where it hit, the unmistakable signature of strong acid.


  "The drop ceiling was to convince us to go away. This one is to trick us into not only killing ourselves, but also disposing of the bodies so our host doesn't have to sully himself with the job," Morse nodded. "Wouldn't be too hard for an alchemist to rig up a slow drip system to keep the pools full without diluting the acid, although he may have had to magic up some bits to make sure they wouldn't corrode. And look, the fake trees and stuff aren't actually burnt, it's just part of the illusion."


  Morse plucked one of the models from its hilltop. As long as it was within the flames, it looked blackened and skeletal, but outside the flames it was undamaged save for where Chuck had broken off the trunk.


  "It seems that he values his privacy," Bazaryn muttered. "I hope he wasn't the lone exception to the great vanishing...."


  * * * *


  "Okay, this one would leave a mess for him," Chuck quipped as he parried the barrage of blades. He'd heard them hissing out of their places of concealment in time to shove Bazaryn back, but at the expense of letting them hem him in. He'd also had to drop his lamp, and Bazaryn was still recovering from being rudely shoved, so he had to go on less than ideal lighting as the armatures clicked and whirred and swung sharpened bronze in all directions. Including directions that impinged on parts of Chuck's body.


  "Morse!" Bazaryn had recovered, and was fumbling to put his lamp on broad light.


  "I've faced...worse," Chuck parried three of the blades with his one remaining sword, while pulling a jitte from his boot to deal with two more. "Granted, it was forty years ago, but...ah, good, now I can see what I'm up against. Give me a little better light to your left, Adj!"


  The light shifted, and Chuck's katana licked out like a chameleon's tongue and severed spiderweb-thin cords. All the blades in that direction fell limp, giving him room to maneuver and time to pulled out a handful of shuriken. They weren't the special antigravity-field gimmicked stars he'd had access to back in the 1970s, but they'd do the job today, and several more sectors went limp as the throwing blades cut through their control cords. With most of the blades out of commission, Chuck was almost relaxed as he disabled the rest, only occasionally having to duck away from an unexpected strike.


  "Too bad I had to slice it up. Woulda been nice to come at this with a little more preparation, see if I could figure out its cycle. It'd make a dandy training room," Morse smirked, picking up his lamp.


  "Are you sure it won't come back to life?"


  Morse gave a short shake of his head. "This isn't magically animated. It looks to be purely mechanical, probably driven by falling weights that get winched back up by windpower. You've noticed we haven't had any trouble with stale air, right? Well, if you're gonna build a good ventilation system, given the winds outside, why not do some windpower to run things? Magic is one of those things that works best when it works least, Adja. A few spells to keep things running smoothly over the years, but otherwise depend on wind, water and wheels...did you just hear that?"


  "Unfortunately, yes," Bazaryn frowned. "Perhaps your sword wasn't as unbreakable as you thought, I think that ceiling finished dropping."


  Morse narrowed his eyes and pondered. "Hard to be sure, but it sounded a little closer than that. And more like a door-type slab than an entire ceiling. But let's go back and check before going in any deeper...be careful, though, we might not have triggered everything on the way in."


  * * * *


  Morse had been right. A doorway between the falling ceiling trap and the acid pits trap had been sealed off by one of the ubiquitous basalt slabs that much of the interior was made from. Basalt wasn't even native to the rocks outside, the mage must have put a lot of effort into building the place, even if the actual maintenance took very little magic.


  "Looks like the blades were the last trap before the living area, though," Bazaryn noted as they entered another chamber, appointed as a sort of "living room". Small flames flicked to life all around them in sconces and oil lamps, giving the room a warm glow.


  "And maybe the blades were part of the living area too, if the builder was big into practicing his swordplay. A lot of mages are handy with swords, I've found. The 'robes and staff' stereotype is false as often as it's true," Morse pointed out. "But don't let your guard down, Adja. Especially if the sword room was serving double duty. If this guy was willing to live with traps that close, he might have worked traps into every part of the place. Just less destructive to property."


  "Yyyessss..." Bazaryn mused, casting a more suspicious eye around the room. "Not likely to be a falling ceiling here, or acid vats, but subtler poison traps are certainly possible. Especially since the alchemist could have immunized himself to any poisons in use."


  "Like, say, poisoned lamp oil making a cloud we're breathing in right now?" Morse pointed at a sconce. "Or drugged, anyway. I mentioned I'd been set on fire before right? Well, I've been drugged a few times too, and this is starting to feel like another of those times."


  Dr. Bazaryn's eyes widened as he looked past Morse's shoulder in horror. Chuck whirled around, but there was nothing more threatening than a credenza. Tacky, perhaps, but not horrifying.


  "You don't see it?" Bazaryn was pointing now. "We've triggered a summoning ritual! A demon's emerging from the wall!"


  "What are...no, it's the drugs!" Morse shouted, trying to grab at the archaeologist, but this time the man slipped away and ran, panicked, from the room.


  The walls started to twist, and it looked like that credenza was starting to get ideas about walking. "Not sure if this is a trap or just how the wizard liked to relax," Chuck muttered as he started to follow Bazaryn. Hallucinogens were tricky, they keyed off emotional state more often than not, and Adja had been pretty damned wound up. Even with his experience dealing with mind-altering substances, Chuck was having trouble keeping his perceptions straight.


