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  #97 - RISING SUN Part 1: Plan Orange


  The cover shows a scene from Contact's vision in ASH #92, with Contact looking up at a swollen Sun, only it's orange instead of red. In the distance over his shoulder, a pair of ravens can be seen circling.



  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


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


  Meteor / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed / AMERICA


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / CANADA


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / MEXICO


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / MEXICO


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


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / DIPLOMATIC


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / VENUS


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / VENUS


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / VENUS


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / TRANSIT


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


  [July 25, 2026 - Amarillo, Texas Sector]


  "Um, we might not get out of the cafe before this turns ugly," Nate Walker pointed out. The Sun had turned gigantic and orange, and this was having the effect of panicking the outdoor cafe's morning crowd...with every indication that it was hardly an isolated reaction.


  "I could try telepathically calming them," Aaron suggested, uncertainly. "I've only done this in training exercises, though."


  "Don't worry...put these on," Boomer handed earplugs to the other two, wincing as a table was pushed over by someone starting to go into hysterics. As they put in the plugs, he pulled out a small, brownish object from his satchel and pressed down on the center. It started to hum, and everyone nearby stopped panicking. Instead, they seemed befuddled, as if they couldn't hold a thought for more than a few seconds at a time.


  "My latest crowd control widget," Boomer explained, his voice strangely distorted through the earplugs. "Uses subsonics to disrupt concentration. Not great if someone in range is driving, but it keeps a crowd from rioting. Get going, I need to keep this inside the pedestrian district or it could cause more problems than is solves."


  "Thanks," Aaron nodded. "I need to get to Chicago...and I suspect Nate's going to need to play Netwalker for some sigint."


  "One question, Boomer," Nate frowned as he collected his things and started to leave. "Why does that thing look like a fruit pie?"


  "What, don't tell me you never read any of those old comics we found in the same archive as the Legion of Net.Heroes stuff?" Boomer grinned. "Tasty, flaky fruit pies solve all of life's problems!"


  * * * *


  [New Faith, Virginia Sector]


  "What do you make of it, Sean?"


  Sean Kelsey took off his ballcap and scratched his short red hair, one of the few traits he seemed to share with his daughter Arin these days. And even that was turning gray...he tried not to dwell on the metaphor, though. "Can't really say, Zachary," he gestured at the swollen orange orb that filled too much of the sky. "I mean, it's darker than usual, but hardly as black as sackcloth, right?"


  Zachary Smith nodded. "And it doesn't seem to be getting closer, so even if John of Patmos got the order of things in the Apocalypse wrong, I wouldn't say it's the second trump, come to poison the sea. Or Wormwood, for that matter."


  "Maybe one of the council of ministers knows some other portent this could be," Sean shrugged, "but I'm inclined to think it's just ol' Scratch trying to test the weak of faith again. Tribulations of a sort are definitely coming, but not The Tribulations. Not yet. Not that any man can know the day of that coming...."


  * * * *


  [Impossible Five base, undisclosed location]


  Dust tendrils danced like agitated snakes around the dessicated form of Anhydra as she confronted her teammate Chiaroscuro. Normally a mix of light and darkness, he seemed far more dark than light, perhaps mirroring the state of the Sun itself.


  "What, exactly, made you think this was a good idea?" she demanded. "In our history, this plot barely got off the ground, since they tried to use Oblivion as the core intelligence and he's barely above animal intelligence at this point. And it wouldn't have worked anyway, since their goal was to raise Doublecross from the dead and we know he's NOT dead. Heck, he lasted long enough to make Talos and raise him."


  Chiaroscuro smiled, his teeth a brief flash of white amidst ebony. "There's working, and then there's working," he pointed out. "Yes, there's no ghost of Doublecross to raise, but think of what I could do with all of that accumulated power. Once my erstwhile mother discovers all the energy she's gathered isn't enough to bring back the old Lord of Living Light, I'll take advantage of her confusion to take the power into myself. Which, for what it's worth, should also keep the world from being totally destroyed. Although the damage this Dyson-like sphere causes should soften things up nicely."


  "Did Never sign off on this plan?" Anhydra seemed unsatisfied by the photonic mage's explanation.


  "Naturally. She even suggested I kill my past self in the process, to demonstrate to any potential threats that we're not worried about paradox anymore. Although I don't know if I want to do that...I kind of like the idea of spoiling myself rotten. Don't you think I'd be a totally cool 'uncle,' An'?"


  She merely rolled her eyes in response.


  * * * *


  [Manhattan, Autonomous Sector]


  Louie Giancoli frowned. Something was wrong with the color of things, it was like a sunset back in the 1990s, with the light passing through the noxious clouds over New Jersey. He walked down the block a bit to where a skyscraper had been demolished, so he could get a look at the Sun.


  "Huh," he said as he saw the sky. "Giant orange Sun. That's new." Then he shrugged and went about his business. He'd lived in Manhattan since the day he was born in 1968, and he'd had far stranger days.


  * * * *


  [Kathmandu, Central Asian Confederation]


  Resplendent Phoenix had been working late, as often happened when one was the Minister of State for the Western Dragon. Her own hours were often a reflection of her obviously superhuman stamina, and Phoenix did his best to keep up as a "mere human".


  As a result, he was enjoying a slow walk home when he noticed the nearly full moon start to change.


  He stopped, frowning.


  The moon was turning blood red, the way it would sometimes do during a lunar eclipse. But such an event could only happen during the height of the full moon, and there wasn't even one scheduled for this month...although he thought there might be one on August 28.


  Resplendent Phoenix started to pull out his blackcel to check the astronomical data when it pulsed of its own accord. The pattern told him that the Western Dragon was calling.


  "Yes?" he answered, the distortion field of the phone automatically activating so that any of the people walking nearby would only hear garbled noise.


  "Phoenix, please return to the office. We have a problem," the Western Dragon said. Her voice seemed calm, but he knew her well enough to pick up the edge of panic.


  The Moon was now a deep orange hue.


  It was going to be a very long night, he realized.


  * * * *


  [July 25, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "You know," Scorch mused, "we really need to do more social stuff as a team."


  Fury quirked an eyebrow. The conference room was full of superhumans in various outfits, some in fighting togs while others were in "formal" uniforms or even street clothes. Her own flight over from Mexico City had been long enough she'd changed into the formal uniform just in case someone needed to go in front of the press, for instance. But Scorch was wearing most of his blue and white armor, with the helmet hung from a hatrack in the corner.


  "Why is that?" she asked.


  "Because every time we're all together lately, it's because the world is about to end," he shrugged. "I'm starting to dread seeing you all."


  Meteor stifled a giggle at that, and Solar Max just rolled his eyes.


  "We already dread seeing you," Lightfoot waggled his eyebrows and mimed holding a cigar as he did a particularly poor Groucho Marx imitation.


  "Okay, as much as the situation needs some defusing, let's get this meeting started," Solar Max said, and the table settled down. The full team was present, minus those stationed on Venus, plus Jen Kleinvogel of STRAFE, Star Knight as representative of the Galactic Warrior Corps, and a Senatorial Aide whose name escaped him. "Clearly, the Sun hasn't gone nova, since we're not all dead. But it's not just an illusion either, and the amount of energy reaching us has dropped dramatically. Someone's put a shell around the Sun, and managed to pull it off without anyone noticing until it was too late."


  Jen cleared her throat, then interrupted, "Now that we know where to look, it seems there were some faint signs of it several days ago, maybe even weeks. But whoever set this up was careful to keep the partial shell from covering any lines of sight to inhabited planets or known observatories. And with its exponential growth, the time from 'all but the holes' to 'everything' was maybe a few minutes. A few people noticed suspicious signs in the lead-up, and a report from Beacon on Venus looks to have been one of those signs, but there was nothing strong enough to set off any alarms."


  "In the meantime, we've lost contact with Venus," Solar Max frowned. "I hope that's just interference from the shell, and not a sign that it grew inward and destroyed the planet. Obviously, one of our priority jobs is to make sure Venus is still around, since some of our most powerful assets for this sort of job are on that planet. Star Knight, I know you did a quick recon, do you have any information on that count?"


  The former classmate of the core ASH members shrugged. "Some, but less than I'd like. Short hyperspace jumps are tricky, and something about that shell is causing more than just electromagnetic interference, so I couldn't go straight through to Venus. But I got close enough to see what it's made of: moths. Solid light moths."


  "Doublecross again?" Scorch snarled. "Didn't we make him really quite sincerely dead after Paris?" [In ASH #40 - Ed.]


  "We never did track down all of his Light Brigade," Jen shrugged. "And from Dan's report on their China base, there was definitely some disunity among the photonics. This could simply be Mothflame deciding to make her own play for the role of Lord of Living Light...we do have news from Venus that she's been interfering with Heraclius's stone beetles."


  "Still, this stunt is several orders of magnitude above what she's ever been shown to be capable of," Contact spoke up. "And even a pretty basic control method would be beyond even a telepathically trained person like me. It can't all be Mothflame, unless she's gotten a serious boost from someone else."


  "Agreed," Solar Max nodded. "We desperately need hard intel, and that means going to Venus. Not just for the sake of finding out how they are, but because I'm willing to bet that Peregryn's been working on this problem from the mystic angle since this morning, and he's bound to have some useful insights. Especially if we're looking at godly interference."


  A chill went around the room. No one really liked the idea of the gods getting involved with Earth, even those who'd had relatively beneficial interactions with the immensely powerful entities. Besides, any god who would aid in putting a shell around the Sun? NOT likely to be involved in beneficial interactions.


  "On the less scary side," Breaker suggested, "the Light Brigade may simply have built a device to help enhance Mothflame's powers. It wouldn't take a terribly complicated computer program just to take handoff of a photonic moth and tell it where to go in orbit."


  "Good point," Contact nodded. "Netwalker caught a ride to Chicago with me, we could have him look into seeing if there's any new and huge information nets out by Venus way in his pocket dimension." While stereotypical "cyberspace" was still beyond the capacity of the worldwide data structure, Nate Walker's power let him enter a pocket reality that somehow resonated with the network in such a way that it was effectively the same thing as a 1980s-style fictional cyberspace run. But since it wasn't really entry into the data network, it could do a few weird things that would normally be impossible...of course, doing the impossible was par for the course when it came to superhuman abilities.


  "How are our ticking clocks?" Solar Max addressed this to the aide.


  She pulled up notes on her computer screen. "According to preliminary assessment from the office of the Combine Science Advisor, the shell is thickening, and if the growth rate follows the pattern observed in the past few hours without change, it will reach Earth some time in November or December, so that seems to be our absolute time limit. It's not totally opaque, obviously, but the thicker the shell gets the darker it will appear. Climate is always hard to predict, but we probably have a week or so before things start to get difficult. The internal energy of the planet will buffer us for now, but even the best case has us seeing environmental havoc by the end of August. Harvests will be pretty much ruined in many areas, so if we can't get this resolved in, say, two weeks...we may be looking at widespread famine. It's not so much a ticking clock as a calendar, but not a very long calendar." Her tone was professional and even, but her self-control was just a little too tight, betraying her emotions by their absence.


  "Socially, we've already got a fair amount of panic," Jen added. "This is the first world-class threat we've had that was actually visible to the whole world, rather than being localized or hidden away, so people aren't as jaded as they were back in the TwenCen. Fortunately, while we've got some rust to shake off, the old procedures and training are still in place from the 1990s, and the Marshals are taking the lead on keeping the lid on, with Dan coordinating. As far as I can tell, the EU is similarly coping, although most of their populace is still on nightside and getting their information through the media. Needless to say, media controls have been clamped on as tightly as they'll go."


  Solar Max nodded. Thom O'Ryan might have some good points regarding the authoritarian tendencies of most of the world's governments [such as he expressed in ASH #11 - Ed], but there were times when tyranny came in awfully useful. That, he supposed, was the problem with it. Authoritarian structures were so handy, it was hard to give up the tools.


  But that was something to worry about later. Aloud, he said, "Fine. If there isn't any other pressing business, I want us on our way to Venus as soon as the orbiter is prepped." Built to reach Earth's orbit in the 1990s, the "orbiter" was now mainly used for interplanetary travel thanks to the way Lightfoot's powers extended its range and speed.


  "On it," Lightfoot said, and then he was gone.


  "Everyone else...Jen excepted, of course...get into full gear. We may have to fight our way through, and the more of us who can work in space the better. Contact, you said Netwalker tagged along when you came up to Chicago? Right, tell him he's coming with...if there's a datanet running that swarm, he'll have an easier time sniffing it out from up close. Ritter, you and I will be on path-clearing duty," Solar Max told Space Knight.


  "Can I go get my comically oversized flyswatter?" Star Knight smirked.


  * * * *


  [July 25, 2026 - Interplanetary Space, Sol System]


  "The flyswatter might have been about as effective," Solar Max noted as he sent another wave of intense gravity into the swarm of glowing orange moths, warping and scattering them away from the path of the orbiter. His armor's boots were clamped to the hull so that he wouldn't be swept away... he simply couldn't keep up with the kind of speed Lightfoot could get out of the spaceship. Not that it was making much headway at the moment.


  For his part, Star Knight was free to move, or as free as anyone could be in the glowing cloud. "I could probably sweep out more at once, but I'm not sure how survivable it'd be for you guys," he noted, the solid light insects evaporating along his line of sight. "And I might even be able to take out all of them at once, but it'd kinda involve making the Sun into a black hole."


  "Let's take that option off the table, okay?" Solar Max grunted as he was caught in a current of inrushing replacement moths. "Gah, this is like fighting in a feather factory. Every time we make a hole, it just fills back in, and trying to move at any sort of speed through them would shred the hull."


  "At least the orbiter doesn't have any intakes to suck the little buggers into. And they don't seem to be programmed to attack...just reproduce. A LOT," Star Knight observed.


  "I think I see a, um, dark at the end of the tunnel, finally," Solar Max checked his helmet's link to the orbiter's sensor suite. "If we have to do this again, we need a better plan...."


  * * * *


  [July 26, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  The Eastern sky was tinged orange from the reflected glow of the immense moth cloud, only a hint of the strangeness that was visible on the nightside. As they'd approached the planet, the entire nightside had been lit up a pale orange from the glow of the shell, and the blackness of space around them had been replaced by a ruddy shine, the stars blotted out. It had reminded Lightfoot of nothing so much as the skies on Mars, the few times he'd visited on a lark.


  "I can tell you how the web is maintained," Peregryn announced almost as soon as the team disembarked at Falcon Bay's "spaceport". It was a stabilized dirt patch with a prefab control tower taken from the military Seabees, probably in mothballs since Operation Stormfront, but it was all they really needed.


  "From your tone, I'm guessing you can't tell us how to shut it down, though?" Solar Max replied, pulling off his helmet.


  Peregryn shook his head and kept talking as he gestured for the group to follow him. "There is a human spirit somewhere out there, one of the photonics besides Mothflame. It moves too quickly for me to tell much, but I believe it is the Light Brigadier called Goldmind. The one who planned the soletta array over Paris."


  "Orbital mechanics do seem to be his motif," Scorch agreed, recalling the space mirrors that Goldmind had arranged to come together into a single titanic solar reflector, or soletta [in ASH #37-40 - Ed.]. "By the way, glad to see you guys didn't get eaten by orange moths. Don't want you all thinking we weren't worried."


  "I...appreciate the concern," Peregryn nodded, leading them into a quonset hut near the landing pad. Inside were a number of what Tom recognized as the settlement's leading normal citizens, plus Essay, Geode, Beacon and Marshal Noire.


  "I take it we can't just find Goldmind and zap him, then?" Breaker suggested, her tone conveying a sort of weary "no way is it gonna be that easy" mood.


  "Unfortunately, no," Peregryn shook his head. "Goldmind is moving either at or very close to the speed of light, following what can only be a quasi-random path through the sphere. He clearly knows he's the lynchpin to this scheme, and has no intention of letting himself be found. Even mystic means can barely touch upon him."


  "I thought Goldmind had a human body?" Lightfoot spoke up. "At least, he had to wear a spacesuit during the soletta fight...we never did find him, though."


  "He probably evolved," Beacon shrugged. "It happens," he touched his chest, his own photonic body being a legacy of the Paris incident, borrowed from a now-dead Brigadier named Squadron.


  "If we can hack into Goldmind's control network," Solar Max nodded towards Netwalker, "it'd probably be easier to backtrace him that way, rather than worrying about his physical location. Think you could manage it, Nate?"


  Netwalker frowned. "On my own? Probably not. Yeah, when we were passing through that swarm I could definitely feel a network there. Not the same as the datanet on Earth, but close enough I could probably get in. But then what? Even if Goldmind deliberately organized things like a computer system, it's still a human mind at its core, and that's not an OS I'm that experienced with. I'd want a telepath along, at least. Preferably one with a lot more formal psychological training than Aaron, no offense."


  "None taken," Contact smirked.


  "This also assumes I can even bring someone along with me. I didn't bring along Boomer's net.thingy, and even if I had, it's not like it comes with an interface jack for photonics," Netwalker explained.


  "That part we have covered," Beacon smiled. "While we were working from the assumption we were cut off from you guys, we did some brainstorming. Peregryn is pretty sure he can use sympathetic magic to hook me into the network. We just didn't have any good plans for what to do after that. And Essay can reproduce anything Boomer built..."


  "Psh. In my sleep," Essay snorted. "Or in Rose's sleep, anyway," she gave the crib next to her a little rock.


  "Okay, so between Essay, Peregryn and Beacon, we can bodge together something that will let Netwalker take passengers into the Goldmind network," Solar Max set his helmet down on a table that was partially covered in design schematics in Essay's distinctive handwriting. "Then what?"


  "Then we fight through whatever defenses Goldmind has set up, find his location, and brain-bomb him," Netwalker replied. "The more the merrier, I've found. The symbolic representations of computer defenses can be pretty nasty, and it helps to have people along with an intuitive grasp of fighting. That translates through my quasi-mystical handwavy superpower into actual counter-countermeasures, which should let me track down the core intelligence and hit it with a very large metaphorical hammer. It'd probably be a good idea to use Tom's power to speed everyone up, so we have a shot at matching Goldmind's light-based thought processes. Goldmind's not an AI like I normally fight, but a neural network is a neural network, I'm pretty sure my usual toolkit will do the job of at least separating him from his flock."


  "And the Legion of Net.Heroes rides again, eh?" Lightfoot grinned.


  "You're never going to let me live that down, are you, Sig.Lad?" Nate sighed. Writing under the borrowed account of the original Solar Max before he gained powers of his own, Lightfoot had written many of the stories that inspired Nate and his friends at the Academy to become online heroes a few years back. "Anyway, I don't think the LNH would be the right architecture for this fight."


  "I agree," Peregryn spoke up, having been deep in thought for the past several minutes. "We are not just entering a computer system in this case, it is a living mind with its own spirit. We will need a much stronger mystic resonance than some light fiction if we are to overcome Goldmind's will. Some symbolism that carries historical weight, much as I used the symbolism of the first flight around the world to empower the spell that exiled the Leviathan to Venus [ASH #50 - Ed.]." Left unsaid was the fact that the same spell had exiled Peregryn as well, and the knowledge that such great workings of magic inevitably carried a price.


  "So, we need to get through hordes of whatever counts for minds in the moths, get close to the central mind, and nuke it?" Scorch asked.


  "Pretty much," Netwalker nodded.


  "Sounds like the Pacific Theater of Operations to me, wouldn't you agree, George? You were always a history buff," Scorch turned to Beacon.


  "With Netwalker bringing the Enola Gay to Goldmind's mental shores?" Beacon smiled. "Sounds like it'd work. But who'd the strike team go in as? Anthropomorphic battleships? General MacArthur? Whoever it is had better be swinging pretty big sticks. Especially since, if I recall correctly how your ride-along works Nate, they'd tend to think of themselves as being their assumed IDs. So it needs to be someone who wouldn't wander off and lose themselves in the simulation."


  Fury smiled wickedly. "Oh, I have SUCH an idea for that part...."


  * * * *


  [June 15, 1944 - Over Saipan, the Phillipines]


  The C-47 was on loan from the 503rd Airborne, and accustomed to holding up to twenty-eight paratroopers. It wasn't as specialized for that duty as the C-53 variant, but it did the job. And, in any case, it was more than big enough for the eight people currently in its passenger compartment as the Skytrain flew through hostile night skies.


  "Nervous, Johnny?" Lady Lawful asked. "You seem awfully uncomfortable flying for someone who wears a pilot's jacket as part of your uniform."


  The young hero smiled nervously. "I guess I just don't like bein' cooped up in the back. When I'm the pilot it's another thing entirely. Angels gotta fly on their own, ya know?"


  Centurion snorted. "Yer disappearin' act ain't flyin', Mr. Johnny Angel." Unlike most of the commando team, Centurion wasn't wearing his normal costume, since Roman-style armor was really badly suited to a parachute drop. He did have his sword and armored vest, but otherwise wore a standard U.S. Army uniform.


  "Hey, I was in the Army Air Corps before I...got my new calling," Johnny shot back. He'd been about to say, "before I died," but given that he was one of the few people to know that the current Centurion was a blood relative to the three previous slain Centurions, he decided not to rub salt in that particular wound. As far as the public knew, Centurion was the man who couldn't be killed...not the man whose entire family had decided they'd willingly give their lives to fight evil, one at a time. Tony Calvano was the fourth Centurion, and Johnny couldn't shake the feeling that he'd never come back from the Pacific. Everyone else in the Freedom Alliance had some sort of gimmick that made them harder to kill, but not Centurion.


  Or, for that matter, Red Widow.


  "Remind me again why she's along?" Johnny jerked his thumb in the direction of the Floridian femme fatale, who was sitting apart from the rest of the group, occasionally shooting baleful glares at Gauntlet. "She's got no powers, and she never worked with the Alliance before this mission."


  "The brass said we needed an extra warm body on this mission, and the rest of the Second Squad's tied up keeping Bond Rally Man propped up," Corporal Red explained from his place at Minuteman's side. The real Minuteman was Chinese, so an "all-American" actor took his place at events requring that Minuteman remove the glassy black helmet he wore.


  "An' she's more than warm, she's hot," Centurion smirked, winking at Red Widow. She smiled back at him, then checked her parachute rig nervously for the hundredth time or so.


  The eighth person in the compartment wore an Army uniform with Captain's bars. He had no powers or special skills beyond the normal sort one acquires on the way to becoming a Captain in the Army. "Listen up, people, it's time to can the chatter. That light there," he pointed at a small bulb over the cockpit door, "means that we're nearly over the target. There's intelligence that the Japanese have reinforced Saipan with a squad of their artificial superhumans, and we need you to take them out before the main landing starts, or we could see some serious problems."


  "And if the intel is wrong, sir?" Minuteman asked, with a curiously clipped and nearly accentless tone. If he had any sort of regional accent, it was faintly British.


  "Then you break as much as you can to help soften things up, and get the hell out," the captain replied. "This is a recon in force, to get some idea what sort of defenses the golden peril has in store for us. We don't think this is anything out of the ordinary, but we'd rather get a rude surprise here at the first gateway than deeper into the system."


  Johnny frowned at some of the terms the captain was using, but shrugged and let it pass. After all, back when he was a flyboy they'd used plenty of jargon.


