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  #1 - "CROSS"


  [cover is obviously panel one of a multipanel combined cover. Itshows the left half of a stone cross, presumably a headstone ofsome sort. A few leaves can be seen at the right edge of the page,implying that there's something overgrowing the right half of thecross. Behind the cross to the left is a booted male foot.]


  



  Underbrush started to get thicker as Cross sprinted across the forest floor, telling him he must be approaching an area once clearcut by 'civilization.' He tried to steer away from it as best he could...the clearer floor of virgin rainforest made for less tracks and better speed...but he continued to head North when possible. He knew his pursuers didn't need to rely on physical traces, but he'd have a better chance of leading them away from the Family if he wasn't obviously trying to be followed.



  He could sense the monsters behind him still, perhaps a hundred slow heartbeats behind him, far out of sight. Such was his Gift. A Gift these monsters had turned into a curse...for he could sense when one of the Family's souls was devoured by these monsters. It was like a candle going out. No, that wasn't quite right, he realized. Something was still there, but something WRONG. As if the light had not merely been extinguished, but replaced by an intense darkness that devoured Cross's own soul to look at. Already five of the fifteen in the Family had been so blackened by these spawn of Satan. They had killed as many Souleaters as they could, but more came. Something needed to be done.


  And as leader of the Family, it was Cross's responsibility to do it. He was nearly done with the first part of the plan, to draw the Souleaters away from the Family long enough that defenses might be prepared and consecrations made. One of the Souleaters started to lag back already, it would not be long before they gave up the chase entirely. Cross prayed to God above that he had bought his people enough time, that they might hold out until he could return with such help as could be found in the outside world.


  It was over. They were turning back, having decided that a half day of pursuit was more than one victim merited. He slowed to a steady, land- devouring pace. He had a great distance to cover before reaching even a smaller 'city' and even more before reaching his final destination. If the Elder had been right, he would find no help there, only madmen and sinners. But even Sodom and Gomorrah had had one good man, Lot. Surely there would be someone in the 'Federal District' who would help.


  * * * *


  Sal stepped inside and pulled off his filtermask while Aaron sealed the outer door. The light blinked green, showing a positive seal, and the inner door unlocked.


  "Must be nice to not need one of these," Sal gestured his filtermask at Aaron. "The benefits of self-control, eh?"


  "Well, yes. But if I wanted to breathe through my mouth instead of my nose, I might want to use a mask anyway. Excuse me, I *really* have to blow my nose...this might not have been the best idea." Aaron stepped into a restroom near the entrance, and after a moment, prodigious nose-blowing sounds could be heard.


  "Your mucus membranes must be nearly red-bag stuff," Sal observed as he disposed of his filtermask, referring to the red bags that toxic medical waste was thrown away in. "Next time, wear a mask. Control or no, it can get bad out there. Geez, it used to be 'don't drink the water,' now it's 'don't breathe the air.'"


  Aaron stepped back out, his nose a little red and sore, but even that was fading as he willed it to heal. "It's the mountains around Mexico City, Sal. Nothing really gets out. Even though the modern population is only a tenth of what it used to be, and nonpolluting energy sources are mandatory, you can't make it go away that easily. Especially considering the fires and riots of the turn of the century...the city was even more unliveable a decade ago."


  "Yeah, and given some of the more spectacular backfires using Pranir tech, that's not really an option. Still, they say you get used to it after a while. Funny, though, 'they' don't spend time here if 'they' can avoid it either."


  "Neither will we, Sal. At least, I hope not. The purpose of these multiple bases is to let us stay close to a crisis during a mission, yet still have full facilities. Where we stay when not on a mission is pretty much up to us, but we'll probably end up in Chicago or DC most of the time. Here and Ottawa are mainly sops to the State governments, remember. Not a whole lot happens near either place."


  Sal nodded and patted the sealed door. "Even if it does, once this place is all done, we won't need to go outside unless we want to, which I won't, personally. Fly in, airlock to inside, stay in. That way we don't have to get used to the smog. At least LA cleared up once the pollution generating stuff got shut off. Speaking of LA, has Essay gotten back from the base there yet? My Spanish is really rusty, and we still need to deal with some of the local officials."


  Aaron grinned in a sardonic way. "What, you mean English as the official Combine Language hasn't caught on yet?"


  Sal groaned, knowing what Aaron meant. The Quebecois weren't any happier to be part of a continental government than they had a national one, and now that things had stabilized and the Combine was "no longer needed," Quebec was agitating for independence again. That the Combine's bureaucratic power structure insisted on English as the official language did nothing to endear the Combine to Quebec, who at least had bilingualism under Canadian government. It was nothing major yet, just some vocal minorities, but having been in Ottawa for the better part of a month had gotten Sal utterly sick of the issue.


  Sal shrugged. "Some of these guys are from the PRI days, and remember when Mexico was independent. It helps soothe ruffled feathers if you at least act like you remember that too. And if talking to them in Spanish gets us through the formalities and out of here sooner, so much the better."


  "Don't fret it, Sal. Besides, there's a storm system coming through, so we should get some rain soon, and that tends to wash the gunk out of the air for a while."


  "Yeah, but it always comes back. Sometimes I believe the rumors that Quetzalcoatl put some kind of curse on the city just before the Causality Wars hit, just to get back at the Sun god. Hmmm. You know, the more you look at it, the more you have to wonder about the 'real' explanation for the resolution of the Causality Wars," pondered the hulking Italian.


  "Eh?"


  "Well, if Tym and all the other paranormals really did totally seal the gods out of this reality, how come so many of the effects of the Godmarket remain? I'm no Violation Physicist, but shouldn't the natural order repair itself eventually?"


  "Well," started Aaron, scratching his head, "yeah. Mostly. I mean, the desert is supposedly reclaiming its pre-1997 area in northern Africa at an abnormally fast rate. The lush farmlands created by Naobata and others just aren't able to stay around without help in the real climate of the area. And the Australian outback isn't nearly as weird as it got in '97, but pockets of dreamtime still float around in it. I suppose that if the pollution here is magickal, it'll fade eventually. But keep in mind, it was bad enough that you can almost explain it without invoking violation. And anyway, millions of people worshipped the Sun god here, that's a lot of power for the tapping, so you could figure whatever Quetzalcoatl would do to hurt his rival would be as permanent as he could make it."


  "Makes sense, I guess. We kicked out the rude guests, but the mess they made remains. Maybe Howie, er, Peregryn could do something about it if he ever comes down here?"


  "Maybe. I'm going to check my email, see if Essay's sent an updated ETA."


  "A hot shower for me, I gotta get the stink of the city offame."


  * * * *


  It had taken him more than a week, but Cross was finally approaching the 'Federal District' that the Elder had taught him was the closest large city reachable by land. The enormity of his voyage had not yet sunk in. Having never travelled more than a few score leagues from home before, his mind could not adequately get around the fact that he had travelled nearly a tenth of the way around the planet in nine days.


  So he didn't even try, instead keeping his mind fixed on two things: his goal and his wife. Even at this distance, he could still feel the feathery touch of her spirit, and knew that the Family was still safe.


  The goal gave him less comfort, but certain things had finally started to make sense to him. Language, for example. Growing up with only a handful of other people in his world, he'd been totally amazed that there was more than one language. Even moreso when the Elder taught him of languages that none even spoke anymore. To have more than one language seemed odd in itself, but to have languages one didn't even use? Still, the Elder had felt it important, so he had learned nearly a dozen of these languages, one of which he finally was getting to use. He was glad of the knowledge, however, since if he had only known one language, he might have taken much longer to realize that "Mexico, D.F." was the "Federal District" he sought.


  The whole journey was an experience in actually seeing things he had only heard about, or at best seen pictures of. Automobiles, for example. Home had only a few battered ones, left behind by the pagans, and they had long since ceased to work. But on these roads sped hundreds of them, in all shapes and sizes, humming along the road far more silently than he had been prepared for. Perhaps they had been made quieter in the time since the Elder last saw one. But they were certainly fast. Even the fastest of the Family would be hard pressed to keep up with one for long, and Cross had very quickly found that the road belonged to them, and he had best stay off it.


  Topping a rise, Cross saw a great cloud, bluish in hue. Through it he could see vague outlines of tall structures. Buildings? But...they were so far away! Up close they must be huge! Taller than the tallest trees, certainly.


  The wind, fairly light, shifted in Cross's direction and he felt tears well up in his eyes. Smoke? It certainly felt like campfire smoke, but didn't look like it. Were they burning something in the city below? Burnt offerings, perhaps. But to God or to some pagan deity?


  Muttering a quick prayer that it was the former, Cross headed down into the city.


  * * * *


  Sal pulled off his helmet and cautiously sniffed at the air. It wasn't *that* bad after all, he guessed. Of course, living in an underground complex in the middle of nowhere for a good chunk of one's life doesn't exactly help a body get used to pollutants. The air wasn't really terribly polluted, it's just that Sal wasn't used to *any* pollution. And the day he had arrived it had been near its high for the year.


  Still, it didn't smell terrific. Sal hooked his helmet to a loop on the belt of his 'costume,' in case he decided later on that he wanted its electrostatic filters. Like if he passed an openair fish market.


  As he started to get out of the government district, Sal attracted more and more stares, not all of them simply curious. The first time he'd gone out, a few days ago, he'd thought it might simply be his somewhat garish uniform, but he was only kidding himself. A man of his height and width would be stared at even if he was wearing a trenchcoat and slouch hat. And as long as he was going to be recognized whenever he went out, and draw attention, he might as well wear the uniform. For one thing, it let him get some PR out of this, by showing how ASH wasn't going to just hide in the HQ (even if he'd really rather have done so, if not for the utter boredom). For another, it was lightly armored, and if anyone decided to take a potshot at the "Yankee Agressor," he'd have a better chance of not needing downtime.


  But the helmet was kinda hot, and since it wasn't too bad out, he'd rather take it off and hope he didn't piss off a sniper.


  As he left the government district, Sal passed a grand cathedral, currently undergoing renovation after having sunk up to its windows in the sandy soil that the city was built on. He smirked at the irony, as he noticed for the first time in several times out that the word "Salvatore" was in the name of the cathedral. Savior, in English. And it's what his name also meant, in Italian. Some savior he'd been, eh? He was as much up to his knees in muck as the cathedral was, only his quagmire was a spiritual one, not a physical one.


  Or was it? His faith in God was unshaken...it was his faith in *himself* that had been nearly broken when he went berserk and tried to kill all those Pranir. He'd always been bigger than the other kids, even before it turned out he was supernatural. He'd grown up choosing the harder path for the Big Guy, choosing to not let his anger control his fists. It would have been easy to become a bully, but he'd always been able to do the right thing, turn the other cheek when need be. He'd eventually thought he simply didn't have that anger and rage in him anymore, that he'd managed to overcome that heritage of the Original Sin, that particular human flaw.


  But in one moment, he became painfully aware that it still lurked inside him. Hidden deep in some recess of his heart, but still able to come out. But for a man who could crumble granite in his hands, the consequences of lashing out in anger were far greater than for the average Big Guy. Was the price of keeping that anger contained to be so high? Would he have to never let himself care about anything so much that fear of losing it would unlock the cage? He knew people who locked all of their emotions away, because the consequences of letting their emotions rule their powers were too horrible to contemplate. Howard, for one. He really didn't want to live that kind of life. He didn't want to sacrifice love in order to contain hate.


  Sal looked up at a nearby commotion. His feet had carried him to the edge of the Zocalo, Mexico City's central square, while he'd been wallowing in angst. There was a clump of people milling around someone, a young man wearing slightly tattered clothing.


  Sal pushed close enough to see over the heads of the crowd. The young man couldn't have been more than 14 years old, although he carried himself like an adult.


  A very confused adult. He looked like a fox that had been cornered by the hounds, a fox that didn't understand where the sport came from in all this. By his features, he probably wasn't local. Red hair happened here, but not often. And his outfit looked like some sort of livery, a symbol of a rose and cross on a field of dirty white. He doubled over coughing, and someone rushed to his side.


  Then the knife came out and carved a furrow up the samaritan's arm.


  "AIE!" shouted the wounded man as he dropped back. The crowd started to move, in two directions at once. Half started to run away, the other half moved to attack the young man.


  Enough's enough. Sal called upon his limited command of Spanish, and shouted over the noise of the crowd. "MUEVETE!" Since no one knew which one of them he was referring to, but all of them saw how large he was, they decided to obey the command and move. Away. He stepped towards the panicked young man. "Ah, necessita Usted ayuda?" he haltingly asked, his accent as bad as his grammar.


  "I don't need <KAFF> help from poisoners such as yourself!" spat the young man, either deducing Sal's main language from his accent, or simply too confused to keep his languages straight. He blinked his eyes to try and stop them watering, and lunged at Sal, scoring a light hit across Sal's chest as he lurched back.


  No good, Sal realized. The kid must be from somewhere as pollution-free as I am, and his vision's too blurred by the gunk in the air for him to see straight. Sal winced as he failed to recover fast enough to avoid a solid strike at his leg, which almost penetrated his uniform. This kid must be paranormal!


  Sal jumped up into the air as high as he could, to buy him a few seconds. As he neared the top of his arc, he fumbled his helmet on...no way was he letting the kid get a shot at his eyes with that carving knife. He turned and saw the kid was up there with him, and only barely managed to twist enough to turn a disemboweling shot into a long, shallow cut.


  Sal landed with a grunt as pain shot up his side, and wasn't able to even straighten up before the kid had landed on his back and was stabbing at his kidneys! He threw himself onto his back, hoping the armor would hold. Fortunately, the kid leapt away instead of hanging on and using the momentum of the fall to add to the stab.


  Sal felt like the mammoth fighting the neolithic hunters...no one attack could really hurt him, but the kid got in so many, and seemed quite adept at staying out of Sal's reach. Plus, Sal had to avoid killing the kid or razing the Zocalo, which took away a large number of possibly successful tactics. He needed help.


  --AARON! I NEED BACKUP!-- he mentally shouted. Now, hopefully Aaron will be paying enough attention to be able to pick up that long distance send, he thought as he blocked another lunge with the thicker armor on his forearms. He winced as the blade skidded sideways and poked him in the bicep, drawing a little blood.


  Thinking fast, Sal grabbed a nearby tent and ripped the cloth from the framework, muttering a quick "Lo siento," to the fleeing owner. Then he used the tent as a giant net, trying to entangle the kid at least long enough for backup to arrive. The kid leaped over the first sweep, but Sal was strong enough to easily whip it back around far faster than the kid was expecting, and managed to swat him to the ground with it. One bellyflop later, and the kid was trapped under Sal's bulk.


  Which lasted for all of about three seconds, until the kid got enough leverage to throw Sal nearly a dozen meters onto the Zocalo. Sal managed to land relatively safely, and heard a tearing sound from the pile of tentcloth. Wasn't anything gonna keep this kid down?


  * * * *


  Aaron leaned back in his chair and let the connection with Paul fade to its normal, subconscious level. With that Warden business finally over with, Paul was getting back to his center. [Editor's note: this story is set in April 2023, after the events of the Warden Limited Series]


  The place felt a lot emptier once the contact faded. Sal had finally stopped complaining about being bored and gone out to do something about it. Essay was up on the roof playing with filters and fans, trying to find a way to alleviate the pollution problems of the city. Aaron didn't think she'd have much luck, her understanding of the chemistry behind the problem was vague at best, and this was one case where it was vital to know what was going on before a violation could be made to fix it. He hoped she didn't make it worse, at least.


  --aaron...backup!-- whispered a voice in his mind, almost at the edge of sensing. If he hadn't been so isolated, he might not have heard it. But he did, and he knew it was Sal, in some kind of trouble.


  Turning to the computer, Aaron set off Essay's beeper, but it didn't respond...she must have taken it apart for components again. Sal's beeper registered as being down by the Zocalo. Grabbing a flaregun from a locker near the door, he pulled on his filtermask and dashed out into the street, only barely waiting for the airlock to cycle before slipping out the door. If he ended up not being enough backup, he'd send up a flare to get Essay's attention.


  Sprinting through and sometimes jumping over the crowds that filled Mexico City's streets, Aaron was at the Zocalo faster than any vehicle could have carried him...mainly because of the congested nature of the streets. The large open space being maintained around two figures told him exactly where he needed to go. Sharpening his sight as he made his way through the thickening crowd around the edge of the fight, he could see that Sal was in serious trouble, cut in a dozen or more places and bleeding profusely from at least three of the cuts.


  Making one last vault that carried him over the last ten meters of crowd, Aaron sped as silently as he could into the other combatant's blindside, then pulled himself abruptly to a stop as the young man whirled to face him. Aaron reeled as a wave of pain and fear slammed into him...the young man must be a psi, to project so strongly. And it would explain how he detected Aaron so easily.


  "Back off, Sal. I'll take over."


  "Thanks," mumbled his large teammate, limping off to the side while clutching a long gash in his abdomen. If he could take care of...Cross, Aaron sensed...quickly enough, Sal would be fine.


  The two closed warily, circling each other and looking for weaknesses. Even through his haze of tears, Cross seemed able to keep a steady gaze, unflinching. Aaron did not let his eyes wander to the knife, although he knew he had to get rid of it before he could safely subdue Cross. Apparently Cross was not a full psi, or a mental combat would already be underway. And Aaron wasn't trained enough to initiate one himself, so it would have to go the hard way. But perhaps he could take advantage of whatever senses Cross *did* have....


  Aaron suddenly used his special talent to enhance his strength and speed as far as they would go, no match in strength for Sal or in speed for Sarah, but impressive. As he'd hoped, Cross apparently 'saw' him grow in size and power and was taken aback.


  Aaron used the moment of uncertainty and lunged, suddenly changing his attack into a flip over Cross's head. Before Cross could stop his reflexive defense posture against the initial charge, Aaron had grabbed the flat of the knife as he flipped over Cross, and when he landed, the knife was in his hand, not the youth's.


  Then he clenched his hand and the knife's tempered steel flowed like clay in his fist. He suppressed a wince of pain when the blade snapped in one place and the shards bit deep into his flesh. Dropping the knife, he held up his bloodied hand palm out. He concentrated, and the flesh knitted at an unnatural pace.


  "Yield," he said calmly, putting every ounce of will he could spare behind a crude psychic push.


  It was like someone had cut Cross's strings. The fight went out of him and he collapsed to the ground coughing. It must have taken a great deal of anger to keep going when his lungs were burning, Aaron realized.


  He took the few steps separating him from Cross and leaned over the youth, pulling his filtermask off and placing it over Cross's mouth. The coughing stopped almost immediately and the young man started to breathe again, albeit raggedly. After securing the ties behind Cross's head, Aaron went to Sal's side and examined the huge man's wounds. Mostly shallow cuts, only one serious, although a few bled copiously.


  Sal closed his eyes. He never could stand seeing his cuts close before his eyes, it was rather unsettling. But when he opened them again, the worst of his injuries were healed, and he felt like he could eat a burrito as big as his forearm. Aaron's power wasn't like purely magickal healing, rather it accelerated normal healing...but for anyone but himself, that required using up resources at an accelerated rate as well.


  Aaron turned to see Cross standing behind him.


  "I apologize sincerely, sir. The poisons in the air drove my senses from me for a time. I am called Cross, leader of the New Knights Templar, and I would seek succor for my people from any here who would give it."


  "Help in what? And where are your people?" asked Aaron as the crowds started to press closer, the danger being passed for the moment.


  "The serpentine Souleaters lay seige to my folk...."


  "Pranir!" cut in Sal, his voice tinged with anger. "They have four arms, and fur?"


  "Aye! So you have fought them before? Mayhap you know of a way to protect one's soul from their ravages?" Cross asked, his face lit up with hope. For a moment, he looked more like his true age than like a small and desperate man.


  "Souleating? What the heck are the snakes up to this time?" Sal asked as he turned to Aaron.


  Before Aaron could say a word, the hope faded from Cross's face, to be replaced by a despair Aaron had seen only a few times before. A despair so deep it almost pulled Aaron into its abyss.


  "Rose...!" moaned Cross before he fell totally unconscious, as if the only thing that had kept him going for so long had been pulled out from under him.


  * * * *


  NEXT ISSUE: The story of the New Knights Templar, as ASH assembles to try and rescue them from the mysterious "souleating" ability the Pranir have developed.


  



  #2 - "Rose"


  [cover is the right-side mate to #1's cover, and shows the other sideof the stone cross. It is overgrown with wild roses, and a woman'sbooted foot stands behind it. The roses seem to be wilting slightly.]


  



  In fiction, groups of superheroes or other supertechnological government agents tend to have infirmaries in their bases that rival major metropolitan hospitals in terms of having the most advanced medical technology. However, in reality it is quite the opposite. The more advanced a device is, the more vulnerable it is to side effects of a superhuman's "Tesla field." This is not to say that superheroes make all devices go haywire, rather that the devices tend to work the way the hero wants them to work.



  On the plus side, it allows the most outlandish of jury-rigged gadgets to function in ways that no serious physicist or engineer could explain...or would want to try explaining.


  On the minus side, someone who can influence reality and is in so much pain that they just want to die...just might. Advanced diagnotic equipment will short out, laser surgery tools will inexplicably have power surges that kill the patient, and so forth. If the superhuman was trying to suicide in the first place, it's even worse. But more "primitive" medical tools work far more reliably, for both the positive and negative reasons. If the patient really wants to live, even a token effort will be enough. And if they seriously want to die, it's harder for their semiconscious mind to throw a wrench in the works.


  Thus, the small infirmary in ASH's Mexico City base would not have looked too far out of place in the 1920s instead of the 2020s. There were minor differences of course, but the place was more geared toward first aid and stabilization of victims than anything else. Once the injured person was totally unconscious, or at least out of pain, they could be moved to a modern facility. And, naturally, it was enough for minor traumas that might be suffered in a fight.


  Right now, it had two guests in beds, and several more out. Sal was sitting back and occasionally reading off a notepad computer, his remaining cuts bound and cleaned, and the remains of a very large meal sitting next to the bed. And the mysterious Cross remained unconscious in the other bed, recovering from both the city's pollution and his own psychic trauma. The rest of the room was all but filled with the remaining members of the Academy of Super-Heroes, waiting for Aaron's go-ahead to wake their enigmatic guest.


  For his own part, Aaron was maintaining a light mental touch on Cross, waiting for the telltale signs of a mind shifting from shock-induced unconsciousness to normal sleep, or to wakefulness. He glanced over at Essay, who was fiddling with a mass of gears in her hands, forming them into a clock, then a motorized drone, then into something Aaron couldn't even recognize... all without conscious thought. Next to her, Howard stood with eyes closed. Perhaps sleeping, perhaps meditating, perhaps simply wishing to keep whatever clues his eyes would give secret for now. JakZak was in the hall with Sarah, trying to calm her down. She always got jittery when cooped up for long periods. Scorch and George were still en route from Ottawa...not that Aaron was sorry they weren't already present. A bored Scorch is an ANNOYING Scorch.


  He felt that subtle change, and nodded to Sal, who stood from his bed and moved closer to Cross. People who fall unconscious under stress can sometimes lash out on recovering, and Sal was the best choice to keep Cross still if he did.


  "Cross?" Aaron said quietly.


  The young man's eyes snapped open and looked around for a moment in fright, then settled down into a sort of dull submission. He turned his head to one side, refusing to meet anyone's gaze.


  Meanwhile, Howard had opened his eyes as well, and turned to call JakZak and Sarah in from the hallway. The pair entered as Aaron tried to get Cross to respond.


  "Cross, we want to help you."


  Cross muttered under his breath, quietly enough that only Aaron and Sal could hear him. "Too late."


  "How do you know it's too late?" Sal asked.


  Cross said nothing.


  "Cross, who is Rose, and why did you call that name out before you collapsed?" Aaron asked, glad that Scorch was not here. No doubt Scorch would have said, "She's a sled."


  "Rose is no more," whispered Cross. "The Family is no more. I can no longer feel them in my heart. The demons have triumphed."


  To forestall questions that might throw Cross back into a sullen funk, Aaron briefly turned and impressed the words --Psi talent-- onto the minds of his friends. "Is she dead, then?"


  "Worse. Her soul has been replaced by another, alien one. She is not my wife any longer...she is an abomination," hissed Cross.


  "I don't get it," interrupted Sal. "The snakes are evil enough to do something like this, but there's no record of them having access to mind- altering technology that works on Terrans...if they did, they would have used it to make deals, yes?"


  "But Khadam does," said JakZak with a hint of darkness in his voice. "They may be testing out something for their Khadamite allies. And where better than in an isolated community, like the one Cross seems to be from."


  "Which raises a very interesting question in itself," added Howard. "Where *are* you from, Cross? You bear the trappings of the Templar, and according to Contact claim to be of the 'New Knights Templar,' but if there were a modern successor to the Rosicrucians I think I would be aware of them."


  "You are a priest, then?" Cross asked, and was immediately puzzled by the ironic smirk that flitted across Howard's face.


  "No," he replied, his face again its usual impassive mask. "Rather a seeker of knowledge than a seeker of a flock."


  "Ah, the Elder spoke of such Gnostics," replied Cross with a slightly condescending air, making it obvious what this "Elder" thought of such. Howard, however, did not rise to the bait. It would take more than a 14 year old to rattle him, no matter how adult the young man acted.


  JakZak stepped forward, his battle armor clanking slightly and his helmet hanging loosely in one hand. "Cross, it may not be too late for your wife. The Pranir are not demons, they are simply beings from another world with technology more advanced than ours. And what technology does, technology can undo. But we need your help if we are to rescue them...don't just give up now."


  "Perhaps," conceded Cross. But first you should know our story...I would not wish you to unwitting aid those who you might not wish as allies. Listen, let your ears and eyes be opened...." Cross then fell into a sort of sing- song storytelling voice.


  * *


  It was the firstyear, and the world burned in the fires of fear and loss. The heathens had been destroyed, but even God-fearing men will do evil when they know not what the future holds. Great cities fell, the streets were emptied of life and hope. The Millenium had not brought the Apocalypse, but many wished it had.


  In the South of France, the Eighty hoped to bring heroes once more to the world, but frightened men and women blamed the heroes for the death and suffering, and the Eighty were forced to flee, unprepared, into the wilderness.


  The Eighty were then Sixty, the journey through the skies ending with a suddenness in the jungles of the Amazon. Twenty-five men, hearty of limb and loin. Thirty-four women, willing to start a new life in the harsh wilderness. And the Elder, who fled with the Eighty for reasons of his own, but now shared their life.


  The Sixty found the Pagan Fortress in their first year, and claimed the empty place as their own. They destroyed the symbols of the Pagans and cleansed it of evil as best they could, but the Dark Gate they could not destroy. Nor could they understand it. So they ignored it.


  From the Sixty sprang the tragic Doomed, the first generation of new heroes, who would share the final fate of their parents. Mighty were their powers, even as babes, but not mighty enough.


  It was the tenthyear, the year of the Doom. The Beast was felled by hunters, aided by the eldest of the Doomed. It was a mighty Beast, enough to provide food for all the Family for days, if not weeks. But it was an unclean Beast, tainted by dark sorcery. All who ate of it fell ill and died. Only the Elder, who ate no meat, and the children too young to eat meat survived. The Elder and the youngest forty children were all that survived of the Family.


  The youngest and weakest died, making the sorrow worse. But we who survived were stronger than any of the Doomed had been, and the Elder raised us to use our might in the service of God. He anointed us the new Templars, and set us to the task of creating a new lore to replace that lost forever in the madness of firstyear. He taught us all he could of language, art, philosophy, religion. We taught ourselves as best we could to use the castoffs left by the Pagans, and the Elder told us of the chaos and evil in the outer world.


  "Let the world languish in madness for now, if that is God's will. When you, my Knights, are ready to take your place in the world, you will lead them out of the darkness and back into the light." So he said, so we promised.


  In the eighteenthyear, the Elder began to ponder the Dark Gate, and he became enthralled by its dark and unholy power. It consumed the light of his soul, and cut short his mortal span. Before he died, he made us promise to never let another fall victim to the Dark Gate's foul power, and we swore to ever guard the world from the Dark Gate.


  And that is the Story. That is the Promise. We are the New Knights Templar, and through us will His will be wrought.


  * *


  Cross's voice broke at the end as the emotion threatened to overwhelm him again. He fell silent.


  "Sounds uncomfortably like _Lord of the Flies_, except with one adult guardian," Sal noted.


  Cross sat bolt upright, his hand going to the knife that was no longer at his side. "You would compare the Elder with Satan?"


  While Sal tried to figure out what was going on, Howard calmly interjected, "No, Cross. _Lord of the Flies_ is a novel about children stranded in the wilderness after a flight from danger, and how they existed alone. Gawain was not referring to Beelzebub himself." Of all the team, Howard was the only one to use the codenames even in private. The others guessed that perhaps it let Howard put additional distance between himself and others, as he was wont to do. Even Scorch didn't use the codenames *all* the time. "Can you tell me more about this Dark Gate, Cross?"


  Cross suppressed a cold shiver. "It is like a archway, but with nothing under it. Quite literally nothing...a cold blackness. Smooth to the touch, smoother than anything I have ever felt. Yet for its smooth texture, it is harder than the strongest steel we have, giving not at all even when our strongest bent his shoulder to the task. And to touch it is to feel like one's soul is freezing. Once, before he died, the Elder claims he saw it shudder like water in a pool. But he may have been simply seeing in it what he wanted...by that time, he was no longer the man he once had been. Young as I was, I could tell it had taken much from him, but despite my protests he would not stop."


  Howard frowned, his forehead creasing deeply.


  "You know what this is?" Essay asked.


  "Not exactly, but I think I know what kind of thing it was. During the Godmarket, a number of fringe groups gained vast power from their gods. Some even installed their gods in temporal palaces where they might better exert their influences. It's possible that the Dark Gate is a dimensional doorway set up by one of the gods for some purpose I cannot now guess at."


  "Wait," Aaron interjected. "All the dimensional gateways were closed and sealed by the sacrifice of Tym and the others."


  Howard shook his head. "Not precisely. Our reality has been barricaded, true. No gods can enter, no mortals can leave. But this only seals off the House of Reality. We have bolted the doors and shuttered the windows, keeping out the unpleasant neighbors...and coincidentally the friendly ones as well. But the rooms within the House still exist. The 'hyperspace' used for superluminal transportation and communication by the Planetary Confederation, for example, is still accessible, being totally 'imbedded' in our reality. This Dark Gate may lead to a sort of closet or cupboard, to extend the analogy. A pocket dimension, perhaps no more than a grand throneroom extruded from our reality to provide the god a place to rest...or a bolthole from the impending storm."


  "You mean there might be a god in there?" asked an incredulous Sarah as Cross simply looked on in confusion.


  "Doubtful. The god who created it could...and likely would...have emerged since then. But gates like this are tremendously stable, resisting natural law for millenia. In fact, it could very well be a primordial gate, a relic of the pre-Causality Wars reality, discovered by the pagan faction. Even without the need to rescue the Templars, this alone merits a full investigation."


  "No!" shouted Cross. "The Promise was that the Dark Gate would never again be 'fully investigated.' And though I might be the last to keep the Promise, keep it I will!"


  "It might be too late for that," replied JakZak. "Sending Pranir simply to test a new mindcontrol method would have been better served by attacking a group that wasn't totally superhuman. But that Gate would make a tempting target to the Khadamites if they knew of it...and it looks like they might. Even if we leave it alone, they certainly won't...it's vital we go down there. We need not investigate this portal," JakZak looked meaningfully at Howard, then added, "but we do need to investigate the situation. Howard, I want you to type up a best guess assessment of this situation and send it off to STRAFE. If hordes of screaming ugly demons come pouring out of that gate, I want them behind us to backstop. Aaron, help Cross get physically recovered, and see if you can help him recover any other memories of both the gate and the Pranir that might be helpful. Everyone else, looks like we have our first real mission...get prepped."


