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  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL



  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ON VENUS


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [December 14, 2025 - Venus]



  Once again, a small gust of wind deflected an incoming spear just enough that it merely tore another hole in Peregryn's tattered robes. A detached part of his mind noted that this spear was rather crudely fashioned, a mere fire-hardened wooden point on an uprooted sapling. In contrast, the one that had nearly killed him several minutes ago when he was caught unaware...THAT one had possessed a bronze point and an aged ash shaft.


  So, on the asset side, his pursuers were running out of ammunition. Also, being a supernormal with extensive endurance training, Peregryn wasn't going to be slackening his pace any time soon.


  On the debit side, he had yet to catch even a shadowed glimpse of the spear-throwers, so he couldn't strike back, or even be sure he wasn't running headlong into their midst. And eventually, one of them would get lucky and throw true enough that the defensive air spirits bound to his amulet would be unable to deflect it. Or they'd simply get confident enough to emerge from the brush and mob him.


  He risked a glance to either side as he ran through the unnaturally thick undergrowth. Jungles were normally fairly clear at ground level, except at the edges of clearings, since the upper stories of the canopy kept enough sunlight from reaching the ground that low growth was inhibited. But there was just enough here at the bottom for his pursuers to hide themselves, despite the deep shade.


  Another low whooshing sound caught his attention and Peregryn spun to catch the incoming spear as his winds pushed it to the side. He didn't need it as a weapon, there were far better tools in his traveling pouch. But he hoped that the sight of the spear being snatched out of the air would give his unseen enemies pause.


  He threw the spear back the way it had come, and used the hope that his foes would stop to watch it to take the heartbeats needed to cast a simple illusion spell. Pulling a handful of hairs from his braid, he muttered a few words and turned them into shadowy simulacra of himself, which ran off in all directions. Pulling shadows around himself as best as he could on this world that seemed to hate him personally, he resumed running as well, hoping that the short-lived phantom images would let him elude his mysterious foes.


  "I can't look for Montreal while I'm being chased," he thought to himself. "Even if these are scouts from that city, I'd rather not show up as a captive...."


  * * * *


  [December 15, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  The honor guard of centaurs tried to avoid looking like they were leading a captive, but the suspicion in their eyes and the wariness in their posture gave lie to their attempts. They moved aside and carefully stood not too cautiously close to the exits as their charges walked forward to address the throne.


  "We greet you, delegation from the sovereign nation of Khadam," a slender and aged man next to the mighty Q'Nos proclaimed. He was the vizier, the most powerful human in a nation of mythical beasts, the magus known as Simon. The broad-shouldered bull-man Q'Nos sat silently on his throne, looking vaugely disinterested despite the momentous nature of this official opening move in the game of international politics.


  Kaliban, silver of tongue and sable of pelt, bowed deeply and then held out a vellum scroll sealed with a disc of red wax that happened to be impregnated with an intricate weave of nanowires. The wax itself was a symbolic seal, what it carried was the true seal.


  "I present my credentials as ambassador plenipotentiary for the nation of Khadam," Kaliban introduced himself, somewhat falsely. He was not truly empowered to make all decisions necessary on the behalf of his Chancellor, but in this age of instantaneous communications, it was a mere quibble. He could be the voice of Radner easily enough. "I am Kaliban Kalibos, and these gentlemen are my diplomatic staff, representing the various and sundry factions of the interstellar and polyglot nation from which I arrive."


  He gestured one overly long and muscular arm at a Pranir with elaborately dyed feathery fur and a beak that was straighter and sharper than those of most of his kind. "Seeks-New-Horizons is my aide de camp, with special experience in interstellar trade and the politics of the cosmos at large. Max and Dex," his hand swept past a pair of brutes that made him seem aetherial by contrast, "are not merely honor guard, but also speak for the Vivarium classes, many of whom have expressed a desire to emigrate to your fair kingdom. They are much more intelligent than they appear, and fear not that I damn them with faint praise." Unsaid was that each also reported back to other power blocs within Khadam, a fact that was well known by Q'Nos due to his spies and Simon's scries, but it was impolitic to state it in such surroundings. Max was beholden to the long out of power Technomancers, while Dex served the interests of the ambitious Rex Umbrae.