  But "golden" instead of "yellow"? Strange.


  A buzzer sounded.


  "All right, Freedom Alliance," the captain pointed to the door. "Make Uncle Sam proud!"


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


  Next Issue:


  It's the original (virtual) Freedom Alliance against the might of the Japanese Empire, while things in the outside world become increasingly dire! Be here for ASH #98, "I Shall Return"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I couldn't resist the Hostess Fruit Pie ref, sorry. You can check http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/LNH.html for the rather limited adventures of the Legion of Net.Heroes as they incarnated in the ASH Universe.


  It's been established that Manhattan has had some rather polluting industries in the 2020s, so Giancoli's dig at New Jersey as source of pollution may be unwarranted. But unwarranted digs at New Jersey are traditional for New Yorkers, eh? ;)


  There is indeed a partial lunar eclipse scheduled for August 28, 2026. See http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/LEcat5/LEdecade2021.html for more. :)


  Operation Stormfront was the lightning-fast liberation of Kuwait that happened within days of the Iraqi invasion, using a combination of not-quite- treaty-compliant superhuman assets and the rapid reaction forces formed to deal with things like supervillain island fortresses. It was nicknamed Operation Stompflat thanks to things like the effect a single "brick" can have on a tank column. Juggling was involved. Just not very good juggling, since the Juggler wasn't one of those on site.


  I know I didn't call the array from City of Lights a soletta at the time (I was thinking more in terms of Mobile Suit Gundam's "Solar System"), but I was reminded of the term while reading The Vorkosigan Companion recently, and it seemed to fit.


  A quick disclaimer to any history buffs reading this. I'm shooting for versimilitude in this arc, but not total accuracy. It's a simulation of the Pacific Theater of Operations, but it's also Goldmind's brain, and shaped by the needs of the mission. So there will be intentional "errors" here and there, to reflect how nothing's quite what it looks like. You may also want to check out http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/FirstAge for some of the unreal history of the Freedom Alliance...although this, too, will have some deliberate errors. Like, say, Red Widow being active in the PTO instead of fading into obscurity without ever rising above Local Hero status in Miami.


  And now, a bit of shameless promotion for another ASH Universe writer, Tony Pi. Tony is in his second year of eligibility for the John W. Campbell Best New Writer Award. Last year he missed the ballot by 3 nominations! Last year, his novelette "Metamorphoses in Amber" was a finalist in the "Best Short Form in English" category of the 2008 Prix Aurora Awards (not to be confused with the Prix Ultime), and it also got 7 nominations for the Nebula Awards. Good luck, Tony.


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


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


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


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


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


  #98 - RISING SUN Part 2: I Shall Return


  The cover shows a uniformed figure with a corncob pipe standing on the shore in front of a swollen red setting Sun. In the foreground, facing this figure and lit by the red sunset, are the members of the Freedom Alliance.



  



  [July 27, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]



  It gave George a strange feeling, acting as a conduit into the photonic network. Not good-strange, like the feeling he got when he entered Geode's quartz-like body...just strange-strange.


  He wondered if the jury-rigged means of access was changing the experience inside Netwalker's "virtual" pocket dimension any. They'd been warned that they'd have issues of losing themselves in their cover identities, but Walker himself admitted he had no idea how much the usual rules would apply in this case. Especially with Lightfoot using his powers to speed everything up...if things went wrong, they'd go pretty *far* wrong before anyone was able to react.


  Of course, they'd had to make some compromises going in. The gender balance of ASH was a lot more even than that of the Freedom Alliance, or the First Heroic Age as a whole. Arin had gone in as a "guest star" of sorts, but Sarah was in the unenviable position of portraying a male hero. Sure, he was a bit "bishy" as later generations might describe it, but by all accounts his boyish looks hadn't matched his personality very well.


  Then again, Sarah had spent a good chunk of time as animated ice, so she'd probably be able to cope with the change. He hoped. Because this whole shadow-play (light-play?) might be their only hope of freeing the Sun from the grip of the Light Brigade before the damage to Earth became irreversible....


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES/FREEDOM ALLIANCE ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / REAL WORLD


  Johnny Angel / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Teleportation / VIRTUAL


  Gauntlet / Scott Handleman / Self-powered armor / VIRTUAL


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / None / VIRTUAL


  Red Widow / Arin Kelsey / None / VIRTUAL


  Minuteman / Aaron Zander / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Corporal Red / "Paul Mahler" / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Lady Lawful / Christina Li / Super-strength / VIRTUAL


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / INTERFACE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / INTERFACE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / INTERFACE


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / REAL WORLD


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / INTERFACE


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


  [June 15, 1944 - Saipan, the Philippines]


  Minuteman and Corporal Red moved in an eerie unison born of intense training, flitting from shadow to shadow as they approached the Japanese bunker. Or perhaps it went beyond mere training, just as it was nearly supernatural how they even found shadows to hide in, given how the ground had been cleared pretty thoroughly by the defenders. Whatever the source, it was an impressive display if you were one of the handful of people who knew to look.


  Fortunately for the pair, the only ones who knew to look were on their side.


  Gauntlet felt a sense of unease as he watched the two soldiers prepare to place their satchel charge. Minuteman and Corporal Red were the only actual soldiers in the little commando group. Oh, Johnny Angel had been in the Army Air Corps, but as far as killing people who you could look in the face went, that didn't really count. Gauntlet was no killer, and he suspected that for all his bravado that the current Centurion had never actually used his sword lethally. Red Widow's usual pistol was as much for show as anything else, while Lady Lawful was definitely more of a "sock to the jaw" sort. It was war, of course, and they knew that none of them would get out of this without taking some lives...but all the same, Gauntlet was glad that the two actual soldiers were taking point on this first mission.


  "I still don't get why I couldn't just pop over there with the satchel," Johnny frowned, his mask crinkling on his brow. The masks felt a little silly, for those who wore them, but the brass decided that there was a psychological advantage to be had, as fighting against symbols instead of men (and women) would be more unnerving.


  "Because you can't see from here if there's a booby trap at the door, booby," Centurion smirked. He was sweating visibly in the nighttime heat of the jungle, and Gauntlet knew that his own armor was going to be a liability in that respect once the sun came up.


  Minuteman made a hand signal as he and Corporal Red flattened against the walls, the curvature of the built-up external part of the bunker giving them some cover against the blast of their demolition charge. The chatter stopped and everyone waited for the explosion.


  BAM!


  One of the new explosives to come out of the mad science labs, it wasn't much louder than a rifle shot, but the door had been blown completely off its hinges.


  "Go!" Corporal Red shouted, diving into the smoke, submachinegun ready, and the rest of the team broke cover and started running towards the defensive structure.


  "Back off, glove-boy," Red Widow snarled as Gauntlet gained on her, thanks to the powered musculature in his armor.


  "What's your problem, anyway?" Gauntlet asked, even as he zigged to the side a bit.


  "Look, ya just rub da lady the wrong way, okay?" Centurion explained, panting slightly at the exertion of keeping pace as he fell in between the two. Then he turned to Red Widow and added, "Save da hate fer da guys on th'odder side, yaknow?"


  The next few minutes were a blur, albeit a familiar one. He'd fought in cramped spaces before, against numerous enemies. Usually gangsters and saboteurs inside warehouses or in the hallways of buildings. He fell into his usual patterns, discharging various kinds of energy bolts from his gauntlet weapon, feeling the usual light-headedness as the electricity left his body and flowed through the armor.


  The real surprise was Red Widow, though. Not just that she seemed to have a lot of hate saved up for "da guys on th'odder side," but the way she threw herself into the fight like she'd been born with twin Colt ACPs in her hands. Her usual weapons were a whip and a revolver, but she'd taken advantage of the arms locker back at the base, and it was like she'd just point at someone and they'd die. A real angel of death, that one was.


  "Hold fire," Corporal Red held up a hand at some unspoken signal from Minuteman. Gauntlet still found it kinda creepy how those two seemed to act like they shared a brain. "I think that was the last of the actual soldiers. We might want to take some of the non-combatants prisoner, for information."


  "With due respect," Johnny Angel piped up, "is there any such thing as a non-combatant Jap?"


  Minuteman shook his head. "Don't believe the propaganda posters too much, Johnny. Yes, the Japanese are rather fanatic in their nationalism, but they're still people."


  "Fine," Centurion wiped the blood from his sword and sheathed it. In the cramped confines of a bunker it was as useful as a gun, and the Japanese seemed to respect it more than a tommygun. "But if any a' dese 'non- combatants' so much as LOOKS at me funny, I'll gut 'im."


  There seemed to be general, if grudging, agreement on that point.


  This was war, after all, not crimebusting.


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - Interplanetary Space, the Photonic Sphere]


  "It doesn't matter how much control you have with a sledgehammer, it's still not too useful for scrimshaw."


  Scott was still pretty proud of that retort, when Scorch had asked him why he didn't have enough control of his power to sweep the entire photonic shell away without destroying the Sun.


  He just wished his particular sledgehammer could do fine etching work, though. He had the raw power to sweep out large swaths of the moth-shell, but to take them all out at once wasn't something he could safely do. Oh, he could probably do it without making the Sun into a black hole. These days, anyway. So it'd been a bit of hyperbole on his part to claim his only solution was a black hole Sun. But in terms of "cure worse than the disease," it was still essentially the right description of things. The kind of gravitational distortion needed to eliminate all the photonic moths rapidly enough that they wouldn't just regrow...that'd knock planets out of their stable orbits. Venus for sure, probably Earth and Mars as well. And it'd play havoc with the Sun-grazing asteroids and other NEOs.


  Your basic "water, water everywhere, and not a drop to drink" problem. He may not have been in the same situation that had required psi intervention during his Academy days, when he'd accepted external limiters on his power to prevent him from accidentally destroying the world, but sometimes a bigger hammer wasn't the solution.


  For now, at least, he had enough control to keep a corridor swept clean of moths without worrying about nasty orbital side effects. And while Lightfoot was busy keeping the whole jury-rigged reality hack running at top speed, at least radio links weren't being interfered with now, and some Santari-supplied ships were able to get between planets at need.


  And Pranir-supplied ships.


  "Incoming craft, please identify yourself," he sent out on the standard Galactic Warrior Corps challenge frequency.


  "This is the KSS Eugene's Folly," a clearly synthed voice replied, followed by a series of clicks and buzzes that his suit's computers identified as T!rir and tagged as a personal name for one of the insectile race and the designation of ship's captain. "Or you may call me Mantissa," the synth resumed. "I have legitimate business at the Tritonis settlement."


  Star Knight frowned, although there was no one to see it even if his helmet were set at a lower opacity than it currently had. Mantissa was perhaps the most famous member of the Conclave of Super-Villains as far as the interstellar community was concerned, even if almost no one on Earth had heard of him. A scandalously progressive-thinking T!rir, practically a madman by their standards, although compared to the average human or Santari still pretty staid.


  But, dangerous as Mantissa may be in the long run, Khadam and the CSV did have a legal and valid reason to travel to Venus, and it didn't seem like they were involved in the Light Brigade's plot.


  "Very well, pass through," Star Knight transmitted. "Just keep your proboscis clean, or I can make sure your stay is for the duration of the emergency."


  "Understood, lieutenant," Mantissa replied, and it was followed by a short snatch of T!rir language that Scott's suit couldn't translate. Probably because the program had been designed by someone too polite to use what passed for rude language among the T!rir....


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  "Welcome to Olympus, Phaeton," Q'Nos pronounced as the lighting dimmed to a level that mortals could survive and that Q'Nos himself found tolerable if not pleasant.


  "Not a phrase I'd ever expected to hear, Min...Q'Nos," the Titan bit off the insulting false-name quickly enough that Q'Nos doubted it had been an intentional slur. Humility came slowly to fallen gods, and the fact that Phaeton had experienced the past human generation linearly only meant he'd had decades to fume over his loss of stature. Humility took much longer than that, especially since Phaeton hadn't been forced to endure the servitude faced by the former god of the Minoans.


  As if to drive home his attitude, Phaeton chose to manifest at a height of nearly twice Q'Nos's own, and Q'Nos himself was almost impractically large for the city he had built atop the mountain once sacred to the gods both he and Phaeton hated. He had also manifested blazing with such light as to char the wall hangings, although he'd toned it down to merely blinding brilliance.


  "No, you'll find that the gods don't much care what happens to the mortal version of their exalted home, not at the moment," Q'Nos sat and gestured for Phaeton to take a seat at a nearby throne. It was equal in size and positioning to Q'Nos's own...an overt olive branch hiding its own snub. Phaeton would have to reduce his size in order to sit with comfort, but couldn't claim that Q'Nos had offered him a throne inferior to that of the mountain's ruler.


  Darkening slightly as the same thoughts went through his own semi-divine head, Phaeton sat, retaining just enough additional size to allow him to continue looking down at Q'Nos's shaggy bull-head. "True. We're 'below the radar' as the mortals would put it. Too reduced in stature to be worth their notice any longer. I lost too much on my final gambit," Phaeton admitted.


  Q'Nos nodded sympathetically. The Titans had already been on their way down as a divine power when he himself had been humbled ages ago, and their participation in the so-called "Godmarket" of the late 1990s had been a move of pure desperation. But Phaeton brought much of the failure on his own head, seeking awe and gaining derision by erecting a Collapsauron statue of himself in one of Earth's great cities.


  A great city built largely on unstable shore land, incapable of supporting mystically-dense gold without the sort of immense engineering groundwork that Phaeton didn't have the foresight or talent for. So the statue had sunk almost instantly to its knees...and then continued to dig into the bedrock, which itself merely slowed the progress of the four hundred meter tall monument to Phaeton's pride. The mockery this had caused had cost the Titans what little power they had amassed, and they were quickly removed from the game board, reduced to demigod or demon status much as Q'Nos had been on another battleground of the wars of the gods.


  "At least the mortals have hidden the symbol of that," Q'Nos noted. [See ASH #5 - Ed.] "And there are benefits to being on the lower board of the great game. We were long pawns on the upper board, even before we were stripped of full godhood, Phaeton. Admit it to yourself even if you will not admit it aloud. But the game has moved on to other eras, and we find ourselves the largest fish in a suddenly smaller pond."


  "But even a large fish can suffer the fisherman's spear," Phaeton narrowed his eyes. "Mere mortals were sufficient to thwart you, not once but many times."


  Q'Nos nodded slowly. "It hurts to admit, but yes. Hubris affects mortal and divine alike. But we cannot reach the heavens without reaching FOR them, yes? And I called to you because I believe there is an opportunity here for both of us to take a step in the direction of godhood once more. As you can no doubt sense, even diminished as you are, the Sun has been taken captive by mortals. The days grow darker, and soon it will be as if spiteful Demeter has withdrawn her blessing again, even in the height of summer. But if you were to provide a second Sun, one that shone only on the lands of those who swore allegiance to me? You could gain new worshippers, I would gain greater temporal power...we would both benefit. And the 'public relations' benefit would start to erase the blot on your history, as well...."


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - El Dorado]


  "Hmm, 'Yrni Von Wright,'" Delfi mused aloud with a slight smirk on her face.


  "Huh?" Yrni looked up from his console and at his diminuative co-worker. "What was that?"


  "Oh, just trying on the sound of a second name for you," she winked. "If you got married to that big stag of yours on the outside, you'd have to take his name, since you only have the one." Very few residents of El Dorado needed more than a single personal name, since the population was deliberately kept fairly small and very well-organized. About the only time two individuals shared a name was if a child was named to honor someone who was not expected to live much longer, such as Oskir the Younger, whose namesake had made a dramatic improvement and was still alive even now.


  "Firstly, Del, while I'll admit I find outsider customs as confusing as you clearly do, I'm pretty sure that anyone willing to recognize a proper marriage would also accept that a mate isn't property. And secondly, given that the Sun's been blocked out, is now really the time to be playing wedding planner?"


  "Relax, Yrn," she smirked and adjusted a few of the levels on her own controls. "Geothermal taps," she gestured at the screen, "indicate that the Sun could wink out and we wouldn't have to worry about it down here for years...easily long enough to arrange a mass evacuation of some sort. And if things do get really bad up top, you'll probably be begging Viktor to come down here for safety, if nothing else. Sure, all members of the CSV are honorary citizens of El Dorado, but marrying you would make him a real part of the city. And I'm sure you'd want that for him."


  The fact that she'd ignored Yrni's first objection suggested to him that she'd only been joking about that part, but....


  "You're serious? You think we should be expecting to hunker down for a long winter?" Yrni asked.


  Delfi shrugged. "I'm just a tech, same as you, not one of the science council. But closing off the Sun? That's big. Not something you do on a whim, unless you're so powerful that there's no stopping you. And if you plan it out, you plan for any attempts to undo it. We may be the only people on the planet who will come through this, leaving aside a few of the very rich and very powerful."


  "We might not survive either," Yrni's mood turned even darker than it had been, as he was struck by a sudden realization. "Even if we're still pretty well hidden, the world knows we exist now. Those rich and powerful people might decide that the simplest and quickest way to weather the dark days ahead is to figure out where we are and take over."


  "The Wise One would never let that happen," Delfi shook her head. "And he's one of the most powerful of the people up top."


  "That doesn't mean no one's going to try, either...."


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - Skyhaven, over Khadam]


  "Argh! Yvan's codename should be Point Failure!" Conflicto gripped his hair in both hands and pantomimed tearing it out. "We finally re-establish contact with Venus, and no one knows where he's wandered off to...so much for gating all the important people of Khadam into El Dorado."


  Glyph shrugged, her scaly face as impassive as that of a snake. "The truly important people can survive without sunlight, or have their own means of leaving the planet entirely. And, frankly, I doubt we even want some of them knowing the exact location of El Dorado."


  "How's your research into teleportation spells going?" Conflicto asked, deliberately tamping down his frustration. Glyph was officially the leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains, but Triton retained a great deal of influence over the team, and Conflicto himself had somehow fallen into a sort of secondary leadership role despite himself. It made managing the group a touch difficult, but compared to the political structures of Khadam below them it was pretty straightforward. Still, Conflicto had to avoid venting any of his frustration at the serpentine mage, lest things get very straightforwardly bad on the team.


  "I could probably move a few people into El Dorado, if that's what you're asking. Not enough to be significant, though...we'll still need to rely on the physical entrances that Triton has told us about," she shrugged, sending the Medusan coils of her hair bobbing about.


  "No, no," he shook his head. "I just had a different idea. Warm up the clonetanks, I think there's an aleph-series spell you might be able to craft for us. If we can't crack open the shell around the Sun, maybe we can bypass it...."


  * * * *


  [August 14, 1944 - Saipan, the Philippines]


  Servos and springs protested as Gauntlet cushioned the impact of Johnny Angel slamming into him, but it was a well-practiced maneuver by now.


  "You get 'im?" Centurion asked, peering at the sky.


  There was a small explosion in the distance as the limpet grenade detonated.


  "Yep!" Johnny beamed. "Scrap one scout. Who knew fighting planes would be so fun without one of my own?" The trick was pretty simple: spot a target airplane, then have Lady Lawful or Gauntlet throw Johnny really hard in the same direction as the plane's motion. He'd pop over to it, keeping his speed, and try to plant a sticky limpet charge as it zoomed underneath...even as hard as Lady Lawful could throw him, it was still pocket change compared to a Zero or Betty at combat speed. Then Johnny would pop back down to earth and someone would catch him before he could leave a long skid mark. Tricky, but effective. And it had a much shorter response time than getting AA battery on target.


  "If you gentlemen are done playing tag with the Imperial Japanese Navy's Air Service," Corporal Red smirked, "we have a Vee Eye Pee waiting in the command tent."


  "More reporters?" Gauntlet wondered aloud. The past few weeks had seen a lot of hard fighting and the occasional bizarre Japanese secret weapons, but nothing that the regular army forces couldn't have handled without mysteryman help, so a lot of the team's down time had been taken up with newsreel shots and the like. The public back home still didn't know about the mysterymen in the Pacific Theater, but the enemy had to know by now, which meant that there wasn't a lot of point in keeping it secret anymore. The news would be breaking back home any day now, and they'd have plenty of footage for the theaters to show off.


  Thanks to his flashier powers and his "alien" origins [see Mega-Sized Coherent Super Stories #1 - Ed.], Gauntlet got a lot of that attention, although Red Widow was becoming something of a media darling as well. The fact she practically wore a bathing suit in combat helped there...Gauntlet just wished she didn't seem to hate his guts. He may only have really been a kid despite his appearance, but she made him feel...well, it wasn't gonna happen anyway. No use dwelling on it.


  Corporal Red broke Gauntlet's reverie. "Nope. Well, there'll be more of those later, but this is a real Very Important Person, not just some newsie from one of the bigger rags. C'mon."


  Gauntlet was the last into the tent, as usual. When powered up, his suit let him move pretty quickly, but there weren't a lot of qualified super science wonks out in the PTO, so he tried to keep it turned off as much as possible to save wear and tear. But that meant he was hauling about fifty pounds of dead weight around most of the time. He was certainly stronger than any normal man of his size, but he was no Lady Lawful in that department. So he slogged along.


  "Good day, people," a figure addressed them, his face just outside the light of a table lamp, but an iconic corncob pipe dangling from the corner of his mouth made it clear who the man was.


  "General," Minuteman saluted crisply, with Corporal Red in perfect synch as always. Centurion saluted as well, if rather sloppily, but the rest of the group didn't stand on military formalities. Gauntlet remembered the first time he'd tried saluting an officer, but he'd slipped up and used the Boy Scout salute instead. THAT had been hard to live down.


  "At ease," the general nodded, the pipe bobbing into the light briefly. "You're probably wondering why you're here, as opposed to Germany, or even back on the homefront. Well, I can't give you all the details yet, but you're not just here to give the newsreels something to liven up the Saturday matinees."


  "I figured as much," Lady Lawful smirked.


  "We wanted you in-theater for a bit to get used to working with the regular troops, and to familiarize yourself with the way the world works out here, before throwing you into the real defenses the enemy has up," the general continued. "And make no mistake...there's going to be some damned hairy situations in the days ahead. You're going to be at the sharp end more often than not, dealing with things that no normal grunt would have a chance against. Especially once the enemy realizes what we're up to."


  "I'd think that taking Saipan would have made our intentions pretty clear," Red Widow smirked.


  The general chuckled. "Well, yes. Our general goal is clear, yes. But not our way of going about it. We've been as successful as we have been in part because we're refusing to fight the war that the enemy was preparing for," he alluded to the "island-hopping" campaign he'd embarked on, bypassing a number of fortified Japanese positions rather than trying to take every island along the way. "We have something special planned for Tokyo now, but we need to take a number of waypoints in order to clear the way for it. I'd love to just send you all to Honshu right now to drop off our present, but there's no...clear way to get you there in one piece yet." He seemed to be carefully picking his words, as if talking around something he thought we wouldn't understand. Or didn't need to know.


  "What's the next step, then?" Corporal Red asked, nodding to the map spread out on the table.


  "We need to set a pointer by planting our flag here," the general took the pipe out of his mouth and used the stem to stab at the map. "Iwo Jima."


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - Interplanetary Space, the Photonic Sphere]


  Among the fluttering orange shapes, glows of a few other colors briefly met. Blue-white, pure white, lambent and a fourth that was essentially invisible to human eyes.