  * * * *


  Sarah leaned back in her seat in the helijet and slowly released her breath. The trip would take long enough normally, without her slipping into an accelerated state. If she did that, two hours would become twenty, or even two hundred, subjectively. When time seems to move so slow that you can watch raindrops wobble slowly through the air, the boredom can become maddening.


  Breathe in.


  Once, she had to take medication to relax. Sure, Tesla-based powers can generally be turned off at will, but they can also be turned back on by subconscious desires, or nervousness.


  Breathe out.


  When you're only a child, they call it hyperactivity. Parents' first instinct is to cut down on the sugar intake. Then, when that doesn't work, they get a pediatrician to prescribe one of a dozen chemicals that "calm" the child.


  Breathe in.


  Never mind that even in the late 1900s it was becoming apparent neither was a very good idea. And how messed up a kid could get on "rids" and other downers. And that's normal kids.


  Breathe out.


  When you're really a supernatural, it gets a lot messier. Hyped-up metabolisms need a lot more food, and cutting off one really good source of the calories the body needs is a quick way to make a young speedster not only hyperactive, but thin and sickly.


  In.


  Downers are mind-affecting drugs, for the most part, trying to negate or trigger specific neurochemicals. A speedster's not hyperactive because of any neurochemcial problem, she's hyperactive because she's mentally shifting her entire frame of reference into higher gear.


  Out.


  The chemicals only make a speedster hyperactive and logy, not to mention whatever sideeffects kick in. Plus, with the accelerated metabolism, the drugs get cleaned out faster, meaning that a dose lasts for less time.


  In.


  Meaning more doses per day to keep the damn kid quiet.


  Out.


  Meaning more of the sideeffects that don't wash out accumulate.


  In.


  Leading to a three-week hospital stay after being overdosed on drugs by your own parents.


  Out.


  In.


  Sarah caught herself. Calm. Slow. It. Down.


  Breathe out.


  Teenagers overdosing on drugs isn't exactly an uncommon thing, of course. Happens every day. But most turn to drugs because their parents ignore them. Very few are drugged up by their parents, so that the parents can ignore them. Of those, a fair percentage end up wards of the State, like Sarah did.


  Breathe in.


  From there, it didn't take long for her to be recognized as a supernatural, and she joined the Academy in its second year of operations. She was fourteen at the time, but once she'd gotten all the crap out of her system, she'd been able to move through the system rather quickly, graduating a year early from College-level.


  Breathe out.


  Sarah looked over at Cross, who was sitting raptly at one of the side windows of the helijet, looking at the clouds. He was as old as she was when she was taken from her family, yet in many ways seemed older than anyone else in the team...Howard excepted.


  Breathe in.


  He never knew his parents...they died before he was old enough to remember them. She never really knew her parents...they died inside before she was born. Even those who didn't worship the pagan gods had felt some sense of hope because of their presence. If the gods were willing to help man again, anything was possible.


  Breathe out.


  When they disappeared and took more than half the world with them, it was like a chair had been pulled out from under people like Sarah's parents. At first they were stunned at the betrayal of trust. Then they just went numb. There was no higher plane, the gods were as bad as mankind, if not worse. No hope remained, all that was left was to simply exist.


  Breathe in.


  She supposed that her parents had held hope a little longer than most. After all, she had the Magene. But after the shock and denial were gone, there was nothing left to replace them. She almost envied Cross his harsh life...at least someone had been there for him, instead of just trying to keep him shut up and out of trouble.


  Breathe out.


  She caught Jack's eye up in the copilot's seat, and he flashed her a grin before turning back to the controls. At least things had turned out well for her in the end. Love will find you, eventually, if you don't run from it. You may not have it forever, or even for very long, but it will be there for you.


  Breathe in.


  Cross had turned from the window grimly. Perhaps he'd simply grown tired of the novelty of looking at clouds. Or maybe he saw something in them that reminded him of his wife. Whatever the cause, he was certainly thinking of her now. Sarah knew that look...it had faced her in the mirror enough times last year.


  Breathe out.


  To have found love, and have it torn from you by the hand of death, is bad enough. At least you can mourn. To not know if your beloved will live or die...it might be one of the hardest things of all.


  Breathe in.


  Breathe out.


  Breathe....


  * * * *


  "We are very near," called out Cross from the passenger compartment.


  "Great, totally overgrown. Looks like I get to smash us a landing pad," sighed JakZak. He pulled on his helmet and moved to the bay door of the helijet, where Howard held up a hand to stop him.


  "No, I think I can get the trees to move. There is a spirit of some level in all things, even the stones...if I can make the trees vital enough, they will be able to move out of our way."


  With that, Howard stepped out of the bay doors and drifted down on summoned air currents. His voice was drowned out by the rotors, but the words themselves probably didn't mean much to the trees. The trees began to sway agitatedly, but made no signs of moving away.


  Then they did start to move, slowly at first as if resisting something, then quickly. After a few moments, there was a short table of rock in a cleared area, with the trees forming an interlocking wall around it. Howard reentered the helijet.


  "The trees refused to give up their places, so I asked the rocks to come up to the surface. Before I let them quiet down, they did form a wall of branches as an act of defiance, but that will serve us better than them, keeping our vehicle secure. You may land now."


  "Won't they just move in on us later?" JakZak asked.


  "Yes, but with only their normal level of activity. So unless we are gone several years, there is little to worry about, Solar Max."


  In the back of the cabin, Scorch snorted something about uppity trees, and was then informed by George in no uncertain terms that he was *not* to torch the trees.


  The landing was a little rough, like landing in a bowl, with backblown air currents all over the place, but nothing was damaged. After getting over the wall by use of various flight powers and devices, the heroes quickly made their way to the Family's home, following behind Cross. He was so at home in this area it was as if he were on a paved road leading straight to his destination, and several of the others had trouble keeping up.


  Cross slowed down suddenly. He was on full alert...he could sense presences up ahead, but obviously did not trust them. Perhaps he didn't trust his feelings, either. They entered a small clearing, one made invisible from the air by the treeweaving skills of one of Cross's Family, it seemed.


  "What do you sense, Cross?" JakZak asked, setting down gently on the packed earth.


  "I...I don't know. It is not the Family, nor is it the Darkness that replaced them."


  "Maybe the effect was only temporary, and they're recovering?" suggested Sal, carefully peering into some of the darker recesses of the edge of the clearing.


  Then a slim figure burst out of a doorway set back in one of those recesses, and ran joyfully towards the group. Everyone fell into defensive postures except for Cross, who simply froze.


  "Cross, you've returned!" shouted the figure as she ran up and embraced Cross.


  He started to relax. Was it really her? The spirit seemed like hers, but...but what? Was he so set to accept her death that he could not accept her life? He reached down deeper, looking for that bond they shared, one stronger than the ones he felt with the rest of the Family or with any other target of his tracking skill.


  Nothing.


  "You are not my wife," he said, his voice as dull and flat as the ground he stood on.


  She looked up into his face, a tear starting to form in her eye. "No, you're back, but you aren't...the madness still has you...." She let go of him, stifling a sob and turning away. Only then did she seem to notice the others.


  "You brought my husband back, and I thank you. But you must now leave us to heal him," she said, visibly pushing back her grief. "I know not what story he told you...he spins such tales when in the grip of his madness."


  ++Not mad,++ impressed Aaron upon the minds of the others. Working privately with Paul had helped him develop his non-combat psi abilities, but it was still an effort to control who heard him. ++Cross disturbed/upset, not insane.++


  JakZak made a small motion for the others to be silent and let him do the talking. "What makes you say he's insane? He seems rational enough to me."


  Rose, for that was who she obviously was, let out a wry chuckle, more sad than happy. "The Dark Gate twists one's mind in subtle ways, which is why the Elder forbids we approach it. My husband spent much time contemplating it before the Elder realized what danger lay in it, and he now suffers spells where he sees not reality as it is, rather reality as it might be. He sees realities other than this one...it is not madness perhaps, but may drive one mad. It will pass soon, and he will see this world again. His power of mind helps him see these other worlds, and thus it is a most pernicious condition."


  JakZak turned to Howard. Howard raised an eyebrow in a way that said, "it may be, it may not be the truth." For his part, Cross merely stood there with his jaw partly agape. He could not believe that the others believed for a moment what this impostor was saying.


  Then another figure emerged from the doorway and Cross staggered back in utter shock. This was no impostor...it was really him.


  "Ah, so superheroes once more exist...please, come in and let us show our gratitude for returning our wayward son," said the elderly man.


  "Elder...!" hissed Cross.


  



  NEXT ISSUE: Is Cross insane, or is the world itself mad? The Dark Gate is swung open! Be here next issue, for "Monsters Under The Bed!"



  #3 - "Monsters Under The Bed"


  [cover shows the members of ASH being sucked into a vortex bounded byan elaborate doorframe as the New Knights Templar look on and sneer.Cover copy is: "The Dark Gate Swings Open!"]


  



  THE STORY SO FAR:



  While setting up shop in Mexico City, Contact (Aaron Zander) and Gawain (Sal Napier) encountered the mysterious Cross, leader of the New Knights Templar (and only 14 years old). He sought aid in freeing his family from the grip of some sort of "Souleater" monster, which when described turned out to be remarkably like a member of the alien Pranir race.


  The Academy of Super-Heroes then assembled and heard the tale of Cross's people, a lost colony of people who fled the riots of 2001 because they wished to have Supernatural children. The adults and older children were all killed in 2010 by eating the poisonous flesh of a mutated beast, leaving only an old priest (who ate no meat) to raise the small children. The priest, called the Elder, then died soon after studying the mysteries of the Dark Gate left behind in the "pagan fortress" the colony had inherited.


  ASH took off for the Amazon Basin to try to help Cross's people, or at least to determine if the Dark Gate was a danger. On arrival, however, they found that Cross's people thought him a madman. And that the Elder was still alive....


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  A slight sussurating sound was all that could be heard from outside the dome of whirling wind Peregryn had erected. Helmets and masks covered faces so that if any of the people outside read lips it wouldn't reveal anything. Perhaps it was rude, but it was necessary, because....


  "I definitely don't trust that Elder," began Aaron when the dome was in place. "I may not be a MetaPsych-trained expert, but I've had enough experience to know delusional states, and Cross is sane."


  "Medically, maybe," Sal interjected. "But if he *is* seeing into other realities as the result of exposure to a dimensional gate, he'd be sane but still disconnected from our reality. If you could go inside his head and see what he sees, we might confirm or deny the Elder's story, but...."


  "But that's way too risky," finished JakZak. "If we can't find any holes in the story while we're here, we'll have to take Cross stateside and get Paul or another expert to look at him."


  "What if we can't convince them to let him come with us?" asked Scorch, who wasn't all that eager to fry kids if he could avoid it.


  "More importantly, what if he won't come?" added George, accustomed to filling out any ideas his friend had.


  Behind his alien helmet, JakZak frowned. "Personally, I don't think they can stop us. If nothing else, Sarah can grab Cross and escape while we run interference. But if he wants to stay...well, he fought Sal to a standstill, I don't relish trying to keep hold of him. And we can't just stun him, Essay, he'll have to wake up eventually," he added as Essay started to hold up a complicated looking array.


  "Solar Max, I think we should set this aside for the moment," interrupted Peregryn, a.k.a. Howard Henderson Jr. "I think we all agree we don't plan to just grab him and go right now. We need to get more information, particularly on this Dark Gate, before making a decision. If the Gate is indeed capable of warping perceptions, I may be able to tell."


  JakZak nodded. "Aaron, do you think you can establish some kind of link to Cross? I want warning if his story's right and something attacks his mind."


  "A very tenuous one, I won't be able to tell exactly what happens to him, though. It'll snap at any serious change."


  "Do it."


  Aaron started to concentrate on Cross, who was standing just outside the dome, apart from the people who he once considered his family.


  ++Cross, don't react/move. Aaron here. Want link/contact with your mind/ soul/spirit, tell if attacked/altered/devoured. Do you trust me?++


  Faintly, the thought came back, --Yes...have linked before. Will you help me avenge?--


  Aaron winced. It's very hard to lie over a mental link, mainly because few people have a lot of practice with it, and don't know what to hide. He settled on waffling. ++If needed/possible.++ He felt the faint spark of contact grow stronger, until he could relax completely without it fading entirely. "Done."


  "Okay, Howar...Peregryn. Drop the dome," JakZak ordered.


  Peregryn made a slight gesture as if waving smoke away, and the faint whispering sound was replaced by the normal noises of the jungle, as well as the small noises made by the impatient people outside the dome. JakZak stepped forward.


  "Have you decided which of us lies?" asked the Elder with a faint smile on his face. Condescending, even.


  "No. We *have* decided we need to know more before we can make that decision, though. Especially about the Dark Gate."


  "Ah, I was hoping you would want to inspect that, sirs. Before he ran from us, our wayward Cross did something to the Gate, and now it shudders and shimmers like a disturbed pond."


  For his part, Cross simply kept quiet. He didn't know if he was mad or not, or if he could really trust his memories. This *was* the Elder, he knew that. But he also knew the Elder was long dead. Yet...the others felt more and more familiar to him as time passed. Was this madness fading, or madness growing? Rather than look the fool, he simply kept his own counsel.


  "James, Mary...we may be occupied until the dinner hour," noted the Elder as he looked at the pair. "See if the forest will surrender a few extra meals, eh?" he grinned. The two nodded and melted silently into the undergrowth. "Now, to the Gate, yes?"


  * * * *


  The doorway had just screamed "Secret Bunker" to a history buff like George. In fact, it looked disquietingly familiar from his studies of the wars of the mid 20th Century. Dim emergency lighting lined the first stretch of passageway, probably powered by solar panels or a thermal tap hidden somewhere out of sight. The light was enough to see by, but not enough to make out the defaced images and insignia on the walls.


  The lighting improved later on, however, as they reached a section of the old "pagan base" that had been intended for general use. Apparently the exit they came in by was not the main one. Here, light-pipes brought in sunlight from overhead. Not much, of course, since the jungle canopy did its level best to intercept everything, but enough to light the corridors to normal indoor lighting standards. Here the images were more efficiently defaced, since they could be seen better by the defacers. But the outlines were again disturbingly familiar. There, an eagle atop a standard. Over there, some kind of lightning bolt.


  Up ahead the Elder engaged in small talk with JakZak, but by his tone it was obviously nothing important, so George ignored it.


  Then he saw an area where a steel-engraved plate had been covered with plaster when destroying it had apparently proved impractical. George concentrated on it as he approached, turning thermal energy contained in the plaster into one-directional kinetic energy. A bit of plaster shed from the steel as he passed, and he took a quick look before any of his "hosts" could tell he was expressing an interest.


  At first it didn't look like much. A pair of L's. But then George extended the legs of the L's in his mind and found the branches connected. Now he knew why all of this looked so familiar...that was a swastika. Symbol of the National Socialist Party, better known as Nazis. It was long rumored that high ranking Nazis who escaped after the Second World War fled to South America. And with the Asgardians well-represented in the Godmarket, a bunch of old SS men might well have been able to build this kind of place, and construct something like the "Dark Gate."


  Weighing his options, George decided to stay quiet until the next "private session," figuring that if these people went to such lengths to hide the Nazi symbols, they didn't want it brought up.


  Then he saw something that made him shut up quick.


  The Dark Gate itself. It was like a stormy sea upended and made into a doorway, but a sea of blood-black water. Even a video of it would cause a sense of unease, but something about its immediate presence multiplied that feeling a hundredfold. It was like the old quote, "Look too long into the abyss, and the abyss looks back." This abyss was looking back, and didn't seem pleased.


  Before George could even frame his next thought, everything went black as the abyss reached out and did more than look. Was that a smirk on the Elder's face...?


  * * * *


  "Oh, man...what happened? And at the risk of sounding cliche, where are we?"


  "Judging by the appearance of the carvings on the cave walls, Gawain, I would say this is a pocket reality designed to resemble part of the Asgardian Nine Worlds. Svartalfheim perhaps. Which would imply that the original residents of the complex were...."


  George interrupted Peregryn, spitting the word, "Nazis."


  "Actually, I would have said Teutonic mystics, but that does seem likely."


  "More than likely. I uncovered a swastika in one of the hallways, but didn't get the chance to tell you guys."


  "I hate..." started Scorch.


  "If you say 'Illinois Nazis,' Scorch, I'll be forced to hurt you," cautioned Sarah.


  Meanwhile, Essay was picking some of her gear out of a crack between rocks, muttering words like "maldito" and "pendejo" under her breath.


  "In any case, the passage was not exactly smooth, nor was it the way the makers intended it to be, I'd guess," Peregryn finished.


  "You don't say," quipped JakZak, who was obviously smirking as he said it, despite a full helmet. "Aaron, you still have contact with Cross?"


  Aaron paused, like someone listening for that annoying knock in their engine that always goes away when the repairman's around. "Barely, but yes. This may not even be a pocket dimension, just a buried room accessible only by a teleportal."


  Peregryn shook his head. "No, this is definitely a different reality, if only slightly. The spirit in the stones is different."


  Sal stood up, having moved aside one of the rocks blocking Essay's gear. "The way it looks to me, we have two possibilities. One," he held up a massive finger, "Elder's telling the truth, and the presence of so many Supernaturals just happened to trigger the Nazis' root cellar. Two," he ticked off another finger, "he's lying like a rug, and wanted us to take point against whatever's still in here."


  "And in either case, we *are* in a Nazi root cellar," Scorch noted. "And you don't keep extra kegs of Weissbrau in another dimension, so there's probably something nasty in here."


  "Not as yet, but if we don't get paid soon, we'll turn pretty nasty," came a voice from the very walls. At that moment, hundreds of small figures squirmed out from between stones or in some cases simply passed through the rock itself. "So, has Loki finally sent someone to pay the bill?"


  "Svartalfen," hissed Peregryn. "Literally, dark elves...but more like dwarves or gnomes than elves."


  "Ah, so the youth aren't totally uneducated, I see. I'd begun to fear for the mortals of Midgard last time we were on the surface. I'm Snorri Stuvegsen, and I've been waiting in this hole for quite some time now. We want payment...."


  "And nachos!" shouted someone from the back.


  "Shut up, Oleg! I should never have let the lads see that television contraption. As I was saying, we want payment now, or we'll take it out of your hides and head back to Svartalfheim."


  "I'm afraid you can't go home. The reason Loki hasn't paid you is that Midgard has been sealed off. He can't get in, you can't get out," JakZak replied. Peregryn hissed a warning, but too late.


  "I...see," the dwarf pondered. "Well, I guess we'll just have to kill you all and take over Midgard, yes?" He leaped back into the walls, as did the other dwarves.


  Everyone stood at alert, ready for any possible attack. They weren't ready for the absurd yet lethal contraption that rose out of the floor. It had eight heads that spouted flames and was almost as tall as the cavern's ceiling. And it was a goat.


  * * * *


  Being anywhere near the Dark Gate had always made Cross edgy...that is, if he could trust his own memories. But the way it tossed and heaved now filled him with a sense of dread that even managed to overcome the dull ache in his heart. For a moment, it let him forget that his beloved wife and close friends had been replaced by doppelgangers.


  But only a moment.


  His mistrust almost served him well, for he saw Deacon reach for the hidden panel a fraction of a second before it was depressed. Cross leaped to stop his former brother, but he was too late.


  Like a kettle boiling over, the Gate's surface exploded outward and enveloped his new allies. It almost captured him as well, but the others had apprently been expecting him to try to stop Deacon, and Martha had her hand around his ankle before he'd reached mid-leap. He felt himself spun around to slam into a wall, but his reflexes couldn't be dulled any more by self-doubt than they were by poison air. He twisted and gained his freedom in time to rebound lightly off the wall, but it did him little good. He was surrounded by enemies wearing the faces of family, and his only allies had just been devoured by the Dark Gate, perhaps killed.


  The Elder. Somehow the Elder was behind this, he suddenly knew. Perhaps it was a subtle shift in the impostor's soul that let Cross see through to the darkness behind. Perhaps it was simply wild paranoia. But Cross knew he had to kill this false father before he could hope to restore the Family. And if restoration was impossible, revenge would be exacted by killing the fiend.


  He feinted at the doorway, as if planning escape. The slower-witted of the doppelgangers moved in that direction, leaving only Martha and Rose directly between him and the Elder. Or rather, the monsters in their bodies. Leaping up, he rebounded off the ceiling and over the intervening defenders, and in a flash his hands were around the Elder's neck, twisting savagely enough to snap a tree bole.


  He froze in shock as the Elder's neck flowed like mud through his hands, the smile never leaving that damned face! Before he could act again, he felt a sting at his own neck. Grasping at a small dart imbedded in his flesh, he slowly turned to see Rose holding a dartgun on him.


  Then everything went red...then brown...then black.


  * * * *


  The members of ASH scattered to avoid being roasted by the first gouts of flame from the mechanical goat. Even George dived to the side, despite his ability to convert energy.


  "Rule Number One," George whispered to himself as he drew heat from the stones to fire off a blinding flashburst at one of the heads poking out of the goat. "Never Assume." Just because it looked like fire didn't mean he could convert it...it could be magical fire of some sort, and he already knew from training with Howie that he couldn't convert raw magic. Waste heat from where magical flames struck something, yes. But a bolt of magical energy that happened to look like fire could fry him like a side of bacon.


  He cursed as the dwarves all pulled on dark goggles, and one of the reserve pilots replaced the one he'd blinded. There were a number of ways they could take down this goat, but most of them were messy and lethal...and until and unless it came down to a definite kill-or-be-killed situation, ASH was supposed to at least *try* to keep casualties down.


  George saw Scorch and Essay directing energy beams against the goat's flank to no real success, and Sal trying to pick the thing up. Unfortunately, it was so large that it could brace against the ceiling and become relatively unmovable. Peregryn wasn't doing anything visibly, but was probably looking for some way to cancel the magic that drove the goat. Sarah wasn't to be seen, she was probably doing a fast recon of the rest of the tunnels to see if she could find the man behind the curtain, if any. And her husband...George winced slightly despite himself. Was he *still* carrying that torch for Sarah? Damn, great time for something like that to pop back up. Anyway, JakZak was keeping the heads busy, his armor apparently able to resist the heat.


  Time to act. If JakZak's armor was stopping the flames, they had to be actual fire. In fact, it was starting to smell like burning oil in the cramped cavern. Dwarves must not like to use more magic than they have to.


  "JakZak! A lift!" he shouted. The team leader paused as if to ask "You sure you know what you're doing?" then nodded and George felt himself rise into the air. Into the direct path of the flames. He didn't need to be hit by them to channel them, but he got the best results when he did.


  The first blast of flame hit him square in the chest and he winced. A little magic in it after all. But not enough, he mused, as he turned the flames into a concentrated burst of sound. Lasers would bounce off the polished metal of the goat, and electricity would ground out through the surface. But his thunderclap was like ringing a gong inside the goat. It staggered as the sound reverberated through the metal sheeting of its sides and controllers let go of levers and gears in order to cover their ears.


  Down below, Aaron seemed to be shouting something, but couldn't be heard over the din. So he stopped trying to shout.


  ++Link gone! Cross taken/killed/compromised!++


  Time to get serious. A quick hand gesture and JakZak tossed him onto one of the heads, one that was still hanging limply as its controller reeled. Holding on with both hands, George started to channel all the thermal energy in the outer skin of the goat into sound. It cooled down as if dipped in liquid Nitrogen, and at the same time rang like a bell. Following his lead, Sal and Aaron struck the sides as hard as they could, and the brittle metal shattered like glass, revealing the complicated clockwork mechanisms inside.


  Now knowing exactly what was being faced, Peregryn took the opportunity to unleash his power at the gears and pulleys. Master of elemental magic yet also student of modern science, he knew that rust is no more than very slow fire. And so he forced fire into the metal of the mechanisms, which turned from shining steel and gold into corroded brown and black in seconds, seizing up almost instantly. In the meantime, Essay had determined what fuel they were using, and now fired a chemical agent into the exposed fuel tank which rendered it non-flammable.


  Their most powerful weapon destroyed, the dwarves scattered into the stones.


  "Can we keep them from coming back?" asked JakZak as Sarah returned from her scouting.


  "They have a link to the very stones, Solar Max. But if we were to seal the walls with something not stone, or somehow change the character of the stone itself, we could prevent surreptitious entry," Peregryn speculated.


  "I got just the thing, guys," said Essay from inside the goat. "I can make a plastic resin out of these hydrocarbons and coat the walls pretty quick."


  "Good. You do that while Peregryn and I try to figure out this door. We need to get back fast, Cross may be dead or worse."


  * * * *


  As darkness had descended, Cross held onto the spark of his link to Aaron as if it were a lifeline. Which, he supposed now, it might have been. Or a deathline.


  Everything looked strange to him at first. Gone was the room, the feel of air in his lungs, all physical sensation. But he still saw the others, and the Dark Gate. Then he realized he was seeing with his gift, his tracking sense, which Aaron had said was telepathic.


  With the familiar faces removed, it was far easier to see that these were not his friends. More like crudely-drawn caricatures of them, monstrous scrawls. As he looked, they did seem to slowly become more real, as if the artist were learning how better to hold the brush, and the caricatures became more like portraits. The Elder was a bare, simple picture, a child's memory of the man, really.


  And the Dark Gate had never seemed more deserving of its name. It had a malevolent spirit all its own, a hungry and inhuman one.


  The others moved now, to some point right behind him. He could sense in all directions, of course, but he still 'turned' to focus on the subject of their attention.


  It was a dark hole, a nothingness where a spirit should have been. He had sensed such many times before...fourteen times, in fact. It was his own body, now inhabited by some evil presence, devoid of true spirit and lacking even the masks now worn by the earlier victims.


  He realized that he must be dead. His spirit was no longer in his body. But at least he had been spared the fate of the others, having their very souls devoured, damned to some eternal torment in the guts of those monsters. He quietly thanked Aaron for at least helping him die cleanly. Now to make his peace and go to be Judged.


  James. Joseph. Martha. Deacon. Peter. Mary. Rebeccah. Simon. Paul. Eve. Ruth. Thomas. Esther.


  He passed to each's body in turn and bid them farewell, praying that their souls might escape as well and know rest. Then he moved to Rose. This would be the hardest farewell of them all...he had, in his youthful arrogance, thought they would live forever. That even should they die, their souls would be reunited in Heaven. Perhaps this was his punishment for such arrogance, for even Heaven would be Hell without her.


  Had he still had a heart, it would have caught in his chest as he saw another small spark. Rose was with child. The spark was no brighter than that of a bird or a fish, but it was there. His son...it felt like a son...would be born of a monster, perhaps have his own soul devoured when he had ripened to their liking.


  He reached out and gently "touched" his son. Cross would never see him be born, or grow up...so far as the monsters would let him.


  ..cross..


  A feathery touch flitted across his mind. Aaron? No, it didn't seem to be that one's mental voice. It was faint, so faint that had he not been concentrating on his son's dim spark he might never have heard it.


  ..cross...help me..


  He looked "up" at the soulmask now driving Rose's body.


  There!


  Inside, behind the mask, under layers of darkness, was a faint spark that called out to him!


  ++ROSE!++ he shouted, as he surged upwards, brushing aside the defenses as if they were cobwebs and smoke.


  Small, bowed but not broken, there was Rose's true spirit! It had not been devoured at all, merely buried. Trapped, so the monsters could strip it of everything, make the disguise more complete.


  The two spirits merged, a contact closer than they had ever felt physically, one more intimate than any but a handful of people have ever experienced.


  Very quickly they found to their dismay that even together they could not drive out the invading presence, or even make it notice them.


  ++We must free the others from their shackles. In numbers there is strength, perhaps we can together do what no one of us could do alone, and drive out the invaders,++ Cross said.


  --And failing that, do what we can to make sure the monsters never hurt another again,-- Rose added grimly.


  * * * *


  "I don't understand," mused the "Elder" to the empty air. "The RNA weapon should be rewriting his memories just as it did to the others, yet it's as if there's nothing to rewrite. A blank slate." He spoke as if the others didn't even hear him...which was true. At the moment they stood like statues, or better yet, like robots that had been turned off to conserve power. Their eyes stared blankly, their breath was even and shallow like that of sleepers. Had they been "on," they might have reported strange sensations. But they weren't, so they didn't.


  The churning of the Dark Gate increased suddenly, and the man posing as the Elder sent a quick mental command to his puppets, turning them back on. "Ah, the prodigals return. Be ready, my children, they may not have appreciated our actions in sending them through the Gate."


  The Gate burst open and spat out the gaudily-costumed superheroes it had devoured only minutes before. They looked far angrier for the experience.


  "What's happened to Cross?" Solar Max demanded, pointing at the young man's still form on the floor.


  "I'm afraid his mind has been lost," the Elder replied, a tinge of real regret in his voice. "I should not have brought him so near the source of his madness, he must have pushed it the rest of the way open as it drew the last of his sanity out. He became a raging beast, and we had to tranquilize him," the Elder added, nodding to the dartgun in Rose's hand. Trying to hide the dart mark would be unwise, he decided. Better to explain it away.


  Whether or not the heroes accepted his lie was very quickly rendered academic, as all eyes were on Rose. She started to look very drawn and pale, her body withering...yet her belly growing.


  "Peter, are you accelerating her pregnancy?" demanded the Elder of the Templar with minor time-warping powers. When Peter mutely shook his head, the Elder shouted, "Well, stop it! She's being killed, drained of her health to let the child grow!"


  Peter reached out and tried to slow the insanely fast gestation, but only slowed it slightly. Rose collapsed as her legs became too weak to support her. Sarah was at her side almost instantly, injecting her with a sprayhypo of concentrated nutrients and minerals she carried against the possibility of overextending herself. It seemed to help a little, and Sal was quickly at her side as well, being the only one with formal medical training.


  It proved unnecessary. Before anyone could prepare for a normal birth, the child emerged, ghostlike, from Rose's womb. Simon gave a start as he recognized his own power being used by the baby.


  It continued to grow, seemingly taking nourishment from the very air. He, for it was now a young man, drew a cloak of stars around his body to hide the nakedness. Below him, Rose fell into merciful sleep, looking like a victim of famine.


  <<We are the Family,>> came a voice from everywhere and nowhere. The young man's lips did not move, yet it was obvious to all that he was the speaker. <<We now know what His plan was for us. From many into one. A new step for man. But we also see that this world is not ready for our presence now any more than it was a generation ago, so we will depart to learn of ourself.>>


  He turned to the Elder. <<Foul deceiver, consider yourself fortunate that we no longer hold you worth our efforts. Take your spoils, may they turn to ash in your mouth. Our bodies have but a fraction of the power you enslaved them for, for true power lies in the spirit, not the flesh. And we are the spirit.>>


  Then he turned to Aaron. <<We thank you for all you have done for us. Perhaps, if it is His will, we shall return to this plane and help you in your quest to improve the lot of the common man. And beware of evils out of the past....>>


  And with that, the figure simply disappeared....


  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  Next Issue: Some attempt to figure out what happened this issue! And the startof a new arc!


  #4 - "Minor Tom - Coming Home"


  [cover is a homage to Avengers #4's cover, but with a brown-hairedyoung man in a white jumpsuit bearing a silver star on the belttaking the place of Captain America. Sal as Giant Man, Solar Maxas Iron Man, Meteor as Wasp and Channel in Thor's position]


  



  ROLL CALL


  [image: ]



  



  The relative quiet of the helijet was finally broken. Had the Vegas bookmakers laid odds on who would do it, the numbers would run 15 to 4 in favor of Scorch doing it.