  Then he heard the scream, and was pretty sure it wasn't a hallucination.


  As quickly as he dared, he made his way back to the miniature park. There he found Bazaryn sprawled half out of one of the pools...the other half was quickly dissolving in the pool. It looked like Bazaryn had simply tripped, or lurched away from some new phantom monster, but it didn't really matter now. Dead was dead, and the little Mongolian was very dead.


  * * * *


  [April 15, 2016]


  "Well, this sucks," Morse summed up the situation. The falling door hadn't reset on its own, meaning it required some sort of spell to lift. It was possible you just needed to say the right words, and even possible that those words were written down somewhere, but he hadn't found them yet and he was running out of food. At least he'd figured out which of the pools had drinkable water, and the hallucinogen has stopped affecting him (he hoped) after a while.


  The basalt door and walls were harder than anything he could find in the vault other than his own weapons, and the only thing he'd brought that could have cut through in less than a Very Long Time was inconveniently on the other side of the door. The bronze blades from the automated sword room were fairly soft metal even by the standards of ancient Chinese smithing, so that was probably deliberate, to remove any opportunity to use tools from inside the vault to break through the door, trapping any survivors of the other traps until the owner could come home and deal with them properly.


  Too bad the owner wasn't ever coming home. And Chuck had probably overstated the likelihood of surveillance to the late Dr. Bazaryn...if the people who'd been bribed simply turned the sky eyes away from the vicinity in case their briber had a way to check for compliance, then there wouldn't be anyone coming any time soon.


  Chuck tapped on the door again, trying to estimate the thickness more accurately than "very thick." With what he had available, it might take years to chip through the stone. The contents of Bazaryn's surviving pockets hadn't been any help in that regard, although fortunately the archaeologist kept his own pocket computer in a hip pocket rather than in the now-dissolved shirt pocket, so at least there'd be more reading material while Chuck waited. Both his and Bazaryn's computers used kinetic rechargers in addition to traditional plug-ins, so as long as the warranty didn't expire they'd keep working. And most of the vault had lighting that Chuck had figured out how to activate...it was a home, not a tomb, after all.


  Well, it was a home first. A tomb second. And it was looking like he might get to enjoy both aspects.


  "Simple problem: break through a damn thick block of rock. Simple solution: keep chipping. It might break or dull every blade I brought with me, but it'll work. Eventually. VERY eventually."


  Chuck sighed and walked back into the main living area. Bazaryn's corpse had finished dissolving now that Chuck had nudged it the rest of the way in, and the room didn't smell too horribly anymore, but it wasn't really a happy fun place.


  Sitting out on a small table was a gold-encrusted pill case that he'd found while looking for a way out. As far as he could tell from his limited command of Qin-era writing, the sorceror who'd lived here needed to take one every hundred years or so to maintain his immortality, and each pill knocked him out for a while...hence the need for all the traps and defenses. It reminded him of Lord Ebon, who'd supposedly been buried by townsfolk after discovering his own immortality formula, since he'd seemed to be dead at the time.


  There was one pill left, so the guy hadn't died because he ran out of elixir, at least.


  Maybe the elixir WOULD work for Chuck. Maybe the elixir only worked for paranormals, maybe only for the guy who made it in the first place. But it wouldn't be too much longer before Chuck started to starve, at which point it wouldn't matter if the things were just beetle dung and mercury, he'd just die with a slightly nastier taste in his mouth.


  "Juuust in case these knock me out longer than it takes for someone to find me," he smirked, writing "I'm probably not dead yet, check carefully" on the back of a bit of scroll and setting it on his small pile of weapons. Then he lay down and swallowed the lone remaining sample of the fabled elixir of immortality.


  His last thought as oblivion claimed him was that it was April 15, and if he'd managed to avoid taxes for years now, maybe nothing was inevitable?


  * * * *


  [February 23, 2026 - Outer Mongolia, Central Asian Confederacy]


  The Western Dragon enjoyed these brief escapes from the administrative duties thrust upon her by fate. Whether running the heavens or the earth, using scrolls and ink or computer screens, paperwork was an inevitable part of ruling. So it was a welcome respite to take the occasional flight out into the hidden places of China when an excuse presented itself.


  Fire Tortoise had been rather reclusive when she first knew him, millennia ago, so she hadn't been terribly surprised when he didn't emerge during the chaos of the so-called Godmarket, when she'd been roused from her healing sleep. And they had never been close, so she hadn't sought out the immortal. He'd almost definitely vanished with the other human mages in 1998, presuming he'd survived that long to begin with.


  But he'd built his lair well, and the former celestial bureaucrat expected there was much within it that survived and would be worth her time to recover, once she could clear the time in her schedule for a little trip to the wastelands. Today it'd risen to the top of her very long To Do List, so here she was.


  And she was instantly on alert when she saw the slowly decaying vehicle sitting near the entrance, the tires flat but the dry air having done little to rust the metal of its chassis. It was difficult to tell how long it had sat there simply by looking at the state of disrepair, and it was a model of truck that had been popular among the well-to-do in the area for a few decades. Searching the interior, however, suggested it had been last used around ten years ago.


  "Tomb robbers?" she arched an eyebrow and smirked. "Well, Fire Tortoise's lair wasn't meant to be a tomb, but it looks like it's become yours."