  "The harvest proceeds well," Mothflame reported. "My children continue to be fruitful and multiply."


  "Good," Irrlicht pulsed. "Soon we will have enough power to tear down the barrier between life and death and bring back our lord. You will have more than redeemed yourself in his eyes, Mothflame. Goldmind, you mentioned earlier that you thought someone was attempting to breach the network through which you control the swarm...do you have any more to say about that?"


  A golden orb darted back and forth, nervously, as if unwilling to spend even a few seconds in one place lest it be found. "Yes. I still don't know how they accessed the network, but there's definitely a foreign presence. It's doing a good job of masking itself from my probes, but I believe it's actual human minds somehow brought into the system rather than AIs. Magic seems a likely cause, if only because it's the only sort of attack I wasn't able to take definitive steps against."


  "Cheaters," Whiteout snarled. "Need any help in there? Oblivion and I are getting bored, herding butterflies."


  "No," Goldmind spun briefly in place. "I've got too many layers of protection around me for it to be a worry yet. They haven't even reached the systems that report directly to me...and I have some plans in case they do. Still, it's no longer unthinkable that they will manage to sever the connection I have with the swarm, at which point we'll need to move to plan B."


  "I'd rather not use plan B," Irrlicht sighed. "It's inelegant, practically cliche, but it's better than having all this power snatched away from us. Very well, Goldmind. Keep us up to date. And we may have to look into visiting the various mages on Venus to convince them not to meddle in the affairs of their betters. That should alleviate your boredom, Whiteout...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The Freedom Alliance faces "The Guns of Iwo Jima" as the line between reality and virtuality starts to blur. Meanwhile, both man and demigod take desperate actions as the Sun continues to darken....


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


  Notes:


  Collapsauron is also known as collapsed gold, a hyper-dense supermetal indestructible by almost any force available to mortals.


  "The Wise One" is an epithet applied by the citizens of El Dorado to Derek Radner, who founded the community during his exile in the First Century, as seen in CSV Annual #2.


  As mentioned in ASH #82, the main city of Khadam has had folding panels installed on rooftops that let Glyph create titanic mystical sigils using the entire city as a focus. Aleph-series rituals require the sacrifice of numerous cloned "squabs" and are mainly meant for national defense. Beth- series rituals require only a single sacrifice and protect against lesser natural disasters, and gimel-series rituals require no sacrifice and tend to be merely for show (like mystical fireworks displays).


  Finally, in case anyone didn't figure it out, the general in the last scene is Netwalker playing the part of General Douglas McArthur. It just felt right to not explicitly name him. :)


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


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


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


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


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


  #99 - RISING SUN Part 3: Cherry Blossoms


  The cover is an homage to the famous flag-raising on Mount Suribachi, but with members of the Freedom Alliance taking the place of the soldiers. At first glance it seems to be snowing, but looking closer reveals that flower petals of some sort are floating about them.


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES/FREEDOM ALLIANCE ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / REAL WORLD


  Johnny Angel / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Teleportation / VIRTUAL


  Gauntlet / Scott Handleman / Self-powered armor / VIRTUAL


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / None / VIRTUAL


  Red Widow / Arin Kelsey / None / VIRTUAL


  Minuteman / Aaron Zander / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Corporal Red / "Paul Mahler" / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Lady Lawful / Christina Li / Super-strength / VIRTUAL


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / INTERFACE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / INTERFACE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / INTERFACE


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / REAL WORLD


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / INTERFACE


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


  [October 25, 1944 - Near Samar, the Philippines]


  (06:36)


  Gauntlet paced the flight deck of the escort carrier USS White Plains in the harsh light that dawn brings on the open sea, the artificial rubber slipcovers on his armor's boots muffling any sound that it might have made, while also reducing the chances a landlubber would slide off the side. They'd also help if one of the rain squalls that had popped up around the area were to drift over the ship.


  "I can't shake it, Lady Lawful," he finally said, turning to the statuesque blonde.


  "You mean that feeling of impending doom, over and above the usual pre-battle jitters?" she quirked an eyebrow, an action mostly obscured by her goggles. When he nodded, she continued, "Yeah, me too. I mean, waiting for the landing action is always nervewracking, but it's like I know that this bathtub flotilla's going to get hammered before then," she gestured to take in the "Taffy 3" Task Unit, the northernmost of the three pieces of Task Group 77.4. It was a cluster of "baby flattops" like the White Plains, destroyers and the even smaller destroyer escorts. While the big boys were off fighting the main Imperial Navy, the slow-moving Taffy 3 and its mates Taffy 1 and Taffy 2 had been left behind to "prepare" the landing zones. The preparation involved bombing the daylights out of the beaches, mainly.


  "I'm not sure if it's a premonition or...a memory," Gauntlet reached up to scratch his head in confusion, only to be stopped by his helmet. "Like I should know that Taffy 3 is doomed, and any second now Kurita's going to bring the Center Force right down our throats."


  "Hey, now, don't be spreading that sort of attitude," Corporal Red chided as he stepped out onto the deck. "You sound like you've been listening to Tokyo Rose's horsefeathers. Now shake off that funk and get ready. There's a chance Admiral Sprague will decide to send us with the sortie today and help soften things up, assuming the St. Lo's sub patrol comes back empty."


  Gauntlet looked at the dim silhouette of the Fanshaw Bay, Ziggy Sprague's flagship. The reason the Freedom Alliance wasn't over there was simply due to the size of the escort carriers...you could squeeze in a few more people on any of them, but the Fanshaw Bay had already squeezed in the small flag staff, making it impractical to put the mysterymen on it as well. "I suppose *going* to get shot at would at least relieve the tension of *waiting* to get shot at," he finally replied, smiling weakly.


  "That's the spirit," Corporal Red clapped Gauntlet on the shoulder, having to reach up to do so. While chronologically still a teenager, Gauntlet's powers had aged him into a hulking adult. "We lucky few, the commandos, for whom war is only *ninety* percent mind-numbing boredom instead of the usual ninety-nine percent!"


  "Here comes that ten percent terror," Lady Lawful pointed north, just as the alarm klaxons started to sound. Adjusting his goggles for magnification, Gauntlet could see what Lady Lawful was pointing at, something the lookouts above had probably spotted a few seconds ago.


  Anti-aircraft fire.


  (06:59)


  Gauntlet watched in impotent frustration as colored geysers sprouted up around the task force, 18-inch shells hurled by the distant INS Yamato. He'd once tried shooting down incoming artillery fire, but even a puny five-inch shell like those fired by the White Plains's single gun had too much momentum for him to deflect with any of the energy blasts in his arsenal. A plane, that he might have a chance of shooting down, but naval artillery shells were just huge masses coming in at high speed.


  "You could try prematurely detonating the high explosive shells," Johnny Angel suggested, following Gauntlet's gaze.


  Corporal Red, hovering next to Minuteman on the deck, shook his head. "Those babies are fused to detonate after striking armor plate. Hell, I'm not sure they'd even realize they hit something if they landed on the White Plains," he stomped his boot on the deckplate, the sound muffled by his rubberized bootcovers. "Probably just punch a hole straight through without going off."


  "So, what do we do?" Red Widow snarled, coiling and uncoiling her whip in both hands.


  "Probably head for that squall," Corporal Red pointed at a nearby cloud bank. "They'd be shooting blind, and I doubt they'd want to waste the rounds."


  "No, what do WE do?" Red Widow thumped her chest with the coiled whip, then swept her arm out to indicate the rest of the Freedom Alliance. "Maybe we could try boarding the Yamato, cut off the Jap fleet's head with a commando raid."


  "Unless you're really good at swimming, we'd never stand a chance of getting there," Johnny Angel pointed out. "It'd be suicide for a pilot to take a FIGHTER in there, much less a transport. We'd be shot down short of anything useful at this point. Maybe later in the battle, if things get muddled, but right now...we wait, I guess."


  (07:06)


  True to the Corporal's prediction, Taffy 3 hid in the rain, and the shelling stopped.


  "Something's wrong," Minuteman said, barely loudly enough to be heard over the rain that pounded the deck. The Freedom Alliance had gotten under shelter, but there were few truly dry places on an escort carrier in a storm.


  "What, you ain't happy dey stopped shootin' at us?" Centurion asked.


  "Why did they shoot at us in the first place?" Minuteman mused, a frown in his tone, although his face was as concealed as ever. "Why waste 18 inch shells on escort carriers and destroyers?"


  "Oh, crap," Gauntlet spat. "Er, excuse the language," he added, to the mild amusement of the others. "Does Kurita think we're the Third Fleet? Or a big chunk of it, and not some piddly task force left behind to deal with the beach?"


  "Exactly," Corporal Red interjected, picking up Minuteman's train of thought, as so often happened with the two. "And we got under cover before the Center Force could get a good enough visual to tell them they guessed wrong. The good news is, if he thinks we're Third, the real Third is off somewhere being unopposed."


  "The bad news is, Kurita's going to bring down the biggest hammers he has on us," Red Widow narrowed her eyes behind the mask.


  "Bakajin," Centurion all but whispered, the color draining from his face.


  He'd confided in Gauntlet once that he had dreams of being killed by the Japanese artificial superhumans, like memories of reading his own obituary. Like the German Ubermenschen, the few who survived the process became immensely powerful, but tended to be unstable and very short-lived. Unlike the Ubermenschen, Bakajin displayed a broader range of superhuman talents (the German version tended to run towards simple strength and invulnerability), but paid with a broader range of flaws. They weren't officially called Bakajin, of course, but since you had to be a fool to volunteer for what was a guaranteed suicide mission, the Allied forces coined the nickname, and it stuck.


  The cracking of the carrier's anti-air guns started to cut through the hissing of the falling rain.


  "Deck, now!" Minuteman ordered as he sprang into motion, the rest following without question. They all knew that the visibility problems that kept the carrier safe from Yamato's guns also meant that if the AA was firing it was probably already too late.


  A trio of rocket sleds were skidding to a stop on the carrier deck as the Freedom Alliance emerged. Each looked hastily constructed, with clumsy welds that were obvious even through the rain, but the stylized flower patterns on the fronts hadn't been skimped on. They were clearly not the usual imperial chrysanthemum, but something else. One of the two figures on the right-side sled raised his hand and a bolt of energy lanced out, shattering the barrel of the White Plains's sole five-inch gun and spilling part of its magazine onto the deck.


  "We are insulted by this!" the lone figure on the middle sled declaimed, holding up a sheathed sword and shaking it in rage. "Where is your mighty Third Fleet?"


  All five Bakajin wore Imperial Japanese Navy officers' uniforms with oversized chest patches bearing their codenames in both Japanese and English. The people in charge of the program hadn't quite grasped the psychological effect of the "superhero costume", but they seemed to be making progress. The man with the sword was labeled Hatamoto, and the energy projector was Daikyu. With Daikyu was a literally yellow-skinned man called Kintaro, while the third sled held a bestial figure with the codename of Akuma and an apparent twin with the name O-Bakemono.


  "Dey're busy," Centurion shouted, with a quaver in his voice that Gauntlet could tell he was fighting to suppress. "I guess we'll haveta mop the deck wit'cha instead, Bakajin!"


  "You're volunteering to swab the deck?" Red Widow smirked. "We'll make a sailor out of you yet."


  Hatamoto spat, although the effect was ruined by the sheet of rain that lashed him at that moment. "Stupid Americans. We will teach you our proper name so that you may tell your ancestors when we send you to meet them. We are the Ohkajin!"


  Lady Lawful blinked. "Cherry blossom people? You might want to stick with Bakajin, to be honest."


  "I didn't know you spoke Japanese?" Gauntlet adjusted the charge running through his goggles to better repel the rain.


  "Neither did I. Huh," Lady Lawful shrugged. "So, are we done introducing ourselves, or should someone try to set up a tea ceremony in this godawful storm?"


  "You should come to Florida," Red Widow laughed. "This is nothing!"


  "I will send your body there to be buried!" Kintaro snarled as he launched himself at Lady Lawful, his yellow skin starting to glow with an inner light. His fist was sheathed in a golden aura as he drove it towards the heroine's face, but it was met by an even brighter golden glow when Lady Lawful caught the fist in her hand.


  "Cool off, golden boy," Lady Lawful held onto the fist and swung Kintaro around, hurling him towards the edge of the carrier deck. He desperately scrabbled on a bit of netting and barely avoided going into the ocean. "Watch out, everyone, 'O-Bakemono' is a kind of shapeshifting demon, I think."


  Akuma snarled at his twin. "I told them these foolish badges were a bad idea." With that, both he and O-Bakemono drew katanas and charged the heroes just a step ahead of Hatamoto. Daikyu held his ground and started charging his hands for another shot.


  "Don't let them pick the dance partners, people," Corporal Red advised. "We've been in enough newsreels they probably know most of our tricks!"


  Gauntlet smiled behind the mask. One of the things that he liked about government-controlled media was that the newsreels only revealed what they wanted the newsreels to reveal. Which included deliberate misinformation... heck, Gauntlet's entire "origin story" was an elaborate hoax. But by making it sound like they were worried about the news giving away too much, Red was trying to trick the Bakajin into believing the propaganda.


  "I see one guy who doesn't want to dance at all, so I guess we'll play catch," Gauntlet replied. "Hey, Dick-you, catch this!" he shouted as he triggered the Light Lance built into his gauntlet. The rain would get in the way a bit, but not as badly as with a lightning blast. The bolt of light missed its mark, but the glowing around Daikyu's hands dimmed, suggesting the Bakajin needed concentration to launch his devastating attacks.


  Kintaro had recovered his feet and was grappling with Lady Lawful, but it seemed to Gauntlet like he was more interested in grabbing her butt than actually fighting. Lady Lawful seemed to think so as well, as she blushed and slapped Kintaro hard across the face.


  "Pervert!" she shouted, followed by a few choice words in...Chinese? That's what it sounded like, anyway. She knew all sorts of languages, apparently.


  Meanwhile, Akuma, O-Bakemono and Hatamoto were in a whirling dance of blades with Minuteman, Corporal Red and Centurion, although Centurion was the only Alliancer with a proper sword. The other two were making do with Bowie knives and a lot more dodging.


  "Hey, kid, this ain't an 8-pager," Red Widow pointed both of her Colt ACPs at Kintaro and fired. The Bakajin staggered back slightly, but his golden aura seemed to be the twin of Lady Lawful's, rendering him bulletproof. In the movies the two bullets would have sent him flying across the deck, but by now Gauntlet had seen enough real combat to know that any bullet with enough force to do that had to be fired from an emplacement, and would probably just pass right through rather than stick and push the victim back.


  "An eight page what?" Gauntlet asked, firing another bolt of light. He wasn't having any luck hitting Daikyu, but at least he was keeping the Bakajin from charging up those cannon-shattering hands again.


  "Geez, I know you're younger'n you look, but you should know that by now," Red Widow sighed as she swapped clips and decided to see if Daikyu was bulletproof.


  "Hey, I didn't know until I was older either," Johnny Angel said as he appeared out of nowhere, handing Kintaro a satchel charge. "Here, hold this," he added, grabbing Lady Lawful and vanishing again.


  "Nani?"


  BOOM!


  Gauntlet couldn't tell if Kintaro had survived the blast, but he certainly wasn't on the deck anymore.


  "Sorry I was late, I had to fiddle the fuse a bit," Johnny apologized.


  Gauntlet spared a glance for the swordfight and almost forgot to shoot at Daikyu.


  There were two Minutemen fighting, both holding katanas. And Corporal Red lay bleeding on the deck, with what must've been his severed hand nearby. Hatamoto and Centurion had moved off somewhere out of sight, while the Bakajin labeled O-Bakemono watched the duel with interest. What the heck had happened?


  A minute earlier, vision had worsened as a sheet of rain lashed against the part of the deck where six men fought with blades. Finesse was sacrificed as a grapple started, although Centurion broke away and tried to move to where he could see. When he could see again, it looked like Minuteman had disarmed one of the demon twins and was holding a sword.


  But now there were two copies of Corporal Red, each holding a Bowie knife to the other's throat as O-Bakemono and Hatamoto recovered their footing.


  "We thought the labels were a bad idea, so we swapped," the man-beast in O-Bakemono's uniform chuckled. "My brother in arms is very good at creating false clothing, do you not agree?" His voice had a gravelly demonic quality to it, but had a faint touch of artfulness to it, as if Akuma had practiced his demon voice carefully.


  Minuteman didn't reply, he simply snapped the katana blade out and severed the weapon hand of one of the Corporal Reds, sending it spinning to the deck.


  That Corporal Red howled in pain and leapt back, but not before turning the stump into a bony spike and slamming it into the other Corporal Red's gut, causing what must have been the real Corporal Red to collapse to the rain-slick deck.


  A blind panic gripped Centurion and he ran, with Hatamoto's taunts of cowardice ringing in his ears.


  Another explosion shook the deck as Daikyu gave up on trying to aim and simply slammed his energized fists into the surface under his feet. The rippling deckplate knocked everyone for a loop, although the two Minutemen were quick to regain their balance.


  "He's got inside!" Johnny Angel warned as he popped over to the hole that Daikyu had created. "He'll head for the fuel tanks!"


  Bakajin, even those that initially survived the process that gave them their powers, rarely lived very long. Their bodies simply couldn't contain the tremendous energies that were granted to them, and they'd burn out after a few months. So they all had secondary orders, should a mission go sour: suicide runs. Maybe the White Plains wasn't much of a prize for a suicide run, but it was clear that Daikyu wasn't going to be able to do any better today.


  "What about the magazine?" Red Widow ignored the hole and started heading for one of the regular access points for the interior of the ship.


  "Oh, hell...I forgot about bombs for the planes, you're right!" Johnny slapped his forehead. "I'll head there, you and Lady Lawful cover the fuel. Gauntlet, get down to the hanger deck in case he decides to just blow up planes first!"


  In other words, Gauntlet was way too slow to make it to either primary target in time to be of any use, he fumed. In the best of conditions, his armor made him a little faster than a normal person, but "dripping wet" wasn't those conditions. And he knew from painful experience that he was just a little too big for Johnny to carry along when he popped somewhere.


  Hopefully someone would catch Daikyu before the White Plains went to the bottom of the sea....


  "You dishonor your sword," Hatamoto sneered, finally cornering Centurion against the wreckage of the deck gun. "I will break it before your eyes before I kill you."


  "J-just try it," Centurion stammered, rain running down the front of his helmet and blowing into his face. But even as he said it, he couldn't help but think, "Is this the Bakajin that's supposed to kill me?"


  Hatamoto's sneer deepened and he sheathed his own sword. "Killing you would taint my blade. I think I will kill you with your own broken sword, then fly your flayed hide as a banner."


  "Bad move, buddy!" Centurion thrust his spatha as hard as he could, aiming to plant it in Hatamoto's gut and then shove it up into the heart, in the classic Roman fashion.


  The first part of the plan worked perfectly, with the sword striking home in Hatamoto's midsection.


  But the rest? Not so much.


  The blade wouldn't budge.


  "My gift from the Emperor," Hatamoto laughed. "I may not be able to shift forms like O-Bakemono, but I do have a great deal of control over my flesh. I will only bleed if I wish to, and your sword will only come free at my command."


  Centurion tugged at the hilt, but it was well and truly stuck. Then a swift kick to the helmet sent him spinning, momentarily blinded as the helmet turned around. He had expected a blow of some sort, but that impossible kick had caught him completely by surprise.


  Calmly, Hatamoto pulled the sword out of his own belly and then snapped it in two over one knee. Centurion threw his helmet aside and felt about for something he could use as a weapon, his hand closing on a heavy metal shape and hefting it like a club.


  "Your companions may win the day, American, but most of them have their own gifts. You? You have no chance," he made a show of working the broken blade into his own flesh, adding it as an extension of his arm and swinging it twice to gauge its heft. "I am one of the blessed, the Ohkajin. You are only human."


  Centurion realized what he was holding, and the icy grip of fear in his gut was replaced by an even colder determination.


  "There's no 'only' about it, BAKAjin," he snarled, reversing his grip on the five inch diameter shell and taking it firmly in both hands like a stake. "I'm human, and that's enough to kill trash like you!"


  With that, he slammed the shell into Hatamoto's stomach, where it stuck just as his sword had.


  "Please. I hardly even felt pain that time," Hatamoto guffawed.


  Centurion grabbed the discarded hilt of his sword. "Feel THIS," he retorted, slamming the hilt down on what he hoped was the ignition charge of the shell.


  Gauntlet was just about to jump down into the hole Daikyu had made when he heard the explosion on deck. "Faked out?" he wondered aloud, running towards the blast. But then he realized it was coming from the vicinity of the already destroyed cannon, and it didn't make sense for Daikyu to attack it again.


  He almost threw up in his helmet when he got close enough to see the wash of gore across the deck. Even with the rain already washing it away, there was a lot of blood still visible. Only one recognizably human figure lay in the middle of the carnage, and the explosion had knocked away most of his clothing. Could it be Centurion? Could the man have survived whatever it was that covered the flight deck in gobbets of flesh? More likely the figure was Hatamoto, and Gauntlet powered up his sonic screamer as he approached. It was a weapon that never made it onto the newsreels, so Hatamoto wouldn't know about it.


  "Honest ossifer, I didn't know she was married," the figure moaned, clutching his head. Then he slumped down again, unconscious.


  Centurion regained full awareness much later, in the carrier's small infirmary. "I feel like someone punched me with a truck," he groaned.


  "You're lucky. The brass casing must have missed you by inches, or we'd be dumping a wreath into the sea where the rain'd've washed you," a medical corpsman grinned. "Some unlucky schlub's going to be scrubbing Bakajin bits out of nooks and crannies with a toothbrush."


  "Udder'n that, I guess we won, since yer not a Jap."


  The corpsman paused for a moment, then nodded. "I get it. You'd be waking up in a Japanese infirmary, not an American one. And yeah, we won, although Taffy 3 took a horrible beating. Two of the Bakajin got away, and there were some nervous moments until we were sure the right Minuteman won, but we squeaked it out. And Johnny Angel flew one of those rocket sleds back to the Yamato with a load of bombs and managed to crash it into her, which slowed them down just enough for us to get away. I hear we actually crossed their T at some point, not that we had the guns to make good on the maneuver."


  "Great," Centurion struggled to sit up in the cot. "I don't suppose ya got any chow? Dis has gotta be da one place where hospital food ain't any worse den what I'm gettin' udderwise...."


  * * * *


  [July 27, 2026 - Skies over the Balkans]


  The Sun overhead was now a deep ruby red, swollen to fill much of the sky but too dim to do any good for the land below. Phaeton looked longingly at it...the Sun was his birthright, stolen from him by that bastard Apollo.


  "Well, if you can't get what you want, make your own," he grinned, drawing on the finite but impressively large reserve of power that remained at his command. A warmth spread from his stomach outward into his limbs, then erupted into blazing light....


  "...Eckhardt for Terran News Network reporting from Naples, where the mysterious second Sun has been visible in the southeast for about an hour now. Speculation is rampant about its true nature, although most believe it is some action by the minotaur Q'Nos. International tensions have ratcheted up as people across southern Europe seek to enter the former Greece in order to take advantage of this replacement Sun. As you can see courtesy of NewsBot 9000, the mood here is very tense...."