  "We welcome our fellow superior beings to our court," Q'Nos rumbled diffidently. "May humanity tremble at our presence," he added, with noticeably more interest.


  "So, that will be the tune Q'Nos will call for this dance of diplomacy," Kaliban thought. Out loud, he replied, "So do they already, for do we not shake the vault of the heavens?"


  Simon the Magus lifted an eyebrow slightly at the turn of phrase. Did Kaliban refer to Venus? Or was it merely flowery language with no substance?


  And the dance went on.


  * * * *


  [December 18, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Good morning, Solar Max." Dan "Grind" Tracey's image on the tele- conference system was crisp and clean, as one would expect when the field leader of STRAFE was actually in his office for once, rather than out on a mission. "I'm guessing you're calling about that little bit of celestial news that NASA finally saw fit to release to us today?" NASA was now officially the North American Space Authority, and its portfolio was somewhat different from that of its TwenCen counterpart, but they'd insisted on keeping the same acronym. Pride of continuity.


  JakZak nodded, as did Sarah, who sat to his right. "They timed it really close, too. The first news hit the Net about ten minutes after they 'confided' in me. They didn't want us finding out from the news services first, but weren't too picky about how far in advance of the public news they happened to be."


  "Well, with Venus approaching its closest to Earth, even the grade school class project astronomers were bound to notice soon," Sarah noted. "And it's not like keeping secrets from each other is a NEW thing for us and the government." She twisted her mouth sourly at the memory of how they'd been used by Delta Rose back when they were in school, and then frowned as she considered the blockbuster secrets about China that she was helping keep. Oh, a few Senators knew about that now, but still.


  Grind nodded. "Be that as it may, it's clear that Venus has changed somehow. Data from the Galileo II planetary studies space telescope shows that its albedo has dropped significantly, and its surface temperature can't be any higher than fifty Celsius. The spectroscope indicates the atmosphere has changed from its old acidic nature to something that should be breathable by humans. Someone has terraformed Venus."


  "Or Santariformed," JakZak countered. "They're the only extrasolar power with the means to reshape a planet's ecosystem that radically, though I can't think of why even a rogue faction of the Santari would bother."


  "No, pinning it on the Santari doesn't really make sense," Grind agreed. "This is probably a supernormal effect. Or, if it's the result of advanced alien technology, it was likely bought from the Pranir by a Terran faction, looking for elbow room and a hard to reach bolthole. Khadam seems likely in any case."


  "Or it could be someone entirely new," Sarah pointed out. "I'm not sure if that's a good thing or a bad thing, though. I mean, it could be someone who doesn't have any sinister agenda and just wants to get off Earth and live in peace."


  JakZak and Grind silently stared at Sarah.


  "Okay, I don't think we're that lucky either," she admitted.


  * * * *


  [December 19, 2025 - Ibiza]


  Timeslip didn't quite make it to a restroom before the violent nausea triggered by his jump back in time seized his guts and twisted HARD. Fortunately, this *was* Ibiza. Even in the daytime, even with much of the island still being rebuilt after the massive damage inflicted during what was still the most famous bachelor party ever...someone heaving up his guts while leaning against a building wasn't a sight that garnered a whole lot of notice.


  As he wiped the last of the bile off his lips with the back of his sleeve, Timeslip noted that his clothing might garner notice, though. He'd picked pretty nondescript stuff, but given the fashion-consciousness of the average tourist in Ibiza, someone was bound to notice eventually, and ask him where he'd gotten his gear. Time to rectify that situation.