  A minor exertion of her heavenly power over the wind, a power she rarely used around humans lest it cast doubt on her disguise as one of them, and the doors were cleared of a decade's worth of debris. She immediately smelled unfamiliar magic as she opened the door. Almost lost among the background of Fire Tortoise's spells, it bore the faint tang of European mages.


  "Ah, a magic sword," she stepped into the low-ceilinged anteroom and spotted the source of the scent. Releasing her true nature, she easily arched her serpentine back and shoved the ceiling back up to its resting position, causing the sword to fall out of the seam between ceiling and wall. Once she was confident the ceiling would not have the temerity to attempt to crush *her*, she resumed human form and picked the weapon up. "Interesting, I do believe that in the right hands this could kill me, or at least force me to abandon this false form."


  tap tap tap tap


  She looked to the end of the room, where a slab door sealed off the rest of the lair. Someone or something had just started tapping insistently on it, with what sounded like metal, probably drawn by the noise of the scraping ceiling block. The door itself sounded less solid than it looked from her side.


  Fire Tortoise may never have trusted her enough to share the secrets of his defenses with the dragon, but she'd be a poor excuse for a celestial if she couldn't intuit the needed spell to lift the door. But did she want to? Whoever or whatever was making the tapping sound had likely been sealed in ten years ago, and that brought up all sorts of unpleasant possibilities. Especially since ten years ago the territory had been under the influence of the old Anchor Premier, Xu. None of the weaker mystic entities would have had an easy time of it, to be sure.


  Still, focusing her senses, she didn't detect any great power beyond the door, nor a twin to the power of the sword in her hand. She opened the door.


  "Oh, hi," a young man in an odd mix of worn American-style clothing and what must have been Fire Tortoise's possessions stood there, holding the stub of a sword. He must have been chipping away at the door for years to get it in that condition! "I don't suppose you have anything to eat on you? It turns out the elixir of immortality doesn't stop ya from *feeling* like you're starving...."


  =============================================================================
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  In case it's not clear, the "legacy hero" Weapons Master in the new Freedom Alliance is not Chuck Morse's son, it's Chuck himself, rejuvenated by the elixir of immortality and pretending to be his own bastard offspring. So the "final fate of the original Weapons Master" is to become the "second" Weapons Master. I alluded to this back in ASH #88 (set a few months after the final scene of this story), but at the time had only plotted out very roughly that Chuck had gotten magically restored to youth in an undefined adventure that somehow involved the Western Dragon. Time will tell if the elixir gave him the same sort of immortality that it gave Fire Tortoise (unaging for the next century) or merely restored his youth and he's aged normally since waking up. As for how he got from Mongolia to St. Louis and established his new identity...that's for future stories to tell, not for endnotes. ;) The fact that he had an appointment with the Western Dragon in ASH #88 does provide something of a hint, though.


  Jack Ripley first appeared in Coherent Super Stories #18, and "Lifetrap" now establishes that he survived past World War II. For those who didn't read CSS #18 (and you really should go read it), Jack is the fictional younger brother of the real Robert L. "Believe it or Not!" Ripley. Jack had the paranormal ability to copy the skills of anyone he touched skin to skin, a rather useful talent for a world-traveling collector of curiosities.


  I deliberately did not name the man funding the expedition, in case I later decide I need him to have been someone else. :)


  Fire Tortoise probably didn't have a literal credenza in his lair, just some piece of furniture that Chuck decided was credenza-like. But who knows, maybe the mage redecorated some time during the 19th or 20th Century and took a fancy to a credenza.
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  [cover shows Lightfoot in his white and silver costume racing alonga road beside a telephone pole. He seems to be trying to catch upto a spark that's racing along the line.]


  



  [9:34:15 CDT]



  As Tom raced along at his top running speed, he could feel his shoes starting to wear thin. He hadn't had time to change into his costume, hadn't had time for anything, and it was starting to show.


  He didn't even have time to laugh at the irony of all this. He was Lightfoot. He made things go fast. In theory, he had all the time in the world...yet somehow it always slipped through his fingers. He lost three decades to Special Relativity, enough lost time for anyone, right? Yet here he was again, unable to find enough time.


  He did have time to wish he hadn't decided to check his email.


  * * * *


  [9:28:45 CDT]


  Things had been pretty hectic since the whole Arcanovore mess. Some of his new friends in the 21st Century's edition of the Academy of Super- Heroes were still suffering from injuries sustained in that battle, but Tom healed fast. Not as fast as Mete...er, Sarah did, but fast enough. China was reeling from the sudden outbreak of supernormal activity within its borders, and things were generally getting interesting all over the place. Not interesting in the sense of a gripping drama with a compelling narrative thread, though. More like a train wreck in slow motion. No one was quite sure which cars would jump the track or what they'd hit.


  Of course, the comparison wasn't totally apt. A lot of good was coming from this particular "train wreck," and no one was really sure if the net result would be good or bad when the dust settled.


  For his part, Tom was getting a crash course on the thirty years he'd missed. Now that the psych boys were sure he was over the culture shock, he was getting a lot more information than he'd been given when they were "easing" him into this time.


  He chuckled as he sat down to his terminal to begin another session of tutorials. The "easing" stage had been more intensive than most college courses. This part of the acclimation was verging on torture, although his instructors claimed it was well within his ability to assimilate.