  * * * *


  [February 23, 1945 - Iwo Jima]


  "This should be a cakewalk," Gauntlet assured the others as they picked their way up the side of Mount Suribachi. "We control the ground, and the Japanese aren't going to come out of their tunnels in any significant numbers. Heck, they didn't even really need us here, a couple of four-man squads made...could make...huh. Does anyone else feel like this has already happened?"


  "I definitely have a mental picture of raising the flag, if that's what you mean," Corporal Red nodded. He'd healed completely from his gut wound, courtesy of the serum that made him more than human. The Second Squadders like Red weren't on the same power level as Bakajin, but they tended to survive a lot longer, barring combat death. "Of course, I've been dreaming of this moment for a while...first American flag to be planted on Japanese soil, rather than just retaking what wasn't theirs before the war. Maybe the dreams are just that vivid."


  "Tell me about it," Johnny Angel replied, briefly popping behind an outcropping and back. "All clear for the next bit. But I definitely have this image of six guys raising the flag. But, um, not four guys and two gals, which is kinda weird. Why would I dream about someone else doing it?"


  "Maybe your dreams have lousy eyesight?" Red Widow smirked, pausing to strike a cheesecake pose that was out of keeping with the military uniform she'd taken to wearing. The old swimsuit costume had been too badly damaged in combat, and finding replacements on a troop transport wasn't exactly easy. Not that going into a fight in those tattered remnants would have lowered morale any for the soldiers they accompanied.


  "Movement, four o'clock!" Minuteman warned, just as a misshapen figure burst up from a concealed portal.


  In the split second before he triggered a blast from his Light Lance, Gauntlet realized that the man wasn't misshapen so much as he was burdened with an awkward device of some sort. A weapon, probably. But the bolt of searing light turned the attacker's head into an expanding cloud of mist before the device could be activated.


  A few months ago, Gauntlet would've spent the next few minutes decorating the landscape with his lunch after so vividly killing a man. But now he shrugged and scanned the landscape for other targets.


  He noticed Red Widow standing with a confused expression on her face, holding out a hand without a gun in it. "What's up?" he asked her.


  "I...don't know. I reacted without thinking, but I didn't draw my pistols," she said. "What was I expecting, that I could shoot stuff from my hand like you do?"


  "Heads back in the game, people," Corporal Red ordered. "Woolgathering will get you killed. And we have a flag to plant, point the way to Tokyo for all the boys on the front line!"


  "And the girls," Lady Lawful added with a smirk.


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2026 - Skies over the Balkans]


  Phaeton felt the flow of power, the balance tipping in his favor. No longer was he purely paying out his energies to become a second Sun. In fact, thanks to the worship of the mortals below, shallow as it may be, he was now replentishing his reserves more quickly than he was spending them!


  He may have no longer been a true god, but he still knew the skill that turned the merely powerful into gods: how to convert worship into might. Given enough of this, he might even regain his stature among the purebloods, parlay himself a place in some other pantheon and leave his fallen Titan brethren to rot.


  Of course, it would be useful to have more than mere spiritual essence to claim when he made that move.


  It would certainly be good if he could claim to be the one and only god of the Sun...by taking all the power stolen by the scions of Doublecross for himself....


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2026 - The Photonic Shell]


  This was no physical meeting, the various members of the Light Brigade were scattered throughout the shell of Mothflame's constructs. Hence, discussion was slow, limited by the speed of light, but very little needed to be said.


  "The intruders have been too successful," Goldmind told the others. "We need to assault them in the physical plane and disrupt their ability to continue meddling."


  "Agreed," Light Errant pulsed. "We have determined they are on Venus. Gather our resources on that planet and prepare for an assault."


  * * * *


  [April 12, 1945 - Iwo Jima]


  The general set down his corncob pipe and cast a glance at the tent flap to make sure no one was about to enter, then faced the six mysterymen.


  "This information goes no farther than this tent, understand? Good. Planting that flag was more than just a symbol, it's part of a plan to locate a secure path to Tokyo. The science boffins call it a 'port sniffer' although they tell me it's good for cities that aren't ports too. We've also got or will soon have an 'atomic bomb' like out of the Saturday afternoon serials, and if we can deliver it to Tokyo we cut off the head of this particular serpent and can mop up the rest pretty quickly."


  "That's just wrong," Gauntlet frowned.


  Minuteman nodded. "The civilian casualties of using such a device, assuming it's as potent as you imply, would be unacceptable. Why not use the secure route to send us in with a commando team to capture or assassinate the high command? Neither is exactly honorable, but..."


  Gauntlet gesticulated in frustration as he cut off Minuteman. "No, no. I mean, Tokyo's the wrong target. It should be Hiroshima and Nagasaki, right? Tell me I'm not the only one who immediately thought of Hiroshima as soon as the general mentioned the atomic bomb?"


  A few uncertain glances and hesitant nods confirmed it.


  "Those aren't even military targets at all, though," Johnny Angel frowned. "What would the point of that be?"


  "Ta make 'em surrender," Centurion replied. "If ya kill all da High Command, dere's no one left ta say uncle. If ya blow up a city and scare da pants offa da High Command, dey might be willin' ta ne-go-shi-a-tate."


  Lady Lawful shook her head as if trying to clear cobwebs. "What's going on here? It's like I'm remembering the future, and it's all wrong. Like I'm in that movie about Nazis trying to convince an officer that the war's been over for years, but in reverse."


  The general picked up his pipe and put it in his mouth, clearly trying to figure out what to say next. Finally, he spoke. "You're partially right," he admitted, at which a murmur of confusion and dissent rippled through the tent. "Things aren't what they seem. This isn't the war you think it is, and you're starting to reach the point where you're able to understand what's actually going on again. Things're going to get stranger and more dislocating before they get better.


  "But you ARE heroes," he slammed a palm down on the table for emphasis. "We ARE fighting the bad guys, and the stakes are the entire world. Maybe beyond. And getting that atomic bomb to Tokyo is the only way this can end well for anyone BUT the bad guys. You're going to have to trust me."


  The shadows of the tent seemed to deepen along with the mood. No one spoke out against the general, but neither did anyone seem to be happy about this revelation...or lack of revelation.


  * * * *


  [July 28, 2026 - Undisclosed Location]


  Shadows covered all but his smile, which broadened and brightened. Chiaroscuro was well-pleased with the progress of events. Soon, very soon, he could absorb enough light to re-balance himself.


  Taking all of Akuryu's power at once had been a mistake, he realized. And not even Matrioshka's science was able to restore the balance he had thrown away in that careless gesture. He was too much shadow now, not enough light, and it threatened to overwhelm him.


  But his mother and her minions were unwittingly providing him with a way to restore that balance.


  "Not that I need to take that power from them now," he said to the empty room. "Not when there's a fallen god of light showing his face. Raw light would have worked, but to take in the essence of a god of the Sun?"


  Shadows pulsed in time with his laughter.


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2026 - Outside Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "I wish we had more detailed information," Light Errant sighed, a human habit that she retained even when in photonic form. "But between their mage and their inventor, they've erected too many defenses for any of us to sneak in and scout around," she glanced at Oblivion, who was composed of ultraviolet light and therefore effectively invisible to normal living eyes.


  "We'll just have to overwhelm them," Mothflame gestured to the stone beetles that waited in the forest. "I've gathered all those I've been able to subvert, and a few more new recruits. Heraclius may come soon, though, now that all of his 'stolen children' are in one place."


  "All the better," Whiteout grinned. "We want as much distraction and chaos as possible, so that we'll be free to identify the linchpin in their system and shatter it."


  "If we fail, don't fight to the death," Light Errant reminded them. "Goldmind is certain we already have enough energy for plan B to work, even if he's less sure about how much longer we need to gather light in order to revive our lord."


  "The only death we'll fight until is theirs," Whiteout declared.


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


  Next Issue:


  The road to Tokyo! Assault on Venus! The machinations of fallen gods and those wishing to become gods! Death on a planetary scale! Could this be the end of ASH? Find out in ASH #100, the final part of Rising Sun, "Starslayers"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, I changed the issue title. Between the length of the Samar battle scene and the fact that there was little to no fighting in the historical trip up Suribachi (it happened after the area had been pretty well secured above ground), I couldn't really justify "The Guns of Iwo Jima".


  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_off_Samar has details on the historical version of the battle in the first scene. And in case anyone's curious, yes, all the bakajin under Admiral Kurita's command were named after BattleTech 'Mechs typically associated with the Draconic Combine (aka House Kurita). The White Plains, CVE-66, was an actual part of Taffy 3.


  In the actual First Age timeline, the Centurion who went to war in the Pacific was killed by Bakajin. In this story, it's an example of the memories of the real people starting to break through the shell personas, something that got more obvious later in the issue. The name Bakajin (roughly, "idiot people") was inspired by a Japanese piloted glide bomb officially known as the Ohka ("Cherry Blossom"). Hence Ohkajin, and the new issue title.


  Hatamoto means "under the banners" and was a title for samurai in direct service to the Shogun back in the shogunate period. Daikyu means "great bow", Kintaro means "golden boy", and Akuma and O-Bakemono are both types of devil or demon, the latter being a shapeshifter. Kintaro is also partly a reference to the similarly-powered Wild Cards character, in case anyone was wondering.


  The movie Lady Lawful/Breaker is referring to in the last scene on Iwo Jima is "Thirty Six Hours" from 1965, which was homaged in an episode of Gatchaman/ Battle of the Planets, as well as an episode of GIJoe and numerous other places.


  I leave you with a thought: it's something of a tradition in online superhero fiction, mainly in Superguy, to end a series when it reaches #100. I've already done so once (with Dvandom Force), would I do it again?


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


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


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


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


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


  #100 - RISING SUN Part 4: Starslayers INTRODUCTION


  The cover is a gatefold triptych, with the center panel being the regular front cover.


  The central panel is almost entirely an angry red-orange fading to darker red around the edges, a swollen photonic shell around the Sun. In the very middle of it is a silhouetted figure of a man with long hair, arms outstretched and grasping. It's unclear if he's facing towards or away from the viewer.


  The left-hand panel (back cover) has the Sun-shell impinging on it. Coming out of the light are translucent humanoid figures in orange, white and blue, as well as a faint ripple in human shape. To the far left are Solar Max, Peregryn, Essay and Geode, in a defensive stance.


  The right-hand panel (gatefold) also has the Sun-shell overlapping it, and a number of figures in WWII Japanese military uniforms charging out of it, led by a glowing golden sphere. To the right side are figures that are visual blends of ASH members and Freedom Alliance members: Meteor/Johnny Angel, Green Knight/Centurion, Fury/Red Widow, Breaker/Lady Lawful, Scorch/ Gauntlet and a three-way blend of Contact/Minuteman/Corporal Red. Unlike the heroes in the left panel, they're charging into battle, with Contact carrying a flag that is a 48-star U.S. flag mixed with the North American Combine flag.


  URLs: http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/ASH100WIP.JPG (work in progress)


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES/FREEDOM ALLIANCE ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / ASSIGNMENT


  Solar Max / Jonathan Zachary "JakZak" Taylor / Spacetime Control / REAL WORLD


  Johnny Angel / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Teleportation / VIRTUAL


  Gauntlet / Scott Handleman / Self-powered armor / VIRTUAL


  Centurion / Salvatore Napier / None / VIRTUAL


  Red Widow / Arin Kelsey / None / VIRTUAL


  Minuteman / Aaron Zander / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Corporal Red / "Paul Mahler" / Enhanced human / VIRTUAL


  Lady Lawful / Christina Li / Super-strength / VIRTUAL


  Essay / Sara Ana Henderson / Gadgeteer / INTERFACE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / INTERFACE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / INTERFACE


  Geode / Unknown / Living Crystal / REAL WORLD


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / INTERFACE


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


  INTRODUCTION


  Back in the old days of the LNH and Superguy, technological limitations meant that posts couldn't be over a certain size. They'd simply be rejected by the servers of a portion of the reader base and get lost. As a result, larger issues/episodes would often get broken up into chunks if there was a thematic reason to not simply turn them into multiple issues or episodes. Perhaps the most extreme example would be Adjusted League Unimpeachable #100, which was posted in seventeen parts.


  Nowadays, of course, even the relatively archaic Usenet and listserver systems used as a legacy by fiction groups like rec.arts.comics.creative can handle the load of something like ALU #100. But sometimes it's still a good idea to split up a large post, which is what's happening here. This introduction, three chapters, and then an epilogue with all the end notes tacked onto it.


  The first reason I'm doing it this way is simply nostalgia. This is my first "real" #100, in which the title remained the same for all hundred issues. Dvandom Force #100 was really the 64th issue, having been renamed from Constellation after I wrote the book's star out in #36. And I feel like honoring some of the old traditions and techniques by posting the rather large hundredth issue of ASH in multiple chapters.


  The second is that, improved as it may be over the mid 1990s, Usenet is still a fairly low-tech reading option. Barring user-end add-ons or simply bypassing Usenet for webpage posting, it's just not that convenient to deal with a single very large document. In a paper copy, you can use a bookmark or a sticky note. On a webpage, anchor links can be inserted. A PDF can be generated with chapter break tabs. And so forth. But it's all one chunk as far as default Usenet posting is concerned. Hence, by posting an otherwise daunting Big Event Issue in chapters, I make things easier on the handful of people still reading via Usenet...of course, since total readership is probably just a double handful, it's an audience well worth keeping in mind. :)


  Of course, even if I were going to post it all in one piece, I'd definitely have composed it in smaller chunks, if only so I don't have to page down so much to find where I left off!


  Speaking of tradition, another superhero net.fic tradition is that a series ends at #100. If the story continues, it does so in a new title with a new #1. Dvandom Force #100 was the end, and while I picked up some of the characters in a way with Exarchs, DF100 really did mark the end of my involvement in that particular strand.


  Will ASH #100 be the end of the title? Of the characters? Of the world itself? I launched ASH by positing the near-destruction of Earth, and I did promise death on a planetary scale in the "next issue" blurb at the end of #99, so I guess you'll just have to keep reading to see....


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


  TO BE CONTINUED IN CHAPTER ONE!


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


  #100 - RISING SUN Part 4: Starslayers CHAPTER ONE


  The splash page shows the Freedom Alliance very small and distant at the center of the image, with a combination of Japanese soldiers, photonics and stone beetles rushing in from all directions.


  



  [July 29, 2009 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "All quiet down here," Solar Max radioed to Star Knight, "aside from Lightfoot's snoring. How's by you?" he asked, then waited patiently. Star Knight had a short-range FTL comm built into his armor, good for interplanetary distances, so if things really dropped in the pot he'd signal that way. But Solar Max's armor lacked such a system, limiting him to the speed of light, and Star Knight was nearly thirty light-seconds away at the point where the photonic shell around the Sun was closest to Venus.


  "Just bug-zapping," Star Knight replied after the turnaround lag. "A few more Pranir-registry ships are on their way through, headed for Tritonis. At least some of them are probably taking advantage of the emergency to try to smuggle stuff we'd ordinarily catch, but there's not a lot I can do about that."


  Solar Max nodded. At the moment, it was taking most of Star Knight's power just to keep a corridor cleared for communications, as the shell of orange moths just beyond Venus's orbit blocked radio transmissions either by accident or design. A hasty meeting of the movers and shakers of the United World had agreed that for now, anyone who wanted to use the corridor should be allowed unless they were obviously hostile. The political situation regarding Venus was tense enough without adding the perception that the North American Combine might take advantage of a chokepoint to keep competitors from traveling to and from the planet. Especially since a few of them realized that evacuating to Venus might be the only way to survive if the shell stayed up long enough to fatally wound Earth's biosphere.


  "Once he's caught some Z's, Lightfoot should be able to join you out there," Solar Max replied. "Essay managed to put together a synaptic accelerator to duplicate the brain-speeding effect on our VR troopers, so that's one fewer person tied to our little Rube Goldberg interface."


  The moths had little brain of their own, certainly not enough to dynamically close rifts and maintain perfect formation as they'd been doing. Instead, the brain of Goldmind was controlling the entire array from a hidden location somewhere in the countless cubic kilometers of the shell. Well, they were countable, but it got too depressing to try. Rather than play "needle in a stack of needles" to physically find him, they'd hit upon a rather odd plan that combined the powers of several heroes.


  Goldmind's brain was at the center of an optical network, similar enough to the regular Internet that Nate "Netwalker" Walker's powers could let him create a pocket reality that resonated with it. Beacon wore the borrowed body of a former teammate of Goldmind's, which gave them a way into the photonic network. Peregryn had cast spells that both kept Netwalker in a trance and tapped into mythic events of history to force events in the pocket reality to follow a script that would favor the success of the heroes... specifically, the Pacific Theater of Operations in WWII, with most of the remaining ASH members playing the roles of the original Freedom Alliance. Essay used her supertech gadgetry to spackle over any gaps, although Solar Max was pretty sure no actual spackle was involved. This time.


  That left only a few superhumans "awake" to defend against the assault they knew was inevitable once the Light Brigade noticed the intrusion. At least the available supers had powers useful against photonics: Noire's shadow form, Geode's refractory body, Solar Max's gravity warping power. Other volunteers were armed with "glitter guns" based on one that Essay had used successfully against photonics in the Battle of Montreal, a sort of glass-chaff shotgun.


  Unfortunately, even with accelerated mental processes, it was taking the VR team a long time to get to their goal and take out Goldmind. Netwalker had warned that assumed identities in his pocket reality tended to overwhelm the person using them, and Peregryn's "mythic resonance" spell would only make it worse. They could be totally lost in there, unaware of their real mission and simply trying to win World War II.


  "Solar Max," Peregryn's eyes snapped open. Most of his spells were running on "automatic", and he'd been resting while keeping a part of his mind on the alarm spells he'd set loose around Falcon Bay. "We have intruders from the south. Photonics...and stone beetles."


  "Right," Solar Max sealed his helmet, which had been cracked open to avoid draining the environmental systems. "We've got company, Star Knight. Stay where you are, it might be a diversion."


  And then he heard the rumbling of hundreds of stone legs churning along the rocky shoreline....


  * * * *


  Mothflame felt oddly naked. Oh, not in the unclothed sense that had ceased to be a worry when she left the meat behind. But in the sense that none of her "children" were close by. She'd been warned this might happen, that once the shell around the Sun got to a certain threshold any constructs she made would immediately flee to join it, but that was no comfort.


  Nor, really, were the cold stone replacements particularly comforting. Between Irrlicht's mesmerizing powers and Mothflame's innate connection to insect life no matter its composition, they'd lured away dozens of the stone beetles that the titanic Heraclius spawned to act as its eyes. Slow by the standards of the light, but quick enough against meat, they made good shock troops for the assault that the defenders of flesh knew had to be coming. The meatlings could not be allowed to continue infiltrating Goldmind's network, and it looked like killing the right one or two people would put an end to the threat in a very permanent way.


  Whiteout flared brightly in the sky, blinding many of the meatsacks who had taken up defensive positions around the flimsy metal and plastic structure sheltering their intrusion team. Mothflame was unaffected, of course, since you couldn't blind light itself. And her disposable stone pawns didn't need to see to find their targets. Nor did they really need to find targets, as their whole purpose was to BE targets.


  A part of Mothflame wondered if she and Whiteout had been sent along with this diversion because Irrlicht saw them as being as dispensible as the stone beetles...or worse, because she realized that they might have their own plans for when the Lord of Living Light returned. Whiteout idolized the ideal of grand supervillain too much to be satisfied for long as a subordinate, and Mothflame...had her reasons to deviate from Irrlicht's plans. Reasons she'd tried to downplay and conceal, but which she could not possibly hide completely.


  A woman made of shadow flew through the air under the power of a gravity-negation burst, aimed at Whiteout, but the theatrical shining star of the Light Brigade dodged her with contemptuous ease...only to find himself nearly shredded by a burst of refractive chaff fired by a clever gadgeteer. Mothflame remembered that weapon, it had been used in an earlier form to kill Zone during the attack on Montreal. She hadn't been present, of course, but they'd all learned what they could about any weapon that could hurt a photonic life form.


  The mage who was one of the primary targets was also participating in the battle, but he had a clearly distracted air about him, so he must have still been necessary to maintain part of the system the meatlings were using to assault Goldmind. Mothflame directed more of the beetles in the mage's direction, only to find them beaten back by a woman in a blue and gold bodysuit. The woman appeared to be a mere brute, but quite effective against the beetles. It wouldn't do to have them all destroyed before the second prong of the attack was in position.


  "You were wise to dress in reflective material before facing us, meat," Mothflame taunted as she suddenly appeared in front of the brute. "But it would have worked better had your uniform been entirely gold, and not merely accessorized with it. The rest of you will burn!"


  Mothflame had never gotten particularly good at projecting light from her body as an attack, but she didn't really need to. Not when she could simply embrace a target and burn into their flesh. The sizzle this created sounded like thousands of insects moving across the ground...it was a sound she'd found she liked.


  The strongwoman said nothing as her uniform burned away. No cries of pain, nor even much acknowledgement that Mothflame was even there. She simply kept smashing her fists into the stone beetles.


  Suddenly both Mothflame and her foe froze in a moment of shock as the burning orange light ate through the armored blue fabric and struck polished quartz facets. Mothflame's chest merged partially into the crystal woman's back, and she was filled with a sensation she'd not felt since she was separated from the meat.


  Intense, almost blinding pleasure. It was like sex. No, it was better than any sex Solange Cruz had ever had before she'd become Mothflame. For a moment, she forgot everything, and just wanted to lose herself in...side....


  "NO!" Mothflame shouted, exploding outward and away from the crystal woman. Ecstasy was replaced by utter revulsion, memories of the time spent trapped in the optical Klein bottle by Doublecross. He had punished what he had imagined was her disloyalty, and it had been torture. And for all the sweet temptations it offered, the crystal woman had sought to trap Mothflame just as certainly, just as completely. Worse, it would have been a trap she wouldn't have wanted to escape, which made it that much more horrifying now that she was free.


  Ordering all the remaining beetles to attack the crystal woman, Mothflame fled. She couldn't hide her hatred now, and if Whiteout realized that she only wanted to revive Doublecross so that she could torture her former master, he would certainly find a way to use that knowledge against her....


  * * * *


  While it was likely that the defenders of Falcon Bay were equipped with ultraviolet sensors to let them detect Oblivion, he could dim himself to the point that he'd fade into the background sunlight. Similarly, Irrlicht would will her own light to fade away, much as the mythical will-o-the-wisp she took her name from. That made the two of them ideal for the true assault on those who were trying to find Goldmind's mind and shut him down.


  Ironically, for all her scheming nature, Irrlicht had picked the teams solely because she and Oblivion were stealthy while Whiteout and Mothflame were flashy. She liked to think that this made her a better lieutenant to Doublecross, not letting her concern over her own position override good tactical sense.


  The two approached slowly, carefully, aware that there had to be numerous alarms around the immobile forms of Netwalker and the other humans, both technological and mystical. The purpose of the overt assault was to distract the defenders from those alarms, or render them unable to respond in time. All they needed was a clear line of sight and a fraction of a second, and Oblivion would simply reduce Netwalker to crumbling dust.