  Staggering a bit more than his post-jump queasiness really merited, Timeslip headed for the nearest knot of "disaster tourists". They were the sort of vultures who liked seeing the aftermath of the destruction of someone else's life, or who even hoped to see a repeat performance. They'd be disappointed, though, since as far as he could recall, there were no supernormal fights on the island again until at least '27. Anyway, these were clearly the kind of jerks he had no trouble pickpocketing, and one semi-drunken stumble later he had a nice fat wallet to play with. "Have some of your own tragedy, snakehead," he muttered as he headed for a nice private place to examine his booty.


  Half an hour later, Christopher Albert Hall, freelance graphic designer from San Diego, emerged from a dreadfully overpriced boutique dressed in the latest of upper middle class fashions. It always paid to load up one's computer with outdated cracking software when making a time jump, Timeslip mused. Stuff from his own time had trouble thinking *down* to the level of 2025 systems, but a moldy old suite from 2029 did a great job of helping him invent a new identity from scratch....


  * * * *


  [December 20, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  More and more, Simon Smith was convinced that his current identity had been crafted from whole cloth, that he had been someone else in his youth. Someone even more important than the vizier of a small but powerful kingdom. The more he worked with pieces of the old rainbow bridge, the stronger the sense of this other life became.


  "Eos, lady of the dawn, hear my plea. Aphrodite, mistress of the morning star, feel my need. Hermes, god of the road, smooth my path. Zeus, master of the heavens, forgive my trespass," he chanted, lifting his arms to the sky as the first rays of dawn reached out their rosy fingers. It was unlikely the gods were listening, of course, but it made for good public spectacle.


  It was a pity that the ceremony had to be held in such an open and public location, Simon thought. This was clearly the sort of thing that Kaliban would have been sent to observe. But the beast-man was clever enough that he probably could have spied on a sealed cavern in the bowels of Olympus, so it probably didn't matter all that much.


  Simon felt the power building. The carefully laid-out shards of Eos's rainbow were starting to knit together and grow as he fanned the faint spark of godly power that still clung to them. The Sun was now fully risen, Venus itself nearly invisible against its glare, being so close to it in the sky this day. The power of Eos was at its strongest now, and he poured his will into the fragments of rainbow.


  There was a flash of brilliance, and the rainbow lanced out at the Sun, for the barest of moments even brighter than the daystar, and Simon reeled!


  Memories flooded back into him, the arrow of the Sun lancing deep into his soul that fateful day a lifetime ago, the day that his pride had cost him everything!


  "THERE CAN ONLY BE ONE GOD OF THE SUN," a voice had boomed deep within his very being on that day. "WHEN THE DAY DAWNS WHEN THERE IS BUT ONE UNDISPUTED LORD OF THE LIVING LIGHT, IT MAY NOT BE ME, BUT IT WILL CERTAINLY NOT BE *YOU*, PRESUMPTIOUS MORTAL!"


  Simon staggered back as the assembled crowd cheered. Hopefully they all thought he was merely reeling from effort, and he groped for a nearby bench to steady himself.


  He needed time to come to grips with the torrent of new...yet old... memories. But even now, he knew that whatever his old life had held, he could not reclaim it. The power had passed to another, and Simon's current path of study would not let him reclaim it. Nor, to be truthful, did he want it anymore.


  An old proverb states that who the gods would destroy, they first drive mad. But Simon had driven himself mad, and the god Apollo had saved him from his own destruction by burying that madness under the waters of Lethe.


  In the final analysis, though...would he praise Apollo for this accidental mercy, or damn him?


  * * * *


  [December 20, 2025 - Montreal, Venus]


  Jacques looked out the window as lightning flashed and filled the small room he shared with Tamica with an actinic glare. It was strange to have normal weather, even if it was still kept out by the Dome. He wished he knew more about what was going on outside, but he'd lost his excuse for slipping away several weeks ago when the Rouge "kindly" moved him and Tamica into new rooms together. Maybe they suspected the two of them hadn't really been slipping away for trysts, but it was just as likely that they just thought they were helping cement loyalty by making things easier on a pair of lovers.