  Sucker bet.


  "Okay, why didn't we beat the crap out of that fake Elder and his kids and haul the lot of them off to jail on...I dunno, possession charges?" asked Scorch.


  Sal started to answer, but then realized that he should let the official team leader answer it. Especially since JakZak's expression told everyone he'd been expecting the question. Rehearsing mentally for it, in fact.


  Still, he paused before starting. "Scorch, I don't particularly like the idea of leaving a group of obvious 'villains,'" he emphasized the word by widening his eyes, "in control of all that possible magical garbage, or the bodies of those poor kids. Even the gnomes might end up working with them. I doubt any of us like the idea. But the fact is that we're a government-backed group, and strictly speaking only have authority inside the Combine. If they posed an obvious threat to the Combine we might have been able to get away with some vigilante tactics, but you saw them...losing their souls massively weakened them, and those gnomes are too pissed to work with anyone for a while. Yes, they'll eventually be a real threat again, and you can be *damn* sure I'll make that very clear in my report to DSHA. But until then, we simply don't have jurisdiction. And we're not an independent team like a lot of the Third Age ones."


  Sal waited a moment to see if JakZak had stopped, then added what he'd been thinking. "Also, even if we get United World backing, that part of South America is not part of the UW, or even under protectorate. The Combine would very much like South America to come under UW authority, because the number of black labs and corporate kingdoms on the continent make it harder for the Combine to exploit the area itself. Not to mention the threat of escaped genetic experiments...had Cross been a genemonster, he might have ravaged much of Panama District before we found him, instead of waiting until Mexico City to raise a ruckus. We can be fairly sure that this incident will be used as another argument for annexing South America into the UW, over the 'dead bodies' of those who feel no nation should be forced to join." Sal shrugged, "In any case, if Cross, or whatever he's become, didn't find them enough of a threat to wipe out with a wave of his hand, maybe he knows what he's talking about."


  Peregryn's voice seemed to float out of the shadowed corner of the passenger compartment he sat in. With night falling and his reading light off, he wore the darkness like a cloak. "The Family is now no doubt a very powerful and perceptive being, but he's still very unworldly. He looked at each of the parts...Elder, svartalfen, former Family...and saw none that posed a serious threat. There are two dangerous fallacies in this. The first is that he may have had his horizons broadened so far so fast that they are beneath his notice...but not ours. The second is that he probably doesn't put things together and look at the long range picture yet, confident that he has the power to fix anything that gets out of hand because of his neglect. Tesla Indices may be raised. The svartalfen may be mollified and given dangerous new ideas. And he totally ignored the issue of who has to be behind this. Someone who has the resources to make a very credible duplicate of the Elder, who can get Pranir to work for him, and who could tell that the site contained vast power *despite* the Family having no contact with the outside during their entire lives...none alive could have known directly. The old owners all had to have died in the Godmarket, and the Family never left until *after* the attacks began."


  The compartment grew silent again as everyone absorbed this. The idea of having a powerful and resourceful foe this early in the game was unpleasant to ponder, especially one who might be a new player in the game.


  "Could it have been Khadam?" offered George. "Shapeshifters are certainly within their area of expertise," he winced slightly at the memory of "Popper," who had turned out to be a Khadamite shapeshifter [see the Academy Limited Series]. "And they're always looking for more supernatural test subjects."


  Peregryn nodded. "Possibly. They certainly employ Pranir and are active in the South American black labs, they could have stumbled across the Family by accident and seen an opportunity. But their general tactic in the open zones is to secure them with force as soon as possible. If it had been Khadam, we should have met more obvious resistance. A minor player jockeying for a spot on the Council of Technomancers might have been behind this, but somehow it just doesn't feel like their work."


  "Maybe we should bounce this over to Dan and see what STRAFE can dig up on it," suggested Sarah. "Anyway, something's been bugging me since Cross and the others 'ascended,' aside from the other questions we've been hashing out. The Family referred to not being ready a generation ago...has this kind of thing happened before?"


  "Once that I know of," admitted Peregryn. "The notes of Tymythy Twystyd refer several times to a being known as Constellation, who once was a supernormal criminal by the 'codename' of Flood. During an interdimensional journey, supposedly into the Internet, Flood was joined to another spirit, a spirit which had been native to the 'Curseworld' several of our world's villains migrated from. The final fate of this joined being is not mentioned anywhere in Tymythy's notes, but he/she was only reported to visit our reality a handful of times in the mid 1990s...presumably Constellation chose to remove himself from our plane of existence as well. The Family, having less connections and presumably a higher awareness of the grand scheme of things, simply reached this decision more quickly."


  "How powerful could such a being be?" asked Aaron, who had felt the immense presence of the Family's mind for the brief moment they had stayed.


  "Extremely. This is the Alchemical Marriage, a merging of two into one with far greater power than the sum of the parts. Constellation, a merger of two minor talents, reportedly had the power to travel dimensions at will and shatter mountains. The Family is the combination of over a dozen major talents, and could possibly compete with the most powerful of the old gods. Humanity lost the ability to elevate a man to godhood long ago, but is apparently rediscovering the ability to craft gods out of many mortals. Still, as the Family said, we are not ready for it...not by far."


  "Whoa," said Scorch.


  The rest of the trip was taken in silence.


  * * * *


  "Uh-oh."


  "I *don't* like the sound of that, furball."


  "I don't either, and I said it. We got about twenty seconds before this thing goes off and turns the planet's atmosphere into superheated plasma. We gotta...no, Lightfoot, wait!"


  Waiting's not what I do gladly or well. I'd waited all my life to get into a superhero group...well, at least the part of my life since I met Solar Max. I'd even fantasized about it on the 'Net, using one of Dr. Van Domelen's accounts to participate in the Legion of Net.Heroes. Now I had powers of my own, and had earned a place in the Academy of Super-Heroes.


  Now the fate of the world was in my hands. Tom Dodson from middle of nowhere Missouri, standing between Earth and a nasty heatwave.


  Fifteen seconds left, and I've shifted the device into the Orbiter and cycled the engines into activity. Ravenfire's halfheartedly snagged the craft in a telekinetic shroud and I can see the others racing towards me, to try and save the world without losing me.


  Well, I don't intend to die, but I'm not sticking around either. Ten seconds left and I'm in the air, the engines alone being enough to pull out of the TK field.


  Then I turn on my power, full blast. I've accelerated the Orbiter before, but never pushed it all the way...gotta get out of the atmosphere before it blows. I toggle on my spacesuit, a gift from Dr. Van Domelen, patterned after his own...before he left on his latest interstellar jaunt. His third, I think. If he were around, I wouldn't have to do this...Solar Max could just shunt it into the Sun, where a little more plasma wouldn't even be noticed. But it's my hot potato now. Still, if it goes off in here, I'll still have air, even if the ship blows up. Of course, the shockwave could kill me.


  Ten seconds have passed and it hasn't detonated. I can't see what's outside anymore, everything's shifted into odd colors and shapes...must be at relativistic speeds!


  Concentrate...release just the device...!


  There's an explosive whoosh and then silence as the back of the Orbiter is blown out by the device suddenly dropping back to normal speed. The Orbiter begins to spin uncontrollably...everything goes black as I pray my straps hold me in....


  My watch tells me a few minutes have passed when I regain consciousness. THAT was unfun. Being battered unconscious by G-forces makes hangovers look like pleasant experiences. Not that I could *legally* drink yet, mind you. The back of the saucer-shaped ship has been blown out, fortunately the engines are mounted to either side of the rear, and neither seemed damaged. A quick system check confirms that. But....


  I breathe a sigh of relief. The computer guidance system didn't go offline. All I have to do is point back at Earth and fly as fast as I can again for ten seconds, give or take.


  I can't see the Sun out the portholes, but the navcomps say it's that speck over there. Damn, I must have been going *really* fast. Hope I make it back in time for the Superbowl, I've got ten bucks says the Cowboys thrash the Bills like last year....


  * * * *


  "Hey, what's up with psi-boy? I haven't seen him this happy since he got conjugal time back in December." Scorch dropped the deep dish pizza on the table and flipped open the cardboard box. "Mmmm...*this* is why I wanna stay at the Chitown base, George. Nectar of life."


  "Ambrosia, you mean. Nectar was a drink. Order it extra hot again, I suppose?"


  "Hey, when you're immune to heat up to blast furnace levels, ya gotta give the old heat nerves *something* to chew on. Anyway, what's with Aaron? Find a good bar or something?" Scorch winked.


  George sighed as he pulled a bottle of homebrew ale out of the fridge. "Sometimes I wonder how much of that attitude's an act, Scorch. And Aaron's attitude has nothing to do with sex, as you so subtly implied...."


  "Hey, watch the sarcasm, it's dripping on the pie!"


  "Riiiight. Anyway, Aaron finally got approved to get some MetaPsych training. In fact, there was no trouble at all this time in getting his request through, which is odd considering that last month he applied just before the Cross thing, and got turned down."


  "O-ho! A mystery! Who fell from grace that was blocking our boy's application, that is the question!"


  George paused to pull a little heat out of his slice before taking a bite. "No<chomp>I don't<gulp>ah...I don't think that's the case. I mean, what motives might someone have to be blocking him?"


  "Keeping apart that cozy little couple, probably."


  "Uh-uh. Can't be. Think about it for a second...there were other psis skilled enough to help Arin out when she snapped, it would have been much easier to block Paul's being sent than it was to block Aaron's application to MetaPsych."


  "I get it...and the excuse of 'he's someone she knows' actually works against Paul, when you think of it. Arin was a proper little girl, raised to think homosexuals were damned to perdition. If anything, Paul probably had a harder time of it than a stranger would have."


  "Which suggests that someone actually pushed for Paul to be sent here during that crisis. Now, do we have two pushers jockeying for power, or one pusher with a very opaque set of motives?"


  Scorch took a moment to wolf down a slice of pizza (then another moment to slam down a half carton of milk to put out the fire in his mouth) before answering. "Well, let's assume a power struggle first, and see where it leads us. Fact: there was no sign of anyone trying to break up our cute little couple until graduation, when Aaron tried and failed to get into MetaPsych."


  George nodded, and continued, "Fact: there was concerted and unremitting pressure from very high up last fall to keep Aaron in the Academy. His applications always got through the normal channels before being turned down by person or persons unknown."


  "Fact:" Scorch ticked off a third finger, "there was no other major policy shift around the time Paul got to come visit, so if this is a battle, it was a minor victory...or the two agree very closely on most things. Preliminary conclusion from just this point, if it *is* just one person behind this, he doesn't specifically want to keep them apart for its own sake."


  "Not necessarily," George countered. "If he's a sadist, he might have wanted to let them get close for a day just to renew the suffering when Paul was called away to New York City on that Warden affair and then back to MetaPsych for another round of training. Still, it does cast doubt on the 'single homophobe' theory. Okay, fact: at the time Aaron applied last month, Paul was gone on a trip to Eurasia to study with one of their experts. Yet his application was still nailed high up."


  "Conclusion," Scorch interrupted, "keeping the two apart is at best a secondary goal, there's at least one other major reason to have not let Aaron get training in his powers."


  George nodded and finished, "And finally, fact: he's been let in now. In the two faction model, this could mean that the real struggle was over letting Aaron get training, and the struggle has now taken a turn. Why would someone specifically not want him to be trained in the more telepathic aspects of his power?"


  "Yeah, it's not like he has vast potential that could erupt into a major threat to some conspirator. He's a 'touch' telepath, and at this point nothing's going to make him a full 'sight' telepath...at least, nothing MetaPsych can legally or ethically do. If someone feared overly powerful telepaths, Aaron would have been let in and Paul stuck with us to get killed in the first combat mission." Scorch frowned and bit into another slice which he'd been keeping hot in his hand.


  "Likewise, why would anyone fight to let him get in, yet keep it secret? I mean, again, he doesn't have that much potential, he's not likely to be someone's secret weapon or anything. Granted, *we* want him as trained as possible, since the Amazon mission might have gone a lot better with a trained telepath, even a short range one. But the only other reason to want him to get his chance is a civil liberties type of reason. And those are usually shouted about in public to get more support."


  "Or to embarrass the person violating the civil liberties, now that those things are coming back into fashion. Publicizing, through intermediaries so you can't be traced of course, that your rival is breaking major laws of such a publically inflammable nature is *great* political ammo. If nothing else, your enemy'll be so busy playing damage control that you'll have a few months of unopposed action."


  "Oooooh," exhaled George. "I just had a somewhat unsettling thought. What if someone who personally likes Aaron did a little mind bending?"


  "Paul?"


  "Yeah, or maybe the Family decided they owed Aaron something, and dabbled in reality to fix things up for him."


  "So, we have a Fairy Godfather? Ow, unintended pun backlash."


  "You deserve it. And yes, it's a possibility. And I'm not sure I like the idea of a being that powerful doing favors for us...he might not always know what's best for us, after all."


  Scorch picked up the last slice. "You have a point there. Maybe...."


  Scorch's idea went unvoiced as the speaker on the wall blared to life with JakZak's voice.


  "George! Scorch! Orbital tracking's got an incoming unknown on sensors, it's coming down in this area, best guess Milwaukee. Meet me and Sarah at the helipad, we're taking point until the rest can get in from Ottawa and LA."


  Scorch looked at the slice, then at the speaker, then at the slice. Shrugging, he dropped it back in the box. "I bet *JakZak* got to finish dinner...."


  * * * *


  When the majority of humanity was snuffed out in one horrible moment, it was the poor who suffered the highest casualties. For they had been the ones most in need of the things offered by the gods of the Godmarket...food, health, comfort, cures...all the things money could buy, and that they couldn't. In developed nations like the United States, the poor tended to concentrate in the middle of cities, which resulted in great towering ghost towns on the morning of July 7, 1998. Some cities, like Washington DC and Los Angeles, had recovered within months to nearly full population...which helped make the 2013 quake in LA all the more tragic. Others had simply emptied out. Reduced to 180 million people, the United States simply didn't need all of its cities anymore. Oh, they weren't totally empty, that's for sure. But compare the mere million residents of New York City in 2023 to the teeming metropolis of 1997, and it certainly seems empty.


  Milwaukee was one of the empty cities. The pull of Chicago's rebuilding to the South and the still-remaining damage from Lord Ebon's last bid for power in 1997 combined to make it a city few really wanted to live in. Being the home base for the less-successful second and third incarnations of the original Academy of Super-Heroes had been driving the population down through the 90s, and the Godmarket pushed it the rest of the way. A few enclaves of reclamation existed in the county, but that was about it. The city center held a few tens of thousands supporting the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee and some of the other cultural remains of the Cream City, but the real life had fled to the former suburbs, and to Chicago. The skyline, never terribly impressive, had been levelled out as unused buildings were demolished rather than be left to decay and collapse.


  One of the few signs that Milwaukee had once been a robust and cocky city was out on Lake Michigan...a three acre artificial island constructed off the shore of the Summerfest Fairgrounds. This had been the home of the Academy of Super-Heroes from 1990 until 1992, and again from 1994 until their disbanding in the wake of Lord Ebon's terrible attack in 1997, the attack that cost most of the membership its lives. Learning from the disaster that befell Chicago in 1989 during a supervillain attack on ASH headquarters there, Milwaukee had placed their superheroes out where collateral damage would be minimal.


  Now the island was deserted, a sealed museum and mausoleum for a long dead age of heroes. Aside from the occasional college student, no one set foot on the alternately grassy and snow-blanketed surface.


  But today was a red letter day, for not one, but two vessels landed on the long disused runway. And both bore the insignia of the Academy of Super- Heroes. One was a helijet, its blades still spinning down as its passengers disembarked.


  The other? A flying saucer right out of another time, the ASH Orbiter, lost a generation ago and never rebuilt. They gained other means of transportation, yes. But out of memory for one of their own, they never built another ship quite like this one.


  "Scanners show one person inside the main building, Solar Max," whispered George over the light sizzle of a spring rain.


  "Okay, let's be careful. That craft over there was destroyed or lost almost thirty years ago, there's no telling what found it and brought it back."


  Suddenly, the door flew open to reveal a young man in a white and silver jumpsuit. Like a flash of light, he was grappling Solar Max, shouting something through his helmet.


  Sarah was the first to act, having been startled by seeing someone as fast as she...or faster. She grabbed the young man by the shoulder in a painful nerve pinch, forcing his arm to relax. She followed through by throwing the man to the ground, where he tore his helmet off.


  "Dave! It's me, Tom! You're back! *I'm* back! Don't...don't you recognize me? Or does that funky new costume not have glasses built into it?"


  JakZak motioned the others not to attack, and pulled his helmet off.


  There was only the hissing of the rain for a moment.


  "So, I lose that too. Thirty years of my life, gone...my home somehow nearly destroyed...and my friends replaced by strangers. Tell me, what else have I lost?"


  No one could speak. Where to start? How could you tell a man that he missed the End of the World, but his teammates didn't even live that long?


  A second helijet touched down, this one with Academy markings. A bulky shape emerged from it and floated through the rising fog towards them. As it got closer, it became recognizable as a wheelchair of advanced design.


  "Hello, Tom. Welcome to the future...it's not what it used to be," apologized the Professor.


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  Author's Note: Tom Dodson was one of the players in my original ASH campaign, a local high school kid who got into the campaign through a friend who's father was a professor and lived on campus. He never played a character named Lightfoot, but I hope Tom doesn't mind my casting him in the role.


  Ravenfire and the unnamed catman were regular characters in the ASH campaign, and while the short scene given did not actually take place in a game, it could very well have.


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  NEXT ISSUE: How will Lightfoot acclimate to a future he never made? Like hedoes everything else...FAST. But will he move too fast? And will hisreturn from the past bring with it another figure out of the past?


  #5 - "Past Shock"


  [cover portrays Lightfoot casting his arms up and screaming inanguish as a storm of tattered calendar pages swirls around him.Barely visible in the background is a shadowy figure, a fragmentof light reflecting off a brooch or badge he wears. Closeexamination shows the badge is the image of a sword piercing theEarth. Cover copy, "In the eyes of the past!"]


  



  ROLL CALL
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  <Interlude: The point of view zooms in on a barren planet as the narrationgoes on.>


  The Third Pillar Of Reality states that there is a spirit in all things, a spirit unique to that thing which cannot be displaced or destroyed.


  The Third Clastic of Magic states that the spirit in a thing may be harnessed, replaced or even consumed by a Mage.


  Terran magic rarely used the Third Clastic to its fullest potential, tapping it only for rudimentary scrying and the occasional power source for a fixed violation of another Pillar. The diviners and seers tapped another aspect of it, but rarely for anything but information. Modern scientists have formulated more exacting rules to govern mental powers, all of which ignore the most fundamental aspect of the Third Pillar and Third Clastic.


  EVERYTHING has a spirit.


  But while Terran magic focused more on alchemy, conjuration and divination, the sole other magickal race in the galaxy took a rather different path.


  Their civilization is long dead, and the few who survived it would not speak the name out of respect for the departed. Terrans know the star their world orbits as Alpha Centauri, while the Santari simply cataloged it as another dead world when they found it. To the Pranir it was for a time a source of wealth, but this turned sour on them...and even the Pranir had enough wisdom to avoid the world they now called Perdition.


  What had turned a thriving civilization into a place even the Pranir wouldn't go?


  Magic.


  The Centauri, who would be called reptilian by Terran standards, had a natural talent for manipulating the spirit in things. A rude clay pot could be coaxed into astounding beauty by an artist who talked to its spirit. The stones beneath the cities could be tapped for the power to light up their rare nights...for even in a multiple star system, night does fall on occasion. That this power could be used as a terrible weapon never occurred to them, for the nature of their talent made it almost impossible for them to hate one another. And they thought this golden age would last forever.


  Nothing does, sadly. For little by little the spirit was lost from the world. Leaked into space, consumed in a too-bright fire of creation or simply made weary by constant manipulation. The world began to grey, as the life went out of everything and everyone.


  It was slow, and for a time could be ignored or denied. Tales of greater spirit in the past were dismissed as exaggeration and legend. But eventually it could not be ignored. They tried everything, but it was too late. Even were they to abandon their gift and attempt a new way of life, the world could no longer support them. And now hate did start to stir...resentment at first, that others were using up the spirit that could sustain you instead. Terrible weapons were built that could drain the spirit from an entire area and feed it to the user, for his benefit. These were seized and sealed deep underground, in the hopes that the stolen spirit would leak out slowly and revive the dying world.


  Finally, there came a time when the Centauri bowed to the inevitable. They made their peace with each other and used one of the forbidden weapons to channel enough power into a handful of emissaries to leave the world forever. They had known for millenia that life existed on other worlds, but by the time evacuation was even seriously considered it was no longer possible. Instead, they hoped to warn these other worlds of the danger of depleting the spirit of the planet. These prophets scattered throughout the spiral arm, only to find that the danger they fled from was not to be found elsewhere...no one else used magic, except on a lone world surprisingly nearby. And even these Terrans did not use magic of a type they were familiar with.


  The whispers of a world filled with magic spread faster than the emissaries themselves, and treasure hunters descended on the dead world. Only to find that the planet itself was HUNGRY, draining the spirit from any who lingered. Worse still were the artifacts of the dead culture, for those made in the dying days were ruthlessly efficient at drawing the spirit out of things to empower themselves...numerous ships arrived home filled with dead crews. The planet was quarantined, and eventually even the suspicious Pranir realized that such was a good idea. And for over two decades, none had violated this planetary tomb.


  Until today.


  * * * *


  Unlike the almost-dead Milwaukee and the faded New York, Chicago was still a living, vibrant city. It suffered less damage from the Causality Wars than almost any other major metropolis, and was a center of the rebuilding.


  And as Tom glided down Lower Wacker Drive on his rollerblades, darting in and out of traffic at slightly dangerous speeds, he could almost let himself think the last few days had been a speed-induced hallucination, that he was back in the 1990s. Only little things looked out of place...the gas stations didn't have pumps, they had terminals...fashions were different...the scrawled street art was missing from most of the buildings thanks to teflon-like coatings.


  But when he pulled off his helmet and headset the differences became much more powerful. The smell of gasoline fumes was gone from even the busiest street, replaced by a slight tang of ozone. Only the occasional engine chugged along on alcohol, the rest whirred at the edge of hearing on electrical motors. And, of course, the music blaring out of the open windows of the alcohol burners (apparently cheaper than electrics, and thus favored by "his generation") was not exactly what he was used to hearing. Scorch had dug up a "cube" of "Oldies" for Tom to help with the transition, and right now he was listening to the greatest hits of 1996 to cover up the lack of street noise. And the helmet stayed on.


  Of course, he wasn't totally free. Apparently the new continental government was very interested in him, but Sola...Dr. Van Domelen had been able to keep them from locking Tom up in some debriefing room for the next month. It was going to take a while to get used to the idea that the mantle of Solar Max had been passed on. Still, the deal hadn't been without some strings... Tom tugged with some discomfort at the bracelet he wore. More mental discomfort than physical, really. But to have to wear a tracker like some parolee bothered Tom more than a little. At least it fit outside his Safsuit costume. He might not need life support systems and force fields while cruising around town, but it was something *familiar*, even if he'd only had it a few months in his personal timeline. It was like a security blanket or night light, the slimmest link to his past. But one he clung to. Heck, he'd have welcomed a belch of diesel exhaust in the face from a passing truck, at least it would be something he was used to. But they told him that gas-burners were banned in densely populated areas, although they were still more efficient for long hauls between cities.


  As the morning rush hour traffic started to abate, he noticed someone was pacing him. And since he must have been doing about 35 mph, it had to be the speedster of the new ASH. His replacement, sort of...and wife of Solar Max's replacement.


  "Hi...Meteor?"


  "Hi yourself. You can call me Sarah, it's not like I have a secret ID. The codenames are just for publicity and merchandizing."


  "Okay, Sarah. I guess you can call me Tom...it's not like I have a secret ID anymore either, or anyone to protect."


  There was an awkward silence as the two streaked down the street. Tom's family had all died in the Causality Wars. He tried to tell himself it wasn't because they'd been praying to the gods for his return...but he knew they must have. The enormity of it hadn't really sunk in yet. There were too many shocks for any one of them to affect him much right now.


  Sarah tried to look sympathetic, but she didn't really know how Tom felt. She hadn't exactly been close to her parents, and didn't keep in touch. She covered her uncertainty by chattering, a habit she'd thought she'd gotten over. "So, getting used to some of the changes in the Windy City? I've only been here a few weeks myself, but it's amazing how much better it looks than some of the other cities I've seen, it's much cleaner and nicer than Mexico City, I'm glad I don't have to stay down there all the time...."


  Tom cut her off. "Yeah, doesn't seem to have changed much in the last thirty years. A few surface changes, most of the changes are in the sound and smell of the city."


  Sarah stopped as if she'd hit a verbal brick wall. "Haven't you looked up?"


  "Up? Not really. Tall buildings are tall buildings, right? I've been looking more at the street level stuff, where the real changes are gonna be."


  Sarah grabbed him by the arm and both stopped. "I really think you should see this while you're still kinda numb from future shock, Tom. And while you're not alone." She picked him up and whisked him over a few blocks and then set him down.


  "Damn, you're strong. Now what...oh my God."


  "Not your God, unless you're a pagan. That's a statue of Phaeton, one of the Greek Titans, I think. Son of Helios. During the early stages of the Godmarket he made a brash power play and changed the Sears Tower into a four-hundred meter tall monument to himself. Tried to claim Chicago as his principle city and convert the citizens to his worship, use them as a power base."


  "But...it's not nearly four hundred meters tall, is it? That would make it taller than anything else in the city, and it's not."


  "Phaeton's a sun god, not an architect. The foundations which supported a mostly hollow building of a hundred stories couldn't support a fifty story solid pedestal and the statue on top of it. Dropped ten stories in as many days, then slowed down to a story or so a year. Now that it's hit bedrock, geologists figure it'll take another century or so to sink completely out of sight. Believe it or not, this statue probably saved the city."


  "Huh?"


  "The Titans, and Phaeton in particular, became laughingstocks over this snafu. Not to mention there was a lot of resentment that one of the city's biggest landmarks had been destroyed to make it. Phaeton wanted to be worshipped, not mocked and hated. He and the other Titans lost any chance of gaining a power base that day."


  "Why didn't they just remove it, boot Phaeton out of the pantheon and do some spin control?"


  "They did boot Phaeton out and try spinning it, but none of them had the power to remove it. And the other gods liked it where it was, weakening a rival group. And before you ask, we couldn't remove it either. You know about Collapsium?"


  "Yeah, hyperdense collapsed metal that shares far more electron bands than normal metal. Ravenfire owned stock in the company with the patent on it."


  "Well, near as we can figure, this statue is made of collapsed GOLD. The Sun could supernova and the statue wouldn't be scratched. Some groups proposed erecting a structure around it to hide it from view, but by the time there was enough money and time for such cosmetic stuff, most people had gotten used to it."


  "Well, *I'm* not used to it. C'mon, let's get out of town. It suddenly doesn't feel familiar anymore...."


  * * * *


  It was finally starting to get warm back in Chicago, and Aaron was heading up into Baffin Sector, formerly the Northwest Territories of Canada. Not that external temperatures mattered...the flame of anticipation warmed Aaron nicely. He was finally getting the MetaPsych training he knew he needed. It *did* mean being apart from Paul again...which made Aaron a little suspicious...but once he was done he'd be an equal partner in their relationship again. And in the meantime, Paul would get to work on the physical talents as Aaron's temporary replacement in ASH.


  All in all, it was a bittersweet victory, but it *was* a victory.


  Baffin Sector had never been very thickly populated, and now it was even less populated, making it an ideal place to situate a complex full of untrained psis. Even should the masking field fail, there would be few victims of accidental intrusion or assault in this sparse wilderness.


  The complex was built along similar lines to the Academy, using pre-existing shafts dug into the shield rock as a basis and spreading from there. While not exactly secret, the location was kept quiet as much as possible, to avoid public outcry from any "NIMBYs" in the Sector. Only promises of large appropriations had quieted Wisconsin Sector's fears enough to let the Academy be built, and MetaPsych was on a tighter budget.


  He got off the helijet and met his one-woman welcoming committee.


  --Greetings, Aaron. I'm Gene, new arrivals director. Normally one of my subordinates greets newcomers, but you're something of a celebrity so I took the priviledge for myself. I hope you don't mind the mindspeak, this is business after all.--


  ++Of course/naturally. You have to/desire to find out/discover my level of fluency/ease,++ he responded, somewhat embarrassed at his halting delivery, peppered with uncertain usage.


  "Well," she returned in a low contralto, "I see you're not totally comfortable with mindspeak, but that's one of the things we hope to fix. No reason to make your first day any more offputting than it has to be...that's what the rest of your training's for." She cocked her head to one side and grinned. "And I don't need to use my talent to see that you're wondering how long I've been in this job. Five years. Don't look so shocked, and yes I'm only eighteen. I came out as a Hearing talent, by the time I could shut down my sense I'd picked up enough about running this place that I could do it better than any of the normal directors, so they gave me a job. I figure on heading the whole institute when Dr. Morgan retires. But enough about my career ambitions...time to give you the nickel tour."


  With that, they stepped into the elevator and sank into the bones of the Earth.


  * * * *


  Sarah and Tom jogged alongside I-90 at the speed limit, talking over their helmet radios so they didn't have to outshout the roar of the wind.


  "A little more familiar, Tom?"


  "Yeah...freeways are freeways, and this one at least has a few real trucks on it, not windups. Not that I particularly *like* pollution, mind you, just that my nose is used to it. But there's less road signs than I remember...."


  "There's less people than you remember," Sarah replied before catching herself. She silently cursed at herself for letting her mouth run faster than her brain...that was supposed to be Scorch's problem, not hers.


  "Yeah, that keeps getting driven home." He lapsed into silence for the next few miles.


  Sarah tried to change the subject. "So, what exactly is your power? You're not just a standard speedster...." (Not if you could make an orbiter go nearly light speed,) she thought but managed not to say.


  "I make things go faster. Usually it's myself or whatever I drive. I could get a thousand miles to the gallon out of a car by using my powers to make it idle at highway speeds, or stroll along at the city speed limit. The harder I push, the faster it goes. But I have to stay in contact with whatever I'm making go fast or it drops back to normal speed...no touching things to make them fly like bullets. I can throw a MEAN fastball, though, by making my arm go faster. There's not really a single unifying physical thing behind it, although we never really got the time to study my power in depth...but most Tesla powers are more what you think they do than how they'd work. Y'know?"


  "Yeah, sometimes powers can be strung together by the strangest of 'themes' and totally fall apart under any kind of logical testing. Those people really have to be careful in getting education...I've seen a guy lose his powers because he studied enough science to convince him they were implausible. The mind can be a powerful weapon, but it cuts both ways."


  "Tell me about it. Right now mine's cutting me a new...well, you know. Everyone keeps calling it 'future shock,' but it's really PAST shock. The future I can handle. I'm young, things change...normally this would be no more disturbing than when I moved out of Kirksville and into a real city. But it's the things I *missed* that hit the hardest. The death and destruction, knowing I would have gone with it if not for chance and a stupid risk I took. The knowledge that no matter how healthy and repaired the world looks now, it suffered a major downside a while ago. If I'd slowed down a few seconds earlier, could I have gotten back in time to make a difference during the riots, or would I have simply died at the hands of scared people blaming supernaturals for all the death? Or if I'd kept moving a few seconds longer, would there be NOTHING familiar left on my return? And the real hell is, even if someone could time travel, I can't go back to the other side of the Causality Wars without being fried by the gods on the way through."


  "Well, you might...but you'd die a few years later even if you did get back to your own time."