  Some commotion nearby. Mothflame was fleeing from the woman Irrlicht knew as Geode...and her codename now made much more sense, seeing the crystal body underneath the all-concealing uniform. Excessive refraction could be painful to a photonic unprepared for it, but it shouldn't have been enough to make Mothflame flee. She would have to have words with the woman after this battle.


  "Oblivion, go now!" she commanded. The diversion was starting to wind down, and even now it appeared that several of the defenders were returning to that which they hoped to defend. Including that damnable shadow-woman, Noire. She didn't seem to have the power possessed by Noir of a previous incarnation of the Light Brigade, but that didn't make her any less dangerous. Still, it would take her several seconds to cross the distance, seconds that Oblivion didn't need.


  He was inside the structure now, and Irrlicht could feel the intense glow of ultraviolet light escaping through cracks in the blacked out windows and doors as he prepared to generate the disintegration field that made him so perfectly deadly.


  Solar Max reached out a hand ineffectually.


  Peregryn tried to cast a spell of some sort.


  Essay looked down at her chaff gun, wondering if it would even affect Oblivion.


  Geode struggled under a heap of stone beetles.


  Whiteout smirked, as if trying to decide who to shoot in the back.


  And Noire...


  ...exploded...


  ...into an inky dome.


  Darkness rushing outward like a photographic negative of an atomic bomb, darkness so deep that Irrlicht knew it would be fatal should the merest fringe of it touch her. Irrlicht threw herself backwards as fast as she could, as did Whiteout a fraction of a second later. Whiteout howled as he felt Oblivion die, the two having shared a bond that even Doublecross hadn't fully understood.


  "Damn!" Irrlicht spat.


  * * * *


  Marshal Sara Jane Howard felt more than saw Oblivion preparing to kill Netwalker. When she was in shadowform her senses worked a little differently, something the Academy instructors described as the "supernatural analogue effect." She wanted things to work the way she was used to, so regardless of how her shadow body took in data, it got interpreted as things like sight and sound. But anything that her shadowform could sense that her normal body couldn't tended to translate strangely.


  Still, regardless of whether she was seeing or feeling it, she knew that Oblivion was about to kill Nate Walker and put an end to what might be their only chance to save Earth.


  And she also knew there was no way she could reach him in time.


  "Please, this would be a great time to find a new power," she pleaded to no one in particular. Never particularly religious, it didn't even occur to her to pray to God, but it still felt like a prayer.


  "You had only to ask, Noire," a whispered voice replied from somewhere that felt like it was both inside her and outside the world. A sussurating, inhuman yet oddly female voice, like an echo of Sara Jane's own.


  And then it was as if Noire had become a floodgate opened between the real world and one of pure night. Darkness poured from her in all directions in a rush, covering everything.


  She could feel the darkness hungrily consume Oblivion before the ultraviolet photonic could react. And it WANTED Beacon. It wanted to devour the ASH member far more than it had wanted Oblivion. It was as if the darkness had an abiding grudge against George Sylvester.


  Noire struggled to make the shadows part and flow around Beacon, and they reluctantly obeyed.


  If only it hadn't felt so much like they obeyed because someone else told them to, Sara Jane would have felt a lot better about the whole situation.


  * * * *


  Slowly, the shadows dissipated, becoming a cloud and then a fog and then burning away entirely under the light of the Venusian Sun. Irrlicht could tell that both Whiteout and Mothflame had fled back to space, but enough stone beetles remained in action for one last distraction, one last throw of the dice. Irrlicht had let Mothflame manage them, but it had been her own hypnotic powers that swayed them in the first place, and Irrlicht could command them just as easily.


  Then the ground started to tremble. Perhaps it had been trembling for a while already, but the battle had distracted everyone. Irrlicht was drifting as a wisp and tended not to notice such things herself, but she could see the meat people looking around in consternation as their footing became less certain.


  "Heraclius!" the mage Peregryn shouted, gesturing over the horizon.


  Perfect.


  "Go, my stony pawns, fight the meat to your dying breath. Or whatever it is you do instead of breathing," Irrlicht whispered, sending her actual commands to the beetles through rapid pulses of light that were below the level of normal perception. Heraclius was coming for its children, and he would find them locked in battle with the meat, blaming them for the shattered bodies all about the field.


  There was no way this would distract them so much that Irrlicht would have a chance to kill the stolen body of Squadron's, but she could certainly take advantage of the confusion to gather information on how that body was being used to "hack" Goldmind's network. And that, in turn, might let Goldmind deal with the problem himself....


  * * * *


  [April 1, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]


  "Doesn't feel right, fighting on Easter," Centurion grumbled as the landing craft bucked in the surf. The III Amphibious Corps of the U.S. 10th Army was making its landing on the western side of Okinawa, the first piece of Japan itself to undergo direct ground assault in the war. While not part of the main group of islands, it was considered as much a part of Japan as Hawaii was of America.


  "Heck, I'm not sure I like doing it on April Fool's," Johnny Angel quipped. "I keep waiting for Jesus to pull a prank on us or something. Now that I think about it, he sure pulled one on the Romans on Easter morning the first time around, didn't he?" Johnny smirked.


  Conversation ceased as one final salvo from the Allied naval units softened up the beach defenses in preparation for the landing, and by the time people could make themselves be heard again the mood for conversation had passed. It was L-day, time to land.


  The landing craft crunched into the shallows and came to a stop, the ramp unlatching in preparation for dropping. Lady Lawful hefted a slab of metal, half of a landing craft door that she'd salvaged from a wreck after the last landing operation. It was a bit of an effort for her to carry it while wading through the shallows, but she'd found out the hard way that her invulnerability stopped at some point below emplaced machineguns. Not to mention that several of the Alliancers weren't bulletproof at all. The improvised shield was expected to last long enough for them to get ashore where their mobility would make up for lack of armor.


  "Go, go, go!" Minuteman urged as the ramp dropped and the Freedom Alliance leapt from the landing craft, followed by a detachment of the 6th Marines that had jokingly dubbed themselves the Thirds after Corporal Red's "Second Squad" and their own membership in the III Corps.


  Almost immediately, a unit of Japanese defenders surged out from behind cover and headed for the Alliance, firing controlled bursts from their submachineguns and throwing grenades.


  In a flash of instinct, Lady Lawful gestured at one grenade and the golden aura of her belt spread out like a tentacle and slapped the device away, to explode harmlessly in the ocean. As she did so, she lost her concentration and the armored door section slipped from her other hand.


  Minuteman caught it far more easily than he should have been able to, even given his physical conditioning. "Eyes front, everyone," Corporal Red warned. "New powers may be handy, but don't get distracted!"


  Johnny Angel hadn't jumped into the surf at all, simply vanished thanks to his powers. He now reappeared next to Minuteman. "They're just kids!" he gasped. "I popped in to drop a grenade, but...damn, they couldn't be old enough to shave!"


  "Dey des'prate 'nuff ta throw KIDS at us now?" Centurion frowned.


  "Intel says they've been training middle school brigades," Corporal Red nodded, "but all indications are that those units are last ditch defenders, and wouldn't be sent out of the urban areas. As far as we can tell, they've still got plenty of regular troops on Okinawa."


  "Psychological warfare," Red Widow growled, holstering her pistols and uncoiling her whip. "The Japs figure we won't shoot kids, but the kids'll shoot us just fine."


  As if to emphasize the point, a number of bullets spanged off the armored plate Minuteman was now holding up.


  "Good aim, too," Gauntlet noted. "Maybe they're elite troops disguised as kids? Or part of some Bakajin program that retarded their aging?"


  "I don't care if they're clones of Emperor Hirohito raised to rule over Brazil," Corporal Red snarled. "They're the enemy, we take 'em down, HARD. Now let's go!"


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2026 - Skopje, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Most of the other centaurs didn't like working around the former capital of Macedonia. The rocks pulled from the sky a generation ago had torn up the ground quite badly, resulting in terrain only a goat could love. But Entelaus liked the challenging footing...even if he didn't particularly like the jokes his herdmates made about his father being a satyr and passing down his goat feet.


  Still, the humans had largely abandoned the area thanks to the ruined lands and other strangeness that had followed. The name "Shattered Hellas" applied doubly to much of Macedonia, and it had been an easy conquest in the early days of Q'Nos's push to unify the area. Few lived there even now, although a few colonies of that strange intelligent fungus had taken root. What could be salvaged of the city of Skopje had been turned into a sort of port of entry from the Eurasian Union to the Kingdom of Q'Nos, and most of Entelaus's herd patrolled those streets.


  The humans had a term Entelaus liked to use to describe his herdmates: wimps.


  Still, there was hardy and then there was stupid. And the reason Entelaus was out patrolling the turbulent land at the moment was the second thing. Skopje was filling up with humans wishing to swear fealty to Q'Nos in order to gain access to the only bright sunlight that now shone on Earth, the light of the Titan Phaeton. And some of them thought they could simply get in without oaths, sneaking across the fences or around the edges of the city. Entelaus was there to save them from their own stupidity...wander into a xenochrome colony and you could find yourself feeding them with your colorless corpse.


  Entelaus looked up at the swollen orange orb that had replaced the Sun and shuddered. To the south shone a second Sun, smaller but much brighter. He was too young to have served the Titans himself, but he appreciated what Phaeton was doing. And anything to thumb one's nose at Zeus and his brood would make just about any centaur happy....


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2026 - Mount Olympus]


  "So far, the xenochromes admit to five 'regrettable incidents' at the borders, and we know about three others they're not admitting to," Simon Smith shrugged, looking up from his handcomp as he reported to Q'Nos. "Odds are there's a few dozen more, despite our expanded patrols. The problem with minefields, even clearly marked ones, is that desperate people will think they'll be the lucky ones to get through unscathed. And I don't think a lot of our erstwhile invaders take the xenochromes seriously in the first place."


  "Their mistake, their doom," the man-bull shrugged from atop his simple backless throne. "How is the legal immigration processing going?"


  "Bottlenecked like you wouldn't believe. Well, maybe you would believe it, all things considered. Right now, we're trying to cherrypick the applicants for ones who'd likely have wanted to get in under normal circumstances, since we'll be able to trust them more if the situation normalizes," the mage explained. "I expect a few outright spies are getting in, but it's not like we're not riddled with spies already. All nations are, it's the way of things. I'd be more worried if other nations weren't trying to take advantage of the situation to sneak in more agents, it'd suggest they have reason to think we won't be a threat soon."


  "Indeed. And they've certainly made their concerns with us public already," Q'Nos nodded in the direction of a television monitor set up behind an arras in the throneroom. "Demanding we share Phaeton, like he were some sort of cheap whore."


  Neither commented on that, although privately each thought that the label fit the fallen Titan fairly well.


  "Is there anything else about the situation on our borders that you think merits my attention?" Q'Nos asked. When Simon shook his head, the demigod leaned forward and asked, "In that case, I'd like to hear your insights on the nature of this," he gestured upwards, indicating the sky. "I've let you keep your past a secret because it doesn't particularly matter to me, but now it IS a matter of concern."


  Simon blanched slightly, then recovered. "Yes," he admitted, "I was once the man who called himself Doublecross, and who was cast down by Apollo for my arrogance. I've known that for a while now...I should have told you, but..."


  Q'Nos interrupted with an amused snort. "I can tell when someone has been punished by the gods, having suffered it enough myself. I knew who you were before *you* knew. But, as I said, that doesn't matter. You were Doublecross. This shell about the Sun is made of hardened light insects, the creation of one of the Light Brigade members recruited by your...echo, let's call him. What do you think they seek by this? I have some ideas of my own, but I would like your insight."


  Simon nodded, swallowing and feeling more nervous than he had in some time. "It takes a great deal of energy to convert humans to photonics, and that seems to have been the aim of my 'echo' as you call him, turning as much of humanity as possible into beings of pure light, shedding the meat. I know I was obsessed with that for a time, although even with my memories returned the passion behind them, the madness, is gone. I suppose I should thank Apollo should I ever meet him again. But this Dyson-style sphere is overkill. As he demonstrated, a relatively small soletta is enough to attempt the conversion of all of Paris. This has to be a bigger plan. Something on the mythic level, apotheosis or the like."


  "Phaeton certainly thinks there's a return to full godhood in it for him should he steal the power being gathered," Q'Nos nodded, "though he likes to think I don't realize he plans this."


  "But I'm not sure any of the surviving Light Brigade members would even want to be gods in their own right. They're cultists for a now-dead god, the echo of Doublecross. I think they may be seeking to tear asunder the gates of Hades and bring their lord back to the land of the living."


  "But that cannot work, as you are already here, yes?"


  Simon shrugged. "Maybe it would. Maybe the power would seek me out and revive Doublecross in that fashion. Maybe my echo developed its own soul and really has passed beyond into the afterlife. Maybe it had my soul, and I'm the echo, although I suspect I would have realized by now if I were soulless. But I do think that THEY think it will work. And even if it doesn't, the side effects could still destroy Earth...."


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2026 - Tirana, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Tirana made Skopje look like a holiday resort. Even in 2052 it'd still been a hellhole, Chiaroscuro reflected. It'd missed out on the bolide fun of the early 1990s, but being so close to one of the hotspots of the Godmarket when your form of government is "oppressive dictatorship" is a bad combination. Toss in Set's Wardogs...well, if a hundred humans called the shattered city home, it was proof that at least a hundred people were both very stupid and very lucky.


  However, the naturally hostile territory meant even the most desperate of the current crop of immigrants didn't try to enter the lands of Q'Nos via Tirana, and there was virtually no security. Not that Chiaroscuro couldn't have dispatched any force Q'Nos could have devoted to such a hole, but he wanted to avoid...complications.


  "We could help," a voice whispered out of the darkness in his mind. He did his best to ignore the voice. Yet another of Akuryu's demons, making a bid for freedom, most likely.


  Chiaroscuro had always thought demonology was a particularly stupid path to power, and Kid Ebon had proven it back in '51. Forward. Whatever. It was a future that wouldn't happen now, although the demons that consumed Kid Ebon along with most of Trafalgar Square were probably out there somewhere in this time.


  Demons, regardless of their origins or powers, fell into two categories: ones you could control, and ones that could control you. And it was impossible to be 100% sure which kind you were dealing with, since it amused some demonlords to sandbag as cringing minions until the Exact Wrong Moment. And if you were powerful enough to bend even a demonlord to your will, what did you need demons for?


  Besides, demons were smallfry, Chiaroscuro grinned as he looked hungrily to the east, where a miniature Sun glowed. Once he had consumed the power of a fallen sungod, the shadows inside him would have to shut the hell up....


  * * * *


  [April 15, 1945 - Okinawa]


  "What's the good word?" Gauntlet asked the radio operator assigned to the Freedom Alliance's support squad. The radio guy liked having Gauntlet around, since the living battery could charge up the backpack radio set in seconds rather than the operator having to crank it for several tedious minutes.


  "The sixth are almost done clearing Motobu, the Japs' thirty-second's had its keester kicked, and the flyboys say they've finished pounding the Yamato into scrap," the operator replied, glancing down at his code pad. "Operation Ten-Go is Ten-GONE. Unexpectedly fierce civilian defense of Okinawa town, though."


  Gauntlet grimaced. They'd expected some civilians to take up arms... the enemy had been pushing propaganda in that direction long enough, after all, and someone had to bite no matter how hopeless it seemed. But they'd all been caught off guard by the ferocity of it. Memories of women and children screaming and running forward with hunting rifles and makeshift spears still kept him from getting a good night's sleep. The areas the Freedom Alliance had fought in had lower civilian death tolls because the mysterymen were used to dropping people without killing them, but most of the American soldiers were forced to use lethal force.


  "Any news on that freaky eclipse we had before the landing?" Johnny Angel asked, but the radio operator shook his head.


  "Last time there was an eclipse not in the almanac was because of that darkness cult that Beacon was always fighting," Gauntlet pointed out. "You suppose that cult's still around, and working for the Japs?"


  "Enough of that sort of talk," Corporal Red admonished. "The old gods have stayed out of the Pacific Theater of Operations so far, so until and unless we have solid proof let's not go seeing things that aren't there. The boys back in Washington are on it, if there's an answer and we need to know it, they'll tell us. No need to borrow trouble, the Imperial Japanese Navy's got plenty enough set aside for us already."


  "Amen," Red Widow nodded, a bandage covering one eye. A shockwave had burst some blood vessels and it looked pretty nasty when the bandage was off for changing, but the medics were confident that she'd have full use of her eye back in a few weeks.


  Assuming she was still alive in a few weeks, of course.


  The radio operator looked like he was about to say something when he suddenly bent back to his set. "Holy..." he spat. "We got...something... coming from the south-southwest! Blew the holy heck outta our rear support and, wait, FLEW off for Okinawa!"


  Minuteman leaned in. "Some sort of hidden jet aircraft?" he asked. They'd run across a number of "wonder weapons" during the campaign, many of which were still prototypes or even just hastily destroyed mockups in abandoned labs.


  Sirens started to sound.


  "It's...a battleship?" the radio operator's jaw dropped. "A flying battleship?"


  Gauntlet pulled down the telescopic optics on his helmet and scanned the sky, quickly spotting a dot in the air that shouldn't have been there. It grew rapidly, and within seconds he could make out the otherwise distinctive lines that were now broken up by a number of spars sticking out at strange angles. Well, strange for a battleship, but perfectly sensible for a Saturday matinee spaceship.


  "Well, looks like it's our turn in the barrel, boys," Gauntlet spat. "Somebody's been busy. It's the Space Battleship Musashi."


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


  TO BE CONTINUED IN CHAPTER TWO!


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


  #100 - RISING SUN Part 4: Starslayers CHAPTER TWO


  The splash page shows the "Space Battleship Musashi" flying low over Okinawa, from the perspective of the ground, gunfire raining down on fleeing American soldiers.


  



  [April 15, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]



  The Imperial Japanese Naval vessel Musashi flew through the skies over Okinawa, wrapped in a golden halo. It showed no signs of the months it had spent underwater, much less of the damage that had sent it there in the first place. With every surface either freshly painted or polished to a mirror- like sheen, the Musashi looked better than it had when it first launched.


  And, of course, there was the small matter of the elements that the battleship had lacked on the day of its launch. A number of narrow wings and stabilizers emerged from the hull, more for guidance than any lift they might have provided. The frightening 18-inch cannon turrets had been modified to depress further, and smaller turrets studded the flanks to provide coverage of targets beneath the ship. Most ominously of all, a wide opening at the bow suggested a new weapon had been mounted along the very spine of the flying battleship.


  The new weapon remained silent for now, but the Musashi unleashed such fury with its 18-inch guns that this seemed scant blessing. Across the island, shells with the mass of automobiles slammed into buildings, fortifications, or even just patches of ground that happened to hold enough Allied soldiers to be considered worthwhile targets.


  Civilian buildings repurposed as barracks or command posts simply disintegrated. Those few fortifications that had been captured sufficiently intact to use survived a few seconds longer, but they too were reduced to rubble by a second salvo. Fuel and ammo dumps detonated in secondary explosions that were almost enough to rock the Musashi, but its golden aura seemed to protect it as well as propel it.


  Hasty return fire arced upwards, but the flying battleship's hull was too thick for antiaircraft fire to penetrate even when a round didn't veer off as it entered the aura. Heavier guns simply weren't designed to fire at targets that far up, although a few Howitzer crews were gamely sighting in on it as if it were a mountaintop fortress.


  The more successful crews were rewarded for their talent with an 18-inch shell.


  Within minutes, the mopping up of Okinawa had turned into a defensive operation that seemed doomed to failure....


  * * * *


  "What the hell can we do against THAT?" a soldier nearby gasped as he let his rifle hang by its shoulder strap, about as useful against the Musashi as the strap itself would be.


  Lady Lawful sympathized with the soldier's sentiment. Never mind how the Japanese managed to recover the sunken battleship, re-outfit it, or teach it to FLY. It was there now, and hung like a vengeful dragon over the island, spitting fire and death at the Allied forces, exerting China's will on the world.


  Wait.


  China's will?


  Lady Lawful shook her head, trying to clear it. She could feel a second voice at the back of her brain, a second person almost. It was talking about China, rather than Japan. Was she going insane like poor Cosmo had? An inevitable result of wearing the Enhancement Belt rather than Dr. Kirby making a mistake the second time around?


  "No," the voice whispered, female and maddeningly familiar. "You need to wake up. The paradigm is being broken, like Netwalker said it might. You're not who you think you are. You can do more than you think you can."


  With that, the golden aura that surrounded Lady Lawful flared up, as it had a few times in the past, and she knew this time it was no fluke. Reaching out with the glow, she wrapped it around an as-yet unexploded ammo truck and pictured it flying through the air.


  The two and a half ton truck rose, with agonizing slowness at first, but soon it was rocketing through the air at the Musashi. It struck one of the small turrets on the underside of the hull squarely, exploding in what looked to be a tiny pinprick of light from Lady Lawful's position. Maybe the turret had been disabled, but she couldn't tell for sure.


  "Good job, LL!" Johnny Angel said, suddenly at her side. "Come on, we're regrouping and taking the fight to the Japs! That flying battleship may be a tough nut to crack, but the Freedom Alliance is gonna get inside and kick some of those nuts!"


  It had taken a few trips, since the hull had been reinforced with something that made it harder for Johnny to get through, and the sickening lurching feeling was worse than usual. It felt like Johnny was actually speeding up and carrying Lady Lawful at high speed, then coming to a sudden stop, even through she'd actually transported Lady Lawful through a solid bulkhead.


  Fortunately, she'd recovered from the side effects quickly, since internal security wasn't asleep at the switch, and she'd had to beat up a number of IJN sailors and marines to keep the "landing zone" clear while Johnny brought the rest of the Freedom Alliance aboard.


  "Anyone else getting a strange sense of deja vu here?" Gauntlet asked.


  "You mean, feeling like I've teleported onto a giant flying war machine in order to assault it from inside once before?" Lady Lawful asked. "Strangely, yeah."


  "Me too," Red Widow frowned. "The war's been getting weirder lately, but I'm pretty sure I've never done this before...but I can't shake the feeling that I *have*."


  Everyone was nodding in mild confusion except Centurion, who shrugged. "No day-sha voodoo fer me."


  "Enough woolgathering, people," Corporal Red gestured down the hallway. "Assuming they didn't radically change the layout of the Musashi when they refitted it, the engine room should be this way. Probably our best bet at stopping this thing is to take out whatever mad science gizmo they've replaced the boilers with...because you KNOW it can't be running on oil and doing what it's doing!"


  "Mad science gizmos break easier'n boilers, too," Gauntlet observed. "Well, usually."


  The next several minutes were tense. Once in a while the battleship would shudder slightly as some outside force attacked it, but those moments were growing fewer and fainter. Even though there seemed to be no Bakajin aboard the Musashi, it still took time to fight past determined normal humans who had the advantage of being able to dog hatches shut, at least until Lady Lawful figured out how to snake her aura through the wall and undog them.


  "That belt just don't run outta tricks, do it?" Centurion raised an eyebrow in appreciation.


  "Well, it was supposed to channel the power of all sorts of old gods and spirits," Lady Lawful explained as she carefully opened the last hatch standing between them and the engine room. "I should probably be surprised it's taken me this long to do more than hit things and bounce bullets."