  But first, an email check. Maybe there'd be something in it to give him an excuse to put off the tutorial program.


  One new message. From...Nate Walker? Not someone Tom knew. He opened the file with a click of the mouse (he was still using an old computer until he had time to learn the new OS...more comfortable, more familiar).


  "Mr. Dodson, I'm a student at the Academy," the letter opened. Tom snorted. "Mister" really didn't sound right attached to his name, even if he WAS legally 46 years old. He read on. "My superhuman talent has to do with computers, the ability to create a sort of science-fictiony cyberspace representation while working in a computer system. Some friends and I have taken on personas based on the old Legion of Net.Heroes you used to write for before your accident."


  Hmm. Fanboys from across the sea of time. And they even knew it was him posting from Solar Max's account. He hoped they didn't plan to ask him to start writing again.


  "While exploring the net, we found one of your old archive sites, but it was locked. Out of deference to you, we did not try to crack into it, but here's the address if you want to get to it (the machine survived the riots, but the address didn't) and get some pieces of your past.


  "Netwalker"


  Tom sat back. Wow. Like finding a scrapbook of yours at a junk store or something. Fingers flying over the keyboard, he opened a connection to the address. It was a really slow connection, only a few thousand bits per second, but it was a pretty old system.


  He tapped his forehead. What was that password? It'd been months subjectively since he last logged in. Oh yeah. And he was in.


  Nothing seemed to have been touched since the day he left. His teammates must have decided to keep it that way as a memorial or something, he guessed.


  Wait, what was that file? Thunderbolt? He was pretty sure he'd never put anything by that title on his system.


  <<Hello, Dr. Van Domelen. Or, should I say, Solar Max?>> suddenly appeared on the screen. Startled, Tom tried to log out or cut the connection, but it seemed to be locked open.


  <<Oh dear, trying to make me think it's really 2023 by altering the time index on your connection? Well, maybe it IS 2023, which would make this a rather impressive idle time for your terminal. No matter, you're still here, and my mission parameters have been fulfilled.>>


  >>What mission parameters? I'm not Dr. Van Domelen,<< Tom typed, hoping the program was artificially intelligent and not just some sort of recording.


  <<In reverse order, you know the password so either you are he or someone close to him...same result. And the mission parameters are being fulfilled as we speak. In thirty seconds, I will launch a nuclear missile from a Kansas silo the government computers think is abandoned. At the tone, it will be 9:34 AM local time, exactly.>>


  Tom was out of there before the chime sounded, slamming the alarm button for his room on the way out. If he didn't make it, hopefully someone would see the words and be able to stop the missile from hitting its target, whatever it was.


  * * * *


  [9:34:21 CDT]


  Three seconds ago, Tom had managed to grab a motorcycle that had been left idling at a curb while the owner stepped off for a moment to get something. Now he was in Kansas itself, having pushed the motorcycle nearly to its breaking point with his powers.


  Fortunately, he knew where some of the silos in Kansas were, thanks to being an avid newswatcher in high school. The Wichita Incident had made everyone a lot more aware of the whole nuke issue, and he was no exception.


  Unfortunately, several of the main highways were different. In thirty years, the Interstate system (well, Interdistrict now) had been changed in many ways, and he was on the verge of getting lost.


  His mind raced at speeds even faster than his borrowed motorcycle. Who was behind this "Thunderbolt" program, and did it stand a chance of success? Maybe the silo really was empty by now, or the missile in no condition to launch or detonate. Maybe the link the program needed to use to access the silo no longer existed...the telecommunications system had undergone even more extreme changes than the roadways, after all. He might be chasing five kinds of wild goose here.


  But with the stakes so high, could he just blow it off?


  Think! he shouted at himself as he started to drive past the first silo location. It was still manned, but looked like it had been converted to some other use. It wasn't the place, then.


  Which of Solar Max's old enemies would do this? Who would be so well- prepared that he had his own nuke to launch, yet NOT know that the account Tom was using was Dr. Van Domelen's in name only?


  Another site. Totally plowed under...certainly wouldn't have any fireable missiles in it.


  Okay, the thirty second limit. (Tom tried not to think that only three of those seconds were left.) The original Solar Max could pull off flight at about Mach 10 in a pinch, and knew enough about ICBMs and all that to disable the missile with ease. If nothing else, he could grab it at the top of its ballistic arc and haul it into orbit. The strain would hurt like hell, but he could do it. So the missile was probably meant just to be an irritant, a petty revenge. A serious threat would involve no time buffer, nor a hint to the location of the silo. Whoever was behind Thunderbolt didn't really want a nuclear blast going off.


  Two seconds. Another site, another bust.


  Who had the expertise to pull this off, the sick sense of humor to use a nuke as a prank, and the motivation to try and get Solar Max's goat like this? Devastator didn't do this sort of thing, Challenger preferred personal combat, Doc Droid would have used some hidden giant robot instead of a nuke...none of the old bad guys seemed to fit the profile.


  One second. He'd exhausted all of his options. Tom pulled to a stop and pulled out his pocket phone, which he only now noticed was ringing.


  "I couldn't find it," he said as he flipped the phone open.