  "But I'd die with my friends, to save the world...that's what I signed on for, isn't it? But the battle was fought in my absence and maybe it was won, but in any case I'm just coming out of the locker room as the janitors start sweeping up the trash."


  Any reply Sarah might have tried to make was cut off as a blindingly white bolt of energy tore into the ground in front of them. Sarah veered to the side while Tom simply stopped short of the hole. Sarah turned around to see Tom already looking up at the attacker.


  "Annihilator Squadron! SHIT! I thought they were all gone when Devastator got canned a few year...decades ago!"


  Sarah turned her helmet radio to distress frequency. "Meteor to ASH, Lightfoot and I are under attack by what he ID's as Annihilators, send reinforcemARGH!" She barely was able to fling herself backwards in time to avoid being in the center of a conical discharge of energy from above. As it was, her leg was clipped and severely burned.


  "Damn, they've got a Prime Unit too! Sarah...oh no...." He rushed to her side, nimbly dodging a barrage of heat blasts that tried to pen him in.


  "I'll be okay in a second...."


  "You won't have a second, unless...I got it!"


  Tom suddenly took to the air, surprising Sarah but apparently not the Annihilators. For all she knew, they might be robots...their armor showed no expression and they didn't seem interested in speaking. Amping up his suit's flight systems as high as he could, he dodged another series of blasts and grabbed the red and black one in the center of what seemed like a wheel of energy...five red and white units directing power beams into the "Prime Unit" to generate a hideous bolt of plasma. Then both were gone, over the horizon before Sarah's eyes could track.


  The remaining five paused for a moment as they shut down their power feeds. Sarah tried to stand but collapsed as her injured leg refused to hold her weight. Then they turned and followed Tom, ignoring her like she was of no importance in comparison to him.


  * * * *


  Tom held on for dear life as the Annihilator Prime twisted and turned and tried to throw him off, but the cyborgs had never really been designed for close combat and Tom pressed that slight advantage as hard as he could.


  "I'mgonnadieI'mgonnadieI'mgonnadie..." he muttered as he clung to the broad epaulets on the Prime's armor and the two hurtled along at several times the speed of sound. He knew he was nowhere close to being in the same league as these guys, and if it got a shot at him he was cinders. Even the Masochist had been dropped by a few of these things working together.


  Problem was, as he'd just pointed out to Sarah, things returned to their previous velocity once he released his power's hold on them, so he couldn't just let the hunk of ironmongery slam into a mountainside without joining it. And he didn't like the odds of his survival on that one.


  Only one option really, and it was going to hurt almost as much.


  With a sudden jolt, the pair slowed to normal speed. Before the Annihilator could stabilize and take advantage of it, Tom grabbed it by the shoulders and cranked up to his maximum flight speed.


  It felt like his arms were going to pop out of their sockets at any time, despite the forcefielded reinforcement of his suit. The pain almost made him black out, but he held on and aimed for the ocean. He could feel the cyborg twisting around in his grasp, could see through the gray haze that a hand was coming up to point at his face....


  Then he stopped.


  The Annihilator didn't.


  You know the old saw about how hitting water really fast is just as bad as hitting a brick wall? It's wrong. At these speeds, water's worse.


  To give its designer some credit, the Annihilator actually managed to sink a few meters after the crash before damaged systems caused the fusion power source to detonate like a depth charge on steroids. Tom was thrown back by a wall of water which smashed into him like a fist.


  And the gray haze turned black.


  * * * *


  Tom had waken up feeling like one giant bruise. Force fields, like ballistic cloth, tend to evenly distribute any energy they can't outright deflect. Meaning that when the shockwave hit him, instead of just his front being pounded into a pulp, his entire body got mooshed.


  But after a few days of rest, his supernatural physiology had healed most of the injuries. Sarah'd healed up before he was even fished out of the drink and brought back, and presumably she'd given them enough information on the attack since he wasn't getting debriefed every time he woke up. Then again, Dr. V knew more about the Annihilators than Tom did, and once it was obvious what they were he could fill in the details without disturbing Tom's rest.


  The bustle around the Chicago ASH base was obvious even though they tried to keep him insulated from it. If there was even a chance Devastator was still alive, it was a MAJOR threat. Hopefully those were just a leftover squad left in the area in hiding, to attack any known ASH member that came too close, with Tom being one of two who would qualify anymore.


  But hope was getting to be a scarce commodity around here.


  And Tom knew what he could do to make a little more of it.


  Shrugging out of his hospital dress, he put his Safsuit on and checked himself out of the room. A few of the new ASHers noticed him and asked where he was going, but he didn't say anything, just beckoned them to follow.


  Taking to the sky once he was outside, he headed north, towards the center of town, the heart of the city...a heart with a spike driven through it by an arrogant godling. He landed atop that spike, the statue of Phaeton.


  Normally it would take over a century for the monument to sink out of sight, a slow creep of hyperdense metal powdering stone.


  But he was Lightfoot. He made things go fast.


  And within minutes, he was in the center of a cheering crowd already swarming over the few feet of Phaeton's head still visible above the dirt and sand....


  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------


  NEXT ISSUE: IS DEVASTATOR BACK FROM THE DEAD? WHAT'S HAPPENING ON CENTAURI? OR AT METAPSYCH, FOR THAT MATTER? TUNE IN!


  



  #6 -"Blast From The Past"


  [cover shows the shadowed figure from #5's cover now standing ina spotlight. A globe floats before him and is slowly crumblingto dust as he watches through a blank-faced helmet.]


  



  ROLL CALL
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  He pondered the eyeless helmet resting on the table before him. Once he had used it to cover his crazy-quilt of a face, the horrible tracery of scars that remained after plastic surgeons had done their best. Now his features were perfect, more perfect than they had been before his accident. Picking up the helmet, he tapped on the front of it where the eyeholes would be...if he'd needed them. The surgeons had repaired much of his face, but his eyes had been totally destroyed. The powers he got in return for this price compensated for much of the loss, but did not allow him to see.



  For decades his had been a world of surreal patterns, the images of mass "lit" by the forces upon objects. He could see into the heart of a woman, but could never know the color of her eyes. The light had been denied to him, apparently forever.


  Cruel then, was the irony that light could hurt him so. Vast were his new powers, but his influence over the massless photons was minimal. At first he could not even try to defend himself against lasers and flashbursts and other attacks of that nature...he couldn't *see* them coming to deflect them. Even when he learned to anticipate such attacks by the body language of his foes, he could do little to block them.


  Everything beautiful about light was denied him. Everything dangerous about it was forced upon him. Was it any wonder he went mad for a time?


  Of course, he was no longer mad. Not in the sense that he once was, that was certain. Men would still think him insane now, but it was simply because they could not comprehend his more perfect sanity. He had seen other worlds, other realities. He knew things that few men could withstand knowing. He knew that what most called sanity was simply an advanced state of denial. And when they could no longer deny certain hideous truths about the universe, many did go mad...the riots of two decades ago were ample proof of what happens when you try too rough a cure for mankind's insanity. Had he not been trapped between realities, he could have come down then, imposed his order on a world no longer dangerously overpopulated, helped it to a glorious future.


  Instead he could do no more than watch as humanity falteringly recovered on its own and continued down many of the same paths as before...as if nothing had happened. Except for the deaths, of course.


  He no longer wished all of humanity destroyed. Once he had, true. He had been convinced that humanity was a blight on the world, the source of all evil on Earth. If he could destroy humanity, he could destroy evil. But now he knew better, knew that evil could exist independent of humanity. He'd seen worlds where all were dead, worlds where life unfolded along totally different paths and worlds where Earth didn't even exist. But in all of them evil was there.


  After this, he calmed down. The burning light of insanity cooled and was replaced by the gleam of true knowledge. And he'd had twenty years to observe and come up with a new plan, one where he could save humanity from itself without needing to kill all.


  Of course, to implement this plan he would first need to play the role of supervillain one last time. The reformed Academy of Super-Heroes was the only true stumbling block in his path. Other groups, while larger and perhaps more organized, lacked the raw power to oppose him, and the Chinese problem could be dealt with from orbit if he had to.


  He turned the helmet around in his hands. If he were to take the old role, he might as well dress the part. Besides, it would make his new abilities come as something of an...unpleasant surprise.


  Devastator fitted the eyeless helmet into place and grinned behind its impassive blankness.


  * * * *


  When the trainers had told him he'd be ready to collapse after a day's work, Aaron had initially discounted their predictions. After all, he wasn't some kid coming in to MetaPsych, he was a seasoned fighter in almost total control of his own body. He'd felt no cold in the arctic and no heat in the bowels of the Academy when he chose to concentrate on it. He'd once held a single position for thirty hours straight without severe strain. So as mentally difficult as his training here might be, it certainly wouldn't leave him as physically drained as those without his discipline, right?


  Wrong.


  Aaron had wanted to die after that first full day of training, he felt so wretched. First your mind gets worn out...then when it can no longer help, the body is also worn down to a nub. It certainly drove home how much Aaron depended on his mental abilities for his physical ones.


  After a week or two, though, he'd gotten into the groove and his previous experience did come into play. While others who had started at the same time as he had were still dragging their wasted carcasses back to the bunk at the end of the afternoon, Aaron had started taking advantage of his mental fatigue to improve his body...without the boost from his powers. "A Sound Mind In A Sound Body," had been the slogan of the physical trainers at the Academy, and it held true here as well.


  But as much as his physique had improved over the weeks, his mind had made even greater progress. He'd had to unlearn a great deal at first...without formal training he had been forced to teach himself many improper techniques over the last few years, and those had to be corrected. But now that he knew the right way of doing things, it came so much more easily. He was whipping through the course at twice the speed of a normal student, faster even than Paul had.


  This tended to set him apart from the other students socially, of course, but Aaron didn't so much mind. He wasn't here to make new friends, he was here to avoid letting old friends down next time they went into danger together. Besides, at this point there wasn't much social activity anyway...the others were generally too tired to do more than eat before going to bed at night. Gene had made a minor pass at him shortly after his arrival, but he'd quickly made it clear he was spoken for. Much to his relief, she didn't press the matter or try to "cure" him. Not that she would have been likely to try... anyone spending so much time around telepaths would know by now that physical gender wasn't as important as it was to the mindblind...but he still had a core of paranoia about it. After all the effort that was made to keep him separate from Paul, it wasn't hard to see a conspiracy somewhere.


  Returning from a refreshing physical workout, Aaron got into the elevator and hit the button for the surface level. Like the Academy, much of MetaPsych was underground. Unlike the Academy, the main body of MetaPsych was shielded from mental powers going both directions. When inside, you could read and be read by anyone else inside, but no one outside. It protected both the young telepaths and the few civilians living nearby. The surface level was outside this shield, however, and several rooms were set up for those wishing to communiate telepathically with the outside. Being a Narrowcaster Touch Telepath, Aaron was cleared for using them. Although he was learning to send and receive more broadly, there was no danger of him doing so accidentally and uncontrollably.


  ++Paul?++ he sent tentatively. He didn't want to startle Paul into hurting himself if he was training.


  --Aaron! Gimme a sec to (whoops) call off the sparring machine.--


  ++Get tagged/hit?++ Aaron mentally grinned over the link.


  --Almost. So, how was your day? You don't sound as tired as yesterday... either you're getting the hang of it or Gene's had your training slacked off to try and get your gratitude.--


  ++Ho ho. No, she hasn't made any plays I've noticed since the first one. Guess I'm not as irresistable as I thought/hoped.++


  --Sure you are. ;-> Just not to women.--


  ++What was that thing?++


  --Oh, the smiley? One of the advanced sequences you may be getting to soon. Mental shorthand. You're getting clearer at picking exact words to indicate your thoughts...once you've perfected it you get to go back the other way and learn to transmit emotions and body language directly. Certain mental images like the smiley help with that. The theoretical ideal for telepathy is to convey meaning without using the intermediary of words at all. Pure communication.--


  ++Isn't that how I started out?++


  --Not really. Rough telepathy does come close to it, but still tries to use words, leading to ambiguity instead of purity. Think of it as climbing a mountain. You want to be at the foot of the mountain, but at the other side. So first you climb all the way up to the peak of precision, then you pick your way back down the other side to purity. Metapsych hopes to have at least a few of us at the foot of the other side by 2030.--


  ++Nice analogy. So, how's your training going? Working off some of that baby fat?++


  --I wasn't fat before, and you know it. But yes, I'm getting a much harder body than before. Steinbach says I can almost fight my way out of a paper bag now. And I'll need it.--


  ++What, they're sending you up against Devastator? You're not ready/tough enough! You'd get slaughtered/killed/pulped!++


  --Don't worry, I'll be hanging way back if possible. They'll need a full telepath along to try and figure out his plans in time to stop them. More than they'll need another fighter. If you're certified before he attacks, I'll gladly let you take my place on the front lines.--


  ++And I love you too,++ Aaron smirked.


  --Sigh. I didn't mean it that way, and you know it. Besides, I'll be decked out in some serious armor just in case. Essay's made it her personal responsibility to keep me in one piece.--


  ++She still carrying that torch from back in Freshman year?++


  --Yep. And she's using it to weld with now.--


  ++Just so long as she doesn't rig the armor to get back at you for spurning her for me.++


  --Oh, I'll be sure to be careful. :) --


  ++You do that. Paul...can you secure this 'line' for us? I have something I want to say that I don't want leaking out.++


  There was a slight sensation of tensing up before Paul replied, --Done.--


  ++Okay. I've been keeping my mind open around here...I've made more progress than they think I have, thanks to some of my self-taught tricks. And I've caught a few things about why I was kept from entry here last year.++


  --Really?-- Aaron could feel Paul's thoughts intensify, as if Paul were leaning closer.


  ++The orders did not come from inside here. In fact, they would have preferred I be trained with you, especially for anchoring. And most especially after hearing what happened with Arin [see Academy #7 - Ed.].++


  --I'd gathered as much myself.--


  ++Here's the kicker, though. The orders didn't even come from the Combine Government at all! They came direct from someone really high up in the United World. No one knows exactly who, at least no one I could read without being caught.++


  ==And if you could find out for us, we'd be very grateful,== sent a third mindvoice.


  +-Gene!+- thought Aaron and Paul simulataneously.


  ==Yes. I'm actually much higher in the chain of command here than official records show...and *I* don't know who ordered you two apart. Or why. And that why is something we are very interested in knowing....==


  * * * *


  The connection was broken and Paul let out an uneasy breath. So there *was* a conspiracy of some sort. He wasn't sure which worried him more, that he and Aaron were the targets...or that even MetaPsych had no real idea who was behind it. Now he had an inkling of how it was for Aaron to keep the secret about the Burnouts [see the Academy Limited Series - Ed.]. He knew George and Scorch had been working on the mystery...Scorch practically shouted it mentally whenever he saw Paul...maybe he could find out what they knew without giving up anything Gene had told him. It would be tricky, and certainly less than honorable. But better they not know too much right now.


  Suddenly his wristpager went off. The emergency code. Vaulting from the easy chair in his room, he headed for the meeting room.


  * * * *


  Everyone could feel JakZak's nervousness, Paul most keenly. He was already in his power armor and the vaguely inhuman helmet rested on the table in front of him as he watched his teammates enter one by one. Sarah as next to him and looked just as worried...Paul could tell she didn't know more than he did, but that she'd gotten accustomed to picking up on her husband's moods.


  Moments later the last person arrived...Scorch, steaming from heat as he used his powers to dry off quickly from a shower. He started to make a wisecrack about the phone always ringing when he's in the shower, but stopped short of actually saying it. Even he could tell this was big, so only Paul got the benefit of his rapier wit.


  "I'll start right now by saying this could be our last fight." A murmur rippled through the room. "Devastator does still live in this time...whether by finding a bolthole like the Svartalfen or by some kind of cloning experiment, he's alive and gunning for us. At this moment he's sitting in the middle of the flattened island where the old ASH headquarters *used to* be." He paused for a moment to let this sink in. "He's demanding we come to fight him, and only we. He knows where to find us and could easily have attacked us here while we were less prepared...this means he's either overconfident or justifiably confident. He claims he doesn't want to kill anyone else as reason why he's calling us out there, but for all we know he may have some kind of trap that's lain in wait for thirty years since his supposed death.


  "He's given us two hours to meet him in battle, after which he will come looking for us. Given the havoc he could cause in Chicago, we have to go to him. Everyone get geared up...Essay has laser weapons for all of us in hopes that he still has that weakness to exploit. I've called Grind over at STRAFE to be ready to backstop this, but if we can't do it I doubt they'll have the raw power to stop Devastator [Ed. note - this story takes place after the current arc in STRAFE]. Any questions?"


  "One," Peregryn was first to say. "Why does he attack today, June 28? It would certainly be more in line with his documented sense of drama to wait until July 6, the 25th anniversary of the Causality Wars."


  JakZak paused. Not a pause of one who doesn't know, but a pause of someone who'd rather not say. "Because the only real reason for him to attack us would be to keep us from preventing some larger plot. And the sixth would be a likely day for him to try another of his infamous genocide devices. Even if we beat him, we still have to find and stop any plot he's set in motion... this may even be a smokescreen to distract us from his master plan. Any other questions?"


  One question hung in the air like something Paul could pluck out with his hand, but no one verbalized it. "Am I coming back?"


  * * * *


  The initial assault had been an unmitigated disaster. Paul was frozen in his powerarmor, unable to make the rusted joints move. Devastator had done something to it with the wave of a hand...a wave that was pure theatrics. And his will was so strong Paul couldn't gain access to it...that or he had designed some sort of psi shields into his helmet.


  Stealth had never been an option, since Devastator could sense them coming no matter how they would try to hide, and a full-tilt attack had taken place. Lasers blazing in the swirling fog of a clammy summer evening, they had focused a tremendously powerful barrage on this one man. And he'd ignored it.


  Lasers had bounced every which way, one clipping Sal and taking him out of the fight for the next few seconds as he dealt with the pain. When the barrage stopped, Devastator was standing there a polished metal statue of a man. His entire surface was totally mirrored, which suggested a much stronger force field than he had ever generated.


  That was when Paul had tried to get close enough to perform a dangerous but powerful mind assault. But it was as if Devastator knew what he'd planned and Paul was frozen in place by the rapid corrosion of his suit. Now all Paul could do was watch helplessly as Solar Max and Scorch launched their most devastating attacks on the villain.


  * * * *


  "So, how do you enjoy the mantle of my old foe, young man?" mocked Devastator from behind his blank mask. "I must say this fight goes far worse for you than our last one...although I was not quite as powerful then."


  JakZak ignored the somewhat confusing banter and concentrated on trying to send a tidal ripple through Devastator that might open his forcefield up enough for someone to get a shot in. Scorch's flames danced insanely in the warped space around the master of forces, but had no effect on Devastator. Then, for no visible reason, JakZak and Scorch let up on their attacks simultaneously.


  This was the signal for Lightfoot and Sarah to perform a maneuver that hoped would shock Devastator into dropping his defenses. From out of the immediate area of combat, the two raced at Devastator from opposite sides, Lightfoot taking to the air at the last second and Sarah diving low to try and topple the legendary madman. No matter how powerful he was, the tactic should have worked. With no time to brace or inkling he'd need to brace, he should have been toppled.


  Instead he deftly stepped back at the last possible instant as if he had trained along with the two on the maneuver. Reaching out with deceptive slowness he grabbed the two speedsters and slammed them into each other at his arms' length. Lightfoot's forcefield flashed brightly as it tried to distribute the impact before his suit simply shattered from thousands of short circuits. There was a sickening crack as the two impacted, loud enough to make Scorch clutch his ears in pain. Devastator winced for a moment at the bright flash, tossed the pair over his shoulder and then...impossibly...grinned widely. His "mask" split open with an ear-to-ear GRIN.


  JakZak was almost able to control his reaction at seeing his wife possibly killed, but even through his armor he was visibly taken aback at this mutation.


  Then the grin narrowed into a normal mouth as the mask melted back into a human face. First is was the perfect features that Devastator had once had before his empowering accident. Then they flowed into a much more familiar shape.


  "Popper!" JakZak gasped. "How did you get Devastator's powers? And how did you survive?"


  "You have it all wrong," sneered Devastator as he ignored a hail of bullets at his back from Essay. "I have the powers of your 'Popper,' as well as all those he stole from others. He sought to take me into himself and found there was no room left for him after that [Academy #8 - Ed.]." A thunderclap punctuated his words as a storm blew up off the lake with the suddenness of summer storms...but a certain unnaturalness to it as well. "You cannot defeat a foe who not only can see your immediate future but also has the power to counter anything you do."


  "Anything?" asked JakZak. He pulled a warptube from the Sun itself, a trick that took a LOT of effort but resulted in impressive results.


  "Anything." The warptube opened but was pointing the wrong direction! JakZak screamed in pain as the solar wind streamed out at enveloped him, a scream cut short by his unconsciousness. "ANYthing," he emphasized again as he turned to catch Sal's mighty fist in his own hand. Sal strained and veins stood out on his arms, but he couldn't do anything to even budge the villain. "I could use my old powers to reduce you to a pulp, but it's more interesting to see how well my metal-sheathed form can hold its own against brute strength. It certainly did well against your laser weapons." At that moment, all the laser rifles shattered into dust as Devastator focused his powers on them. He staggered back a moment as he let go of Sal with his command of forces, then started to bend backwards even more. A grin of savage determination appeared on Sal's face beneath his helmet, a grin Devastator could easily see.


  "I suppose you are the better brute, Mr. Napier," admitted Devastator, his face having faded back to its masked form. "But enough of this." With that, Sal found himself lifted off the ground and slammed brutally back into it repeatedly. Then he was thrown across the island where he skidded to a stop and lay still.


  Peregryn and Scorch had used the time well, though, and Devastator had been so wrapped up in his self-administered testing that he didn't notice the burning whirlwind until it was upon him. He staggered under the twin assault of wind and fire called down by the mage and augmented by Scorch...but only for a moment. Standing erect, he spread his arms and the vortex shattered into a million fragments of spinning fire. Then a vacuum field bomb hit him and he was momentarily gasping for air.


  "We can overwhelm him!" shouted Peregryn. "Keep up the pressure!"


  A lance of invisible force shot out and pierced Essay's abdomen, making a hole the size of a baseball through her side. She gasped and dropped her weapon, and as her concentration was shattered the vacuum field ceased to operate. She fell to the ground clutching her side and swearing as profusely as she was bleeding. Only three combatants remained standing, and with another gesture Peregryn and Scorch had fallen as well.


  "So, 'Channel,' why have you done so little in this combat?" mocked Devastator. "Afraid, or simply intelligent enough to know a lost cause?"


  "Neither. It simply took me a while to get a handle on your unique energies. The others were here to buy me that time. Let's do it!"


  George rushed at Devastator and the air seemed to ripple with the conflict of energies.


  * * * *


  George was bluffing, and Paul knew it. And Devastator no doubt knew it as well, thanks to his precognitive powers. He was only playing with the hero, just like he did with Sal, and would break him when it ceased to be amusing. But it gave Paul a chance.


  Quickly he scanned the field for anyone still conscious. Essay, who he couldn't quite see from his fixed angle, was up on one knee, trying to patch her wound enough to get into action. She wasn't succeeding. Paul set up a three way mental conference and time seemed to stand still.


  ++We need options,++ Paul started. ++I can only hold this accelerated conversation for a second or two, so let's go for it.++


  --If I had more real power to channel, I might be able to do something. But I'm barely holding my own against this metal freak,-- George mentally gasped.


  --I have an idea, but I can't do anything with this hole in my side...God but it hurts.-- Paul could feel some of Essay's pain trickle over the mindlink.


  ++I think I can help with that....+


  * * * *


  George slammed back against the sole remaining vertical structure on the island, a shattered oak tree.


  "An interesting bluff, but ultimately useless. Do you surrender or will I be forced to inflict permanent injury?"


  ++AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!++ Paul started mentally screaming in Devastator's head and the villain stumbled in his next step.


  "You're trying to distract me for...for...aha! She's not out yet!" Devastator turned towards Essay, but her rocket had already been launched. With contemptuous ease, Devastator started to deflect it, but it turned and headed up of its own accord, trailing a thin wire.


  "I see...electricity. So, you planned to TASER me while your psychic friend had me distract...NO!"


  Essay had dropped the gun and leaped as far as she could. Devastator looked up and saw the exhaust trail of the rocket arcing up into the storm clouds.


  Devastator instinctively threw his arms over his face to keep from being made blind so soon after regaining his sight. He knew in his head the glare of the lightning wouldn't get through his metal skin, but his fears were enough to take command somehow. With a push from an expert psi, that is.


  Lightning struck Essay's rocket and traveled down the thin wire at near the speed of light, vaporizing the wire as it went to add to the purplish plasma.


  Lightning bounced from Devastator's repulsion field, leaving him untouched by its electrical fury, power which turned the air itself into something from the heart of a star.


  Lightning arced towards a figure propped against a lone oak. The entire power of the stroke lashed out at one man, a man who looked too small to contain such energies.


  But George didn't contain energies...he channeled them. His outstretched arm pointed at Devastator, who was too shocked by his own fears to realize what George was doing. If anyone were not blinded by the bolt, they would have seen a faint glowing beam pointing at Devastator for a fraction of a second, air ionized by light instead of electricity.


  The fraction of a second passed.


  Thunder cracked for the second time in less than a second.


  This thunder was not the progeny of lightning, but the detonation of Devastator's metal-clad body after absorbing high-end cosmic rays which ironically would have passed almost harmlessly through him had he not been "defended" against light.


  And then all was still as nine bodies lay sprawled across the shattered island, the silence broken only by the rolling echoes of thunder and the gentle patter of a summer rain....


  



  #7 - "Vault of the Heavens"


  [cover has Devastator in the same pose as the cover to #6, but thistime it is Devastator himself who is crumbling, not the globe heclutches. Behind him, a ray of light pierces the darkness.]


  



  ROLL CALL
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  June 28 - 8:25 PM CDT


  Peregryn watched stoically as the island sank below the waves. A creation of man, it had been destroyed by the actions of men...the fierce battle which had seemingly claimed the life of Devastator had also shattered the foundations of the small mound of rock and dirt.


  The deluge...a popular image in religion and myth. Peregryn couldn't shake the ominous feeling that this small deluge presaged a much greater one which wouldn't stop until the world was no more.


  Wincing as he disturbed the spirits which healed his shattered arm, Peregryn joined the rest of his teammates in the ambulance parked by the shore.


  * * * *


  June 30 - 4:30 PM CDT


  JakZak looked like a bad movie mummy, wrapped from head to toe in medicated bandages against his burns. The pain must have been incredible, but he insisted on being conscious and clear-headed as he was wheeled into the meeting room by his wife.


  Only six others were there to greet him, and one was a stranger to him.


  "Mr. Cook," he whispered to the man he only knew from STRAFE reports. Then he turned to the group. "The situation isn't good, but it could have been worse. As far as we can tell, Devastator was not actually trying to kill us, rather incapacitate us. But it's also clear that had he wished us dead, several of us would have been. Essay's on half a dozen life support machines, she lost several internal organs, and pushing herself to stay conscious didn't help. Lightfoot is still unconscious from his concussion, and unlike Sarah he doesn't heal rapidly when he's out. It's possible he'll be in combat condition by the sixth, but dubious. And George has third degree burns from the inside out...it's still touch and go even with Howard's spells helping.


  "The rest of us aren't in top condition, but the docs estimate we will be in time, or at least close to it." He paused to sip at some juice through a straw and closed his eyes for a moment. "I'm certainly not going to be in any condition to lead us for a few days, especially if it means legwork. That's why Dan's here," he nodded to the STRAFE field leader, "this is too big to try and handle ourselves, especially at less than full health. STRAFE and EUROPA will be helping out on this, as will Mr. Cook's special cadre [see recent issues of STRAFE for more on these people - Ed.]. Devastator never thought small before, and there's every reason to believe that despite his words to us that he plans something big...and unpleasant. Dan?"


  Grind sat more at attention, if that was possible. "Satellite reports indicate that a number of small objects were launched from orbit during the fight against Devastator, supporting the theory that his attack was simply a distraction to ensure nothing was done about his other plan. The point of origin does not show up on any scanners, but presuming it has maintained a stable orbit and not used thrusters, I believe we can track where is now. A ship has been launched to go over the area with a fine resolution scanner and determine if any residue remains that would suggest maneuvering. Also, and this is based more on supposition than anything else, it seems likely that the point of origin was Devastator's old satellite base, presumed destroyed in 1993 by the Raiders. The general orbital path seems to fit the last known position of that satellite, suggesting that when it was shunted into another dimension it did not stay there. Or perhaps it straddles two dimensions, making it difficult to detect...a ghost, if you will pardon the allusion.


  "I recommend launching an assault on this satellite as soon as feasible, preferably before the sixth of July. The team will be composed of all available ASH members, plus the supernormal contingient of STRAFE. While not as powerful as EUROPA, my people have worked with ASH before, and we don't have time to establish teamwork with the Eurasians. In addition, with the temporary loss of Channel, we will need someone to help Scorch control his flames, especially in the setting of a satellite. Hence, C.J. Brown will be accompanying us. EUROPA will act as a backstop on Earth in the event we discover the satellite is a red herring and lack the time to get back down and stop the real threat. EUROPA will be supported by Mr. Cook's team. Mr. Cook," motioned Dan, managing to keep any distrust of the Australian man out of his voice and features.


  "Thank you. Tracking of the objects launched from orbit was lost before they reached the surface, but there's about a 50% chance they were aimed at China and a 95% chance they were aimed at the Eastern Hemisphere. EUROPA will take up position in the Mediterranean in the event Khadam is involved, while my team will attempt to warn the Proccies [a slightly derogatory term for the People's Republic of China, PROC - Ed.]. I seriously doubt they'll listen, so we'll be ready ta fish their fat out of the fire. In addition, the non-powered members of STRAFE are already in the Amazon Basin looking into the Templars you people encountered [ASH #1-3 - Ed.]. Given recent events, Mr. Tracey believes they might be pawns of Devastator." The United World representative took a sip from his coffee. "Hopefully Devastator's plan required him ta still be alive for its operation."


  "But that seems unlikely," added Grind. "Paul, what is MetaPsych's stand on this?"


  The telepath shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Not much of one, I'm afraid. They've already tried to scan orbit for signs of the satellite, but there's only a few with that kind of range and power, and they haven't had much success. Unfortunately, the more mystical mental abilities such as precognition aren't studied extensively at MetaPsych, and they don't have any reliable talents available."


  Peregryn quietly broke in. "Such talents have been rare since the Causality Wars, since many relied on messages from extradimensional oracles who were not bound by linear time. My own limited skills at augury have yielded nothing...of value."


  "And by the time I'm in any condition to risk time-viewing," whispered JakZak, "it'll probably be too late for it to be any use. Okay, people, meeting's over. If anything comes up, you'll be notified...until then, concentrate on getting better."


  * * * *


  July 5 - 2320 GMT


  Scorch shrugged into his spacesuit as quickly as he could. They'd all been aboard the Freedom II spacestation for three days, waiting for the word that Devastator's base had been found. And then, all of a sudden, it pops up only a few hundred miles from them, as if it now wanted to be found. On the plus side, they'd all been able to use the time to get used to artificial and zero gravity conditions, something Scorch needed to adjust to more than most as flames behaved very oddly in null-gee.


  On the minus side, they now had very little time to figure out the guy's plan and do something about it...not to mention how this smelled like a trap.


  He felt almost naked going into a mission without George at his side. It hadn't really struck him until this week how much time they spent together, how inseparable they'd grown to be in the last few years. Not just in terms of complementary powers, but personality as well. It was like, with George around to be the mature, sensible adult, Scorch never had to bother with that. And with George back in Chicago, he found himself acting more mature than normal. Maybe it was just worry over his critically-injured friend. Or maybe with George out of the picture, he had to be his own adult half for once.