  The hatch sprang open, and she got to demonstrate that second talent as 8mm bullets spat through the opening, a few pinging off the golden aura that surrounded Lady Lawful before whining down the corridor. The Nambu pistols were answered by the the .45 rounds from the M3 submachineguns carried by several of the Alliancers, plus a burst of flame from Gauntlet's hands and one of those strange explosive bursts the Red Widow had recently started throwing from her bare hands.


  Like every other fight as they'd worked their way through the ship, it was over quickly, with some dead, some dying and some merely unconscious, but all the casualties being on the Japanese side.


  "I think we found the dingus," Johnny Angel pointed at a glowing golden orb suspended in mid-air between a pair of giant electrodes. Every few seconds, a blast of electrical power would emerge from the sphere and strike an electrode, and the room smelled of ozone even over the stench of gunpowder and lubricant oil.


  "Get that door sealed," Corporal Red ordered. "And any others you can find. Once we've got that done, Johnny can start sending us back down. Johnny can set off the charges," he hefted a backpack and gestured at the orb, "just before he's the last one off the ship. Hopefully nothing important is right under us right now...."


  * * * *


  [July 29, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Like a battleship crashing to the ground, Heraclius ended the fight by the simple expedient of letting his legs go limp and dropping his half- kilometer-long stone body to the pebbled beach. The shockwave knocked everyone still standing off their feet, and by the time the dust settled there was no longer any sign of the attacking photonics.


  "The rig's still stable," Essay called out from the still-standing hut that held Netwalker's "net.thingy." "Whatever the litebrites did before Noire zapped 'em doesn't seem to have been permanent, but Nate looks like he's got one hell of a headache."


  There was a low background rumble that often followed Heraclius around, and Solar Max had his armor recording it. The monster was apparently very chatty, but his words came out at such a slow rate that it was almost impossible to engage him in conversation. "Sounds like he's expressing regret that he arrived too late to stop the photonics from using his 'children' against us, but the way he talks it could be tomorrow before he gets to the point," Solar Max told the others. Even talking at a human pace, the beetle would have taken several minutes to get around to what he really wanted to say. Chatty, verbose and rambling. And big enough to be visible from orbit.


  The rumbling was puncutated by the occasional boulder detaching itself from the underside of Heraclius's carapace and unfurling into a meter-long miniature copy of the giant. These "children" mainly wandered around exploring, acting as the eyes and ears of the slow-moving but ever-curious Heraclius. But one of the boulders seemed to be different as it fell.


  Rather than simply sprouting legs and a horn and remaining otherwise round, it uncurled and rapidly shifted into a humanoid form. Within seconds, it had become a sort of hybrid of woman and beetle, but where Gimble managed that combination in a hideous "beetle standing up on two legs" fashion, this looked more like a marble statue of Athena with beetle-motif armor and a Hercules beetle's horn protruding from her forehead.


  "TerraStar, I presume?" Solar Max landed a few meters from the beetle woman.


  "An avatar, yes," she nodded. "Once this is over, we really need to negotiate over the disposition of my real body. I know you have it on Earth, it finally emerged from Triton's trap."


  "If this is over the wrong way, there may not be anything to negotiate," Essay pointed out, joining the small group gathering around TerraStar. "No Earth, no body."


  TerraStar laughed, a surprisingly delicate sound to come from a stone throat. "No Earth, and I can't complete the task my father set before me, so it won't matter in what body I spend my exile. This immortal stone beetle is rather more powerful, after all, and if I can't continue the dynasty I really don't need a flesh body, do I? But I didn't take this form to talk about my homeworld's politics. I came with a warning: I believe the photonics are attempting to recreate Doublecross."


  "You mean collect the scattered energy and reform it?" Essay asked. "It's been way too long for a shell even this big," she gestured at the orange-tinged horizon, "to catch it. Even assuming his soul's still around."


  "Oh, the Doublecross you fought in Paris had no soul, not in the way the original did. It was more of a...golem, I suppose your mages would call it. Soulless but with spirit. As much spirit as any collection of regular light might have, though."


  "It *was* a copy held in a computer," Solar Max noted. "Freed back when Rebus killed the Las Vegas Anchors on New Year's Eve in '23. So I guess that makes sense. You think Irrlicht is plotting to use all this power to build a new Doublecross from scratch?"


  "New and improved," she nodded. "Maybe she thinks it'll be the real thing and not a copy of a copy, but the delusions of one of the Gifted can become reality when fed enough power. And the entire output of the Sun over the course of days or even weeks? They could rebuild Doublecross as a god, no less powerful for all that he'd not be real."


  "Sometimes it's the gods that are not real that have the most power," Peregryn observed.


  "You," TerraStar pointed a finger at Solar Max, "and any other space- capable assets you have need to be ready to move the instant the power is drawn in. They can't expect to maintain the shell forever, nor do they really need to. At some point, it will collapse and the power will be fed into creating the new Doublecross. If you fail at your current task," she nodded towards the building holding the unconscious "Freedom Alliance" members, "they may maintain it longer than they need to, just to 'cull' humanity a bit, but remember that the photonics want to convert humanity in keeping with their god's goals. Devastator would destroy humanity, Lord Ebon enslave it, Antiochus V replace it...but Doublecross always wanted to 'save' humanity after his own twisted fashion. My father made sure to know all he could about those who would oppose his conquest of your world, you see, and not all of his opponents were 'heroes.'"


  "And what do *you* want with this world," Geode finally spoke, although she'd been glaring at TerraStar throughout the entire discussion.


  "Ah, but that would be telling," TerraStar smiled. "By the way, I'm disappointed you haven't done anything with that body I left you. Oh, I don't expect gratitude...true, without my wandering spirit you'd still be a pile of rubble on a south sea island, wondering why you couldn't die. But I repaired your body for purely selfish reasons, turning it to my needs. I'm curious why you haven't changed it to better suit your own needs, though, unless you have such simple needs?"


  Geode frowned, her golden mask flexible enough to show the emotion. "You're the petramancer, not I. I'm merely made of crystal."


  TerraStar laughed again. "Merely? Does mere crystal move? Talk? Perhaps I overestimated you...without me you might not even be aware enough to wonder why you weren't dead. You really don't know how your Gift works at all, do you? Perhaps some day I can teach you, but not today. I can only remain separate like this for a short time, and that time is nearly up." She turned around to address all the assembled defenders as she finished, "Heraclius and I will be nearby, watching for another attack. He doesn't really mind if you fail and Earth dies, but I have my own plans for your world and they would certainly be derailed if the planet becomes a lifeless iceball. Until we meet again!"


  With that, the stone woman crumbled into pebbles, then sand, then blew away.


  * * * *


  [August 6, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]


  "You know, I almost thought we'd make it without something like this happening," Johnny Angel sighed. After the destruction of the Musashi, several weeks had passed without any major action by either side, as if that one battle had exhausted forces that weren't even present. On the plus side, resistance had essentially collapsed after the Musashi did, so the construction brigades were able to work undisturbed to rebuild the runways in preparation for the planned raids on Japan.


  But today was the Big One. The Enola Gay was set to take the Allies' "secret weapon" and drop it on Tokyo, beheading the Japanese military in one stroke. And clearly they knew it was coming, as the cloud of incoming craft proved.


  "That's a lotta Bakajin," Centurion muttered as they started to bail out of their experimental rocket sleds, vehicles clearly intended for one-way trips. Anti-aircraft fire was keeping them from making kamikaze runs on the runway or the Enola, but it couldn't stop them on the ground. That was up to the marines, and the Freedom Alliance.


  "Is it just me, or do they really all look alike?" Red Widow frowned. "I mean, it's a bad cliche and all, but these guys all look the same."


  "They must be cloning their few remaining successes," Corporal Red frowned. "I don't think it's very stable, though."


  As if to prove his point, one of the onrushing bakajin suddenly stopped, energy flaring from every inch of his body for a brief, horrifying moment as he melted into a puddle of smoking rendered flesh and charred bone.


  "That's a nasty design flaw," Gauntlet noted as he fired an electrical arc at one of the few that had gotten past the gun emplacements. His target ignored the bolt and kept running for the Enola Gay.


  "It's not a bug, it's a feature," a Marine major whose uniform tag read "WALKER" said, chomping on a cigar in between directing the fire of his men. "Walking bombs, that one just triggered bad. When it works right, I'm guessing they can surge enough power to blow up an airplane and walk away from it to recharge and try again."


  "Gotcha. Don't let 'em near anything important," Centurion nodded, jumping out from behind the sandbag barrier around the command tent and entering the fray.


  Bakajin, wearing numbers on their uniforms rather than names, were slipping past the outer defenses by twos and threes, relying on standard submachineguns and pistols to kill any Americans that got in their way rather than wasting their "bomb power" on regular soldiers. A few anti-aircraft guns had been deemed important enough to get electrically fused, but the only Bakajin to survive this use of his power was quickly gunned down while still disoriented.


  "You know, I bet there's a way to get these guys to blow up without hitting them," Lady Lawful mused. "A radio signal or something. Maybe that's why the Japs didn't use them earlier in the war, since they figured we might work out the trigger and just make them detonate in their barracks."


  "Maybe," Minuteman fired another deadly-accurate shot from his M1 Garand. "Speculate later. Fight now."


  "Oh, no you don't!" Centurion shouted as he noticed a Bakajin darting towards a fuel dump. It was ignoring the small arms fire from the airmen who were desperately trying to defend the fuel tanks, taking the occasional bullet and shrugging it off. This one couldn't be counted on to melt down early, that much was obvious.


  Centurion had shed most of his armor over the months in the tropics, switching to a simple Army uniform, but he'd kept the Roman-style helmet and sword. Catching up to the zig-zagging Bakajin, he put the sword to its intended use, driving up and into the gut of the superhuman clone.


  "Ha!" Centurion crowed, and started to pull the spatha out of his target's body.


  "I...may not live the day out, gaijin," the Japanese supersoldier gasped as he placed both hands on Centurion's sword, heedless of the cuts to his palms. "But neither...will you!"


  Electrical power surged from hand to sword to hand and the air was rent by a thunderclap! The Bakajin was hurled backwards, but Centurion wasn't treated so gently. His entire right side was vaporized by the release of energy, and much of what remained of his corpse was scattered. His helmet flew from his head and rolled to a stop in front of the stunned airmen who'd just been saved.


  The battle seemed to pause for a moment as the sound of detonation faded, although in truth most of the combatants barely noticed.


  Airman Napier picked up the helmet, strangely unbloodied, and donned it.


  "Ya made a mistake, Bakajin," he declared as he walked over to the dying Japanese, seeming to swell as he moved, becoming larger than life. "Mebbe the Centurion is just human, and dies like any a' the rest a' us. But me? I think he's an IDEA. Mebbe it gets fergotten fer a while, but it's jest waitin' ta be remembered. And ya can't kill an idea."


  Napier grabbed the hilt of the sword. The Bakajin tried to muster the strength for another jolt, but he'd spent himself too completely.


  "The Romans had a lotta centurions, and I guess we Americans do too. As long as someone's willin' ta step up ta da plate and do what's right, Centurion won't..."


  He lifted the sword, Bakajin and all.


  "...stay..."


  Napier leaned back, muscles tensing.


  "...DEAD!"


  And then Centurion swung his sword with full force, hurling the Bakajin from the blade and through the air, nearly clearing the end of the airstrip. Whether from the forceful withdrawal of the blade or the impact with the metal grid that stabilized the strip, the Bakajin was dead.


  And would stay dead.


  * * * *


  [July 30, 2026 - skies over the Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  It no longer took any effort to cloak himself in shadows to the point of vanishing. In fact, Chiaroscuro was far more "oscuro" now, the shadows hungering for any light that they could touch, and it took an effort to be seen at all. Soon the hungry shadows would be sated, however, gorged on the "setting Sun" that approached the peak of Mount Olympus.


  Phaeton was still a god, for all his reduction in status, so Chiaroscuro had needed to wait until his victim was spent by the day's exertion, and before he could revive himself by drinking in the worship of the ever-growing population of the kingdom. Hardly sporting, but even at his weakest Phaeton would likely defeat the temporal exile. Only the hunger of his shadows drove Chiaroscuro to attempt such a suicidal action.


  "Now!" he hurled himself into the sky. Phaeton was descending, his glow dimmed to the point where a mortal could bear to look upon him, but he was not yet in range of the fixed defenses of Olympus, defenses that could prove remarkably effective if Chiaroscuro were unable to spare any attention to them.


  "What effrontery is this?" Phaeton demanded as he noticed the shadowy blot growing towards him out of the orange glow of the setting true Sun's prison. "Is that bitch sending her avatars after me again?"


  Chiaroscuro had no idea what Phaeton was talking about, but grinned and decided to play along. Sun gods and shadow or night gods frequently quarrelled, and letting Phaeton think he was an agent of some Titan of night might cause the godling to keep looking about for a second attacker, distracting him enough that Chiaroscuro might survive. Maybe even enough to let him win!


  "She wants the world to die in darkness, Titan!" Chiaroscuro boomed in his best theatrical villain voice. "Succumb to the shadows, you only embarrass yourself here!"


  Planes of shadow lashed out from Chiaroscuro's hands to slice at the Titan, but were dissipated by a pulse of light, a casual exercise of power. Even "tired" from the day's work, Phaeton was hardly a panting, exhausted victim. A second pulse tore through the shadows enveloping Chiaroscuro, sending him tumbling towards the distant mountainside.


  "If you survive the fall, tell your mistress I am insulted by your pathetic attack," Phaeton sneered in Chiaroscuro's mind, as he was already too far away to be heard normally.


  The gnawing hunger of the shadows had abated, if only for a short time, and Chiaroscuro knew that he had to retreat. He couldn't even make Phaeton take him seriously, damn it! He'd have to find another way to balance out his light and shadow. At least he could get out quickly, since he no longer worried about the teleportation system being detected.


  "Cronyx, emergency teleport, make sure the momentum dampers are on full!"


  In a flare of light that triggered dozens of alarms across Mount Olympus, he was gone.


  * * * *


  [August 6, 1945 - Tokyo, Japan]


  Far below, air raid sirens blared. Much of Tokyo had already been destroyed by firebombing and other aerial assaults, but it remained the seat of the Empire, the gleaming Golden Palace untouched by bomb or shell until now. Probing attacks had been thrust aside to ruin a residential neighborhood here or a shrine there...losses, to be sure, but the core was unhurt.


  Now, however, a single bomber flew overhead, making the air raid alarms seem misplaced unless you knew that this one bomber held more destructive power in its bomb bay than dozens of planes could carry all together.


  This one device now fell from the bay of the Enola Gay and dropped freely for a moment before deploying a parachute to slow its fall. The bomber turned and ran as quickly as it could, the pilot praying that he could reach a safe distance in time, that the parachute on the bomb would delay the detonation long enough for the Enola Gay to escape.


  Moments later, in a flare of green light, Tokyo ceased to exist.


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


  TO BE CONTINUED IN CHAPTER THREE!


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


  #100 - RISING SUN Part 4: Starslayers CHAPTER THREE


  The splash page is almost entirely bright orange, save for three silhouetted figures of indeterminate gender. One is central, pushing the other two aside. Fiery letters across the bottom of the page read, "Power Grab!"


  



  [July 31, 2026 - Somewhere in Transvenusian orbit]



  Nothing had ever been fast enough for Gerard Custer. Even when he'd still been entirely meat, his mind moved faster than his body could follow, making him an uncoordinated youth and an awkward adult. And while his thoughts had flown faster than any human's could, it hadn't been enough to catch the attention of the Advanced Studies Institute of Eurasia, so he'd never gotten the kind of training that might have helped him adjust.


  When Doublecross discovered him, though, things got both better and worse when Gerard was turned into Goldmind. Gerard's brain had been turned to solid light, increasing the speed and power of his thoughts a thousand- fold or more. But like most of the Light Brigade of his "cohort", the transformation had been partial, and the rest of Gerard's body remained meat, now even slower by comparison. His mind fled into computers, which at least could hope to keep up, and he barely noticed or cared when his meatsack of a body was destroyed.


  But even bodiless, things could not move quickly enough for Goldmind. In coordinating the swarm of photonic moths around the Sun, he had to contend with the unavoidable and infurating time lag imposed by the universal speed limit. People thought light moved really quickly, but when you're coordinating actions over hundreds of millions of kilometers, it's like trying to run an army using carrier pigeons.


  At least, he thought wryly as the modified Khadamite AI unleashed by the Academy of Super-Heroes intrusion team severed his connection from the moths and burrowed deep into his mind, the end would come quickly enough....


  * * * *


  [Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Gauntlet groaned as he opened his eyes. "What just hit me? Bakajin sneak attack? Wait, who painted my armor blue and gray? Who are all you people? WHERE AM I?"


  "Holy crud, I'm a girl!" Johnny Angel gasped.


  "And you're black," Lady Lawful observed, frowning. "Either this room is huge, or I shrank."


  "You're smaller," Red Widow confirmed, "and Chinese. I got all skinny. Who stole my butt?"


  "An' I'm HUGE!" Centurion looked down at himself.


  "Calm down, everyone," a familiar voice said from the doorway.


  "General?" Minuteman...no, Contact asked.


  "You were in there for days, and it was subjectively months. I have no idea what kind of long term effects the persona programs are going to have, but it looks like you're not snapping back to normal right away," the General, or Major Walker, or Netwalker said. "It'd probably have been better if I could have eased you out, finish breaking down those memory barriers so you knew fully who you were before coming back, but the whole network was collapsing from the assault program we dropped on Goldmind. I didn't want to risk getting trapped in a pocket dimension severed from our reality."


  "Wait...so, we did it?" Contact asked. "We saved the world and everything?"


  "Come on outside and we can wait to see together. Even if the network collapsed entirely, the shell will probably hold on course by pre-programmed inertia for a while," Netwalker shrugged, but he sounded hopeful.


  "Gah, I feel like there's two people in here," Lady Lawful/Breaker clutched her head. "Aaron, how do you manage it?"


  "Ask me again when I'm back down to *only* two," Contact smirked as Netwalker led them out into the orange-tinged sunlight. Venus was inside the shell, but Falcon Bay was close enough to the north pole that the horizon was ruddy with reflected orange light.


  Outside, Solar Max swooped down and grabbed his wife in a careful embrace, his armor making it a little awkward. "Missed you," he said. "Well, I mean, you were right over here the whole time, but..."


  "Um, I missed you too, but right now I still feel halfway like I'm a guy from the 1940s, so if you could put me down before I'm completely freaked out?" Meteor asked.


  Solar Max turned to Netwalker, who simply shrugged. "New territory, sorry. But, hey, you guys've dealt with worse, right?"


  "Yeah, but..." Solar Max started to reply, then paused. "Getting a message from Star Knight, he's about a light minute out. The shell's starting to break up, but it's not dispersing. He thinks there must've been a default instruction on the moths, they're moving with purpose. Maybe returning to a pre-programmed rendezvous point to drop off their energy, like TerraStar warned they would. We need to get on this and figure out where they're going and get there as soon as possible," he turned to head for the communications building. "Lightfoot should be ready to go again by the time we know what's up, anyone whose head is back in one place by then, be suited up for space. We need to intercept the moths when they start to return home."


  * * * *


  [Several light-minutes from Venus]


  "It's not enough!" Irrlicht wailed in despair as the moths flocked to her and gave up their immense power. "We cannot rend the veil!"


  Whiteout was worried. Oh, not about the plan itself...he'd always known it was a long shot, and figured plan B was going to get used no matter what they did. But to see the normally icy-cold Petra Hollander practically in tears was...unsettling. For all that she cultivated the air of a cool and calculating plotter, she genuinely loved Doublecross, and now it looked like everything she'd done to bring him back had failed. The loss of Oblivion and Goldmind, possibly of Mothflame, who hadn't reappeared since the fiasco at Falcon Bay...and it hadn't been enough.


  "Calm down, Irrlicht," Whiteout said, grabbing her shoulders. She'd assumed her meat form as soon as enough moths had arrived to generate a sealed shell, because plan B required her energies not be mingled with those of her unborn child. There wasn't much air in the shell, only a little that some moths had stolen from Venus on their trip in, but she didn't need much for the plan to be enacted. Whiteout remained in light form, however. No sense overextending the limited resources.


  "Sorry...sorry..." she muttered, slowly regaining her composure, if only in a brittle sort of way.


  "Concentrate on the alternate plan, Irrlicht. We already know the child you carry has potential, even if it was squandered on that fool Chiaroscuro," Whiteout sneered. For all their clever games, the Impossible Five gave away more than they likely intended to. Had Chiaroscuro really thought none of them would recognize him as descended from Irrlicht? Even leaving aside the similarities of the meat, his photonic signature was unmistakable. For all that he imitated powers like those of Oblivion, his origins were in Irrlicht's powers.


  "Yes, yes," she nodded, concentrating on the nearest moths and willing them to fly into her body, passing through her abdominal wall and bonding to the tiny fetus, a child barely old enough to be noticed without medical instruments. He had survived numerous transitions to light already, as Irrlicht had known he would, so she didn't need to employ Doublecross's risky conversion procedure. In fact, of all the Light Brigade, Irrlicht alone came by her light body via the Magene, it was a power she possessed before ever meeting the Lord of Living Light. But now her child gained the power of the Sun itself.


  "Chiaroscuro is light and shadow," Whiteout whispered, "but this child will be pure light. Perhaps he will be the reincarnation of Doublecross, and if not, he will still be our lord's heir...."


  * * * *


  [Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  It was all getting easier, Phaeton reflected. An hour after dawn, and he was still buoyed by the rush of worship. The edge hadn't dulled yet, something that had happened previously within minutes of expending power to replace the Sun over these lands. If this trend continued, he realized, it would only be a matter of days before all the power he expended on this effort came from worship and none from his personal reserves. Then it would be time to expand, rise higher into the sky and collect more and more worshippers. Perhaps within a month he could replace the Sun entirely!


  Or...perhaps it wouldn't be necessary.


  The swollen orange Sun started to wobble, the pieces making up the shell around the true Sun breaking up and moving somewhere else. Within moments, the shell was more of a halo around the true Sun, which shone through at almost full strength.


  Phaeton didn't know why this was happening, although he suspected it was more due to the actions of heroes than due to any plan on the part of the children of the pretender sungod. Heroes had an annoying tendency to dash the plans of god and man alike.


  "New plan," Phaeton smiled to himself, dimming to his normal radiance and streaking into the skies at speeds faster than light itself. With the Sun restored, worship would soon slow to a trickle. Why be satisfied with that when he could grab the power stolen from the Sun himself?


  * * * *


  [Undisclosed location somewhere on the Mediterranean coast]


  "I apologize, most un-radiant Chiaroscuro," the tiny holographic daemon looked as remorseful as its twisted features would allow. "The mistress has not fully implemented interplanetary capacity for our teleportation system yet. Even using the Venusian repeaters, the projected accumulation point for the solar energy is well outside our range."


  Now little more than a humanoid shadow with dully glowing red eyes, Chiaroscuro snarled. "Don't worry about a safe reception, I can handle that myself. I just need to be pointed in the right direction...the teleport beam is several times faster than I can fly on my own, and won't require as much of my concentration."