  Sarah's voice was at the other end. "We'vealertedtheaircommandandthey saidtheyhavetheSDIsysteminoperation," she blurted out in a rush. He knew she was worried, since normally she was able to keep her speed under control.


  The time was up. Tom scanned the horizon for exhaust plumes from a silo he'd missed. Then he heard laughter from the other end.


  "What? What?" he shouted into the phone.


  "Sorry..." Sarah gasped for breath. "This really isn't funny, but I can't help myself," she collapsed into giggles again. "The screen says, heehee, it says 'That's for killing off Sig.Lad, you big dope!' It's signed 'Netwalker.'"


  "The Academy's at the site of the old Northwoods Correctional Institution, right?" Tom asked.


  "Yes, why?"


  * * * *


  [9:45:02 CDT]


  "All right, what's going on here?" an instructor asked as he forced his way through the cluster of laughing students at the entrance to the central core of the Academy.


  "There was this blur, a whoosh, and then he's out there!" one student said with a shocked expression, pointing into the core itself.


  And sure enough, hanging by several dozen meters of electrical cords and wiring, was Nate Walker, one of the more advanced students at the Academy. He'd been stripped to his underwear, and on his chest the words "I AM NOT FUNNY" were painted in toner.


  "Help?" he mumbled.


  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------
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  [2024]


  Colin Shaw stumbled through the Black Forest, trying to get as far from the so-called "Parabahn" as he could. He'd pissed off the wrong Vogue-ghoul once too often since arriving on the Continent, and now he was as good as dead if he couldn't find a good hiding place. Or a weapon. A weapon would be nice. His own paranormal powers of microwave generation were almost useless in a fight unless he had something metal in his hands. Then he could make it spark, like a fork left in the microwave oven. Hence his tag of "Sparker."


  Right now, though, that spark was about to be snuffed if he couldn't get away from the roads before someone found his ditched motorcycle.


  [1994]


  Sofie Rasch stumbled through the Black Forest, trying to get away from the autobahn and the sweep of police running up and down it. She was nobody, just another junkie soon-to-be-ex-college student who happened to be at the roadside party. She didn't even *know* anyone there except Heinrik, and he was a nobody too, no matter what he said to try and impress her. She was getting cold, her buzz was wearing off, and a dim corner of her mind said she'd be dead by dawn if she didn't find shelter. Presuming the police didn't send out dogs into the forest.


  Dim moonlight splashed here and there across her path, turning alternately into fairy sparkles and police flashlights in her drug-hazed mind.


  [2024]


  Colin had one advantage...none of der Zepters, the gang he'd gotten on his bad side, were trackers or fliers. They'd have to ditch their bikes and follow on foot under the moonless sky, and it was starting to snow. If he could find a place to go to ground soon, his tracks might be totally erased before any of the Vogue-ghouls could find him. Cold wouldn't be a problem, since he could always make his own heat.


  He almost fell into the cave before he spotted it in the beam of his pocket torch. Risking a quick shine of the light around the cave mouth, he saw there was a serious overhang of snow at the entrance. If he could get far enough back and then drop the overhang, he could hole up for a day or two and not be found. He'd done without food for a couple days at a time back in the old neighborhood, when he was on the run from his father. And der Zepters were slightly less terrifying.


  [1994]


  Vaguely, a part of Sofie's mind noted that at least there was no snow to leave footprints in, it had been a relatively dry winter thanks to the disruption of weather patterns last year...some superhero thing. On the other hand, the dogs would have an easy time.


  Cold...so cold. The three beers she'd downed were wearing off, and she was starting to feel the wind cut into her ragged jacket. She needed to find shelter, any shelter.


  Darkness loomed before her. She staggered back, at first uncertain if it was real, or some kind of hallucination. Blinking, she realized it was a cave of some kind. It might not be warm, but at least she'd be out of the wind. And right now, the cold was so vicious that the idea she'd be trapped if the police came around never entered her mind.


  [2024]


  The cave was deep, deeper than he'd expected. Colin dropped the snowy overhang without trouble, and was gratified to see the entire mouth of the cave buried. He could melt his way out in a few minutes if he needed to, after all.


  With the entry safely covered, Colin turned his torch back on and started to probe the depths of the cave. It was just possible someone had used this place to hide stuff, and whatever the stuff was might be useful. Especially if it was food, or weapons. Contraband would be nice, too, but he'd have to defend it to get any good from it.


  Deeper he explored. This was definitely dug out by someone, it was way too deep to be naturally occurring in this kind of countryside. Then, suddenly, the tunnel opened out into a middling-large cavern. In the center was a pedestal, and on that rested a large axe.


  Colin lunged forward. A weapon was a weapon, and a metal blade meant he could toss some sparks if der Zepters did find him. His brain only barely registered a greenish glow around the meter-long curved blade of the tremendous axe as he reached for the leather-wrapped haft....


  [1994]


  Sofie stumbled blindly through the cave. She thought she had a cigarette lighter in her pocket, but either she'd dropped it or her hands were too numb to feel it in there.


  The wind was gone, but blind impulse ran Sofie's legs now, and she kept moving forward, leaning against the tunnel wall for support.


  The wall vanished, and Sofie crashed to a hard stone floor, letting out a gasp that was more surprise than pain. She saw a faint greenish glow and shook her head to try and clear her senses.