  Fastening the last seal and checking the pressure on his suit, Scorch made best speed to the launch. Klaxons were sounding to warn that gravity was about to be shut off to allow the ship to depart with a minimum of effort, but he was still caught off guard when it shut off, bouncing off the ceiling once before switching on the magnetic clamps in his boots.


  Ahead he saw another suited figure. Triggering the heads-up display on his helmet, he toggled the IFF system on and was rewarded with a positive ID on her. It was C.J., with whom he'd spent much of the last three days practicing. Funny how he'd never really noticed her back when they were classmates. He supposed it had a lot to do with him being loud and brash and her being...well, not shy, but certainly not loud and brash. He'd considered making a pass at her yesterday, but remembered in time that she'd been learning martial arts from Grind...not worth the risk of rebreaking the bones, yes? He filed it on his "to do list" for after the mission. He wouldn't let himself consider the option that one or both of them wouldn't be coming back.


  He did, however, make sure he was sitting next to her when he strapped in on the launch.


  * * * *


  July 5 - 2325 GMT


  Everyone's HUDs lit up as Grind started the in-flight briefing. They'd seen most of this data before over the past few days, but a refresher was always a good idea for those without complete recall.


  "To summarize what has been discovered since we assembled this mission: the Templars have abandoned their home in the Amazon and are unaccounted for, we have confirmation that at least one object entered PROC airspace from orbit and evaded air defenses to land somewhere in eastern China, and Chinese officials believe this whole thing is a plot by the United World to gain entry to their borders.


  "The initial conclusion of this is that Devastator's plan involves China somehow, perhaps inciting them to launch their nuclear arsenal or something equally deadly. However, the Anchor Effect present in China would make any use of the Templars difficult, as their powers would cease functioning." He paused for a moment as the members of his STRAFE squad exchanged looks with the rest of the heroes. No one had been too pleased to hear about the Anchor Effect which damped out all paranormal abilities and technology within China's borders. "However, it is always possible the Templars are to perform some action outside of China which would complement the effects of whatever devices or agents he placed inside the People's Republic. Note: the door to the Svartalfen cave was found to be sealed and nothing they dared try could open it. It is entirely possible the Templar have retreated within to weather whatever Devastator has planned. The door was sealed from outside with a forcefield projector and the men pulled out to be ready for anything we find."


  The images changed to a schematic of the starbase they were about to invade. "This interior plan was downloaded from the base itself back in 1993 when the Raiders attacked it and broke into the computers. It may still be current, but I seriously doubt it. The highlighted areas will be the most important targets: the bridge, the generators and the dimensional engines. Peregryn, Solar Max and Kleinvogel will attempt to secure and disable the dimensional engines. Gawain, Scorch and Brown will go after the generators and knock them out if I give the signal to. The rest of us will make for the control center and attempt to subvert the computer systems. We have a semi- aware virus prepared by Academy student Nathan Walker which should be able to break through any 25 year old defenses there may be on Devastator's systems, as well has have a chance against any possible new ICE. Be ready to change plan at a moment's notice, however. Also be prepared for loss of gravity...the interior surfaces may be nonmagnetic, rendering our boots useless.


  "We're here. Disembark on my mark, Solar Max takes the lead since his space armor is more likely to survive any external defenses."


  Scorch bit back the urge to say, "Everybody remember where we parked."


  * * * *


  July 5 - 2345 GMT


  Scorch pulled off one glove and fired at the crystal man, but it had no visible effect on the blue horror. The external defenses had apparently never been repaired after being destroyed sometime before the Raiders' attack, but the internal ones were alive and kicking. He and C.J. were in major trouble, with these automatons being fireproof. Not to mention somehow able to generate their own flames, although only Sal had to worry about that, what with C.J. deflecting the flames and Scorch simply ignoring them. His suit was rapidly becoming a loss, though.


  <<Scorch, this is Dan.>>


  "We're kinda busy here, Grind!" Scorch shouted back into his communicator as he narrowly avoided a sharp-edged crystalline claw. The odd distortion in his peripheral vision wasn't helping any.


  <<I know, the blue crystal creatures. Activate your external speakers and if at all possible cover your ears.>>


  "You heard the Grind-man, guys!" he yelled over the tinging and clanging.


  A moment later, a high-pitched howl came out of the suit's speakers. The crystalmen paused in their motions, then started to quiver. Another second and they shattered into dust.


  <<We discovered they resonate at 15.453 kilocycles.>>


  "WHAT?" replied Scorch, temporarily deafened by the shriek. The words appeared in his HUD a moment later. "Oh. Okay. Good thing he seems to be out of Annihilators."


  //That's what worries me,// came the scrolling words. //We know he's got at least five of them active, yet none of us have encountered them, only these crystalbots and one pile of cloned flesh. If they aren't here, they're certainly *somewhere.*//


  * * * *


  July 5 - 2346 GMT


  "Don't bother with the screecher, Dan," started Teller. "I've got this one." A single dart shot out under pressure at the crystalbot which had dropped down in front of the doorway. It hit at the precise point needed to cleave the crystal in two, the halves slumping to the floor and shattering. "Darn, and I so wanted this to be a clean break," he quipped.


  The five of them entered the control room, which seemed to be inactive. Then all the screens came alive with Devastator's helmeted visage on them.


  "It certainly took you long enough to get here," smirked the voice. "Before you ask, I'm an artificial intelligence copied from Devastator's engrams...a sort of advanced answering machine. And your friends are also seeing me, thanks to screens placed throughout the vessel."


  //Load 'Curly,'// scrolled across Meteor's HUD.


  "Oh, you can try your intrusion program, but I'm a little more advanced than you might expect," sneered the AI. "In any case, I have a few things to tell you. Obviously my 'father' failed to incapacitate all of you long enough, and has apparently died in the process. Hence, if force has failed, perhaps words will convince you not to interfere. Of course, it's unlikely you could interfere successfully, but I share my father's wish not to see you killed needlessly."


  "Then why the heavy defenses?" replied Drake.


  "Come now, the surest way to make a 'superhero' go somewhere is to make it hard to find and harder to get into. You simply can't resist the challenge. If there had been no defenses, you would have left as quickly as possible, presuming this whole place is wired to explode. Which, by the way, it is not. Not that you could escape if it were, since I have destroyed your craft."


  Grind nodded as he confirmed there was no longer any signal from the launch. "So this whole thing was another ploy to trap us and keep us out of the way while the plan was put into effect."


  "To some extent, yes," replied the multitude of masked faces. "But I also hope to convince you of the rightness of what father is trying to do. Have you ever thought that maybe, just maybe, the barrier erected in 1998 against extradimensional forces might not be all good?"


  <<My God!>> came Sal's voice over the radio. <<You're planning to destroy the barrier?!>>


  "Destroy? No. Weaken, put holes in, certainly. Think of it, all of you. The barrier extends through all of space, but not all of time. It has one end closed by the Causality Wars, a struggle not even gods dare pass through. The other end? Who knows? But I seriously doubt it was ever intended to stretch until the end of time. To the gods, it is merely a dike, an earthen levee which can be broken any time enough of them decide to shatter it. For the moment they are weak from their struggle and too fractious to bother. But the longer it exists, the more it will come to be a rallying point for the gods, a symbol of the arrogance of mankind in keeping them out. Just like a levee along a river can make floods worse farther down the river, the barrier now can only make the next incursion of the gods more frenzied.


  "The metaphor works both ways, as well. Like a river, the other dimensions can swell beyond their bounds and threaten us all, to be sure. But they are also a source of life like the water of the river. By shutting it out, we are impoverishing outselves, creating drought in the midst of plenty. All father intends to do is poke some holes in the levees, irrigate the land so that we can be strong enough to face the gods when they return. Not to mention not provoking their ire."


  "Nice metaphors, computer, but hardly convincing," retorted Grind. "The gods are on the other side of the barrier, any supposition about their motives is just that, supposition. And where is the evidence that we otherwise suffer behind the barrier? Humanity is not withering...we've even started recovering from the death and destruction of the turn of the century."


  "Oh, have you?" mocked the flawlessly-simulated voice. "Did you know that worldwide population has, on the yearly average, remained constant to within a hundred people for the last fifteen years? Or that this population level is the same as the number who remained immediately after the barrier was erected? Father may not have been able to leave his exile here, but he could observe the world with far greater accuracy than anyone on it could. After ten years, the deaths from the riots had leveled off and births risen to make up the difference. Since then, any rise in the rest of the world's population has come at the expense of China's. A constancy for a few years would be a statistical fluke. For fifteen years it is almost impossible unless you make the assumption that the amount of life-energy on Earth has been held constant. The number of souls, if you will. Make of it what you will within whatever philosophical construct you believe in, but there have been no births where there have not been deaths for the last quarter of a century."


  Peregryn answered this time. <<He's right.>> There was a shocked silence. <<The lifeforce of the Earth has not increased as it should, nor has it decreased.>>


  <<I...but...what about God?>> asked Sal.


  <<Perhaps He has chosen to let mankind exercise free will on a grand scale, letting the souls 'recycle.' Perhaps this is a sign there is no omnipotent God, that all gods are limited and stoppable. I do not yet know,>> Peregryn replied as diplomatically as he could. <<However, this is not necessarily a bad thing, computer. It was the excess of life that almost strangled the planet in the previous century.>>


  "Agreed, this alone is not reason enough for father to take such drastic action and spend his life doing so. But there is a threat to the world from within this reality, one the barrier does nothing to stop. And in fact, one the barrier helps."


  "The Pranir," hissed Drake.


  "Exactly. Or to be more precise, the Pranir and their customers within the crumbling remains of the Planetary Confederation. Father learned a great deal from the Pranir organleggers he captured and rewrote."


  "The monsters Cross spoke of, no doubt."


  "Possibly," admitted the computer. "Did you know that the Santari are close enough to human to accept organs from them? Of course you did. But did you know that every single human on Earth is a Universal Donor to the entire Santari race? And that the Santari, under ideal conditions, have a 95% rejection rate for transplants from within their own race...and a 50% fatality rate following rejection? They've become quite adept at artificial replacements and cybernetics, but their religion values the pristine flesh. And while it is a capital offense to harvest human organs for transplant, the government is so weak now that powerful traditionalists can essentially do what they will. Trafficking in humans is very profitable for the Pranir, but it's only a matter of time before the Santari factions which have broken away from the Planetary Confederation decide to conquer Earth and make it their own private organ bank." By this point, several of the heroes had sick looks on their faces. "Only the fear of powerful metahumans has kept them back, but that fear is waning as it appears that the current 'crop' is far weaker than the older generation. Owens Effect or no, the number of supernaturals on Earth is far lower than it should be, and those that exist are weaker than their potential indicates. By opening the barrier, both problems should be solved in one stroke, saving Earth from its otherwise inevitable fate as a meat market."


  Dan, who had been paying seemingly little attention for the last few minutes, spoke up. "So you plan to remove the Anchor Effect in China and use the resultant power surge to weaken the barrier."


  The computerized face showed what seemed to be genuine surprise. "Very GOOD Mister Tracey. I was sure I would have to drop a few more hints before you figured it out. Indeed, that is the plan. Several 'lenses' have been placed around the world to take advantage of this power surge, directing it at the barrier and cracking it. I tell you this now, of course, because even if you got free and contacted EUROPA, they would not have the time to destroy enough lenses to make a difference. Have you figured out how father planned to destroy the Anchor Effect yet?"


  "No, and that's been bothering me the past few minutes. Even assuming you could track down all the registered Anchors in China, your resources are primarily supernatural...you would not be able to eliminate more than twenty targets before being thwarted," pointed out Dan.


  "Actually, our resources are slightly more limited. Twelve targets are all that can be eliminated, but that is enough. You really don't get it, do you? All father really needs to do is kill one target...the other eleven are backup."


  <<Premier Xu?>> came Jen's voice.


  "Of course!" hissed Drake. "That would explain why the effect is normally only found within the PROC borders...one man, one vision of a perfect, classless and normal society."


  "The other Anchors being used in bordering territories such as Singapore to give the impression that it was the aggregate effect of many Anchors that kept China inviolate," Grind added.


  <<So our patent official friend wasn't told the whole story,>> finished Jen, who still nursed a few bruises from the adventure.


  "Give the kids a cigar!" cheered the computer. "Xu maintains the main field, with a few trusted advisors, who are also Anchors, aiding in the effect. Granted, he's old and dying, seeking an 'heir' powerful enough to Anchor the entire nation when he's gone, but by removing his aides at the time time there should be a flaring up of supernaturals in China sufficient for father's purposes. Hopefully the resulting chaos will also prevent nastiness such as launching nuclear weapons, but father also took that possibility into account. My brother should even now be in total control of the Chinese nuclear stockpile. Useful in case Xu is too well defended at the appointed hour... although a bit messy."


  "We still have no real reason to believe Devastator has changed his stripes," accused Teller. "With this whole set-up, it would be very easy to destroy the world as well as save it."


  "True. But there's nothing you can do about it. You're trapped here and all communications are jammed, even the clever little neutrino arrangement you had rigged."


  "Not quite all," noted Grind, looking over to Paul. Paul nodded. Then the base shook with impact as something rammed into it.


  "What? There was nothing within range...I..." sputtered the AI.


  <<I made it be in range,>> came the voice of Lightfoot over the radio. <<Am I in time for the party?>> he asked.


  "Yeah!" shouted Drake. "Let's get out of here and stop them from stepping on Xu!"


  "Hold it, everyone. This is too pat," warned Grind. "If the AI could stop neutrino communications, it certainly has the technology to stop psychic broadcasting as well. It let us get the information out. Paul, tell everyone planetside to get on the Chinese problem...but we're not leaving yet." He turned to one of the screens. "It's too obvious you want us gone. You said it yourself...make it hard for us to go somewhere and we'll generally leap at the chance. But haven't any of you noticed something...odd...about this plavce?"


  <<You mean how the walls seem to wobble when you don't look right at them?>> asked Scorch.


  <<This entire station is straddling two realities,>> added Peregryn, who had completed his study of the place where the dimensional drive had once been, before being destroyed by the Raiders.


  "Exactly. The lenses must be intended to focus all that energy on this place, use the existing tiny crack to hammer a wedge into. If we could seal the gap, or at least move it too far away for the energies to reach it effectively, we could avert the damage to the barrier. The question now is, should we?"


  "WHAT?" asked a disbelieving Drake. "You can't be behind this lunatic plan?!"


  "Of course not. I certainly do NOT support what Devastator plans for China...we may not like their politics, but genocide does not follow from that. But that may be impossible to stop, not to mention we personally may not be able to do anything to affect that outcome. It's largely up to Hendrick and EUROPA. But we have a larger issue to consider. Do we let the barrier be broken in the event the first part of the plan is accomplished? Or do we try to stop it. Devastator's proxy has made some fairly convincing arguments in favor of weakening the barrier...I for one am not wholly convinced, but you may feel differently. There's also the issue of whether we *can* stop it from happening."


  <<Indeed,>> replied Peregryn. <<Simply destroying this place will not work, since the warp will remain, following the matter it is bound to...perhaps even growing as the debris is scattered. Moving it out of orbit may work, but there is no way to know how far is far enough. This is an effect permeating all of space, remember...there may not be any *place* safe enough.>>


  <<What about time?>> asked Solar Max. <<If the surge goes off and the warp isn't there at that time, that might do the trick.>>


  "But putting one warp into another might also do more harm than good," noted Grind.


  "If I may be allowed an opinion?" asked the simulated Devastator. "I lied earlier. This place *is* wired to explode...I just don't relish suicide. But if that's what it takes...you have thirty seconds to get out and clear. And no, not even Meteor and Lightfoot could find and disable all the charges in that time. I do not wish to kill you, so GET OUT! Thirty. Twenty-nine...."


  The voice continued under the ensuing mild panic.


  "Generator group! Disable the engines and make for the ship! Everyone else, evacuate!" shouted Grind.


  Quickly the heroes made for the hole Lightfoot had rammed in the surface of the spherical station.


  <<I could get it halfway to Sirius before it blows!>> suggested Lightfoot.


  "No, you might just spread the distortion over several lightyears!" shouted Peregryn as he got into the ship.


  "Get us away!" ordered Dan as the last of the team boarded.


  <<Three...>> broadcast the AI in a mocking tone.


  <<Two....>>


  <<One....>>


  Suddenly a new voice spoke. <<Countdown aborted...I think I broke it.>>


  "Curly did it!" Jen cried. "Let's hear it for teenage hackers!"


  Everyone heaved a sigh of relief.


  "Okay, we have options now. Any suggestions?" asked Grind.


  "Bogey coming in fast!" shouted Lightfoot from the pilot's chair.


  Too fast to make out, a ship streaked past and fired something at the base. In a flash of blue incandescence, it was gone, transformed to a haze of ionized plasma.


  Then as midnight Greenwich Mean Time tolled, there was a brilliant flash from the Earth below. In Beijing.


  "I have a suggestion," said Scorch. "It involves cursing at length."


  Peregryn suddenly shuddered like a drowning man catching his first breath of air. "It has begun..." he gasped.


  



  #8 - "The Rest Of The Story"


  [cover is an homage to the cover of Academy #0, but instead of acomposition book it shows a manila folder. And where Aaron hadwritten "Transfer NOW!" on the cover in Academy #0 is stamped"Dangerous Truths" in red.]
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  His official name was Li Zhou. Or to be more accurate, Li Zhou 35255. With almost a billion citizens and only a few million traditional, acceptible names, numbering was necessary for the government to keep track of everyone. It was the dichotomy enforced by the enlightened government of the People's Republic of China: everyone needs a unique name, but no one should have an indivdual name. For common use, most citizens ignored the numbers and kept to the old system of distinguishing between similar names. So he was also known as Li Zhou the doctor, son of the blacksmith and cousin of that lucky Li Peng who got a job in Beijing and...well, you get the picture. Li Zhou was more of a medic than a true physician, but he was one of the few in the small collective so they called him doctor.


  His real name, the one his parents had secretly given him and which he considered to be his own, was Wong Fei Hong. The original Wong Fei Hong was a legendary figure in 19th Century China, a fearless doctor who fought against oppression. Li's parents had desperately wanted such a legendary hero to arise and throw off the shackles of the Beijing "communists" and had raised him on tales of the old hero. The true tales, not the altered ones supported by the government. He had even become a doctor to follow in his namesake's footsteps, despite not having much of a skill at it. Still, devotion can make up for lack of skill.


  And make no bones about it, this new Wong was just as devoted to freedom as his legendary precursor. The China he grew up in became even more vile and dark as the years wore on, with any who spoke up mysteriously disappearing. Demons with the bodies of snakes roamed the countryside freely, and it was rumored that these demons ate the dissenters. Wong was determined to do what he could...but there was nothing he *could* do.


  Until now.


  He had been called to a nearby house because the young son of a family friend had suddenly started behaving oddly. By the time Wong had arrived, the young man was glowing! He had no idea how to treat this case, but was given no chance to try as soldiers burst in and started to drag the boy off. One said something about needing to hold the glowing boy down. Another said it wasn't possible and pulled out a gun, holding it to the boy's head.


  Wong Fei Hong could take no more. He tore off his restrictive jacket like it were tissue paper. Like a flash of lightning he had reached the soldiers and with two rapid punches they were flying across the street in a spray of blood. A new power he had never felt before filled the young doctor's limbs, he felt like he could move mountains!


  More soldiers came, and more soldiers fell. Wong was a whirlwind of deadly fists and feet, meting out justice against the hated oppressors. People overcame their fear and cheered him on from behind half-open windows. Bullets whizzed past him but none seemed to touch him. He raced as fast as his feet could carry him towards the garrison and ripped the gate from its posts.


  Then the machinegun fire tore into him and he jerked about like a doll shaken by a petulant child before falling to lie still in a spreading pool of his own blood.


  * * * *


  Christi Walker listened to BBC 1 over her headphones as the sky started to lighten. Some horrible news about a nuke going off in China a few hours ago. Served the PROCcies right, she thought. Probably one of their own people what did it. Or maybe it was an accident...Chinese gadgets never seemed to work as well as everybody else's. The news didn't have much more to say, since the borders were still pretty well sealed and no one had been inside China for decades and all that. Although the poor folks in northern Japan probably hadda brace for some fallout or something.


  She looked out at the huge silhouettes against the oranging sky. She always turned off the lights at Stonehenge before dawn because it looked so beautiful seeing them black against the sky. She thought of what she'd do the rest of the day once her shift was over and Ian came to relieve her. Maybe hit the shops a bit, then head home for dinner and bed.


  She snorted at thinking of Ian. Tour guide fluffhead he was. He didn't care about these magnificent stones, about the power they held even after all this time. He just gave his spiel to the touring rabble and collected a paycheck. A nice fat one, since Stonehenge custodians tended to be targeted by fundie groups for violence. Not much now, but a lot more a few years back. Now people mainly ignored the place, which Christi thought was a real pity.


  The sun started to peek over the horizon. Christi turned to watch, since this was the day of the year that it rose between two fallen stones which formed a triangle. The rioters at the turn of the century hadn't been able to do much to the place, but someone had wrecked his car against a stone making it fall against another which had been leaning the other way. She wondered what significance this new marking point might have when the old gods come back. She felt a flush of guilt. No one was supposed to hold any truck with the old gods anymore, not after the horrible stuff that happened in the late 1990s. But spending all her nights here, she couldn't help but start to feel a certain awe at any gods who could inspire a primitive people to build something so magnificent. And she sometimes hoped they would return.


  "We have," whispered a voice in her head. Shocked, she leaped up and spun around to see if it was Ian playing one of his practical jokes. "The spirits of the earth and woods who took no part in the battles of other gods still live, and now we are back. You who have tended our special place and held us in your heart when others did not have our gratitude."


  A warm glow suffused Christi and she felt better than she had in years. That ache in her knee from the time she'd gotten a little too rough in football disappeared. Her slightly fuzzy vision (she'd been meaning to see the optometrist for weeks, but never got to it) sharpened. And though she didn't know it at the time, her tonsils and appendix grew back.


  "Seek out those that still believe and tell them that there is once more a spirit in this land...."


  * * * *


  The Australian "outback" has never been a very hospitable place. And ever since the Dreamtime opened up in 1997 and swallowed up all the people, it had been shunned even more.


  But as the sun reached its highest point on July 5th, there was a shifting of light and suddenly the emptied towns and villages were full again....


  * * * *


  If you watched carefully, you might notice the bandages under JakZak's clothing, or how he was careful to avoid certain movements. If you didn't watch carefully, you'd swear he was in perfect health...only two weeks after being charred over a large portion of his body. It was one of the benefits of having a high Tesla Index, rapid healing and general ability to soak up damage. To look at the assembled heroes, you might think they'd been in a minor scuffle two weeks ago, not fought for their lives and gotten maimed. The only one absent was Lightfoot, and even he had finally awaken and started his accelerated healing yesterday.


  "In the eight days since Devastator's plan was completed, a few odd incidents have been reported here and there. Enough to prove that the Barrier is no longer fully in effect, but not enough to indicate a complete breach. It looks like Devastator got what he wanted." He paused to let that sink in. "China is in a major upheaval as far as we can tell, with their central government lost in the fireball in Beijing. Their military has assumed control, that much we know, but they've been very successful in keeping any other news from leaking out. But it's not over. It's quite likely that someone is still at large that can be held at least partly accountable...that craft that fired on Devestator's base may have been piloted. The purpose of this meeting is to share the data we've all gathered in the last week. Howard, why don't you start?"


  Howard "Peregryn" Henderson Jr. nodded. "A number of 'nearby' realities have already become permeable. The Dreamtime in Australia being one you all know about. In addition, teams in the Amazon report no sign of the pocket reality we found there, which would indicate that it was assumed back into Svartalfheim...hopefully none of the Norse deities noticed, they were among the more destructive during the Godmarket. So far there have been numerous minor manifestations, mainly of an elemental variety, no 'name' gods have contacted anyone I talked to. The spirit of the Earth has become significantly more robust in the past week, lending credence to that hypothesis of Devastator's. There seems no immediate danger of the Causality Wars returning, but our defense now has definite holes in it. Reality is slightly more malleable to our wills...and the wills of the gods...than it was prior to the detonation."


  "Well, this works both for and against us at the moment," noted JakZak. "Does your analysis concur, Essay?"


  "Yah," replied the hispanic gadgeteer. "A number of test gadgets I had around the lab from last month now have anywhere from five to thirty percent higher outputs and efficiencies. Since I did nothing else to improve them before testing, it's gotta mean the difference is in me. Best performance seemed to come from the wilder stuff."


  Paul interjected, "I talked with Metapsych. Most of the psi talents noticed no change, so presumably the rules governing telepathy are relatively unchanged. But the precogs have gotten about twice as accurate in short term tests."


  JakZak nodded. "This dovetails with my own experience testing my various reality warping powers. Not all applications of violation physics have gotten more powerful or easier. The best performance comes from those that deal with spacetime and alternate dimensions, what Peregryn would call the Fourth Pillar stuff. Other applications depended on how closely linked they were to this... elemental effects that depended on spirits have gotten better, but not those that don't, for example.


  "It's safe to say that if Devastator were still alive, he'd be even more powerful than before, since his powers lay mainly in the area affected. Let's hope he's not. Dan, what have you found about the situation?"


  Grind called up an image on the meeting room's projection screen of a blurry shape with an energy beam lancing out of it. "I felt that the other areas would be adequately covered by the rest of you, so I concentrated on our mysterious visitor in orbit. This image was recorded by our transport as we held position near the orbital platform. I enhanced it as far as feasible without direct knowledge of its identity," the image sharpened, but was still fairly indistinct, "and was able to at least get an analysis of the energy beams from this. The beams were composed of highly focused Cerenkov radiation. Or Tsaran radiation, as it is known by those who actually use it as a weapon."


  "The Planetary Confederation?" gasped Sal.


  "Before jumping to any conclusions," continued Grind, "I wanted to make sure it wasn't a Pranir ship. They have had access to Tsaran-style weaponry for some time now, and Devastator did have some Pranir working for him. It would make sense that any Pranir partners he had would be paid to ensure the destruction of the platform. However," he paused ominously, "the team dispatched to the Amazon did find the Pranir ship which must have been used by Devastator's allies. And it did not show any sign of being fitted with weapons other than a few guided rockets. Accessing records from the interdiction satellite in high orbit, I confirmed that it was the only Pranir vessel to enter the Western Hemisphere during late June. This alone would not be proof that it wasn't Pranir, except for something else I found in the interdiction satellite's records. Or rather, didn't find. There was record of our ship, and of the platform, but not of the interloper's ship. While the software wasn't something I'm very familiar with, it didn't seem like the records had been erased. And since we could visually sight the interloper, *and* record images of it, it wasn't cloaked in any fashion. At this point I did make the conclusion that the ship was of Planetary Confederation origin. Once I had done this, I fed a list of known PC ship designs into the computer and was able to further enhance the image based on that data."


  The image became crystal clear and then grew to fill the screen. "It is a Galactic Warrior personal fighter craft. Furthermore, the enhanced markings match a known pattern. This ship belongs to Delta Rose, the Galactic Warrior Corps member assigned to Earth during the Second and Third Heroic Ages."


  "People," said JakZak quietly, "I believe a trip to Australia is in order. If anyone knows where to find her, it would be the United World. And given what Grind's told us about their Mr. Cook, I wouldn't be surprised if they even sanctioned this...."


  * * * *


  ==I have some new information,== sent a now-familiar mental voice. Aaron sat back from the computer screen and concentrated on it.


  ++Give it to me, Gene. Paul says hi, by the way, but he's in a meeting right now.++


  ==Cary Allen, one of our diviners, managed to get his boosted power levels under control and focused on our little problem for me. He's still not very clear on things, but he was pretty sure that the United World building was somehow important.==


  ++You know, the more I hear about those guys, the less I trust them. The politicians are okay, but the covert types are really just letting the power go to their heads.++


  ==Well, they may simply think they're in a position to know what's best for us. Fine line. Anyway, I linked up with our best long distance telepath and did a surface scan of the place. No invasion of privacy or anything, just counting heads.==


  ++And...?++


  ==And we found a room in the building which doesn't exist. As far as psiscans are concerned, there's never any minds in there. But a quick bounce into the optic lobes of a few minds in the area confirmed that there *was* a door to that area. We kept surveillance on it for the rest of the business day, and suddenly the blank spot moved.==


  ++Someone's using a psi damper?++


  ==Not like any we've seen, and I thought we'd seen them all. It was more like...well, an anchor effect on brainwaves. Like someone with a mind so alien that it interfered with not only attempts to read it, but also attempts to read anyone in the area. And before you ask, I have successfully read Pranir minds...disgusting little snakeowls. Sorry, shouldn't let my prejudices slip through like that.==


  ++Hey, I'm not offended. I've actually had to fight the things. So, what now? More surveillance?++


  ==No, this looks like something that will have to be done face to face. Pack your bags, we're headed for Australia. Fill Paul in when he's out of the meeting, but tell him to keep silent about it...this is a MetaPsych operation.==


  * * * *


  ==Move quickly,== warned Gene. ==The psychic invisibility Carly's projecting only makes people ignore us if they're not actively looking for us. Sooner or later, someone's going to realize something's up and sound an alert.==


  ++Fortunately, the UW Building is more or less open to the public during the day, so most people wouldn't even notice us without the 'please ignore me' effect/power.++ Aaron winced as his mindspeak slipped into old habits. Must be the stress.


  The pair strode confidently down the hallways, doing their best to act like they belonged there. The less suspiciously they acted, the easier Carly's job would be. Best to let her save her strength for when they trip some automatic alarm...making the guard in the control room ignore them would be much harder.


  At this range, the psychic dead zone was like a beacon of nothingness, and it was easy to home in on. Fortunately, the UW Building was laid out in a simple grid pattern and not some twisted artistic architecture, so they had a good chance of finding the source without having to double back anywhere.


  ++Paul tells me ASH is here too, looking for someone else. We should be careful to avoid running into them, I doubt Carly could block us out from all of them....++


  Just then they turned a corner and almost ran right into a tight knot of people approaching from another angle. UW Security forces.


  Aaron started to pump up his muscles in case he needed to make a break for it with Gene.


  --Wait! It's us!-- mentally shouted Paul. "Guys, this is Gene, one of the heads of MetaPsych," he added verbally. With the two pointed out to them, the rest of ASH was able to see through the psychic invisibility shroud.


  A dark-skinned security agent spoke with Grind's voice. "A little trick we picked up from our Eurasian counterparts, with the help of Essay's holographic projector and Paul diverting any attention from the possible flaws. I take it you're also looking for Delta Rose?"


  Aaron nodded. "I guess we are. She's certainly alien enough to cause the psychic fog we've been tracking. The room we're headed for is just down the hall."


  "As is the room we're headed for, according to the data Grind pulled from a terminal back there," added a security agent with JakZak's voice, cocking his thumb back to indicate the direction from which they came.


  Just then, a doorway down the hall opened. "Don't stand there in the hall arguing," spoke a feminine voice from inside the room, "come in."


  * * * *


  When they entered the office, they were met by the steely gaze of a slim woman with short-cropped black hair and brown eyes.


  "Dyed hair and colored contact lenses," commented Grind matter-of-factly.


  "It *is* somewhat difficult to be inconspicuous with hot pink hair and eyes, you know," replied the woman. "Although it worked well enough during the Punk years." She turned to face the group as a whole. "I had hoped for a few more weeks to act before you found me, but I doubted I'd get it. Once I had to tip my hand directly in orbit, I knew it was only a matter of time before the resources arrayed to find me would succeed. Although I am a little surprised that MetaPsych independently located me so soon."