  "Yes...concentration," the little hologram considered that. There were times when it was clearly acting as the emotional front for the affect-less Matrioshka, and this was definitely one of those times. For all that she hid behind her literal and figurative shells, the woman was as much a schemer as any of the Five, and Chiaroscuro imagined she was weighing the costs and benefits of agreeing in hopes that he'd suffer a "transporter mishap". Of course, given how the shadows were eating at him, he could imagine that his teammates were starting to see him as a liability or even a hazard. Another Kid Ebon, consumed by forces he sought to command.


  "Look, it's that or I try to use the powers I inherited from my father's side. And you remember what happened last time I did THAT, yes?"


  "Indeed," the daemon nodded warily. "Very well. Transport commencing in five seconds."


  Five seconds later, subjectively speaking, he was at the surface of the new second Sun. He hoped nothing significant had happened in the several minutes the transport beam had taken to cover the distance from Earth to Venus....


  * * * *


  [Several light-minutes from Venus]


  "So," Solar Max addressed Star Knight over scrambled comlink as he unlatched his armor from the exterior of the ASH Orbiter, "would you say this is an improvement?"


  "This" was a second Sun, about a thousand kilometers across. A small prominence was visible where power was being siphoned away by a figure so bright that it stood out against the overall orange brilliance of the orb, energy swirling around it like an artist's conception of a black hole's accretion disk. Elsewhere, a tiny dark spot slowly grew. At the center, visible only when Solar Max set his helmet's filters to maximum, was a blue-white glow that could only be Irrlicht.


  "Sure," Star Knight shot back. "The problem's now small enough to shoot. Always a plus in my book."


  "THAT'S small enough to shoot?" Lightfoot's disbelieving voice added to the comlink chatter. "Exactly what have you been shooting at lately, Star Knight? That thing's the size of a small moon!"


  "That's no moon," Beacon added as he emerged from the orbiter. "Sorry, someone had to say it."


  "I didn't say shooting it would do much good," Star Knight shrugged. "But a thousand clicks is better than several hundred million, yes? So, who're the players? My heads up has positive ID on Irrlicht and Whiteout at the middle of that mess...Mothflame may or may not be inside, her signature's all over the moths so she could simply be invisible in that mess. Who're the party crashers?"


  "The bright one could only be Phaeton, the Titan who has allied himself with Q'Nos," Peregryn replied. "Even reduced in power, I fear there is no way we could directly engage him. The dark blot also seems to be godly or at least demonic in nature, but it is a power unfamiliar to me. There seems to be a stalemate in the offing, however, as Ms. Hollander's inherent connection to the stolen solar power is letting her resist the attempts by the other two to steal if from her. The standoff will not last long, however," he warned.


  "I hope Phaeton's not angry I buried his statue," Lightfoot muttered.


  "Buried it? I think I blew it up! Er, will blow it up. In the future. A future," Beacon sputtered to a stop.


  "Hey, there's an idea," Star Knight said. "You can open up time rifts, right? I read Blitzkrieg!'s report from the depot, you did a time travel jaunt recently, for whatever 'recently' means when it comes to violating causality. Maybe you could dump this whole ball of wax a billion years or so into the future and let Nova Sol deal with them?"


  Solar Max contemplated the subtly shifting orange orb for a long moment, watching the balance of power teeter back and forth. "No," he finally said. "Bad idea, for at least two reasons other than my lack of control over temporal...stuff. Yes, I've shoved a Big Bad into the timestream before, but that time I had assurances that there would be someone waiting to pick it up. For all I know, the fireball would pop out in ten years right on top of Earth."


  "Okay, I didn't say it wasn't a Hail Mary play, but thinking big seems to be the only option," Star Knight countered.


  "Then there's the other reason. The Br'er Rabbit ploy," Solar Max pointed out.


  "Whuh?" Star Knight's face was covered by his helmet, but his body language clearly conveyed his confusion.


  "Please don't throw me in the briar patch!" Lightfoot chimed in. "You need to watch more of the classics."


  "Exactly," Solar Max nodded, wincing as the prominence surrounding Phaeton thickened. "We still don't know exactly how Irrlicht expected to use all that power to bring back Doublecross. Maybe they planned to storm the gates of the afterlife, which would require that their version of Doublecross had a soul...an iffy proposition. But what if they planned to make a time bridge and grab him from the instant when Beacon discorporated him? Trying to push them outside of time would do most of the work for them!"


  "Then what?" Star Knight was clearly exasperated. "We can't attack directly, I'm not carrying any starkiller class weapons in my back pocket..."


  "At the moment," Lightfoot muttered.


  "...and at least one of those people is the next best thing to a full-on god. If we were closer to Venus we might try to enlist Inanna, but she's a planetary spirit and I doubt she'd be much good out here," Star Knight pointed out.


  "You may not have a starkiller in your back pocket, but you *are* wearing a hyperdrive on your back, right?" Solar Max gestured at the lump on the back of Star Knight's armor. One reason Star Knight was so rarely on Earth was that his power levels tended to get dangerously high, and a hyperdrive was a convenient way to drain off excess energy while also taking him where he was needed. "Hyperspace is still causally connected in the normal way, so it wouldn't be a conduit to the past. It's already full of energy, so dumping all that in would at worst make for a navigation hazard for a while."


  "I doubt it'd stop them from coming back," Star Knight seemed dubious.


  "Oh, an unstable hyper transition can be awfully painful. At worst, we're looking at eliminating one or two of the combatants, we can worry about pulling another plan out of our hindquarters after this gives us some breathing room. Plus, time dilation at the interface might bump them ahead a few years, give us time to prepare something more permanent," Solar Max countered. "Not the same as a wormhole, it shouldn't let them go back in time," he added.


  "From briar patch to tar baby," Lightfoot realized. "Hey, Peregryn, is there any spell you know that could make the tar baby extra sticky?"


  "Their own lust for power is already stronger than anything I could add," Peregryn noted. "But I do believe that, based on some of what I've learned studying the old WorldMaze that I destroyed, I could ensure the transition to hyperspace is particularly unpleasant."


  "One problem, though," Star Knight said. "My hyperdrive isn't exactly designed to create a thousand-kilometer-wide gate. In fact, there isn't any hyperdrive with that kind of envelope."


  "Hyperdrive, no. A Hyperspace Inversion Device, however, could take advantage of the reality cavitation effect to do the same job," Solar Max was grinning behind his impassive helmet. "If you've read Blitzkrieg!'s reports, Ritter, then you know about the hyperbomb."


  "I also know that if it were that easy to turn a hyperdrive into a hyperbomb, everyone would be doing it," Star Knight countered.


  "Not everyone has access to magic and mad science. Peregryn, what do you think?" Solar Max asked.


  "Ordinarily, no," the mage replied. "But that sphere of energy is already similar enough to the natural state of hyperspace to invoke the Substance pillar in aid of the Space clastic. And the mere presence of Phaeton tends to break down the walls between worlds to begin with. Yes, in this case, I think I can do it...I will require some moments to prepare."


  "Guys, I think they've noticed us," Lightfoot sounded more than a little nervous.


  "Ritter, you stick close so Peregryn can cast his spell, I'll distract them," Solar Max ordered.


  "How? Throw rocks at 'em?" Star Knight shot back.


  "By making them think we're trying plan A!"


  With that, Solar Max shot off towards the miniature star, its image rippling around him like a mirage as he concentrated on warping gravity.


  "Hah, foolish mortal," Phaeton's voice boomed in Solar Max's head. "I've walked the surface of a neutron star, your gravity well is nothing by comparison...and to think I was almost worried. Do your worst, perhaps it will sever the annoying link between this power and the mote at its center."


  He ignored the mocking voice and shot into the star itself. It wasn't really a star, of course, and his armor was able to deal with the radiant energy with only moderate protests and flashing of warning telltales. It was, in fact, about as bad as being in hyperspace, the young opaque universe full of ionized plasma. Unfortunately, just as the photonic moths had blocked radio communication between Earth and Venus until Star Knight had punched a hole in the shell, now he was cut off from the others. He'd have to sell this as a serious attempt but get out before the improvised hyperbomb went off...it wasn't an experience he really wanted to repeat, especially if it meant riding along with this lot.


  "That's as far as you go!" Whiteout challenged him, having come out from the center of the false star to meet him. As insubstantial as the moths were, they still slowed Solar Max's progress, and he was barely a tenth of the way in. Just as well, he wasn't really trying to reach the center, just look like a credible threat, and he didn't want to need several minutes to escape.


  "Give it up, Understudy," Solar Max broadcast, assuming that if Whiteout could use radio to talk to others, he could hear it as well. "You're in way over your head...there's *gods* out there fighting over this power, walk away before they decide you'd make a good dessert."


  "Heh. I haven't been an Understudy in a long time," Whiteout chuckled. "And once it might have bothered me to be called that, but I'm helping birth a new god here, and nothing you can say or do can top that. We'll see who has whom for dessert!" he added, flaring up and firing a beam of orange- tinged white light at Solar Max, nearly overcoming its refractory coating.


  "A new god? What about your old one?" Solar Max jabbed back, sending a ripple of spacetime that partially refracted Whiteout's body in a way that looked like it had to be painful. "I thought you were trying to bring back Doublecross?"


  Whiteout shrugged, either unhurt by the gravity wave or putting a good face on it. "Petra was the only one of us really married to that plan. I'm just as happy making a new god of light, it strikes me as less chancy than trying to undo death. Way too many cautionary tales about that in literature, myth and history." He renewed his own attack, smirking. "But we hardly need a god to deal with you, foolishly entering our place of power!"


  Alarms screamed at Solar Max as the next blast nearly breached his suit, Whiteout drawing additional power from the moths about him to enhance the blast far beyond his normal limits.


  Then Solar Max felt a strange tingle, one he'd felt before. An incipient hyperspace event.


  Whiteout seemed to sense something as well, and without a word he was gone, apparently back to Irrlicht's side.


  "Okay, I'm outtahere!" Solar Max grunted, pouring on the speed and heading back the way he came.


  * * * *


  [Outside the energy sphere]


  "This hurts," Star Knight grunted. "A LOT. Is it supposed to?"


  "Powerful magic demands a price. Be assured that I am paying my share as well, but don't let the pain distract you," Peregryn warned. "I have set the link between your hyperdrive and the energy sphere, attempting to enter hyperspace will instead create an inversion around the sphere...but it will take much more power than you are accustomed to using. Perhaps all your unfettered might. You will need to let go of your rigid mental discipline, relax the wards that hold your power in check."


  "Maybe you want to back up the Orbiter before I do that? Totally uncontrolled, my power can destabilize planetary orbits," Star Knight said through gritted teeth.


  "You supply the power, I will guide it. Do not worry about us, I need to be close to you in order to control the explosive release," Peregryn deadpanned, nothing in his voice to suggest he recognized the double entendre.


  "O...kay..." Star Knight nodded. "I hope...JakZak's ready to...leave, because...here...goes...EVERYTHING!"


  Reality shuddered.


  A piece of it vanished, replaced by a small flare of heat and light, like the dot left turning off an antique television.


  Then space itself crashed in around that point, sending all in the vicinity tumbling out of control in all directions.


  Nearby, an Mercury-crossing asteroid shifted orbit. The ASH spacecraft tumbled back towards Venus. Solar Max and Star Knight were buffetted into unconsciousness and drifted off on separate vectors.


  And a shadow slowly faded.


  * * * *


  [Elsewhere]


  Suffused as he was with stolen energy it took Phaeton a moment to recognize that his surroundings had changed. He was in the positive energy plane, what the mortals had taken to calling "hyperspace".


  He barked a short, victorious laugh. With his competitors gone, no doubt left behind in the mortal plane, it would be only the work of moments to "digest" the energy, at which point he'd emerge from the positive energy plane and return to his worshippers in triumph. The temporal warping that had accompanied his trip to the positive energy plane was a trivial obstacle to such as he.


  "No, I don't think that'll be happening."


  "Who? Oh...Baal Samin," Phaeton snarled as another form materialized around that voice. "This isn't your floor, go back to your mopping, janitor."


  The Phoencian god smirked, and a pushbroom appeared in one hand. "True. The positive energy plane isn't part of the Celestial Temple, per se. But you'd be surprised how big the keyring of a janitor can be. Or when we might be asked to go clean up a mess on another floor."


  "I may be reduced in stature, Baal, but I'm still more than powerful enough to...wait..." uncertainty cast a literal shadow across Phaeton's intensely glowing face, followed by a pang of genuine agony.


  "Having trouble with your meal, I take it? Yeah, that's me, with a little help from some of Apollo's solar poison. You Titans were always too arrogant, Phaeton, focused on flashy displays of might. That's why Zeus and his lot managed to get most of your worshippers retroactively turned into their own, if not outright wiped from history, you know. Zeus may like his flash and bombast too, but he's a lot more subtle than you guys. A brick is more subtle than you guys, though," Samin grinned as he gestured with the broom.


  "At least we had worshippers once!" Phaeton countered. "A third of the world paid fealty to the Titans for millennia before Zeus's trickery! You lot had what, a handful of merchants for a few centuries?"


  Baal Samin bowed his head in a mockery of submission. "You have me there. A few thousand Phoenicians were all we had. All we needed, really. Do you have any idea how much influence we had on culture, influence that no one felt threatened by? We never got that big, but we never fell far either. Oh, sure, the Judeo-Christians mixed us in with their other demons and devils and cast our worshippers as the badguys, but did you ever think that maybe we encouraged that?"


  "I don't follow?" Phaeton ceased his struggles with the photonic moths within his body for a moment, and a few emerged to flutter about in the omnipresent glow of hyperspace.


  "Most of the time, demons are the result of either really powerful weapons created by Fullbloods or of the fall of a Fullblood due to a setback in the timewars," Samin explained, treating Phaeton like a particularly dim student caught in the hall without a pass. "Aside from a handful of cultists, they lose all their worshippers and temporal influence. They're no longer a threat to the other Fullbloods, since they're so far down the ladder there's really no chance of climbing back up. A position you were dangerously near before you started this gambit, I might add. But Ba'al, Moloch and the rest of my family got to keep our historical powerbase. Sure, the Phoencians passed from the Earth, but in the normal way, as opposed to being erased. Casting us as demons, though, has caused a lot of the other Fullblood families to consider us no more threatening than the real demons. As long as we see to our portfolios and don't try to make any moves for more power, they let us be. Sometimes even call us up for the occasional job they don't feel like doing themselves."


  "Pfah," Phaeton spat. "What sort of gods are you? Crawling salarymen."


  Baal Samin shrugged. "Salarymen still drawing a salary. Phaeton, old bean, the timewars weren't something you could opt out of once they started. If you were a Fullblood, it was either fight or vanish. But not all of us really wanted power for its own sake, and once we Phoenicians made sure we wouldn't be wiped out in the opening moves, most of us were happy enough to be ignored and go about our non-power-accumulating pursuits, and the ones who weren't were at least careful not to get us mixed up in their 1998 schemes. My pursuit involves keeping a clean house," he pushed the broom along a nonexistent floor for emphasis. "Call me the Felix Unger of reality if you want, assuming you soaked up enough mortal culture to get the reference. And that lines up nicely with Apollo's desire to see you broken and humiliated. I keep this corner of spacetime relatively free of meddling godlings...other than myself, of course...and Apollo gets to see your face rubbed in the dirt again without any effort on his part. You really ticked him off back in 1997, did you know that? He even went to Hades to get the properties of gold changed so that your big statue in Chicago would sink, and that takes some doing! Me, I'm small potatoes compared to that."


  "So," Phaeton narrowed his eyes. "What now? What humiliation do you plan on inflicting on me? Think carefully, for if I survive it will be visited upon you in return a hundredfold."


  "Oh, nothing much," Samin pointed the brook at Phaeton. "Just a little broadening of your horizons. Did you know that despite our awesome ability to transcend space and time, very few Fullbloods ever leave the era of humanity? Let me give you a tour," he prodded Phaeton with the broom, sending him tumbling out of hyperspace and backwards through time....


  ...over Tunguska in 1909, where a fragment of the power flaked away from Phaeton, sending him bouncing across the timescape...


  ...to the Western Hemisphere in 1871, where he lit fires all across North America...


  ...moving faster through time, he involuntarily rained fire down on Sodom and Gomorrah and heard Baal Samin's bitter laughter at the irony...


  ...devastated a forest in 34,000 BCE that had never known the hand of humankind...


  ...then triggered the eruption of the Indonesian Toba supervolcano seventy four thousand years before the beginning of his trip and nearly wiped out nascent humanity...


  ...dumped much of his purloined power into what humans would name the Nordlinger Ries crater in Germany and caused the "Miocene Disruption"...


  ...and finally, what remained of Phaeton and the merest piece of the Sun slammed into a place that would one day be called Chixulub, some sixty five million years later. In his death, Phaeton ended one world and opened the door to another.


  And as he died this final death, devoured from within by the power he'd sought to make his own, power of the Sun poisoned by jealous Apollo, Phaeton heard Baal Samin's mocking voice say, "Screwball in the corner pocket...."


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


  TO BE CONCLUDED!


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


  #100 - RISING SUN Part 4: Starslayers EPILOGUE


  The splash page shows the Green Knight seated on a boulder, contemplating a tarnished Roman helmet that he holds in one hand. The lighting is slightly orange from one side, and white from the other, as if caught between a sunset and a late dawn.


  



  [July 31, 2026 - Lower Ghat, Khadam]



  It had been an interesting morning to be watching the sky, which meant it had been a profitable morning to be a pickpocket, but now the show seemed to be over. The dimmer second Sun that had replaced the giant orange Sun was now gone entirely, and the chill of the night was belatedly burning off in the unruly slums of the Lower City.


  "Gamal, don't let that snake-owl rip you off too badly this time," Ahmed warned, his small "gang" gathered about him to pool the morning's windfall. Like most assortments of orphans and abandoned children in the Lower City, they were mostly a mix of Berber and German bastardry, with a few other backgrounds scattered through the gene pool thanks to Khadam's nature as a haven for drifters and criminals. "Those spare Tsaran power cells are worth a lot, even after he wipes the serials. Play this right and we get to eat pretty well for the next week or two." Gamal was the best haggler the child-gang had, but that didn't mean he could do more than avoid being totally stolen from by a Pranir.


  "The rest of you, get into begging positions. The greens'll probably roust a couple of us once the pickpocketing gets reported, remember to run if they look loaded for culling," he warned, "but otherwise just let 'em search you. If you make 'em work for the pickpocketing thing, they might decide to cull you anyway." The so-called Green Citadellians were a combination of police force and street-sweepers, culling the homeless and friendless to fill the laboratories that in turn filled the Vivarium with chimaerical monstrosities.


  "Ahmed, there's a big dog looking at you," one of the other children pointed, quavering a little.


  Ahmed turned and noticed a jackal regarding him with a disturbingly intelligent look. "It's a jackal, not a dog. G'wan, everyone, she doesn't look hungry, but I'll keep her here just in case she decides to run one of you down for a snack."


  The children scattered, not questioning the order. Ahmed was larger than any of them, already too big to do well as a beggar or even a pickpocket, but big enough to help them fight off the adult criminals in a pinch. Even those that felt genuine loyalty towards him felt no pangs of conscience at leaving him to deal with the jackal...at worst, they'd find out how jackal meat tasted at dinner that night.


  "I am the Bluthundin, young prince, and we need to talk," the jackal said, in the slightly German-accented English that was in standard use in Khadam. It came out sounding a bit odd, since her mouth wasn't really built for human speech, although it clearly must have been REbuilt at some point to even make words possible.


  "You don't look like any bloodhound I've seen pictures of," Ahmed frowned, drawing a barking laugh from Bluthundin.


  "You're talking to a genetically uplifted jackal, and the only thing that bothers you is whether my name is appropriate?" she smiled, a rather toothy expression on her muzzle.


  Ahmed shrugged. "The Vivarium is a half-hour's walk that way," he gestured over his shoulder. "I've picked the pockets of stranger stuff than you."


  "True enough," the jackal nodded. "But come, there are things I must tell you that are not for just any ears, and this is no place for that discussion," she turned and loped west, towards the edge of the Lower City.


  Ahmed paused to rearrange a few rocks in a secret signal to his gang, a low-tech form of messaging that the high-tech society of even the slums tended to ignore, then followed. "Prince, eh?" he mused quietly as he jogged after the jackal.


  * * * *


  [Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "So, what's the news?" Solar Max asked. Peregryn looked as wiped out as JakZak felt. "Good or bad?"


  "Yes," Peregryn deadpanned, although it was generally hard to tell if the mage was trying to be funny. "The great workings we performed masked much of the events around them, and I cannot locate the shadowy demon form or any members of the Light Brigade, but I have been able to determine that at least some of them still live, and still exist in this plane."


  "Hopefully that means none of them got what they wanted," Meteor noted. Every so often, she'd jump a little at the sound of her own voice, as if she still expected to hear the tenor of Johnny Angel. "As opposed to this being just a short lull before they announce their godhood or something."


  Peregryn shook his head. "If either faction retained a significant fraction of the stolen power, I would have been able to tell. It is simply too much to hide, even in the shadows. Unfortunately, I also cannot sense Phaeton at all, nor can Inanna," he cast a glance down at the stone under his feet. Despite the power of the Leviathan that she had absorbed, the planet's spirit was still far from a true god, and the proximity of Phaeton had terrified her.


  "Keep in mind, last time we had someone grab godlike power, they got sucked into the power games of the gods pretty quickly," Scorch pointed out, referring to the apotheosis of Rebus. "Phaeton may simply have had no reason to stick around once he had dinner."


  "That would be the optimistic answer," Peregryn nodded. "The Barrier is weakened, but hardly gone, though, and if I were a god looking to improve his power base, I'd want to take advantage of it as long as possible to shield my activities from the eyes of my competitors. But it's entirely possible that I have a better tactical mind than Phaeton does...Prometheus aside, the Titans were not noted for forethought."


  "And I take it that one of the pessimistic answers is that someone on the other side of the Barrier noticed all of this and ganked Phaeton?" Lightfoot sighed. "Meaning someone worse than Phaeton might now have their eye on the newly-reopened Soul Supermarket."


  * * * *


  [Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Q'Nos watched the sunset, the orange tinge echoing memories of the past few days. One Sun, one sunset...and one ruler of the land over which the Sun was setting.


  "For something that almost destroyed the world, I'd have to say this all worked out quite well for me," Q'Nos mused aloud.


  "Oh?" Simon Smith replied. "The world not being destroyed is certainly a positive, of course," he grinned.


  "Yes, and I also didn't lose my trusted second to whatever the new Light Brigade had planned," Q'Nos nodded his massively-horned head. "Even you placed the chances of their ritual binding your spirit at one in ten."


  "Well, that was the pessimistic estimate, mind you," Smith shrugged. "Assuming they even knew that their Doublecross was just a photonic golem, and went after the original. The chances of my soul being ensnared in any other plot were negligible, and as I told you earlier, I doubt they even realized their version was soulless. Of course, I'd just as soon not have another Doublecross running around in any case...it'd be like having your younger self from college slouching about writing bad poetry and smoking clove cigarettes. Or whatever embarrassing things your generation did as young adults."