  The glow remained, and Sofie wobbled to her feet. Her eyes were starting to adjust to the darkness of the cavern, and she could just make out that the glow came from something resting a few meters away, at stomach level for her. She unsteadily made her way over, lacking anything better to do.


  Then she saw the axe, and bit her lip to suppress a cry of surprise. It was the axe of Rechtigkeit...Justice...Germany's patriotic hero! He'd retired almost a decade ago, then been murdered by his own son last year, but she remembered seeing him on the news almost every night when she was a girl. She'd even seen him in public once, as he towered over everyone else at the podium...some fair or something. He'd held the axe like it was a hatchet, but it was nearly as long as Sofie was tall. The blade glowed with a faint green hue, just enough that she could see her hands as she slowly reached out to touch it.


  And then a voice whispered in her mind....


  [2024]


  And then a voice whispered in his mind....


  [both]


  "Arise, warrior for justice. Be cleansed, body and soul, and go out to bring the light of Rechtigkeit to the world!"


  [1994]


  Sofie shuddered and leaned over. She felt like she was going to vomit, scream and explode all at the same time. It was like she felt when she went too long without a fix...but a hundred times worse and all at once.


  Then it was over.


  Sofie stood up again, holding the axe lightly in her hands. She was no giant like Rechtigkeit...the original...was, but she felt strong enough to swing the axe as if it were a tennis racket. Somehow, she knew that she was no longer hooked on heroin, meth or cocaine.


  More importantly, with the constant haze lifted from her brain, she knew exactly who she'd seen at that party that the police must be after.


  And she'd find him first.


  Rechtigkeit had returned to Germany.


  [2024]


  Colin felt like his eyeballs were going to launch across the room, like all the Jaz he'd ever taken was shooting out through his tear ducts at once. The pangs of hunger he'd been starting to feel were gone, and he felt like he could take der Zepter on all by himself. Moreover, he felt like he *should*. That stunted little thing in the corner of his soul called a conscience seemed to have muscled its way to the front of his brain and was giving the orders for the first time in Colin's miserable life. Tentatively, he put the axe back down...but the feeling stayed. Grinning, he picked up the weapon again. No whispering voice this time, if you didn't count the loud screaming of his long-silent conscience.


  He concentrated on the blade of the axe, focusing his power into it. The cavern lit up a brilliant bluish white as a lightning bolt snapped from the blade to strike the wall, blasting loose a few chunks of rock. And he'd barely been trying!


  Colin ripped the Vogue-ghoul patch from his jacket and tossed it to the floor, incinerating it with another massive spark. He wouldn't need it, or the free passage it brought on the autobahn. Not the Parabahn, he thought grimly to himself.


  "Guess I'm not just a Sparker anymore," he mused aloud. "More like lightning. What was it in that old comic book? Justice, like lightning? I guess they can call me Justice now...."


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


  Notes:


  Der Zepter and the Parabahn name created by Tony Pi. That old comic book created by Kurt Busiek. The rest created by Dave Van Domelen.
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  THE STATEMENT OF FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS


  Greetings, boys and girls and whatever the hip youngsters are turning themselves into in the cyborging houses of New Jersey Sector. Time again for another installment of that favorite column of the administration, "Read It Before It Gets Censored!" as I rip another viral meme into the collective consciousness and try to wake it up.


  As you can see from the title of today's piece, assuming you're not just skimming The Pit for the pictures, I want to talk a little about the Statement of Fundamental Rights that's part of the Combine's Constitution. You've probably had to memorize in school, it's like the old United States Constitution's Bill of Rights, but nnnnnot quite. First off, it's not a series of amendments, it's an integral part of the new Constitution, although it has been amended since its first writing. I'll be covering the current form, if you're curious about the development...well, you should have paid attention in history class instead of thinking about what the person in the desk in front of you would look like naked.


  Anyway, here's the preamble to the Statement of Fundamental Rights. Try to stay awake, it was written by bureaucrats.


  --begin--


  The rights enumerated in this document apply to all citizens of the North American Combine and its protectorates. They may also be construed to apply to non-citizens except where specifically contraindicated by law. No law contravening these rights for non-citizens shall be enacted for a term of more than four years, although it may be renewed after that period.


  It is to be understood that in the case when two or more rights are in conflict, it will be the responsibility of the government to establish laws that determine the outcome of such conflicts.


  It is also to be understood that the omission of a right from this document does not mean that citizens of the Combine lack this right. However, it does mean that this right may be suspended or abridged by the enactment of legislation by the Combine, State or Sector governments.


  --end--


  Okay, if you're the sort of suspicious person who normally reads The Pit, this part should immediately set off warning bells. These rights are only guaranteed for CITIZENS. Sure, a non-citizen probably has these rights too, but he'd better not count on it.


  Now, I know most of you have forgotten the ways you can become a citizen, and I'm not going to make you read the relevant part of the Constitution. It's insanely boring. So here's a quick and dirty explanation. Just don't try to use it in court.


  If you were born in the Combine, or any of the nations that joined up to form the Combine, and both of your parents were citizens of the Combine or blahblahblah...then you're automatically a citizen. Congratulations, but you're not home free yet, see below.