  Aaron started to get an expression of "So *you're the one who blew up the satellite" but it faded as Paul quickly filled him in via a quickburst mental transmission on the information Grind had discovered.


  The holodiguises gone, JakZak stepped forward in full armor. "We really only have one question, although it looks like it covers more ground than I initially thought," he nodded at Aaron and Paul. "Why?"


  Delta Rose sat back in her chair. "A simple question, I suppose a simple answer is in order. To save the galaxy. Of course, your next question would be 'How does breaking the Barrier save the galaxy? Not to mention what the hell manipulating Paul and Aaron's lives has to do with it?'" She paused as several of the assembled nodded grimly.


  "I'm afraid the answer to that one will have to start a few millenia ago, it's a bit of a Big Picture sort of thing. The short form is that all the trials I've put you through...the separations, the Pranir organlegger mission, the breaking of the Barrier...were all intended to make you stronger and weed out the weak. And since you're Earth's best real defense, you have to be as strong as possible. You were iron, but we needed steel...and steel is made in flame and fury, not in comfort and security."


  "You *knew* Arin would crack, didn't you!" Sal interjected angrily. "She was just a tool to be used or broken to you!"


  Delta met Sal's blazing hot gaze with her own icy cold one. "I knew she would never be able to get over her fear of her own abilities, never be able to actually learn to use them to their fullest extent, without some kind of shock. She was put on the Grad team because of that high potential, and because I hoped she would be shocked out of her shell. Unfortunately, when you put a pot in the kiln, it may become stronger, but it can also shatter. She shattered. I'm sorry that she was destroyed, but not sorry for what I tried to accomplish. The stakes are too high to take it easy. It may already be too late. I spent several years hoping the Premier of China would simply die of old age, not wanting to risk an international incident by having him assassinated. Fortunately, Devastator's plans advanced my own, so he was allowed to succeed."


  "You mean actively helped," corrected JakZak.


  "Yes, actively helped," she admitted. "But as I said, the stakes were high, far higher than the millions killed in Beijing. Higher than the billions on Earth. You're all familiar with the Galactic Warrior Corps, right?"


  George replied, "A sort of interplanetary version of the Federal Marshals of the Old West. Dispensing law and keeping the bandits at bay. Not really able to deal with major problems themselves, but they could call in units of the Army if needed."


  "That was the cover story, yes," said Delta. "A few of us were assigned to each sector, more in the more developed regions and less in the hinterlands like Earth. We had enough power to go after individual criminals and deter a lot of crime, but we had to call in the Confederation Navy for bigger jobs, like attempts at empire-building. But that was only our 'day job,' if you will. Our true responsibility is far more important.


  "Several thousand years ago, the Santari/T!rir alliance had spread over a large chunk of space and the Planetary Confederation was formed. The T!rir kept everyone in line by slowly and carefully parcelling out dribs and drabs of highly advanced technology developed during their ancient imperial days. Certain technologies were deemed too dangerous to use, but too useful to simply destroy, and were hidden about the Confederation. The Galactic Warriors Corps was founded at that time with the overt purpose of keeping the peace, but the true purpose was safeguarding the T!rir technology from abuse. Only those at the very top of the organization knew this secret purpose.


  "Over the centuries, other races would often develop their own dangerous technology. The T!rir kept close watch over all scientific development and would suppress any dangerous discoveries, adding any prototypes and data to the stockpile protected by the Galactic Warriors. Often they would distract the world in question by providing another piece of technology that perhaps had the same purpose, but was considered less dangerous. The inventors would then seize upon the new and improved theories and abandon old and inefficient...and dangerous...ones."


  As usual, Dan had jumped ahead several points in the argument, and said, "So Earth was interdicted not to protect us from the outside universe, but to protect you from us." A few "lightbulbs" lit up on the faces of his teammates, but just as many gave him a blank stare.


  "Yes," admitted Delta. "To explain for the rest of you, the Magene is perhaps the single most dangerous weapon in all of reality...for it brings with it the power to reshape reality. To date, that is still a safely kept secret, else one or more of the petty warlords would have swooped down on Earth and started taking slaves. When the disaster happened 25 years ago, my superiors felt that the Magene had been wiped out and Earth was no longer a threat. They brought me back for reassignment.


  "However, the last few decades have been ones of serious decline for the Confederation. The T!rir ran out of secrets they could risk handing out, reducing their power immensely. Many powerful worlds withdrew from the already unmanagably large Confederation and founded small kingdoms. Others stayed in the Confederation for political leverage with the pro-PC citizenry back home, but ignored any edicts passed by the now almost powerless Senate. Funding for all central government groups was cut back to the bone as member worlds no longer wished to contribute taxes. The Pranir started to run wild on worlds we had previously kept them from, such as Earth. More and more Galactic Warriors died because they couldn't get backup from a diminished Confederation Navy in time...not to mention that ships which had once been in the Navy were often now recalled by their owners and became part of the problem, part of the fleets of petty warlords looking to carve out larger estates for themselves. At this point, I was brought into the upper echelons and found out the truth of our mission. A decision was made by the few of us remaining that we couldn't let our charges fall into the hands of the warlords, better to destroy them. Most of the technologies were easy to dispose of...just let them do their jobs. Your astronomers will be noticing a large number of supernovas over the next few years as a result of several stockpiles being destroyed in rather spectacular ways."


  She paused to catch her breath and then sighed. "There was a very close debate over whether Sol should have joined them. By this time, we knew that the Magene was expressing itself again. I argued for letting you protect yourselves, so I was assigned to come back here and do whatever it took to bring this world up to the point of being able to fight off a concentrated attack. My timetable got moved up dramatically a few months ago when our sensors reported activity on Alpha Centauri's one habitable planet. It could be nothing, but it probably means someone has figured out that 'interdicted planet' means 'planet with something powerful to be found.' We also know that the most powerful weapon to be found on that world was moved here thirty years ago."


  "The Arcanovore," whispered Peregryn. "An entity of immense power and immense hunger, capable of draining an entire world of its life energy and arcane power. It almost destroyed the Earth in 1993, but was stopped by Tymythy Twystyd and the rest of the Raiders. Buried in northern Montana to allow the stolen energies to return to the biosphere...and when all the mages sacrificed themselves five years later, everyone forgot about it. Its location is recorded in Tymythy's journals."


  "Exactly. And if it's unleashed by someone looking for weapons of mass destruction, it's quite likely no one will be able to put it back in the bottle again...and the universe will die to feed its hunger. The fact we suspect it still lives was the other potent argument against destroying Earth...a supernova would only free it. You people have to be able to defend it against all comers. And I'm not sure you're up to the job, even after everything I've done to try and stack the deck in your favor.


  "If you think things have been tough so far, it's only going to get tougher...."


  



  #9 - "HUNGER"



  [cover shows the entire team enveloped by a reddish cloud. Theyare obviously being drained of life, and are wasting away to skinand bones. Cover copy is "World Eater!"]


  



  ROLL CALL


  [image: ]



  



  Delta Rose addressed the collected members of ASH in her office in the United World building. Minutes before, they had found her and demanded answers for why they had been manipulated for the past year, put into bad situations that could have been avoided. After a short lecture on the current state of political affairs in the galaxy, Delta Rose revealed that powerful factions wishing to take over the fragmenting Planetary Condeferation might be after the Arcanovore, an alien creation that almost destroyed the Earth in 1993 before being contained. And now they have their mission.


  "You people have to be able to defend it against all comers. And I'm not sure you're up to the job, even after everything I've done to try and stack the deck in your favor.


  "If you think things have been tough so far, it's only going to get tougher...."


  * * * *


  The small Galactic Warrior Corps Cutter-class ship pulled onto a landing vector and approached the dead world below. Two bright suns burned in the sky, Alpha Centari A and B, lighting the barren rock more brightly than the sunniest day on Earth. The planet itself was a vast desert broken by stark mountain ranges and sterile, ashen seas. All the elements needed for life were there, but it was as if the world's ability to sustain life had been ripped from it.


  And it had.


  The magickal culture which had once thrived on this world had drained it of all life, pulling the spirit of the very stones out to power their magicks. By the time they realized the problem, it was too late to reverse the death of their world. Desperate measures were taken to concentrate and preserve the last wisps of lifeforce, some of them selfless, some selfish. The most selfish of these efforts had been the Arcanovore, an artificial cloudlike being designed to drain all the life and magic from an area and concentrate it for its creator's use...only it ran wild and could not be controlled, so it was locked deep within the ground, to slowly give up its stolen magick.


  Thirty years ago, a foolhardy Pranir expedition unleashed the Arcanovore, dying before they could even take a step. It streaked at impossible speeds to Earth, the closest living world, and began to assault it. Thousands died, but it was stopped before it could tap the depths of Earth's lifeforce. And it was buried again, as was any evidence that it had been removed from its original tomb.


  The Cutter landed, and Sarah was the first out, unable to stand another minute in the cramped quarters.


  "Be careful," Delta warned. "Sensors picked up no life readings, but there may be passive traps or security left behind...either by the old Pranir expedition or any new digs."


  Aaron and Sal followed Delta out of the craft, while JakZak took to the air in his armorsuit.


  "According to Peregryn's records, the old dig should be behind that embankment. They did what they could to make it look like the Pranir had picked up stakes and left without finding anything, but there should be some structures left behind," JakZak said, keeping a close eye on his wife as she zoomed about the landing area, stretching her legs. "I think I can see some of it from up here. Aaron, Sal, you take the point...."


  "No, I will," Delta interrupted. "There's a fair chance any traps will be set to trigger on Deltans, since anyone on the ball would know I'm the only person in this sector authorized to be here. And if it's messy, no sense in losing everyone."


  JakZak nodded at the logic behind this. "Okay, but Sarah and I will keep line of sight on you in case it's a trap you can be pulled out of at the speeds we have access to."


  Delta Rose nodded and took to the air. While thinner than her homeworld's, it was slightly thicker than Earth's, and hence required less effort to glide on. Sticking close to the ground, she popped up over the embankment, ready to unleash her energy powers on any attacking drones.


  But nothing happened.


  Carefully, she landed next to the main pit of the dig, and still nothing happened. "Okay, come in...but carefully. There may be a time delay on anything here."


  The rest of the "away team" cautiously approached, but nothing jumped out of the ground or dropped from the sky, so they relaxed a little.


  Aaron turned up his senses and carefully snooped around. "Hard to tell. The wind blows this fine dust around enough that tracks are gone after a few minutes. Wait...yes, I found a partial remains of a fairly deep footprint over by the lip of the pit. And...lemme wipe away this dust...some microcracks in the rock from where some kind of tripod must have been set up."


  "Could they be from the old dig?" JakZak asked.


  "I don't think so. The cracks are too sharp, they'd have eroded in thirty years, even in this mild environment."


  "Okay, someone else was here. Let's see what else we can find," JakZak said, and motioned for everyone to fan out.


  * * * *


  It seemed innocuous enough. A cube formed from granite slabs, joined almost seamlessly by coaxing the spirit of the rocks to flow together. Perhaps four meters on a side, it glowed faintly with a shimmer that only he could see. To the others it was just a chunk of stone, but to Peregryn it was warm with life.


  He put his hand to the stone, making a connection with the spirit in it. He could feel the stoutness of the rock, he knew like it were part of him that the walls were nearly a half meter thick, with a hollow cavity inside containing...IT. The stone did not like IT, but felt safe in its web of spells that IT could not hurt the stone. IT was the Arcanovore, sealed within the stone a generation ago. The Avatar, one of the few survivors of Alpha Centauri's blasted world, had used his magickal skills to slowly draw the stolen lifeforce out of the Arcanovore and back into the Earth. Even decades after his death, the spells were still at work, slowly leaching the life from the Arcanovore. It could not be destroyed, but what it had taken could be restored to nature.


  He could see Essay leaning against a tree, adjusting her gear for the hundredth time that afternoon. She was obviously uncomfortable here, around the Arcanovore. It was something she couldn't shoot, couldn't put a force field around, couldn't run away from. It was mystical, and thus totally beyond what she felt to be "her" domain. She was happiest around the tangible, the technological. And while she had been fascinated by some of his spells, she'd resisted his attempts to teach her the more fundamental aspects of magic.


  This frustrated Peregryn slightly. Essay had the potential to become a full mage like himself, yet limited herself to "supertech" as a crutch. He'd tried to explain that her tools were simply analogous to his spells, that his spells were just tools of the mind, but she insisted that she had to focus on objects, *technological* objects, to get her powers to work.


  Perhaps it was a lingering legacy of her Catholic upbringing in the disaster-wracked Los Angeles. Magic was evil, profane, and responsible for many of the world's recent troubles. Technology was just a tool, and therefore acceptable. If she started to see her power as no different from magic, she might not be able to accept it. But by limiting it to merely augmentation of science, she could avoid her mental blocks.


  Inwardly sighing, Peregryn returned his attention to the block, and the grove of trees around it.


  * * * *


  "Anything else?" JakZak asked.


  "Nope," Aaron replied. "Whoever was here was a good camper...didn't leave anything behind that could be identified."


  Delta frowned. "We need to know who it was, so we'll know how to react. If it was just another pack of Pranir, we probably don't need to worry yet. Any traders foolish enough to defy the edicts of their Trade Houses wouldn't be able to do much harm...they wouldn't last long enough. But if it was one of the Santari High Families or one of the more powerful planetary rulers, we could be in major trouble."


  JakZak put a gauntleted hand to his helmeted chin, resulting in an incongruous pose...contemplation melded with action. "We could go back and get Peregryn to scry this out, but we may not have the time."


  "There's another option, you know," Sal whispered.


  Sarah shot a dark look at the hulking Italian, then turned to JakZak. "You don't need to do this...last time it almost killed you," she pleaded.


  He paused for a moment, and then asked Aaron, "Do you think you could mentally monitor me and prevent the kind of backlash I suffered last time I tried to look into the past?"


  "If you were using psychic disciplines to do this, I'd say yes in an instant. But your powers are more physical in nature, I'm not sure if the standard psi 'buddy system' would be of any help," Aaron replied.


  "If nothing else, you could override his nervous system and yank him out if things got bad," Sal pointed out. "Even reinforce any damaged systems in the same way you enhance your own physical attributes."


  Aaron cracked a frown. He had very little practice in using his mind-over-body powers on anyone but himself. But there didn't seem to be a better option. "Okay, I think I can handle it. But you'll need to take off the armor first, or at least the top half. Skin to skin contact works best for this sort of thing."


  JakZak nodded and started pulling off pieces of the modified alien space armor he had inherited from the first Solar Max. Sarah took off the helmet of her padded suit and gave him a kiss before he settled into a seated position next to the lip of the excavation. She nervously fiddled with his armor's helmet while Aaron pulled off his gloves and grasped JakZak's shoulders.


  "Concentrate...look back through the layers of time," Aaron said in a calm tone. "Don't worry about falling, I'm here to catch you. What do you see?"


  "Nothing yet...wait, there was a ship here. Small, no bigger than a car," he said.


  "Main ship must have stayed in orbit," Delta observed. "Nothing that small has hyperspace capability except Corps ships...and you'd recognize one of those. Any distinguishing features?"


  "Can't tell, too far off. I don't want to move the spatial viewpoint, might lose the...wait, a man's gotten out. Definitely humanoid. He's coming over here. He's in an encounter suit, armored, can't see his face. Unnngh. Can't hold it much longer...I see...a crescent, with wires or vines or something...slipping...."


  "Break off," Aaron commanded in that same calm voice, adding his will to JakZak's for the moment required to pull back to the present safely. "You're exhausted. Rose, was that enough? If not, he'll need to rest at least a half hour to try this again."


  The smoldering fire in her eyes told everyone that it was indeed enough.


  "The Kas'r. One of the High Families, and one of the two or three who claim to have ruled Santari for thousands of years in the 'Golden Age,' centuries before T!rir contact. We *thought* they were actually behaving themselves, satisfied with the normal political power grabbing that's been going on as the Confederation decays. But something like this wouldn't be beyond them. Come on, let's get back to the ship. This is too big for the team we left behind to handle, I'll need to call in what little backup we have."


  "That bad?" JakZak asked as he shrugged back into his armor and took to the air.


  "Well, I doubt they'll try to sneak an armada into Earth orbit, but the Kas'r are very powerful, and have access to all sorts of expensive toys, like the latest in Scytharian attack units. What they want, they will get."


  * * * *


  Several hours had passed, and most of the team had gotten over the initial edginess caused by guarding what amounted to a doomsday device. A few had gone off-shift for meals or rest, and most of the STRAFE personnel had dispersed into the woods to set up an automated early warning system.


  Fortunately, there were two men there who NEVER relaxed. Dan "Grind" Tracey, co-leader of STRAFE, and Peregryn. Peregryn, who was meditating on the imprisoning block, was the first to notice something amiss. Grind was the first to identify the cause.


  "Gravity beam!" he shouted into the comlink, activating the emergency override frequency and blasting the news into the ears of everyone there, on duty or not. In a normal tone, he continued, "Some airborne source has locked onto the Arcanovore with a gravity beam, and is attempting to take it. Peregryn, lock it down! Channel, divert some of that beam! Mahler, Essay, Peterson, find whatever that is up there!" he ordered, the final name on the list being the sensor expert STRAFE had recruited for this mission. Peterson had seen more alien sensor and sensor-evasion technology than anyone on Earth not working with the Pranir.


  Calling up the bedrock of the Montana foothills, Peregryn locked the cube in an embrace of stone, holding it down for the moment. The stone rumbled ominously as George jumped up on it and started diverting the gravitational waves into a beam of light, which he aimed back up the gravity beam as best he could.


  "They're cloaked alright," came Peterson's voice over the link. "REALLY good stuff, too, I don't know if I can break through."


  "They're not psi-cloaked," was Mahler's response. "I've got a lock on a group of minds...some human-like, some machine-like. Implanting coordinates in everyone's minds...now."


  There was a slight thud as George's laser beam locked onto the projector's source and either destroyed it or convinced the operators to shut it off. Various beam and missile weapons were trained skywards, generating a killing zone in an apparently empty patch of sky.


  With a flash of light, the patch was no longer empty, but instead was filled with the form of a craft the size of an office building. Blue-white beams shot out from ports on its sides and struck the ground near the firing positions of the STRAFE agents, striking some and turning them into scorch marks on the ground.


  Then the glowing humanoid forms poured out of the ship and headed for the ground....


  * * * *


  "Any word yet?" Sarah asked, for the third time in as many minutes.


  Delta looked at JakZak and asked, "Is she always like this?"


  He shrugged. "I think she's taking it pretty well, considering that the fate of the universe might be at stake."


  Delta snorted quietly. It didn't seem to matter what world you went to, or how much they might fight with each other, mating pairs *always* seemed to close rank against outside criticism or attacks. Of course, not all species had pair-mating, but those that did had always followed that pattern in her experience.


  "Ah, here's word back," Delta said, looking pointedly at Meteor. "Hmm. Not good. The only thing close enough and big enough to make a difference is an escort ship, and they'll have to leave their convoy unprotected. But they'll come...they know what's at stake. And...oh, HELL."


  "What?" asked Aaron.


  "Word from the underground contacts in the organlegging business. A 'mysterious faction' has threatened to permanently cut off all business with Earth unless a tribute is paid. My guess is the Kas'r are trying to play both ends of the spectrum, but this means they might just be willing to set the Arcanovore loose if it looks like they can't have it."


  "But it won't just stop at Earth," Sal protested.


  "We know that, but I don't want to count on THEM knowing that," Delta replied. "We have to warn the team in Montana, but a comm signal will only get there slightly sooner than we will."


  "I *might* be able to get through to Paul," Aaron suggested. "The main impediment to range for psis on Earth is all the chatter of other minds around them. I've never tried sending from lightyears out, but theoretically psi communication is instantaneous if I can pick up the right thread."


  "Okay, try it," JakZak said. "Everyone quiet so he can concentrate."


  Aaron closed his eyes and concentrated on that link he shared with Paul, a link forged by training, experience...and love. The thread was stretched so thin he almost missed it, but then it was there in his mental "hands." He focused on it, strengthening the tenuous link, bolstering it with memories of the times they had spent together, with knowledge of how his lover's mind worked.


  --Paul?--


  ++Aaron? I'm kinda busy right now...we're under attack.++


  --Damn, we're too late. Listen, those are Santari High Family forces, and we have reason to believe/suspect they might try to free the Arcanovore if they can't take it.--


  ++Agh!++


  --Paul!--


  ++Near miss...I'm okay. They have these energy matrix things that are cutting us to ribbons. They might very well get what theyAAAAIIIGH!++


  The link was fading! "Paul's been hit! I'm losing the link!" He fixed JakZak with a steely gaze. "I think I can help you get us all there right NOW. Do you trust me?"


  "Wait, are you suggesting a teleport from hyperspace? Are you insane? That could tear us all apart, not to mention space for light-hours!" Delta Rose protested.


  "The alternative is the universe held hostage. Do it," JakZak said calmly.


  Aaron reached into JakZak's mind and found the place where his skill and experience with his powers lay. JakZak had opened a portal millions of miles in range before, but never something this big, nor for subjects this large. But it had to work.


  Aaron/JakZak opened a hole in the unreality of hyperspace, and extruded a thread. He/they then locked the thread onto the fading link to Paul, and pushed.


  What happened next felt like they had been extruded through a hole the size of a pinhead, and everyone felt the lightheadedness of a redout coming on. Then blackness.


  * * * *


  Essay adjusted the frequency of her blaster again, hoping to catch the right one and be able to disrupt these energy guys, but the shot passed harmlessly through her target. Again.


  The battle had slowed to a war of attrition. ASH and the remains of STRAFE were backed against the stone cube...something Essay tried not to think about...and their opponents didn't want to risk a stray shot hitting it. They obviously wanted to capture the thing, not free it. So they were limited to attempting hand to hand attacks, but they had to become solid, and shootable, to do that.


  Still, it was pretty obvious which way this was going to go if nothing changed. They were falling faster than the energy guys were. George had tried to absorb and redirect one, but the effort stunned him. Paul had already been wounded badly by the attackers, and Essay was standing over his prone form protectively. Scorch and CJ were doing a decent job of keeping the starship overhead out of the fray, but eventually they'd fall too...their flames did nothing to the energy drones. And Howie was busy trying to repair the damage an earlier stray shot did to the cube.


  Then she heard the thunderclap above. She diverted power to her force field device and looked up, expecting a new attack. But it wasn't the bad guys, it was the cavalry!


  Delta Rose's ship came screaming out of a hole in the sky, trailing fire and lightnings, heading on a collision course with the other ship. The two tried to maneuver, but the Cutter still caromed off the Santari craft, sending it spiralling into the forest.


  A gust of wind from Howie righted Delta's ship and let it land more or less gently, while the other ship impacted over the horizon with a fireball that blinded Essay for a moment.


  The glowing guys froze.


  "Let's hear it for the good guys!" Scorch whooped, but Essay wasn't so sure.


  Then all the remaining attackers flew straight for the cube, on an obvious suicide run. "Mierde..." Essay hissed as she shot three of them apart in panicked snap shots. Others were destroyed as well, but two managed to get past them and slammed into the cube, throwing Howie several meters away.


  And breaking the cube.


  A reddish mist flowed out of the cracks, and Essay felt her heart turn leaden. She screamed and fired shot after shot into the cloud, to no effect. Then it reached for her....


  * * * *


  Aaron staggered out of the Cutter, the only one inside still conscious enough to do so. Delta had stayed awake just long enough to land them, but the others were still dazed. He was surprised she'd managed, since it took all his training in mind-over-body to keep himself from blacking out from the strange forces that had buffetted them in the wormhole.


  He shielded his eyes from the glare of the exploding Kas'r ship, and hoped there was only one out there. Their ship wouldn't be fit to fight in for a while.


  Then he saw the Scytharian energy-body attack units rush the cube and shatter it. He saw the cloud reach out for his teammates, saw it extend a tendril towards Essay...and saw Paul struggle to his feet and throw Essay out of the way, only to be enveloped himself.


  --PAUL!!--


  Aaron felt the life drain from Paul's body, felt the connection between mind and flesh weaken. No! He wouldn't let Paul die that way! Aaron pulled up memories of several months ago in the Amazon, of how he pulled the young Cross's spirit from his body.


  And Aaron TWISTED.


  He felt a faint snap as Paul's mind came free of his rapidly dessicating body.


  ++aaron?++ came the faint voice. ++i don't want to go....++


  --Then don't! Hang on!-- Aaron pulled Paul to him, embraced his mind like he had so many times before, established Contact. Complete merging of two minds. Only this time, there was only one body. Time seemed to stand still as two minds freed of the constraints of their chemical brains flowed and blended into one. In the physical world, the expansion of the cloud seemed to all but halt.


  -+This must be what it felt like for the Family+- Aaron/Paul mused. -+Too bad we don't have their sheer power, or we might actually live to enjoy this.+-


  +-But maybe we have the right power,-+ Paul/Aaron countered. +-No one ever tried contacting the Arcanovore's mind, if it even has one.-+


  Without another thought, the gestalt mind reached out to touch the mind of the Arcanovore cloud.


  <<HUNGER!>> it boomed, and the merged mind reeled back at the intensity of the creature's drive. <<HUNGER!!>>


  -+It was created to feed! It must not know anything else.+-


  +-Then we must show it what it lacks!-+


  They projected waves of contentment at the Arcanovore, memories of past Contacts, the way it now felt for them to be so totally joined, so complete and whole. It recoiled slightly, then surged forwards.


  <<HUNGER,>> it insisted, if less emphatically.


  It wasn't enough to show one way of being content, they realized. So they reached out into the minds of their friends, and showed the Arcanovore what they saw there.


  For JakZak it was many things, but first and foremost his love for Sarah. Seeking something different, Aaron/Paul found his memories of graduation day, when he had finally felt like he'd "arrived." Standing there in Solar Max's armor, named leader of a new team, recognized for all he had done, his doubts and anxieties...and hungers...forgotten for a shining moment.


  Sarah, too, found content in something other than her love for JakZak. The freedom of wide open spaces, of running until it hurt, then running until it didn't hurt anymore.


  George and Scorch shared a deep bond, the love between good friends, a different "flavor" from the love JakZak and Sarah had. Just kicking back and relaxing together, chatting about the latest events or shows, life didn't get any better than that.


  For Essay, love was a source of hunger, not contentment, but she still found times when that didn't matter. When she was in her workshop, tinkering with another gadget. Or when she was at home, with family. She had suffered so much tragedy and loss, but had learned to find happiness and wholeness where she could.


  Howard was another workaholic, only content in his research, divorcing himself from his humanity by not even thinking of himself by his given name anymore. He was simply Peregryn. There was a faint ache in him where he missed human connections, and Paul/Aaron realized that he wasn't truly happy in any situation...they passed him by.


  Sal. Poor, guilt-wracked knight in tarnished armor. He had always seemed the guy who didn't want for anything emotionally, as stable as he was large. But recent events had ripped so many holes in him that he wondered if he'd ever be whole again. Yet...at the core of him, there was a tight nugget of faith that kept him going. Loving God and knowing God loved him, no matter how bad things might get. While many of the team had been raised in religious families, Sal had truly taken it to heart. And some day that faith might make him whole.


  <<hunger?>>


  More, still more was needed.


  Grind, who you'd expect to have as little emotional contact with others as Peregryn, was surprisingly deep. He hid his feelings well, but that did not mean he lacked them. Even in this apparent loss, he felt a swell of pride for his team, doing their best and going down facing their destruction, not fleeing it. He had many things left unsaid, but in the end no regrets.


  Lightfoot, displaced from his home, his friends, his time. He hungered greatly for a return to his past, but behind that hunger were memories of his old life. The contentment that comes from being part of a team...and more than that, a group of friends. From doing what you've known all your life was the right thing. From making a difference.


  The feeling was echoed by CJ, junior member of STRAFE's supernormal squad. She fought to be accepted and make that difference, and thought that maybe she was succeeding.


  Drake was harder to read. To him, all pains and hungers were transitory things. He drifted from one ache to the next, accepting them as the way of life. Since almost nothing could damage him, it was hard to take pain seriously...but it also made pleasure hard to enjoy. He spent so much energy worrying that he might fail his friends that there seemed little room left for contect. But Aaron/Paul persevered, dug into his subconscious, and found a small piece of satisfaction. Drake had recently been without his powers for a time, been shot and even injured, but had survived. Not only did that lessen his constant worries, he had also known a little more what it was like to be human that day, and it filled in a missing part of his soul.


  Teller, another enigma. His shell of cynicism would take time to dig past, and time was running out. In their time-shifted perceptions, Paul/Aaron could see the Arcanovore slowly, tentatively edging towards another victim. They skipped over Teller, and moved to Jen Kleinvogel, the phantom flier.


  Like Sarah, she felt most at home in the wide open spaces that let her fly free. But what made her truly feel like she mattered was the lives she had saved. The attempted suicide back in the Academy. The Chinese family in Singapore. If she hadn't developed supernormal powers, she probably would have become a firefighter or paramedic to fulfill her yearnings. She felt whole by saving life...the Arcanovore tried to feel whole by taking life.


  Paul/Aaron saw a faltering of the creature's resolve, and drove that point home. +-You can't end your hunger by devouring! You could eat the universe and still be hungry! Only by denying your hunger can you end it!-+ shot the savage thought-barbs.


  The cloud stopped expanding and started to contract. As it retreated into a point and ceased to exist, giving up the last of its own energies into the environment, Paul/Aaron heard a faint thought from it.


  <<peace.>>


  And it was gone.


  * * * *


  JakZak watched the helijet take off from the Academy grounds, where they'd all gone to recuperate after the battle. In it was Aaron...and Paul. The two now shared a body. It was odd hearing his voice waver between its original timbre and Paul's voice. The two of him were off to MetaPsych to get used to this new way of living...and because MetaPsych wanted to know how it was possible to have two complete minds in one body for so long.


  Grind and his people had already left for their headquarters. Then they'd head for Arlington National Cemetery to bury their dead. About a dozen normal agents had been killed in the attack, but the supernormals had all survived. JakZak didn't envy Grind the friction this was bound to cause between the two halves of the organization.


  Delta Rose said the Kas'r would be publically reprimanded by the Confederation government for their actions, but that it was unlikely anything would happen to the High Family beyond that. The government was just too weak to enforce punishments. Still, the Kas'r had lost a lot of face, and had burned a few too many bridges in front of them...they probably wouldn't be back for a while.


  And the Arcanovore was gone. Peregryn couldn't find any trace of it...it had apparently blissed itself to death or something. While the danger it presented was now forever gone, that also meant a major argument against destroying Earth was gone too.


  JakZak just hoped that they didn't have to fight the entire galaxy at once....


  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------


  Author's Notes:


  Well, that's it. The big plot that drove the series is wrapped up for now, and I'm officially putting ASH on hiatus. If and when I come up with new ideas for the team, I'll get it going again with #10. I may do a different ASH Universe series before then, like a miniseries focusing on one or two characters, or might just decide to fold such a spotlight series into the ASH title. Hopefully wrapping up the plot threads in this issue will help get other writers going on ASH projects...and not just current writers. If you have an idea for an ASH series, let me know, maybe we can work something out.


  So, until next time.


  When the fire is over, it's time to rise from the ashes.


  #10 - "Contact"


  [cover shows Contact looking into a mirror and seeing Paul Mahler'sface in it.]


  



  "Why am I here?"


  A common enough metaphysical question that most people ask themselves at least once in their lives and mean it. Few people have no curiosity about their origins, their purpose in life (if any), the reasons why life has put them where they now find themselves.