  "Oh, there was much bad poetry involved, yes," Q'Nos chuckled. "Man or god, ten thousand years in the past or a thousand in the future, something about the cusp of manhood inspires truly awful verse. But, beyond being spared such a spectacle, we're also rid of Phaeton while still able to benefit from the public relations coup of having saved my people from the darkness, if only as a stopgap until someone else fixed the overall problem. And I have our spin doctors working on grabbing some of that credit for us as well...Phaeton nobly sacrificing himself to help stop the fiendish photonics, that sort of thing."


  "Yes, I can certainly see how that works in our favor, assuming Phaeton is truly gone," Simon's brow furrowed.


  Q'Nos shrugged. "I may have fallen far from my former glory, but the death of a god is fairly unmistakable if you know what to look for. I do not know who did it, because it was certainly not the mortals arrayed against him in space, but he's really quite sincerely dead. Oh, I suppose he could have faked his death, but that would require the sort of power that he no longer had, even with the boost from his stolen energies. I haven't decided whether to publicly confirm his death, though...it may suit our long-term plans better to let the world think he could return at a later date."


  "Either as a potential threat, or a potential savior, yes," Simon nodded. "Definitely a point to defer to our PR people, though. Keep it very hypothetical, perhaps, imply that you or I am looking into the matter, so that even the PR flacks don't know the truth. Meanwhile, I should see what I can do to figure out who did the deed...I've been having some troubling dreams of late that I thought were simply tied into the solar crisis, but some of the omens of dying suns could also be applied to Phaeton himself...."


  * * * *


  [August 2, 2026 - Undisclosed location on the Mediterranean coast]


  "So, Icarus returns," Anhydra mocked as Chiaroscuro limped into the comfortable den in one of the Impossible Five's hidden bases.


  "Does that make us brothers, if he is Icarus?" Talos said, earning a glower from Chiaroscuro. "Because Icarus was the son of Daedalus, and the original Talos the creation of Daedalus. Of course, Chiaroscuro is also the heir to Doublecross, and the man who would...."


  "Talos," Chiaroscuro sighed as he slumped into a couch and partially lay down, "what have we been telling you about wit? That brevity is the soul of it?"


  "And I should not try to explain my jokes," Talos frowned, looking and sounding like a child berating himself for being stupid. A towering child made of bronze, but a child nonetheless.


  "Ribbing aside, we were starting to get a little worried about you," Anhydra admitted, a sentiment totally at odds with the "creepy undead lady" persona she cultivated in public. "Getting between a god and his dinner is never healthy. You okay?" she rasped. The dryness in her voice, at least, was not faked for public consumption, it was real.


  "Define okay," Chiaroscuro lay back and put an arm over his eyes. "Near as I can tell, I'm back to about where I was before I took that shadow mage's power, or I will be once I have a chance to rest up from flying a few hundred MILLION kilometers. Instead of adding the solar power to my enhanced shadow power, it looks like the two just cancelled out. Just as well, I think the shadow power was probably infested with demonic crap."


  "Literal infernal faeces?" Talos asked.


  "I think he means it was Kid Ebon territory," Anhydra smirked. "Crap in the generic 'unpleasant things' sense."


  "Oh," Talos replied. "That would be bad too. Kid Ebon's downfall was rather...spectacular...when his demons turned on him. I would not have wanted to be on the same continent as you had the same fate befallen you, Chiaroscuro."


  "I know *I* wouldn't have," Chiaroscuro sighed.


  "Moral of the story, Chi: Never knows what she's doing. Take it slow and steady, don't try to grab for the brass ring, since it's probably electrified."


  "Yeah, yeah," the mage sighed. "Still...you think I should try to co-opt my 'little brother' sooner, or later...?"


  * * * *


  [August 6, 2026 - Mexico City]


  "Ooh, drawings from Julie?" Arin said as she hung up her wide-brimmed sun hat at the entrance of the 'penthouse' suite she and Sal shared in the ASH HQ. "She decide you need an image update?"


  "Actually, I asked her for some ideas," Sal admitted, patting one of the pencil sketches spread out over the living room table. "I know it wasn't real what we did in the pocket dimension...really real, anyway...but I think Centurion's stayed dead too long. It's time someone stepped up to the plate with his name again, especially with how Walters is dragging so many of his contemporaries through the mud."


  Arin arched an eyebrow. Her beef with the new Freedom Alliance was very personal, since the new Gauntlet was the man who abused and raped her over the course of several weeks. But Sal's dislike of Sam Walters's group had been turned up a notch or three since they'd spent over a subjective year in the boots of the original team.


  "Well, okay," Sal admitted, "as far as the public is concerned there's been no mud-dragging yet. But you and I both know it's inevitable, given the motivations and histories of the people involved."


  "True. I mean, I believe in redemption as much as anyone, but when your whole team is at risk of some sort of backsliding, it's like a bunch of drunks teaming up to drive each other home," Arin's mood darkened. "Actually, I'm kinda surprised they didn't buy the Centurion identity for their robot."


  "Turns out you need the permission of the surviving Calvanos," Sal said, almost absently as he considered one of the sketches. "Which I got yesterday. They sounded glad to have someone not affilitated with the new Freedom Alliance offering to take up the mantle."


  Arin sat down and picked up another of the sketches. "Oh? I thought the government owned all the unused 'superhero' intellectual property, since the IP reforms of...2012, right? Been a while since my last history class," she smirked.


  "Well, yes and no," Sal looked up. "And it was 2011. But that's probably how they got the Red Widow property, true. Gauntlet was created by the government, so it's always been theirs to license out. The original Brightsword signed up with the DSHA program as soon as it was in place, even though he'd been retired a while, since he was that sort of guy. I think the original Weapons Master signed up too, he was still active in the 80s and 90s, but usually not in costume. But it turns out the Centurion name was the basis of some case law. When the original Strafe got his powers changed and took on the name Centurion, he didn't know about the original, but the Calvano family had been careful to retain rights due to a few failed attempts at a movie in the 1960s. And the old United States Constitution was a little pickier about things like ex post facto laws, so none of the pre-DSHA properties were licensed unless the original owners did so explicitly. The Calvanos hammered out an agreement out of court, which signed over the licensing with the condition that any surviving family members or their designates got the right to say no to any re-use of the Centurion identity. They were okay with Strafe as a person, but didn't want to give up the right in perpetuity. And that agreement was still in force in 2011, so Centurion didn't get gobbled up as part of that one clause in the IP reform act. Red Widow had no heirs and no pre-Combine standing agreement, so the government just took the rights. I think they also got Johnny Angel that way, but with the name getting taken by a song later on, they probably figured it was too much hassle for a rather retro codename."


  "Too bad that paragang skank got to be Red Widow, I wouldn't mind growing my hair out a bit more and trying to make the swimsuit look work. Although I don't really have the butt for it," Arin frowned at her own backside. "And I can't even just visit your family and fatten up, you've got the most un-stereotypical Italian mother I've ever met!"


  "It's all an act," Sal confided. "As soon as she realized that I might become famous, she started trying to act like she belonged in the Hamptons. It was pretty hilarious the first holiday home from college. I'm sure if you promised to keep it secret, she'd help you put some meat on your bones."


  "There are so many double entendres I could spin off from that straight line that I think you just broke my brain," Arin giggled. "Anyway, I'll stick with Fury, it's got a much older heritage and there's a lot less pornographic fan art in that heritage."


  Now it was Sal's turn to laugh. "Oh, how I wish I'd been in the room when the new Red Widow found out about the Tijuana Bible someone found and put online...."


  "I don't...my limbs don't reattach!" Arin replied in mock horror, then dissolved into giggles.


  After a minute or so, the laughter stopped and the two just lay back on the couch, watching the beams from the skylight creep across the room. Bright, midday light, dancing with motes of dust, warm and comforting.


  "Wanna go on the roof and watch the sunset?" Sal asked.


  "It's only two in the afternoon," Arin pointed out.


  "You have someplace else you need to be?" Sal asked, smiling. "The crisis is over, the Sun is shining, all's right with the world. I'm sure we can find a way to pass the time until sunset...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Will there be a next issue? Well, yes. But after this monster, I may need to take a break from ASH for a bit.


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


  Author's Notes:


  http://brrdd.com/?139 - On August 6, 1994, I posted Academy #0. It was in part a reaction to having put nearly a year into the Patrol setting only to have it veer off into directions I didn't like. I decided that if I was going to keep writing serious (i.e. non-LNH) fiction on RACC, I needed to be able to exert some control over the setting...and so I came up with my own, based largely on my old Champions and Modern Knights campaigns. And now, 15 years later, I'm pretty sure I've generated over a million words in ASH (about half a million on the ASH title itself, and then there's all the other titles, the info files, etc). Writers who have gone on to get published professionally and even win awards for writing have contributed to the setting. And all from something I wasn't sure would last beyond the first year or so.


  In case anyone's curious, I outlined this in three phases. First, the sort of outline they teach you in school (I. A. i. headers) for the entire four issue arc, with the level of detail dropping off in later issues since I wanted the flexibility to change things. Then, a similar outline for the three chapters of #100, going into more detail than before but still leaving later scenes vaguer. Finally, I went into each chapter and did my usual "a paragraph for each scene" outline, finishing the writing of each chapter before finalizing the paragraph-outline for the next. I don't always work this way, mind you, usually skipping right to the paragraph-outline format and at most having a general skeleton of how the arc will go. And in some cases (like my Transformers fanfic) I'll jump right into writing the final story with no outline at all.


  But I figured that the big #100 blowout needed a bit more planning. :)


  Gonna be a LOT of notes, I fear. So here they are, broken up by chapter and scene.


  PROLOGUE


  The cover to #50 was a two-page gatefold, so of course the cover to #100 has to be three. The silhouetted figure in the middle of the Sun is meant to be ambiguous, it could be Phaeton or Chiaroscuro. The unnamed figures on the left panel are Mothflame, Whiteout, Irrlicht and Oblivion, while the glowing golden orb on the right panel is Goldmind.


  Saxon Brenton asked to draw the cover of #100, so I decided to use it to finish him off once and for all, muahahaha! Ahem. On a more serious note, all of those "character 1 blended with character 2" things *were* somewhat cruel of me. Unfortunately, I did end up breaking Saxon a little, and he was only able to get the inks and about a third of the coloring done by August 6. Once the full version is done, the link will be added to the prologue section as well as the usual webpage locations.


  As in #99, the Roll Call uses the Freedom Alliance identities rather than the regular ASH identities where relevant.


  CHAPTER 1


  [July 29, 2009 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  The first scene under this stamp is pretty much just infodump as it stands.


  Zone was killed by the glass-chaff gun in CSV #15. Mothflame's entrapment in the Klein bottle was first brought up in ASH #37, and she escaped it behind the scenes in ASH #40.


  When Noire's codename was selected for her by the NAC Marshals, they were unaware that Al-Khayal of the Shadowmongers had been turned into Noir of the Light Brigade. Noir, being dead, is not likely to bring an intellectual property suit.


  You'll just have to wait to find out who helped Noire. ;)


  [April 1, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]


  This is the real world date of the Okinawa landing by the III Amphibious, and as in previous chapters I referred heavily to Wikipedia for details on historical events.


  The "Thirds" may or may not have been part of proper ASH history. I suppose that depends on whether I (or anyone else) wants to use them in a Coherent Super Stories story. :)


  The middle school brigades were real, but did not participate in the April 1 action, instead staying back in the main city. The shuffle here is an example of Goldmind trying to take control of the situation and gain psychological advantages.


  Red Widow never used a whip during her brief career in Florida. However, in later years her lasso got confused with a whip in numerous treatments of the obscure mysterymen of the First Age, and Netwalker drew on those mistaken sources in constructing his "skin" for the interface.


  And yes, Corporal Red's making a "Boys from Brazil" reference, due to Paul's memories starting to percolate to the surface.


  [July 29, 2026 - Skopje, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  In the early 1990s, a Bosnian with powerful gravity control abilities went mad and decided to end the civil war in Yugoslavia by the simple expedient of pulling an asteroid down to destroy the entire country. While Constellation stopped him from doing so, what did hit wasn't kind to the landscape. The Bosnian's name was never discovered, since he vanished into Constellation's warp along with the planetkiller asteroid.


  [July 29, 2026 - Mount Olympus]


  The conversion of Paris was attempted in the City of Light arc, ASH #37-40. And I picked up the term "soletta" from the Vorkosigan novels: prior to reading them, I thought of it as a "solar system" a la Mobile Suit Gundam.


  [July 29, 2026 - Tirana, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Kid Ebon has not been mentioned before, but since Lord Ebon was trapped in a temporal loop by Constellation in Constellation #12 (events that are part of the mainline ASH timestream), it's unlikely that there's a direct link between the two.


  [April 15, 1945 - Okinawa]


  The events described in paragraph two are pretty much what happened in real life. The "real" Freedom Alliance didn't have too much effect on the outcome of WWII in the ASH Universe, mainly acting to counter the Bakajin and various super-weapons. The "unexpectedly fierce" defense of Okinawa town is due to Goldmind's actions, however, and I'm not sure any American soldiers would have known the name "operation Ten-Go" at the time. The radio operator is another insertion of Netwalker, letting him pass information to the team.


  The "freaky eclipse" was how Noire's shadow burst was experienced in the virtual world. See the Beacon miniseries for more on the darkness cult mentioned here.


  And yes, the Space Battleship Musashi is a blatant reference to Space Battleship Yamato, known better in America as the ship in Starblazers. The Musashi and Yamato were sister ships, with the Musashi being sunk in the battles around the Philippines and the Yamato sunk while they were trying to turn it into a defense battery for Okinawa in Operation Ten-Go.


  CHAPTER 2


  [April 15, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]


  In case the Starblazers reference wasn't obvious enough, I threw in a spinal-mount Wave Motion Cannon.


  Cosmo Kirby, inventor of Lady Lawful's Enhancement Belt, tried a second time and the result gave him impressive powers while also driving him insane. So he went from being mentor to being archvillain.


  The "something that made it harder for Johnny to get through" the hull is network countermeasures. Only the involvement of Meteor's magene lets her bypass them at all, Goldmind had designed them to 100% block the signal he was seeing from Irrlicht's scouting report.


  The deja vu is because most of this team was also involved in the assault on the ISN Fornax back in ASH #82. Centurion doesn't experience it, because Green Knight was the only one of them not to assault the Fornax.


  None of the Ladies Lawful has ever exhibited telekinetic powers, this is purely Breaker's original powerset breaking through. Deedee's life would certainly have been harder if LL had TK!


  [July 29, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  As I probably admitted to in an earlier set of notes, I stole the "giant thing talks so slowly you have to record it and play it back" trick from Chainsaw Vigilante's short-lived comic.


  TerraStar's avatar is a "K-girl" of Heraclius. ;) People from her dimension refer to the Magene as the "Gift", and supernormals as "Gifted".


  The Doublecross copy was freed in the background of ASH #13.


  [August 6, 1945 - Okinawa, Japan]


  When I originally posted Academy #0, I wasn't even thinking about the fact it was the anniversary of the Hiroshima nuclear strike. But you can bet I was keeping that point in mind when I planned this arc! The whole reason I picked the WWII "skin" for the virtual battlefield was so that I could tie the two August 6ths together. And play with metaphorical nuclear weaponry.


  The cloned Bakajin are because Goldmind has run out of new ideas to use in his desperate defense, so he's just taking old ones and throwing a LOT of them at the heroes, taking Stalin's maxim of quantity having a quality all its own. And the reason Goldmind didn't try this before was the high probability that once a weakness was found in one, it could be rapidly applied to all of them, as per Lady Lawful's "hack the detonator" speculation.


  Centurion's "power" was that whenever he died, someone picked up the mantle. Sal's will (and Magene) made it work in a rather dramatic way.


  [July 30, 2026 - skies over the Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  The only things here that require an explanation will not get one yet.


  [August 6, 1945 - Tokyo, Japan]


  Of course, the real atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, both in real life and in ASH's proper history. But Tokyo is the nerve center of the Empire, and rather than seeking to force a surrender (as the Allies were doing by bombing someplace else), Netwalker's plan is to decapitate the system by dropping a logic bomb into Goldmind's brain, represented by the Golden Palace (another not-real thing). And, of course, the bomb flares green because it's backed by Beacon's power.


  CHAPTER 3


  [July 31, 2026 - Somewhere in transvenusian orbit]


  Much of Netwalker's off-screen time is spent policing the internet for rogue AIs, mostly of Khadamite creation. He keeps some on leashes because they might come in handy later.


  [Falcon Bay, Venus]


  The "worse" that the Taylors have experienced includes Solar Max being lost in time at least once and Meteor having spent a fair amount of time as living ice. So Netwalker's not being a complete heel here.


  [Several light-minutes from Venus]


  During Four To Never (specifically ASH #78), Chiaroscuro emulated Oblivion's disintegration power.


  [Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  The thing that truly separates the Fullbloods/gods from Partbloods and demons is the ability to draw power from worship itself, rather than having to feed on the spirits of their followers (something gods can do too, as demonstrated in 1998). It's more sustainable and less wasteful.


  [Undisclosed location somewhere on the Mediterranean coast]


  From his first appearance, Chiaroscuro was described as a mage, but he rarely goes outside the range of light and shadow powers. This scene suggests why.


  Subjective time for something going the speed of light is zero. It requires a violation effect just to be aware enough to know when to stop.


  [Several light-minutes from Venus]


  Lightfoot accelerated the sinking of Phaeton's Collapsauron (hyperdense gold) statue in ASH #6. It later took on the Weregild spirit and revived in the 38th Century, where a time-displaced Beacon helped destroy it in ASH #36. Blitzkrieg!'s report (yes, the ! is part of his name) concerns the events of ASH #87. The "Big Bad" Solar Max mentions was Devastation, who was dealt with in ASH #85, with the Western Dragon assuring him that the Celestial Bureaucracy would handle the giant demon.


  "Nova Sol" isn't a superhero from the future, it's a term for when the Sun goes nova. Just in case anyone was wondering. :)


  I referenced Br'er Rabbit because the term "Xanatos Gambit" probably didn't make it into the lexicon in the ASH Universe. Same basic idea, though, get your opponent to accomplish your goals even while making it look like you're being defeated. Of course, with all the players in this game, we really have a 40 Xanatos Pileup in the making. Or 4 Xanatos, anyway. http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/XanatosGambit for reference.


  The Briar Patch, for those unfamiliar with Br'er Rabbit, was where Rabbit begged not to be thrown, knowing that once in there he could escape easily. The Tar Baby, in turn, trapped Br'er Rabbit. And since Lightfoot refers to watching the classics rather than reading them, either Disney finally re-released Song of the South in the ASH timeline, or Lightfoot got his hands on a bootleg. It's entirely possible that the IP reform of 2011 resulted in Song of the South entering the Public Domain, in fact.


  Solar Max is rather familiar with time dilation at the interface of an unstable hyperspace gate, having experienced one in ASH #87. It wasn't time travel in the way his trip from ancient China to the 1970s had been, just regular old relativistic fun.


  Pillars and Clastics are part of the language of formal magic, see http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Tesla for more details.


  Whiteout actually wasn't even a full Understudy, having failed his "audition" and been converted by Doublecross along with the rest of the washouts. However, Solar Max must've heard the term used at some point and put two and two together.


  [Outside the energy sphere]


  No notes.


  [Elsewhere]


  In addition to being a sungod, Apollo was also a god of archery (like his sister Artemis), and his arrows were poisoned. A particularly painful poison, in fact. So it's quite in character for him to supply Baal Samin with a poison that can affect another god.


  It's important to keep in mind for much of this scene that Baal Samin may try to come across as humble, but he does like talking up his abilities and status, and much of what he says may be...shaded by this. In other words, don't trust what he says just because he's revealing it to someone who is about to die. ;)


  One of the things under the purview of Hades is mineral wealth, a characteristic he shares with his Roman cousin Pluto (hence "plutocrat" meaning someone who uses their wealth for political power). Presumably before Hades jiggered things, Collapsed Gold wasn't dense enough to immediately sink into the bedrock, although it probably wouldn't have lasted very long even before the alteration.


  The time trip mostly hits historical disasters in which fire rained from the sky. Tunguska in 1909 being fairly infamous in that regard, and 1871 was the year of the Great Chicago Fire and the Peshtigo Fire, both of which are now thought to have been lit by fragments of something from space. The historicity of Sodom and Gomorrah is dubious, and likely a backstory made up to explain some odd geological formations or then-ancient ruins, but when Phaeton's one of your characters it's not a big stretch to make Sodom and Gomorrah's destruction more literal than literary. The 34,000 BCE impact was just pulled out so that not every flake of power would be something in the historical or mythological record. Toba and the Miocene Disruption are real, though, feel free to wiki 'em.


  I did promise death on a planetary scale, but I doubt anyone expected the planet would be Earth in 2026. Hopefully, at least some readers were surprised by the way I did deliver on the promise, though.


  EPILOGUE


  [July 31, 2026 - Lower Ghat, Khadam]


  This scene was inspired by the "High Concept Challenge #2" which involved interaction between two high concepts: a superhuman somehow showing concern for their offspring, and uplifted animals. No, ASH #100 is not my entry in that contest, but once I had the idea I decided I needed to use it somewhere, and this seemed like a good spot. Ahmed's story will either continue as a subplot in ASH #101 onward, or in a separate title.


  [Falcon Bay, Venus]


  At the end of Capstone #1, Rebus got removed from the mortal plane because he got the attention of the Egyptian gods before he was ready to join them on equal terms.


  "Prometheus" means "forethought," so it's entirely possible that this was one of the times Peregryn was trying to be funny.


  [Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  I imagine that the bad poetry written by Cthulhu in his teenaged years would blast the sanity of entire worlds apart. (As a public domain character despite attempts by Derleth and his heirs to convince people otherwise, Cthulhu is a part of the ASH timeline, and the original ASH team barely managed to keep him from awakening in the early 1990s.)


  [August 2, 2026 - Undisclosed location on the Mediterranean coast]


  Talos was built by his timeline's version of Simon Smith (aka the original Doublecross), to complete his over-explanation of the joke.


  [August 6, 2026 - Mexico City]


  "Julie" is Julie Sylvester, aka Juliana Silvestri, sister of Beacon and famous fashionista. She designed several of the ASH uniforms, including the one Green Knight's been wearing for roughly the past 80 issues. She finds working with ballistic cloth and armor plating an interesting challenge and a welcome departure from the usual fabrics.


  Sam Walters's Freedom Alliance debuted in ASH #94. One of its members, Gauntlet, is Joshua Cole, who kidnapped Arin in ASH #17 and held her in thrall until she was rescued in ASH #22. Her son Chris Kelsey was the result of that time. For his part, Joshua claims to have few memories of that time, as his electrical powers had affected his brain. While Gauntlet has the worst record, the new Red Widow is a former paraganger who was arrested for the attempted murder against Robert Coulter (as seen in Capstone #1), and Brightsword is a former paraball player who seriously injured a man in a barroom brawl.


  The Tijuana Bible Arin is referring to was seen as part of Coherent Super-Stories #10.


  Oh, and before you speculate too much on how Sal and Arin plan to pass the afternoon, keep in mind that some paparazzi can fly (either minor paranormal powers, or Santari antigrav rigs), and neither hero is interested in giving them anything too juicy. ;)


  Author's Notes:


  brrdd.com is an URL-shortener written by Andy Burton.


  Oh dear, I think we've gone recursive. Baal Samin, a little help here?


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


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


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


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


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