  If you were born in the Combine (et al) and only one of your parents was a citizen, then your parents have to choose which citizenship to give you: Combine or whatever other country one of the 'rents is from. It's a simple bit of rubberstamp paperwork, more a convenience thing than anything else. It only gets messy in a divorce. Let's say dad was a citizen and mom wasn't. If they decided to make you a citizen, then dad automatically gets custody, no matter what other circumstances apply. If they decided not to make you a citizen, then mom gets you automatically. (If your parents are both citizens, then who gets you mainly depends on where you live...in America and Canada, fathers haven't been considered real parents for a generation or two, so mom gets ya.) If they don't choose before you're 18, you get to pick. Oh, and if both parents are citizens and you're born outside the Combine, they have to fill out the same paperwork to make you a citizen.


  Now, if neither parent is a citizen and you're born in the Combine, it's not so easy. Thanks to the run of Asians during China's conquest phase, there's been something of an anti-immigration backlash. So babies born here to non-citizens aren't automatically citizens. Although they generally have an easier time applying for naturalization.


  Finally, if you were born outside the Combine, you have to naturalize to get citizenship benefits. I'm not going to go into the details here, but basically you need to prove you can speak English (which really honks off the Quebeckers), that you have some basic citizenship knowledge, etc. Unless you have a vital skill of some sort (like being able to fly), it usually takes a few years to jump through all the hoops.


  Now, remember how I said that if you were a citizen you still weren't home free? Well, you can LOSE citizenship. Used to be that if you were convicted of a first degree felony, you lost the right to vote. Now you lose citizenship entirely. Harsh, yes? On the other hand, it's not all bad, so never let it be said I had nothing but vituperation for the NAC government. First, now you can apply for citizenship like anyone else (and they don't kick you out of the country unless you're from somewhere else to begin with). It's harder to get through all the hoops with that black mark on your record, but it's a lot easier than getting a pardon from the governor, which used to be the only way to get back your franchise. That's the technical term for the right to vote, not ownership in a McD's, kids. Second, at least it's HONEST. Back in the 1980s and 1990s, every couple of months some jackass would push through a bill that was blatantly unConstitutional or at least really scummy, the purpose being to find new ways to further punish convicted felons, especially those nailed for drug or sex offenses. The Supreme Court would twist around like they were sitting on tacks, but find some way to allow these legal abominations to stand. You could get tossed in jail in 1990 for 2 years and get out to find you'd just been handed three extra lifetime punishments because someone decided he could get re-elected if he was Tough On Crime. At least now the government makes no bones about it...get convicted, lose your rights. They may be making the rules to suit themselves, but at least they're picking rules they're willing to play by. So they're honest slimebags.


  Speaking of slimebags, while corporations are considered legal entities, they are FORTUNATELY not considered citizens. Yet. But you can bet no one's going to be stupid enough to pass laws denying them rights. And it's only a matter of time before someone clever decides that the Combine government, as an abstract body, is also a legal entity. Fun for all.


  Finally, before I go into the actual Rights, try to stretch your memory to recall that line in the preamble about passing laws to deny rights to non-citizens. There's been a few to come and go, but two "rights exception" laws get passed almost unanimously every four years.


  Khadamites have NO rights. And sex offenders have damn few.


  So, if you've been buggering the neighborhood kids and get caught, take heart! At least you're not from Khadam.


  --begin--


  I. Equality


  Everyone is guaranteed equal treatment under the law, regardless of gender, race, sexuality, or beliefs. Those with powers and abilities beyond normal human capacity may only be treated differently to the extent that their powers and abilities require it.


  --end--


  The first sentence is very nice. Combines a couple centuries of amendments into one simple statement, catching a couple things that never made it into the old Constitution, like the ERA and gay rights. Mind you, while you can't be discriminated against for HAVING beliefs, you CAN be slapped down for EXPRESSING those beliefs, but I'll get into that later.


  The second bit is the paranormal clause. It lets the government pass laws restricting paras without denying them citizenship. Personally, given that we've seen paranormals create hurricanes, snap airports like taffy and rain flaming death from the heavens JUST IN THE PAST YEAR, I'd be REAL careful passing laws restricting paranormals if I was the government. Then again, if I was the government, you'd all be peeling grapes for me.


  The main function of the paranormal clause, though, is that it lets the Combine lock up paranormal criminals in superjails while awaiting trial. Convicted felons may not have the right to reasonable restraint, but merely INDICTED ones do. Unless they're paranormals.


  --begin--


  II. Security


  Everyone has the right to protect themselves from harm, and to take what reasonable measures are required to provide this protection. Everyone has the right to be reasonably secure from danger to life and limb.


  --end--


  Here's the one that makes everyone feel warm and fuzzy and forget that their freedoms are being leeched away. You have the right to be SAFE. No one ever tried to put THAT one in the old Constitution. Even as weaselly as "reasonably secure" is, it still makes a promise that no government can really back up. But most people would rather be safe than free, so it goes down really well with the voters.


  The real kicker, though, is that this replaces the old right to bear arms, and may be even more vague and confusing than the 2nd Amendment was. What's a "reasonable measure?" To look at the laws on the books, the average citizen has the right to learn martial arts, but not to carry a weapon unless he's regularly in a hostile environment. Personally, I think any country that won't let me carry a gun is a hostile environment, but the judge never buys that one. Sometimes I think I should move to Manhattan and buy a suit of power armor. I think I could prove it was a reasonable measure.