  But, for some, it's an even more complicated existential dilemma.


  Aaron Zander, for example, has his own rather rare circumstances which make the question more pointed. Ever since an encounter with a life-force draining creature known as the Arcanovore [see last issue - Ed.] a few months ago, he has shared his body with the mind of his lover, Paul Mahler.


  "Don't you mean, 'Why are we here?'" Paul asked. While the two shared a body, they each spoke with their own voice thanks to Aaron's power of mind over body. It could be disconcerting to those not used to it.


  "Same thing, isn't it? I mean, haven't we functionally become two sides to the same spirit? Even the experts have trouble telling us apart when we concentrate on it."


  "Fine, semantic splitting hairs. But why ask the question in the first place?" Of course, Paul didn't have to ask...they shared a mind, so he knew already. But he knew the side of him which was Aaron had always preferred to talk out problems that bothered him, finding that the effort required to frame them in words and say them often clarified things for him.


  "Well, I don't mean it in the 'Why am I here in the first place?' sense, more in the 'Why am I *still* here?' sense."


  "The gestalt thing?"


  "The gestalt thing. We're the third of the breed, as far as we know, and the only one still hanging out here. Constellation was the first, and he reportedly ascended to a higher plane before the Godmarket hit. Then there was Cross's Family, which I helped get together, and they took off almost instantly."


  "But, aside from having the two minds are better than one advantages, we're still mortals, that's your point? Do you want to be a god?"


  Aaron shook his head. "No, no...but I'm still worried about it. Is there something *wrong* with our union, that we can't leap to that transcendant point Constellation did? Maybe the raw power of all the Family members let them make the jump right away, but from everything Peregryn's been able to tell me about them, the people who became Constellation started off weaker and less suited to a merging than we did. And even they ascended within a couple of years, after overcoming various problems."


  "So, you think maybe we're too attached to our separate identities to unreservedly become one? That we love ourselves more than each other?"


  Aaron just silently nodded and hung his head.


  * * * *


  "I have to admit that I'd love to keep you two here for more observation, not to mention because you make for nice scenery," Gene smiled as she gave Aaron a long, appraising look. She knew she didn't stand a chance romantically with a man who was his own couple, but it didn't stop her from trying. "But no, there's really nothing more we can do *for* you, even if there's more we can do *to* you. Any further self-improvement you need will have to be carried out on your own, or maybe you could look for alternate sources of training. Where, I don't know, since the Eurasian Union's psi program is years behind MetaPsych and the Chinese have no clues...and, of course, I'd strongly advise against Khadam."


  "You never know," Aaron calmly replied, trying not to show any reaction to Gene's advances, as usual. "I might find myself a mentor," he grinned wryly.


  Gene frowned slightly, not liking to be reminded of the case Aaron referred to. Sometimes powerful psis slipped through the cracks, and even if you caught them later, it might be too late to do more than contain the damage. The "Mentor" was one of these cases [see the Warden series for more details - Ed.].


  "Anyway, there's only so much I can do about putting our lives back together while cooped up here at MetaPsych," Aaron added. "We have to get back to living our lives if we're going to fix them, you know?"


  "Well, no, I don't, actually. But you know that my life's tied too strongly to MetaPsych for me to really have my own perspective on that... just everyone else's perspectives," she finished. "Are you deliberately trying to annoy me, Aaron? Don't try lying, your defenses aren't good enough to block me on that yet."


  "Not deliberately, no. Yes, there's a 'but...' there, but I refuse to answer on the grounds you may hurt yourself slapping me. Anyway, if I've got my clean bill of health, we'll be leaving."


  "Fine," Gene sniped. "Get out." With that, she stalked out, leaving Aaron alone.


  -+Was that really necessary?+- Paul asked from inside Aaron's head.


  +-Yes. If we're successful and do manage to reach that higher level, I'd rather not leave behind anyone who would miss us as more than lost friends. And her hopeless infatuation with me is only going to hurt her more if left alone. I tried nice, it didn't work. Maybe nasty will. For all her borrowed life experience, she's still just a kid.-+


  -+Since when is being eighteen considered "just a kid?"+-


  +-Since she spent five of those years here. You and I both know she's still got the emotional maturity of a young teenager, she just likes to think she's more mature because she has access to the memories of adults. She's spent so much time reliving the lives of others that she never really grew up. Maybe being spurned in a schoolgirl crush will help her grow up a little, give her an experience of her own to deal with.-+


  -+Maybe. I've known her longer than you have, and I think she's a little more grown up than you give her credit for. I think a lot of that "schoolgirl crush" is just an act.+-


  +-Whatever. I can always apologize later, if we ever return here. The helijet's ready, let's go....-+


  * * * *


  "Sorry, I can't help."


  "But Howa...Peregryn, I thought you were an honest-to-goodness Mage, capable of doing theoretically anything," Aaron flattered.


  The mage just gave Aaron a look that said "I don't flatter," sat back in the chair and sighed.


  Contact had come to ASH's Chicago base, where the mage Peregryn was currently stationed, in hopes of finding a mystic solution to his problem where the scientific one had failed. But his teammate was being rather obstinate.


  Finally, Peregryn broke the silence. "Look, you're correct that in theory I can do anything that magic will allow. But that's like saying that in theory a neurologist can perform in all areas of medicine...correct, but missing the point. I'm a specialist, Contact. I concentrate on Elemental magicks, and dabble in matters of prognostication and information-gathering. When it comes to matters of the spirit, I only know enough to get into trouble."


  "Can it hurt to at least try?"


  "In fact, yes. You're wondering why the two of you haven't yet bonded to the extent that Constellation did...have you ever considered that maybe you started off with a very tenuous bond, in a metaphysical sense? Yes, yes, I know your emotional bond is strong, but that may not be enough to truly merge your spirits. And if I go poking around with my limited skills, I could very well break what connection does exist. Which would definitely 'hurt.'"


  -+He may have a point there,+- Paul's voice whispered in Aaron's mind. -+Maybe we've been going about it wrong to assume that our souls are close just because our hearts are.+-


  "Listen to Paul, he was always the level-headed one," Peregryn advised.


  Aaron narrowed his eyes. "Have you been practicing telepathy, or are we broadcasting?" Many untrained telepaths couldn't help but broadcast their thoughts to everyone in the area, and Aaron didn't like the thought that he was so worried about matters that his training could slip.


  Peregryn shook his head. "No, you just had the look of someone listening to his inner voices. And since your inner voice has a name, it wasn't too hard to deduce Paul was talking to you. Your overall expression also told me he was agreeing with me, at least in part."


  "Busted," Aaron said with Paul's voice as he smirked.


  "Whatever. I don't suppose you could at least do a sort of passive aura reading, see if you can figure anything out without 'poking around?'" Aaron asked in his own voice.


  "Wouldn't do much good. If spirits are like stars in the sky, you two are like a binary star. To the unaided eye, you look like just one spirit...and even if I could 'focus' enough, the dominant spirit of the pair may be so bright that it eclipses the lesser," Peregryn explained.


  +-Just like the problem we had at MetaPsych,-+ Aaron noted.


  -+And I'll thank you not to pick up the straight line about dominant spirits,+- Paul smirked.


  "I don't suppose you know anyone who does specialize in spiritualism?" Aaron asked.


  "Contact, prior to Devastator's destruction of the Barrier, there weren't ANY serious mages besides me, regardless of speciality. And now they're popping up like dandelions...there's bound to be a spiritualist out there now, but I couldn't tell you who it would be. Your best bet is to investigate locations known for strong ties to such magic, like New Orleans, Haiti or even the Oracle at Delphi."


  "Wait, wouldn't it be a very bad idea to go messing around with Greek gods after what they did in the Godmarket days?" Aaron asked.


  Peregryn shook his head. "The Oracle is a more primal force, predating the Pantheon, possibly one of the few places of power to survive the olden days before magic was reduced in power and the gods left Earth. The Greek gods used it, but it was not one of them. Still, like any old power, it's dangerous if taken lightly, so you're right to be cautious. Even discounting the nearby threats of Khadam and the Arabs, it's a dangerous place. And with the Barrier down, many of the powers evoked in the wastelands of Serbia could be back and looking for new hunting grounds. The Oracle is the last place you want to go."


  -+So, of course, you know we're going to end up there eventually,+- Paul said, with a touch of prescience.


  * * * *


  There were few parts of the world untouched by the return of the old pagan gods in 1997, a time known as the Godmarket for the way the gods used modern advertising techniques to gain followers. But the Balkan peninsula was perhaps the most severely affected, a fact that tends to get overlooked in light of the massive die-off of humanity that followed in 1998. As an ethnic "hot spot," the region was ripe for manipulation by various wargods and gods of death and destruction. The hounds of Ares had been set to roam the countryside, slaying all who were not Croatian. Set created a new desert in the Serbian enclaves at the bidding of the Moslems, many of whom were glad to abandon their faith in exchange for revenge. And all this on top of the damage done by a powerful Bosnian metahuman earlier in the 1990s [See Constellation #9 - Ed.].


  Greece itself had remained fairly free of these conflicts, but so many of its people had turned to Olympus during the Godmarket that the end result was the death of most of the peninsula's remaining population on July 6, 1998.


  Suffice to say, once things stabilized after the initial chaos that followed the Great Disaster, no one really wanted to move in and take over the nearly deserted Balkans. The whole region was seen as cursed, both as a sign of how stupidly destructive man can be, and as a sign from God or Allah or Yahweh that it was a Forsaken land.


  A few people eked out a living in the blasted landscape, mainly survivors who were born there and refused to leave, plus the occasional scavenger who hunted through the ruins for treasures, uncaring of the "curse" on the land. But the survivors were dying off slowly, and there were less treasures for the looters to take, and few people seriously entertained ideas of rebuilding.


  Thus, it was into a nearly deserted Delphi that Contact flew his ASH helijet. And compared to the rest of the peninsula, Delphi was a metropolis, a trade hub for survivors and attracting a few hardy souls who had noticed the return of 'godmagic' to the world. It was an odd mixture of the old and the young, as the hardbitten natives traded with fresh-faced young men and women who had come with a little money, a little power and a lot of hope.


  Contact had a great deal of money and quite a bit of power, but he was running low on hope. The past month had been a waste of time, visiting voodouns and hokey spiritualists around the North American Combine, hoping to find someone actually skilled in the practice they claimed to be masters of. But not a single one of them was even as good as Peregryn had been, and he was a self-admitted amateur in the field.


  He supposed he shouldn't have expected much. Everyone with even the faintest spark of power or Sight had been sacrificed to stop the gods from draining the lifeforce of the entire world. And while more had been born since then, none had the accumulated lifetimes of wisdom those who had been lost represented. Even those with knowledge but no actual Magene had largely been lost, having turned to worship of gods who promised them power, but in the end gave only death. The few he'd found who seemed to have real power lacked the "focus" needed to tell him and Paul apart...they all insisted they saw only one spirit. Hopefully that meant that they were bonded closely enough the bond wouldn't break under stress, at least.


  Aaron got out of the helijet, wearing light, touristy clothes and a light jacket for the mid-autumn weather. It was a little cool for his outfit, but since he could handle a blizzard in skivvies, he wasn't bothered.


  -+Okay, I've got a handle on the local dialect, it's a sort of pidgin of Greek and Romanian, you can go ahead and quiz the natives,+- Paul said.


  +-Right,-+ Aaron nodded, heading for a stall selling pottery. It had crude English signs on it reading "Secrets of Gods" and the like, no doubt catering to the recent small influx of seekers of wisdom.


  "Greetings, honored sir," Aaron said in a flawless rendition of the hybrid trade tongue. "I seek the Oracle."


  "You seek death. Devils have taken it, I will not send a trusting fool to his doom," the shopkeeper replied, then turned away to pointedly ignore Aaron.


  -+Got it. He's so scared of the place he practically painted a picture for me,+- Paul said, having been monitoring surface thoughts.


  Aaron started to walk back to the helijet. +-Devils, he said. The word he used just meant 'powers not of Allah,' so it really could be anything, from a group of mages or just plain looters, to something Really Bad.-+


  -+And as Peregryn pointed out, Really Bad things could very well be hanging out here. Look, it's about ten miles away, an easy jog. No point in making more of a spectacle than we already have, let's hoof it.+-


  +-Easy for you to say, they're my feet.-+


  -+What, I didn't sign any pre-nuptial agreement for disposition of body parts,+- Paul grinned as Aaron rolled his eyes and started running in the direction of the Oracle.


  * * * *


  +-We're being followed-+ Aaron thought as he ran through the rough foothills.


  -+By?+- Paul asked, casting his mental senses out to try and find a target mind.


  +-Not sure. Sounds like hooves, but doesn't sound like anything with four legs.-+


  -+Got him!+-


  "Come on out!" Aaron shouted, pulling to a halt.


  "Owowowow! You don't need to pull so HARD," complained a short, hairy figure as he trotted out from behind an olive bush, clutching his horned head in pain.


  "A satyr?" Paul asked in astonishment.


  "Well, sure, it's Satyrday, ain't it? Ha! I slay me. By the way, nice trick with the voice," the goat-man chuckled.


  "It's Thursday, and what are you doing here? I thought the Pantheon pulled up stakes and left twenty five years ago...are they back?" Aaron asked, doing his best to keep the tinge of worry out of his voice.


  "No, no...they won't be back for ages. We satyrs are like weeds, though, first thing to grow back after the fire. Besides, humans still make the best booze. But where are my manners?"


  -+In his other suit?+- Paul interjected wryly.


  "My name's...wait for it...Peter!" the satyr continued.


  Silence.


  "Awww, come on. I spent months, okay weeks, okay a few long minutes... working on that name for maximum joke potential. You know, Peter? Pan? Satyrs?" the satyr pleaded like a bad comic on amateur night.


  "More like you have rocks in your head," Paul replied.


  Peter clutched his chest in mock pain. "Oh, you wound me, sir...but hey, that's kinda funny too. Rocks, petra, Peter...I get it! And is your name Castor or Pollux?"


  "Neither. You can call us Contact, if you want a name."


  -+3...2...1....+- Paul thought.


  "So, if I want to get in touch with you, I just contact Contact? Or do I send a Contact paper?"


  -+Barumpbump.+-


  "But, seriously folks, if you're heading up to the Oracle...which is NOT a recommended party place unless you're into recreational drugs...I hope you have your life insurance paid up," Peter warned, then capered about a bit, humming.


  +-He's insane,-+ Aaron thought.


  -+No, he's a satyr. Not much difference, but it's there. And he might know something useful.+-


  "I take it you've seen the 'devils' the locals say are in the area?" Aaron asked.


  "Oh, sure, ugly suckers too. Not devils, though...unless the locals were talking about little ol' me," Peter batted his eyelashes and grinned.


  "Then what are they?" Paul asked.


  "They're...Not Minotaurs."


  +-Great. Twenty questions with a satyr.-+


  "Then what are they?" Aaron sighed.


  "Just what I said. Not Minotaurs. Half man, half bull, but they ain't Minotaurs, and I should know Minotaurs," Peter said conspiratorially. "These guys look kinda like Minotaurs, but the hands are wrong, and they have feet instead of fashionable hooves like mine."


  +-Aliens?-+


  -+Or maybe Khadamite mutations. Either is bad.+-


  "Thanks for the warning, I'll be careful," Aaron said as he turned to leave again.


  "You'll be dead!" Peter said, in what seemed to be an attempt at a quote from somewhere, but Aaron couldn't quite place it.


  -+Just ignore him and keep running,+- Paul advised.


  "Oh, come on, don't tell me you haven't seen that!" Peter wailed, trotting along behind.


  * * * *


  Aaron fine-tuned his vision and looked at the cave entrance. Two hulking man-bulls bearing large axes guarded it. There were no obvious markings, no green/gold/white Khadamite sigil, but it seemed likely these were victims of the Technomancers' genetic experiments. If you knew what you were looking for, you could see the signs of these creatures having once been human, or at least descended from human. They had been modified for great strength, endurance and loyalty, but not for intelligence. Aaron doubted they would know what to do with a gun if given one, so the axes made sense.


  +-Any chatter?-+


  -+You mean, aside from Peter?+-


  Nearby, Peter was noisily thinking of jokes, having figured out along the way that Contact could read minds and not being stupid enough to draw the attention of the "Not Minotaurs" by talking out loud.


  +-Yeah.-+


  -+The guards are exceptionally stupid, as you've no doubt noticed. They do, however, have the Khadamite flag strongly imprinted on their consciousness, they've probably been trained to obey people wearing that insignia who give specific commands.+-


  +-Could we use that?-+


  -+Well, I suppose we could run back to town and get the materials to make the flag, then pick their minds for the right commands. Or even try to directly project the illusion of the commands into their tiny little minds. But I don't want to push too hard, they might be outfitted with backlash traps against mental control...the Technomancers are no fools, they know to cover their behinds when engineering a mindless tool.+-


  Aaron winced a little at the thought. Part of his training at MetaPsych had involved a simulated backlash trap of the sort that can be set up in a mind to catch intruders unawares. Usually implanted with hypnosis or by another telepath, they're thought patterns the carrier is not consciously aware of, but which spring out at anyone probing too deeply, with painful results. It was rumored Khadam had developed a fatal version which caused the brain to totally seize up.


  -+So a mental attack is probably out. Physical?+-


  Aaron watched the guards for a moment. +-Doable. They're big, strong and tough by human standards, but judging by their movements and the way they carry those big axes, I don't think they're in the same ballpark as I am. But a distraction would help....-+


  Aaron slowly turned to Peter and Paul smiled.


  Moments later, the satyr was experiencing the joys of flight, albeit not very joyfully, nor under his own power. More of a ballistic arc, really.


  The guards sprang into action. One ran over to where the satyr landed while the other moved to completely block the cave, having been trained not to leave the opening.


  Peter cringed as the man-bull raised his huge double-bit axe, when both were distracted by a horrible crunching sound at the mouth of the cave.


  Aaron had run up to the other guard and quickly snapped its neck, moving faster than the creature could react. Then, grabbing the large axe, he hurled it with strength capable of lifting a main battle tank. It sank up to the haft in the lead guard's chest, and Peter yelped as he was showered with blood. He yelped again as the corpse toppled forward, and he barely skittered out of the way before it hit the ground where he had lain.


  "Hey, thanks for the blood, Contract, now I've gotta take a bath!" Peter complained. "And it ain't even Sunday!"


  Aaron ignored the satyr and moved into the cave, alert for traps. He doubted the Khadamites had been there long enough to set up anything too elaborate, so he concentrated on any outcroppings capable of hiding a device. He hoped he'd killed the doorbull before any alert could be given.


  As it happened, the cave was very shallow, and he almost immediately encountered the rest of the party. A trio of men who looked like they might be scientists, another creature, and two men with rifles who were probably the keepers.


  One of the scientists spat something in German and the armed men moved to open fire.


  -+I haven't had time to learn German, but I think that was an order to cover a retreat,+- Paul noted as Aaron dodged electrical blasts and grabbed the man-bull to use as a shield. It struggled ineffectually against his superhuman strength and absorbed blast after blast while the scientists scrambled out of the cave. Once they were gone, the other men made to leave as well, but Aaron pinned them under the finally-unconscious creature's body.


  "No, let us go, Combiner!" one of them pleaded in heavily accented English.


  +-Bomb?-+


  -+Bomb,+- Paul confirmed. -+Main thing on their minds.+-


  Aaron KO'ed the two with quick kicks and then scanned the room for anything which could have been a bomb. Several boxes and satchels had been left behind, any of which could conceal a bomb.


  He augmented his hearing, and heard a faint whine which could have been an electronic timer. Moving aside a bag which had been hastily placed atop it, he opened a metal box and saw a bomb inside, with the counter at three seconds.


  +-Here's hoping it's not pressure-sensitive!-+ Aaron thought as he grabbed the bomb and hurled it towards the mouth of the cave, hearing the clank as it banked off the cave wall and soared out the exit.


  "Hey, watch where you..." Peter started as he ducked his way into the cave.


  The air shook with a powerful explosion, but the vault of the cave remained intact.


  "Shhhhhoot," Peter finished from his position cowering on the floor. "I guess those guys I trapped aren't doing so good now," he noted.


  "If any survived, we can turn them over to the EU authorities with these guys," Aaron pointed at the unconscious soldiers. "Greece is still nominally under their jurisdiction, and I'm sure they'd love to know what Khadam was doing with people here. Although that's not hard to guess...they probably wanted to see if they could make the Oracle do tricks for them. Wonder where she is?"


  Peter snickered. "Silly rabbit, the Oracle isn't a person, it's a place. We're in it. The priestesses were just a convenient way to interact with the Oracle, since it's not exactly talkative. You're a bright couple of boys, I'm sure you can get something out of the old stoneface without having to drop acid or smoke bay leaves."


  "Worth a try, I guess," Aaron said as he sat at the center of the cave floor.


  -+Concentrate. There's a presence here we can contact. We just don't want to get too much from it, or it'll make a backlash trap seem like fun,+- Paul warned.


  Aaron and Paul merged fully and formed their question into a probe, sending it forth to any mind that might be waiting.


  Minutes passed. Oddly, Peter remained respectfully quiet.


  Suddenly, it was like an ocean was trying to fit into a thimble, the pressure of the Oracle's presence bore down on their merely mortal minds and they nearly blacked out before they could sever the connection.


  Woozily, Aaron stood.


  "Get an answer?" Peter asked.


  "I...think so. I can't stop thinking of an image of a man. A man with two masks...like ancient Greek actors' masks. He puts on one, then the other," Aaron replied. "That's it?"


  "Hey, there's a reason 'oracular' is an adjective meaning vague and mystical, buddies," Peter smiled. "I'm surprised you got even THAT clear of an answer...although I suppose it depends on what the question was. Maybe it wasn't clear. What was the question?"


  "Personal."


  "They always are," Peter sighed. "So, let's blow this taco stand. It's nowheresville. I wanna see the bright lights, big city, all that jazz. Can I come with ya? Huh? Huh?"


  "Sure," Paul smiled.


  +-Are you INSANE?-+ Aaron demanded.


  -+Not at all. I think Scorch needs a new special friend, don't you?+-


  +-Oh, come one...he's been practically civil lately.-+


  -+Exactly. So he won't be expecting this as revenge.+-


  +-You're evil,-+ Aaron smirked as he pulled out his communicator and walked towards the open air to call in the EU.


  -+It's part of my boyish charm....+-


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


  Next Issue: Dunno when there will be a next issue, this almost got posted asa one-shot. But I'm sure I'll be picking up on the ramifications ofhaving a satyr in the house....


  #11 - "A Kick In The Teeth"


  Advisory - This story contains some harsh language


  [cover shows a city street full of people wearing blindfolds andbehaving as if nothing is wrong. In the middle of the scene,JakZak Taylor has his hands up to his face, feeling at the blindfoldwith a puzzled expression on his face.]


  



  JakZak tugged nervously at the coat of his uniform. It had been decided that doing a TV interview program in full battle armor would be a bad idea, so a special "dress costume" had been tailored for him. It kept the red, yellow and orange color scheme of the armor he wore as Solar Max, but was tailored more like an officer's uniform from one of the wars of the 1800s. He felt like a turkey trussed for Thanksgiving.


  The other guest, a weathered-looking man who could have been anywhere from forty to seventy years old, noticed JakZak's discomfort and flashed a wry, knowing smile.


  "Don't worry, kid. If you flub your lines, they'll just edit the tape," he smirked, a pale scar on his cheek rippling visibly.


  JakZak caught himself about to blurt out a "Huh?" then carefully controlled himself as he asked, "I thought this was going to be a live broadcast?"


  The older man chuckled. "Not unless they have a new AI censor they really want to give a good workout to. It's been decades since I was allowed on live TV by anyone sanctioned by the government."


  JakZak cocked his head, not quite sure what the man was talking about. He had the strangest feeling he knew this person, but he hadn't been given the scheduling information in advance. "AI sensor...like to detect AIs?"


  "No, like censorship. I can see those naive little eyes of yours trying to place my face...it's been placed in a few unpleasant situations in its day, no surprise it's not quite recognizable. I'm Thom O'Ryan, closest thing to a real journalist you're likely to meet, Mr. Taylor. Or do you prefer I call you Solar Max while you're in costume...more or less?"


  There was something about O'Ryan's tone and expression which made the respectful words seem more like mockery, but JakZak kept his cool. "Oh, now I know...Thomas Sutter O'Ryan, world-famous gadfly and last of the gonzo journalists," he replied, trying his best to imitate the tone O'Ryan had taken with him.


  "Gadfly? They still teach you kids that word? Jay-zoo.... And don't worry, there'll be others to follow my example someday, hopefully before I kick the big one. But, anyway, every couple years I agree to be on some network infotainment show, helps me figure out how good they are at practicing what they preach about restoration of rights. They get to try and twist my words to trash my rep, I get to see how desperate they are to try it. The right people know the truth anyway...when what I say on TV matches what they know I'd say in person, they'll know to break out the champagne and start up the old underground press in earnest."


  "Er, if freedom of speech is all the way back, why would they need the underground press?" JakZak scratched his head in puzzlement.


  "Look, SM, you're a good kid...hell, a good man, if half the stories about what you've been through are true. But you're a child of this century, you really don't know what it was like before everything hit the fan. There's a world of difference between tolerating free speech and promoting it. Once we're sure the Combine will tolerate it, it'll be time to start spreading the good word...and the bad word...again en masse. Until then, it's up to a few diehards like me to keep testing the waters."


  "Is that how you got that?" JakZak tapped the side of his face, to indicate the scar O'Ryan wore. "Water too hot?"


  O'Ryan chuckled. "Nah, though it does remind me why I stay in this. Got it in Kuwait, during Operation Stompflat...well, that's what we called it afterwards. That Quayle was a canny one, spent years publicly acting like an airhead while he built the biggest shadow government seen since Nixon. By the time Bush was assassinated, Danny-boy was pretty much running things anyway, a lot of people thought maybe Quayle was behind it. People who poked too close just vanished, though...Quayle was a supernatural, he could make things vanish forever, a VERY useful power, although it took a lot out of him.


  "Anyway, my twin brother Albert and I had both signed up for the peacetime military for the college money, and we were too stupid to stop competing against each other, so we both ended up in the Special Forces. One-upmanship is a damnfool motivation, and we both realized it too late, because we were in the air over Kuwait City less than a day after Iraqi forces invaded...Quayle must have known in advance to get us out there...."


  * * * *


  [Kuwait City, August 1990, Operation Stormfront]


  The night was ablaze with a dozen or so artificial stars, each floating slowly to earth on its own parachute, plus one more which flitted about the city raining electric death on the invading Iraqi forces. Under the crackle of electrical bolts, the chatter of machineguns and the occasional loud explosion, one could hear a low hum permeating the sky as Special Forces "paratroopers" dropped out of the sky.


  Specialist Thom O'Ryan hit the ground, slowing to a safe speed at the last possible second, then shedding the bulky anti-gravity pack which had let him practically free-fall the entire way down. The Iraqis may have been in disarray, but no one wanted to risk the use of standard parachutes in such a tight urban environment when there were alternatives.


  Kicking the side-panel of the rig, Thom sent it back up into the sky under its own power, where it could be picked up later by the troop transports. He then hot-footed it over to where his brother was setting up the squad's temporary C-cubed. The whole squad had landed within a block of the designated landing spot, a pretty good feat at night for parachutes, but no sweat for the gravpacks.


  The next several minutes went by like a training exercise. Everyone accounted for, no hostiles close enough to be trouble yet, confirmation of all other units down and safe, et cetera. Thom was almost getting bored when he saw an Iraqi tank flying through the air about a half mile away. Not under its own power, either.


  "Enough time for sightseeing later, O'Ryan," the squad leader snapped. "For the moment, our job is just to set up the best damn defensive line we can manage, and keep the rag...enemy from getting into the governmental core of the city. Intelligence says we're not likely to get anything more than stragglers fleeing the wrong direction, but remember, there's a name for a soldier who puts too much faith in the spooks. And what is it?" he asked the squad.


  "KIA, SIR!" they responded in unison.


  "Sir, a question, sir?" Thom asked a moment later.


  "Yes, O'Ryan?" the squad leader replied with a slightly weary air. He knew O'Ryan was worth putting up with, but still didn't like putting up with the soldier's too-frequent questions.


  "What will they be fleeing from, sir?" Thom already had a pretty good idea of the answer, but he had a suspicion he'd be expected to know a cover story.


  "Right. Normally, you'd get this in debriefing, but the enemy's far enough away I expect I can take a moment to tell you now, just in case the press shows up before we want them to. For a few months now, the Veterans, the Beltway's own superhero team, has been tracking down evidence that the government of Khadam has been selling genetically-engineered warriors to various foreign powers. They tracked a dealer to Kuwait City and just happened to be on hand when the Iraqis rolled across the border. We were already in the area on a training mission and were sent to help out on request of the Kuwaitis. That is the official story, learn it, live it, love it. Any other questions? No? GOOD. Now start getting that perimeter up!"


  The next half hour passed relatively uneventfully. Strafe, leader of the Veterans, continued to keep Iraqi ground forces pinned and dealt with the occasional attempt and bringing in air support. Barrage, darling of the Navy and six feet of solid steel, continued to play "catch" with tank columns. It was a sort of open secret that the Veterans were actually in active service to their respective branches of the military rather than being retired... treaties forbade any country from using supernaturals in military applications, so the Veterans were officially civilians.


  "So, Al," Thom asked after checking for further orders, "any chance of there being a grain of truth to the cover story?"


  Al just looked past Thom in surprise, and Thom wheeled about to see a hideous fusion of man and...SOMETHING...running up on their position.


  "SHIT!" Thom gasped as he brought his assault rifle up to fire, but the creature jumped out of the line of fire even before Thom could pull the trigger.


  It landed next to Thom and swatted him aside with a cruelly-serrated forearm, sending him sprawling to the pavement in a spray of blood from his cheek. Other shots were fired, but no one seemed to be hitting it.


  Thom pulled himself up to a sitting position and felt at his face to make sure it was all still there. The wound hurt, but it seemed more gore than substance. At least, he hoped so.


  The firing had stopped, as the creature was in among them too closely to fire rifles safely without hitting each other, and Al was gamely trying to smash in the thing's skull with his rifle butt.


  Thom grabbed at his gear belt. They'd been issued a few nonlethal weapons in case the fight turned into a free-for-all with the meager Kuwaiti army getting in the way...not a good idea to shoot the guys you were there to protect, especially when the U.N. hadn't approved the mission yet. Ah, there it was.


  "Clear!" Thom shouted, wincing at the pain that shot across his face when he did so. Al and the others got away from the creature, which paused for a moment in confusion. Thom threw the small object towards the creature's feet, and predictably it jumped up out of the way.


  Then the adhesive streamers shot up out of the grenade and wrapped around the creature's limbs, sending it crashing to the ground. Unable to dodge, it was quickly killed, gouts of greenish blood spraying over the soldier standing over it with his rifle.


  "Medic," Al shouted over the subsiding din as he walked over to Thom. "Does THAT answer your question?"


  * * * *


  "That was an object lesson in truth, Taylor," O'Ryan concluded. "Just because someone tells you something doesn't make it the truth...but it also doesn't make it a lie. A cover story can be as true as the truth it covers, you have to sift out the facts for yourself, something Al and I realized that night. After we mustered out, both my brother and I went to college. We each wanted to get into the business of finding the truth...he turned to physics, I went for journalism. At the time, I thought *he'd* made the hard choice...."