  --begin--


  III. Privacy


  Everyone has the right to be free of excessive intrusions to privacy. These include, but are not limited to: physical intrusion, electronic intrusion, psychological intrusion and telepathic intrusion. This right includes both intrusion by private concerns and public concerns.


  Agents of public concerns may not breach this right without probable cause or warrant. Agents of private concerns will be liable for prosecution upon proof of violating this right.


  --end--


  This is sort of a modern restatement of the old stuff about quartering soldiers. However, the fact that the Combine actually obeys this one is about the only reason The Pit is still around. They can't just poke around in The Pit's servers and find stuff to censor before it goes out. They have to let it come out, then get a warrant to blank it out. They're getting faster, though...hope you saved a copy of this file, since it's probably already been zapped by the time you get this far.


  --begin--


  IV. Self-Determination


  Everyone has the right to act in a manner that suits their beliefs, except where such actions infringe on the rights of another.


  --end--


  This is a fuzzy one, and kind of overlaps with the Right to Expression later on. It's a way of giving religious freedom without actually specifically SAYING they're going to let people worship in whatever freaky cult they belong to. It also means that the human sacrifice rituals are right out, unless the victim is from Khadam.


  It's not as protective as you might think, though. Just about any action affects others, and it doesn't take too much legal fandangoing to establish that a particular action infringes on the rights of another person. Basically, don't bother anyone and you can do what you like. Make waves, and get stomped. Especially if a judge agrees that your actions are infringing on the Combine's right to Security....


  --begin--


  V. Due Process


  No person shall be held to answer for a felony crime without an indictment by grand jury, except in cases arising in the Armed Forces when in actual service in time of war or public danger. Everyone has the right to a trial by jury, as well as the right to waive trial by jury. No person shall be tried a second time for the same crime when acquitted in the initial trial, nor shall any person be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself or herself. Everyone subjected to jury trial as a defendant has the right to determine whether the outcome of that trial shall be examined by a court of appeal.


  No person shall be deprived of life, liberty or property, physical or intellectual, without due process of law, nor shall private property of any description be taken for public use without just compensation.


  --end--


  You may have noticed that up until this point, all the Rights statements started with "everyone." This is the lone exception, and it's mainly because they cribbed it pretty closely from the old Bill of Rights. Someone decided that it would be a really dumb idea to mess with case law, as that part of things seemed to work reasonably well. There's a few tweaks here and there, and of course it gets bent as much as the old Amendments did, but this one's generally okay.


  It also means that they can't just grab these columns and hide them from the public eye, since they're intellectual property. Censor 'em, yeah...but not take 'em away from The Pit or from any of you quick enough to download this to your own system.


  --begin--


  VI. Fair Trial


  Everyone has the right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of the sector and district wherein the crime was alleged to have been committed. Everyone has the right to know the nature of the crime for which they are on trial. Everyone has the right to know who is testifying in their trial, to be able to compel witnesses to appear in court to testify, and to have the assistance of counsel for their defense. Everyone has the right to decide whether their trial shall be open to the public or closed to all but witnesses, jury and officers of the court.


  --end--


  Again, pretty close to the old Bill of Rights, but with an interesting bit tacked on at the end. The 1990s was a time of media circus trials, and not everyone liked being the center of a media firestorm. So now the defendant gets to say whether he wants to let the press in. In the past 20 years, it's been decided that a judge can still close the court against the defendant's desires if it's causing disruptions or hazards, but he can't open it up to the press if the defendant wants it closed.


  Fine by me. I've got better things to do with my time than wade through coverage of the Trial of the Century of the Week.


  --begin--


  VII. Fair Punishment


  Everyone has the right to reasonable bail when indicted of a crime. Everyone convicted of a crime has the right to reasonable fines and punishments, as determined by the nature of the crime and the nature of the individual.


  --end--


  "Cruel and unusual punishments," one of the more poetic phrases of the old Bill of Rights, is gone, you may note. Why? Because some of the paranormals out there won't be stopped by anything BUT cruel and unusual punishment. Court cases over the old Northwoods Correctional Facility were still being wrangled over even after the supervillains all went poof, and this put an end to 'em.


  You might ask why it's necessary, since convicted felons aren't citizens anymore, and can be imprisoned however you feel like. Well, that's only for first degree felonies, and second degree murder still carries hard time. Not to mention, some guys you just DON'T let out on bail, since they can leave the PLANET before their trial date.


  Of course, they were pretty smart not to do anything too cruel or unusual to Derek Radner when he got caught a few years ago. Because something tells me that the Chancellor of Khadam is the type to hold a grudge.


  --begin--


  VIII: Expression


  Everyone has the right to express their beliefs. The expression of beliefs may not be limited except in cases where it impinges on the rights of others.


  --end--


  Freedom of speech, watered down almost to the point where it exists only as a whim. They only added this one a few years ago, and it's really not much of an improvement over the Self-Determination right, for the same reasons.


  Knock out that last sentence, and maybe I'll believe the Combine is run by non-jackbooted non-thugs. Assuming that that belief doesn't violate the rights of the Combine to the reasonable defensive measure of jackboots.


  In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man is labeled a dangerous lunatic.


  Thom S. O'Ryan, blinking.
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