  * * * *


  [Dallas, Texas Sector, June 13, 2003]


  Thom sat in a mostly darkened room, handcuffed to a chair with the room's lone lit bulb shining on him. A cut over his eye had stopped bleeding, but the caked blood still clung to his face, making the old scar he carried look more like a fresh wound. He wondered how long they were going to make him wait, how long before they figured he was "softened up" enough.


  Not long, as it turned out. A man wearing a Federal Emergency Management Agency armband turned on the rest of the lights and walked in with a newspaper in his hands.


  "Mr. O'Ryan," he started, laying the paper down on a desk in Thom's view, "we appreciate your efforts to help rebuild a sense of community in the Texas Sector. We really do. The Lone Star," he tapped the paper, "has the potential to restore some of the sense of community people lost in the troubles of the late Nineties. We need to make people feel like they're part of something again before we can move forward and finally recover from the disaster we've been dealing with for the last five years."


  Thom said nothing, knowing a practiced monologue when he heard one. Interrupting would just annoy the man, and he had better ways of annoying the FEMA fascists than that.


  "BUT," the agent lifted up the front page, showing a headline that involved the words "FEMA," "Scandal" and "Guilty," "THIS is not the sort of thing we need right now. I'm sure you...understand...why we couldn't let this...this...libel go out to the public."


  "Yeah, truncheons are powerful teaching tools," Thom muttered.


  "What did you say?" the man leaned closer.


  "Look up 'libel' in the dictionary, you'll find it only applies when the assertions made are false," Thom replied.


  The FEMA agent leaned back and smirked. "Fine. Let's say, just for the sake of argument, that your paper's charges are true. What possible benefit could be gained from scaring the public with this so-called information?"


  "The public deserves to know the truth," O'Ryan spat.


  The agent's expression hardened, as if he were holding back a great rage. "The public deserves to stay ALIVE, Mr. O'Ryan. They deserve to know they can come together as a people again, that they don't have to be afraid of their neighbors anymore."


  "And putting them in substandard housing that you *know* won't last more than five years helps?" O'Ryan jabbed.


  "We don't NEED five years, you sanctimonious jackass. I know you're not ignorant, you've been out there, you've seen how it is. More than half the population of Dallas vanished in 1998, and hundreds of thousands more died in the riots and plague that followed the breakdown of central services. It's a miracle the city's still standing, and people still cower alone at night, afraid their neighbors will try to burn them as pagans or just for the fun of it," he said, circling around Thom while staying out of arm's reach.


  "We need to bring them together in one area again, we just can't provide power, water, sanitation and other services to a city the size of Dallas on our current resources...we need to bring everyone together for a few years while we rebuild and regroup. Maybe the contractors are cutting a few corners, but the houses will last long enough for the real work to be done."


  "And if a few fall in on the residents in the meantime, it's okay? All part of the grand experiment?" Thom retorted.


  "Better that than for them to die out in an abandoned zone where they won't be found for months...at least if a house collapses in the resettlement zone, there will be people around to HELP. But if you insist on frightening them about this now, we'll never get the die-hards out of their hidey-holes."


  Thom paused. "You're talking about them like they're cattle to be herded," he finally said.


  The agent took a moment to compose himself, smoothing a stray strand of hair back into place. "Mr. O'Ryan, the Federal Emergency Management Agency does not treat people as cattle. It treats them with dignity and respect, as victims of a tragedy who need a hand up to get back on their feet. You're the one treating them like cattle, hoping to lead them by the nose with this yellow journalism of yours."


  "BullSHIT," Thom spat. "This is the United States of America, buddy, people have a right to know the truth," he said in anger, while a small part of him knew it wasn't true.


  "Correction. This is the North American Combine, and people have a right to stability and security. The Constitution, while a noble document, is ill-suited to the needs of a crisis on this scale, and has been suspended for the duration of the emergency. We cannot afford unrestricted freedom of speech while trying to rebuild a nation," the agent concluded, leaving the room and turning out the lights.


  "Wrong. We can't afford NOT to have freedom of speech, or we'll never rebuild the nation," Thom replied to the darkness, knowing the hidden recorders would get it. He knew he was headed for a labor camp, might as well earn the job....


  * * * *


  "I spent three years working on a farm in Kansas helping reclaim land at the edges of the Wichita crater. Back-breaking work, but at least they had the decency to use some sort of smuggled-in alien technology to clean up the last of the radiation first. One thing I will say for the fascists at FEMA, they weren't sadists, just practical to a fault. I was too dangerous to be left running around loose, but they never killed a man who could be kept busy safely out of the way," O'Ryan smirked.


  "Wait, wait...I know we're only just getting back the rest of the Constitutional rights suspended back at the turn of the century, but being put in a work camp for trying to report on governmental corner-cutting? Surely you're exaggerating," JakZak protested.


  "I'd say not to call me Shirley, but that was old when I was your age. And I'm not exaggerating. Scratch the surface, and the North American Combine you fly around protecting is still very much a repressive, fascist regime at heart."


  "If they're so bad, why restore rights at all?" JakZak retorted, a satisfied gleam in his eye. He'd cornered the old bastard.


  O'Ryan shook his head slowly. "Once you're sure someone'll never want a purple helicopter, it's okay to legalize purple helicopters. To borrow from Ginsberg, I saw the best minds of my generation consumed in a puff of smoke, wiped off the face of the planet on July 6, 1998. Too few of us old rebels remain to be a serious threat to the government, and anyone who might have the sheer jackassitude to follow us has been raised in a world where things like human rights were a pie-in-the-sky future possibility, not something to have and to hold in the here-and-now."


  O'Ryan sighed and leaned back in his chair, his years showing more clearly now. "I used to think that it was bad that people took freedom for granted, back when we still had it. But it's even worse for people to take its absence for granted, to not even realize they should want anything more than stability and maybe the surface freedom to choose what movie to see or what job to apply for. The government lies to them, and they accept it, because it doesn't occur to them that the government has a responsibility to tell them the truth. The government ever lied to you about something important, Solar Max?" O'Ryan placed a subtle emphasis on the name, as if to imply such a lie would come in JakZak's professional capacity.


  JakZak said nothing.


  "I can see it in your face, they did, didn't they? More than once, even? Did you like it?" the aging reporter asked.


  "No."


  "Then there's hope for you yet. Don't let anyone ever tell you that security and order are more important to a society than freedom and the will to protect that freedom. Because, sooner or later, someone out there," O'Ryan gestured to the ceiling with his hand, "will decide we'd make a better conquest than trading partner, and the hammer will come down. The orderly society might be able to fight back better, but there's always someone stronger, and we'll eventually lose. You can count on it...it may take three thousand years, but even the Egyptians got conquered in the end, despite their stable and secure society."


  "And then what? Isn't the time bought by an orderly society worth it?" JakZak countered.


  "No, because the time it buys won't really be worth living in, it'll just be a longer defeat. But it's that drive for freedom that'll kick the conquerors out again, not the security and stability. And someone's gotta keep kicking people in the teeth to remind them of that fact."


  "And you're that someone?"


  "Until I die, or we find someone better, yeah. That's why I don't like that word, gadfly. Gadflies are just annoying, you can ignore them pretty easily if you're determined. But nobody, and I mean NOBODY ignores a kick in the teeth. You look like a man who's been kicked in the teeth a few times by people you took orders from...and I think I see my bootprint on your face already, too. You can start wearing a helmet if you like, most people do that, keeps the boot from having much of an impact. Or you can start kicking first, give as good as you get, and maybe...just maybe...help save the world without firing a single solar power blast."


  The light over the camera went on, telling them that their images were now being fed to the network for incorporation into the broadcast. The interviewer's face, what JakZak realized now was probably a simulation that would ask the questions in advance of the live interviewer doing so, flickered into view next to the camera.


  "Ten seconds," a stage hand said, moving one last piece of furniture into the correct position. So it would match the simulated set of the actual broadcast? The old man had JakZak even more nervous than before, but now it wasn't nerves about looking stupid on live TV...it was nerves about the whole setup.


  JakZak knew he lived in an imperfect world, where the powerful manipulated others into doing their bidding, whether or not it was for the greater good. The whole Arcanovore incident a few months ago had made this point abundantly clear. But somehow it hadn't really clicked until now. There *was* a better way than the one he was helping defend, but could he figure it out in time to choose? Or was it too late to change his spots already?


  "On in three, two, one...."


  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------
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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / ACTIVE


  Gawain / Salvatore Napier / Superstrength / ACTIVE


  Contact / Aaron Zander andPaul Mahler /Psi, Mind-over-Body / PSYCHIATRICLEAVE


  Scorch / Scorch / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Channel / George Sylvester / Energy Transmutation / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VACATION


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / PROBATION


  



  INCOMING MESSAGE: Original Format Hardcopy Script (inquire at office within



  five business days if original hardcopy desired, else it will be


  recycled).


  
    DATE: 22 December 2023, 2231GMT -0900


    Querida Sara,


    Paolo tells me my English writing is better getting, but I think he just want to make mama feel good, no? It takes so long to think about "proper" words, I grow up with good old Ellayish.


    Have you been lighting the Advent candles like a good girl? I found some good Catholic churches in Chicago using the computer, she is a very useful tool. If you can't get away to come home, at least try to be at a midnight mass. If not for your own good, then for your mama, O.K.? What good is saving the world if you can't save your own soul, I say.


    But I'm nagging you, and you're all grow up. Not muchacha mia no more. Sorry, so hard to stay proper.


    I have a favor big to ask you, please. You have some pull in the government, being a big superhero woman. Could you maybe ask to let Carlos's Lana and her baby come visit us for the holidays? I know her own parents don't want her around, so shameful! But the baby's part of our family too, and maybe Lana would feel better if she knew she had some family to come to?


    Everyone says hola, and Rick says hello. He's growing up so fast, doesn't want to be called Ricardo anymore, just like a teenager, yes? Hope to see you soon, unless you're busy saving the world.


    Love,


    Mama

  


  * * * *


  Essay tapped her forehead in irritation with herself. If she'd checked her messages before lunch, she might have told Howie to look into things, since he was going to visit Lana at that high-priced rug her parents had swept her under in New York Sector. Well, she figured he might check in once he got there, she would have to remember to ask him about it then.


  "Whatcha doin'?" inquired a too-cheerful voice over Essay's shoulder.


  "Go away, goat," Essay sighed. She made a mental note to do something *extra* special for Zander soon, to thank him for bringing back the satyr Peter from Greece. Something involving either high explosives or powerful laxatives. Maybe she'd ask Scorch for suggestions, he was usually on the receiving end of Peter's nuisance value. Probably had any number of ideas that he lacked the technical expertise to put into practice. Essay could fix that.


  "C'mon, senior-eeta, I got you something for the Solstice!"


  Without turning around, Essay slowly held up a large laser cutter she'd designed. It was a hacksaw with the blade replaced by a laser emitter, and the dust in the air sizzled and popped as she flicked it on. "Peter, if your 'present' is currently attached to your body, it won't be for much longer."


  She was rewarded by the clippety clop of hooves beating a hasty retreat. It had become something of a regular ritual between the two of them, ever since JakZak had introduced the satyr to the wonderful world of five gravities for hitting on Sarah. Essay was the only "interesting" woman in the HQ (as a magical being, Peter apparently preferred paranormals when he could get them), and no one really wanted to let a satyr loose in Chicago without supervision to find more willing partners. The population didn't need increasing *that* badly.


  To tell the truth, more than once Essay had been curious enough to take Peter up on his offer, but common sense took over in time. And she was glad she'd said no, since a couple of civilian women working at the Chicago HQ who had spent a night with Peter had both ended up pregnant...and one of them had had her tubes tied the year before. She did NOT want to go through the torture of having a kid unless it was with someone she loved, and she definitely didn't love that randy little half-goat.


  Essay turned back to the terminal and started tapping out a message. "Hey, Scorch...got any ideas for a 'present' for Zander which says 'Thank You' for Peter in an appropriate way? I can handle the technical details...."


  * * * *


  JakZak idly ran his fingers through Sarah's tight, curly black hair as they sat in front of the "eternal Yule log" Peregryn had given them last year, now resting in the rec room of the Chicago HQ. He grinned a little as he remembered how he used to tease his wife about her hair, how he could tell the time of day by how long it was. Of course, that was back in their "college" years, before they got married, when Sarah's regular training sessions and imperfect control of her hypermetabolism meant her hair grew as much in a day as JakZak's did in three months. She'd just shave bald in the morning, and by the end of training she'd be struggling to pull her helmet off a respectable afro.


  "Penny for your thoughts?" Sarah asked, turning to lightly kiss him.


  "Oh, just remembering your old 'Chia head' days."


  She chuckled. "Thank GOD those days are over and I only need to get a trim every week or so. I *hated* being bald in the morning and a hairball at night. When all the other girls were trying out the newest hairstyles, I was getting sheared like a sheep."


  "Just think about how fun it would have been if you were invulnerable, too," JakZak snickered. "No scissors would be able to cut it."


  "Ick," she winced. "I can see my codename now, 'Tumbleweed, the Human Hairball.'"


  "Or we could have gotten you some REALLY wide bellbottom pants and passed you off as the goddess of Twencen Blaxploitation flicks!"


  "Cleopatra Grant!" Sarah started to giggle. "Stop, or I'll hit you with my 'fro!"


  "Oh, I got a better one!" JakZak snickered. "Put 'em in dreadlocks and say you're Dredbanger 2023!"


  The two dissolved into laughter for a few minutes, falling into each others' arms in fits of giggles. JakZak wasn't sure why he found this all so funny, but he was glad he did. Too much had been weighing him down since that TV show he did with Thom O'Ryan [last issue - Ed.].


  Sarah finally recovered and gasped for air before saying, "Hey, wasn't Dredbanger one of the last people to visit Devastator's satellite before we did this summer?"


  JakZak paused to think. "I guess, although I think the Professor checked it a few times after that to make sure it was inactive," he said, referring to the original Solar Max, his predecessor.


  A faint beep sounded from the end table next to the couch, and JakZak reached over to pick up his "little black book," a slim computerized assistant which doubled as pager and telephone when on the run. He checked the screen.


  "Hm?" Sarah asked, arching an eyebrow.


  "Tom's checked back in," he said, tapping in an acknowledgement for the duty logs.


  Sarah's expression changed to one of disapproval and concern. "Back already? I thought he was taking the week off to visit relatives?" She sighed. "I kept telling him he had to do this, for closure, but he kept putting it off. I figured the holidays would take away any excuse he might have. Guess I was wrong. JakZak?" she asked, already moving to stand.


  He nodded. "Yeah, go talk to him."


  Before he'd even finished the sentence, she was out of the room at hyperspeed. JakZak snickered one last time then turned to the other messages he'd been putting off reading.


  The current crop of graduate students at the Academy was coming along well, and at a much more leisurely pace than his group had been allowed. Now that Delta Rose wasn't manipulating events in a desperate plan to get "front line troops" in place as quickly as possible, and now that more people knew about the things she'd done to make her plans work, things were being done differently. It might take two or three years before enough new grads joined active duty to double ASH's numbers, but this group would be a lot better adjusted, JakZak hoped. They were getting a chance to practice in the wading pools first, while the Class of '22 had been tossed off an ocean liner in a storm.


  He scrolled down the message, and noticed a few of the students were going to be spending a month at the Mexico City ASH HQ, more for social integration than superheroics. Provided nothing got dropped at their doorstep, like had happened about a year ago [ASH #1 - Ed.], it was probably a good idea. Better to let the potential heroes learn more about the places they'd be working from, get better integrated into society again after spending several years mostly sequestered in northern Wisconsin Sector. Maybe once the new kids...JakZak smirked at himself. He wasn't even 25 yet, and already he felt old. Anyway, maybe once the Class of '23 started filling out positions in ASH, he and his classmates could take more time off to get their heads together. Presuming they'd be allowed to.


  He put down the black book and rubbed his temples in irritation. It kept coming back to what O'Ryan had said. And, now that he thought about it, what the Professor had said back in August of '22. The Combine seemed free enough, seemed to be the good guys, but there were a lot of things JakZak had never really thought about before, places where the silver star was tarnished. He still didn't think his own government was evil, but more and more he could see where people he'd never met were making choices about what was best for him...or for the nation, and damn him if his best interests got in the way. Sure, some people really were in the dark about the things Delta Rose had done to make him and his friends combat-ready as soon as possible, but that Galactic Warrior couldn't have done everything on her own. Others had to have known, had to have approved. Someone weighed the lives and sanity of a dozen young men and women against the good of the people, and decided that the people came first. Several someones.


  Of course, for the moment at least, those people were being silent, retreating to fallback positions of plausible deniability and scapegoats. Which meant that when things started to erupt around the world after the Barrier was holed, the Combine wasn't shoveling innocent young students into the breach. Maybe a little more help would have made the fight against the frost giants in Greenland a little easier, might have spared Ymir of EUROPA those broken bones, but he knew that green heroes tossed into that mess would have probably died. A dozen or so more members of ASH would certainly be helpful in curtailing the activities of "rogue" Chinese supernaturals in the Pacific Rim (ah, more plausible deniability), but when you came right down to it, if the million or so mid-to-high-power PROCcies un-anchored over the summer ever got together with one goal, a few dozen more superheroes on ASH's side wouldn't make a bit of difference.


  JakZak sighed and read the last item in his official mailbox, the daily report from the "interdiction" satellite in high Earth orbit. It had been put in place a generation ago to help the Planetary Confederation detect and deal with anyone violating the quarantine of Earth, but since the PC had pretty much forgotten this sector (their rather spectacular attention over the summer [ASH #9 - Ed.] aside), it was more like a security camera in an unlocked building.


  A couple Pranir traders, some smaller independent ships, nothing big or worrisome today. Pretty much all headed straight in to Khadam, now a sort of Hong Kong for aliens.


  At least, for the moment, all the troubles came from right here on Earth, JakZak shrugged.


  * * * *


  "Entering atmosphere, out of range of the GWC satellite," came the translated voice of the Pranir pilot. He knew enough Santari to get by, but preferred to use the biomechanical translator unit he wore around what might be termed his neck. "Yer a high muckety-muck in the Corps, why not just send the all-clear to the satellite? Or for that matter, just fly in on yer own cruiser, instead of hiring me ta sneak you and them bargain basement cyborgs in?"


  General Kasca resisted the urge to lift the insolent furred serpent up by its skull. He didn't trust the automatic systems of this decrepit craft that much, and besides, the Pranir's thrashing tail might hit a control.


  "Too much information is harmful, Pranir. To all concerned. I have paid you for your services, and the price of my silence on certain... irregularities...in your shipping manifests is your silence on my business. That means not only not telling what little I have let you know, but remaining silent on the issue of determining more about my affairs. I have my reasons, and they are important enough to keep to myself."


  "Fine, sure, whatever," the faintly artificial voice clucked, over the hisses and clicks of the Pranir's native language. "My cloak's up, good enough against this mudball's sensor web, now where on Earth do ya wanna go?"


  Kasca slapped a dataplug into the appropriate port, and a secondary screen lit up with the relevant geographical information. "The body of water is called 'Lake Michigan' by the Earthers. You will go to this point," his gauntleted finger stabbed at a coordinate that was highlighted by a flashing dot, "and submerge. My troops and I will disembark through the airlock and engage in our mission."


  "How long do I wait?"


  "As. Long. As. It. Takes." Kasca punctuated his words with repeated jabs at the screen while looking into the Pranir's saucer-like eyes. "Understand?"


  "Ah, sure. Okay. Gotcha." The Pranir turned away and became incredibly engrossed in readouts of fuel efficiency.


  Kasca left the cockpit to check on his "troops." He disliked using such old-model Scytharians, especially since his sources told him that those he went to face had defeated a similar model handily a year ago. But it was all he could afford on his personal funds, the cyborgs would have to be enough. Hopefully, equipping them with stealth technology he had raided from the Galactic Warrior Corps's vaults would tip the balance.


  If he lost, it would just be one mysterious attacker...Kasca had no plans to be captured alive, and the Scytharians knew no more than was absolutely necessary. He was acting without sanction from the Corps, and he wanted to leave no clues pointing back to his House, so he couldn't bring a unit of his father's Elite Guard to ensure the job of vengeance would be done.


  No, if he lost, the blame was only his. But if he succeeded, House Kas'r would be avenged.


  * * * *


  When Sarah found Tom, the refugee from the 1990s was in the act of pulling a few bottles of Scorch's microbrew out of the refrigerator in the kitchen.


  "Aren't you a little young for that?" she jibed, hoping to lighten the mood. Tom didn't look too happy, and getting drunk wouldn't really help.


  He snorted. "Look at my birth certificate. I'm middle-aged. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to drink myself into another dimension and stay there until they stop playing Christmas songs on the radio."


  "Holiday blues," Sarah said, more a statement than a question.


  "No shit, holiday blues," Tom spat, popping open one of the bottles with a bottleopener he'd pulled off the front of the fridge.


  "So, the family thing didn't work out, I guess."


  "Brilliant deduction. I knew this was a bad idea...hell, I hardly even knew these cousins back when they were my age, I sure don't know them now. I should've just made a clean break, not tried to see if any of my relatives were still alive once I knew my close family had all died off in the Godmarket."


  Sarah sat down at the table next to Tom and grabbed one of the beers. She always got a headache from Scorch's brews, but she knew she wasn't going to get very far talking to Tom if she wasn't drinking with him too. "Still, they *are* family. I thought they were glad to have you visit?"


  Tom paused to wipe some of the oddly-colored beer off his chin. "Yeah, they were glad. They were nice people, bending over backwards to make me feel welcome, help me not feel so adrift...which only made it worse. Sarah, I don't *know* these people, they aren't *family* to me anymore. Geez, even my family wasn't really family anymore when I left to join ASH. Mom and Dad had divorced, Mom and I were living in a pissant development in a little Missouri college town. I was so glad when I realized I had superpowers and could head off to be a hero in the big city. Well, in Milwaukee, but it was bigger than Kirksville. Being with these nice people who I didn't recognize only made it more obvious that I didn't *have* a family anymore. The last one I had all went poof in July of 1998. And, no offense, you guys are great and all, but this ASH isn't a family like the one I was in. You're classmates, and it shows."


  "No offense taken," Sarah replied, hoping to keep him talking. The more time he spent talking, the less time he spent drinking. Maybe he could work through things enough to put down the bottle before he got too far into his cups. She paused and actually tasted the beer. "Gah, what's in this stuff?"


  "Alcohol. The details aren't important," Tom took a long pull, screwing up his face in distaste as he also finally noticed the...flavor. "Okay, maybe they are."


  "Hey, guys, how'd'ya like the brewskis?" Scorch asked, hauling a large bag of lumpy objects through the kitchen on his way to the living quarters.


  "Scorch, why do these beers taste like kitchen cleaner?" Sarah asked, having finally identified the elusive (and it had good reason to want to hide) taste.


  Scorch put down the bag for a moment and checked the labels. "Oh, that. Well, the recipe said to age the beer in pine casks for a year to impart extra flavor, but I got impatient. So I added pine extract. What, did I add too much?"


  Sarah shot Tom a look which said, "At what multiple of the speed of sound should we throw these bottles at him?"


  Tom shook his head. "Never mind, maybe I don't want to get drunk tonight after all." He paused. "Scorch, do I want to know what's in the bag?"


  "Shhh, don't tell Aaron. It's a present for him. Or it will be, once Essay helps me build it."


  Sarah hung her head with a sigh. "Please, Scorch, promise me it won't explode, burn or leave permanent stains? We only have so much budget for discretionary rebuilding."


  "Aw, you're no fun," Scorch pouted as he hefted the bag back onto his shoulder and walked out.


  * * * *


  Sarah tossed her coat onto the rack next to the door of the rec room and walked over to slump next to her husband on the couch.


  "So, how'd it go?" he asked.


  Sarah exhaled and snuggled up against JakZak. "It took a couple of Scorch's foul beers and a run around the city to blow off steam, but I think Tom's at least not in too deep a funk anymore. And," she said, snapping JakZak's black book closed for him, "if you're *quite* done with your boss duties for the night, I could use a little holiday cheering myself," she grinned, the weariness melting from her features as her hyperactive metabolism recovered from the running she'd been doing.


  Just then an explosion rocked the building.


  "DAMN IT, SCORCH!" Sarah shouted, on her feet and out of the room before JakZak could blink.


  "Security, location of explosion?" he shouted into the wallpanel intercom. "Is it near Scorch's room?"


  "Negative, we have an external wall breach, but whoever's caused it isn't showing up on the cameras. We're going to full alert, sir," said the head guard on duty.


  Damn. Invisible attackers, and half the team was out of town, including the members best at detection, Peregryn and Contact. He checked the readout on the wallpanel and saw where the breach was. "Everybody, to the south wing, we have bad guys!" he yelled into the general channel. The attackers would almost definitely be listening in, so no point in naming who was around.


  First things first, gotta suit up, JakZak thought. The space armor had a few sensors which might be beyond the state of the art stuff installed in the HQ. Concentrating, JakZak warped gravity to slide into his quarters as if he were just sidestepping into the next room, and quickly donned the baroque pieces of modified alien space combat armor which formed his "uniform" as Solar Max. Hopefully, everyone had at least put on their headsets by this point, and he clicked on the scrambled team frequency.


  "Roll call!" he yelled as he flew down the corridors towards the breach.


  "It wasn't me, honest!" Scorch said, sounds of fighting nearer to him than to Solar Max.


  "We're on it!" Tom said. He almost always wore his Lightfoot costume, as it was his one concrete link to the past. So of course his headset was at hand.


  "Lightfoot and Meteor, at the site of the breach. The enemy is only partially invisible, and we're keeping them pinned down for the moment," Sarah said, her voice calm and professional. Hundreds of hours of tactical simulations and practice showed in her demeanor now.


  Essay didn't answer, but Solar Max knew she was in the HQ. Hopefully she wasn't down already.


  He arrived at the scene of the fight, and immediately reeled back as a plasma burst caught him in the chest. Dodging, he switched on the sensors in the bug-eyed helmet he wore, and his opponents came into blurry focus.


  "Scytharians and someone in power armor," he said over the comlink, having cut his external audio feed. No point letting the enemy know he knew what they were. "Old models...too bad Peregryn's not here to scrag 'em like he did the ones last time." [In Academy #5 - Ed.]


  Meteor and Lightfoot were darting in and out, trying to get the cyborg soldiers to shoot one another, but their hardwired combat programming prevented them from firing on their own side. Scorch stumbled into the hallway and lanced out with pinpoint streams of flame at what he saw as hazy silhouettes. Although, to be honest, he could simply have aimed at wherever Meteor and Lightfoot *weren't* to hit the cyborgs.


  "Scorch, where's Essay?" JakZak asked.


  "Bringing party favors for the guests," Scorch sub-voc'ed into his throat microphone. "She'll be here in a Jif."


  Solar Max warped a few of the plasma shots back in the direction of their shooters, and was rewarded by a sizzling sound as one of the Scytharians' invisibility devices shorted out. Once visible, he was quickly disabled by the two speedsters while Scorch and Solar Max kept the others at bay.


  "FELIZ NAVIDAD, CHI-CHI CABRON!" Essay shouted from a doorway as she leveled an improbable-looking (even for her) contraption at the fighters. Scorch grabbed floor, apparently knowing what the device was, and the other ASHers quickly did the same.


  A creamy, light brown substance shot out of the front of the device at high pressure, hosing down the cyborgs and their armored leader with....


  "Peanut butter?" Lightfoot gasped.


  "Don't knock it, it's what I had ready," Essay replied, noting with satisfaction that the other stealth devices were failing under the onslaught of a substance they were definitely not designed to be submerged in.


  The Scytharians seemed more affected by the sticky coating than just having their visibility restored, and Solar Max took advantage of their momentary confusion to send an extended gravity wave through them, crushing the more rigid parts of their bodies, such as cybernetic implants and bones. Before they'd been too mobile for Solar Max to hold the gravity waves on them long enough to do the job, but now they were toast. With peanut butter.


  The leader, unfortunately, seemed to have a more robust suit of armor, and was unaffected by the waves. Meteor and Lightfoot set in on him, but he shrugged off the attacks and electrified his armor, forcing them back.


  He paused, as if he wanted to make some kind of dire threat, but then turned and leapt out the hole in the wall he had come in through.


  "Meteor, Lightfoot...!" Solar Max started to shout.


  "On it!" Meteor replied, running out the hole just ahead of Lightfoot.


  "He's gone airborne," Lightfoot said over the comlink. "I'm on him!"


  "Scorch, Essay, make sure these guys are down, I'm going to back Lightfoot up!" Solar Max said as he flew out the hole and turned on the juice, careful not to break the sound barrier too close to the ground.


  He spotted Lightfoot and the intruder up ahead in the night sky, the flare of the intruder's jets making him easy to follow.


  Then the flare was joined by another, brighter flare. The tactical computer in Solar Max's helmet quickly identified them as multiple missiles, homing in on Lightfoot. Lightfoot broke off to evade, but the missiles were gaining on him. He might dodge one or two, but not all ten.


  "Damn," JakZak hissed as he broke the sound barrier and slamed into the middle of the missiles, releasing a broad gravity pulse which detonated them all at once. Tom managed to drop out of the way of the explosion, and Solar Max's armor was strong enough to protect him even without the gravity pulse acting to push the explosions away from him. The warheads were more flash than fury.


  A distraction.


  And it worked, the intruder was nowhere to be seen.


  * * * *


  Kasca of the House Kas'r cursed at the indignity of his defeat as he swam below the frigid waters of Lake Michigan. He hadn't even faced the full complement of his enemy, and he'd lost like an amateur. He'd definitely underestimated his targets. Now he had to slink back to the Pranir, endure its insolence and return home to try another way.


  Or did he? Khadam was a cesspool of criminals and those just barely not criminal, perhaps he could recruit another force without having to return home in shame?


  Kasca considered this as he swam on....


  * * * *


  "Okay, now that we've cleaned up everything, patched the wall, reported this incident to everyone who needs to know and searched the city for any trace of our attacker...why peanut butter?" Sarah asked, jerking a thumb at the wetvac full of the stuff, which had covered the hallway the day before.


  "Well, it was *supposed* to be for Aaron..." Scorch started.


  "THAT'S what was in that bag!" Tom realized.


  "Yah, fifty pounds of peanut butter," Essay nodded. "Heated to the point it could be pumped through a hose. We were gonna install it over his bed, or maybe in his closet."


  "We were still discussing that when the alarms went off," Scorch noted. "I still think we should have put it behind his shower head."


  "Nah, we woulda had to pull out the wall for that, pendejo."


  JakZak waved his hands in the air. "Enough. At least it worked. Time to call everyone on the team and let them know someone new is gunning for us. Scorch, you know where George is, get him on the horn. Essay, see if Peregryn's back in contact, I definitely want him in on this. I'll call up Sal and Aaron."


  "I found Peregryn," came a voice from down the hall. It was Peter's voice. "He's on TV, channel 4."


  The replacement wallpanel computer wasn't functional yet in that hallway, so everyone went quickly into the small guest quarters down the hall where Peter was staying. The broadcaster had that unconcerned look of fake concern endemic to his profession as he read the news.


  "We repeat, we interrupt our broadcast to bring you news of a video which has just been downloaded into network feeds from an unknown and unauthorized source. It claims to show that Academy of Super-Heroes member Peregryn, and STRAFE agents Jennifer Kleinvogel and C.J. Brown are the captives of a newly reformed Conclave of Super-Villains...."


  "Damn," JakZak spat.


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


  Read Conclave of Super-Villains #3 and beyond for the fate of the captured heroes!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Disclaimer - While Tom Dodson is inspired by an actual person I knew in Kirksville, Lightfoot's life story is not meant to exactly mirror that of the real guy. Any coincidence by this point is pretty much accidental, except for describing where he lived.
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