  Oh, and they had ended up as lovers after all. He liked Tamica well enough, and they managed to get along as well as most married couples, so things worked out. But both were frustrated that they had less opportunities to get away and make contact with the resistance.


  On the other hand, it would be nice to be with something resembling family for Christmas. Last year, the needs of just staying alive had meant holidays in general were cancelled. And the year before, Jacques had just been too busy to get away and visit his parents...he still wondered if they thought he was dead, or hoped that he was only missing.


  A small evergreen wreath over the door still filled the room with its scent, covering the inevitable odors of the night's activities. The Sans Rouge officially frowned upon any expression of religion that wasn't the Cult of the Twins, but now that people thought they might survive leaving the city, the Rouge had to ease back on some of the repression. Less stick, more carrot.


  Jacques looked at Tamica's sleeping body, cream-and-coffee skin glistening in the twilight glow that made it through the clouds, and considered that particular carrot. The Rouge was encouraging children now. With the food crisis solved months ago and the possibility of colonizing land outside, the official line was that it was time to be fruitful and multiply, to claim this world as our own.


  Unofficially, the Sans Rouge had somewhat more sinister motives, of course. Even if he hadn't heard it in one of his few meetings with a Resistance contact last week, Jacques would have guessed it on his own. One, children are easier to indoctrinate. Long term, the Rouge hoped to raise a generation of True Believers. Two, it was a lot harder to run away if you had an infant to care for. Marshal Howard had started slipping some of the more endangered people out of the city, people who had been working on penal details where the sentence was "work until you die", along with a few of the as yet uncaught Resistance leaders who could help protect the worn-down prisoners outside the walls. The Rouge couldn't help but notice that their closed system wasn't closed anymore...so they thought they could chain people down by their offspring.


  He was pretty sure he and Tamica were being careful, but they'd only been sleeping together for a couple of weeks. For all he knew she was already pregnant. If she was, what would they do?


  * * * *


  [December 21, 2025 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  Geode stood before the window unclothed, the morning Sun glistening off the myriad facets of her crystalline body. Even though it was the Solstice, the day the Sun was weakest, the light felt good. And it reminded her of George, though it was golden to his green.


  Whispering a short prayer to Allah, she bowed her head. The first time she'd said her morning prayers unclothed, it had been a strange feeling, a mix of guilt and rightness. To feel the Sun's light fill her entire being was just too strong a sensation to deny, it was clearly more than a mere bit of science. It was Allah's presence. And to block it seemed wrong to her. The guilt had faded surprisingly quickly after she came to that realization.


  Was this heresy? Probably yes, even by the more relaxed standards of the Moslems in this country. Definitely yes by the stricter fundamentalism she had been raised in. Her very existence was evil according to the faith of her childhood, she was an abomination and a spawn of the devil. Yet, this no longer weighed so heavily on her.


  However, practical matters meant she dressed quickly after she finished her prayers. The apartment may have had modern privacy systems, but there was still a chance someone might see her. The dark blue bodysuit was as much disguise as preservation of modesty, if not moreso now.


  There was a knock at the door.


  "Come in, George," she called out. He had probably been waiting outside for some time now, but he respected her and waited until he was sure morning devotions were done.


  The door swung open, and the glowing green form of Beacon drifted in before closing the door behind him. She held out an ungloved hand and he gently kissed it, sending a thrill through both of them as his light briefly refracted throguh the facets of her fingers.


  "Good morning," he said. "And what does the dawn bring you?"


  "Worries," she said, and it was true, suddenly. Her calm of a moment ago was now troubled, and she glanced at the nearly invisible morning star near to the Sun. "I don't know why, but I feel as if Venus may be linked to those episodes I've had recently." Since the time in the woods, she had felt strange pangs on three other occasions, but repetition had not brought her any closer to determining why they happened. Until now.


  "You've seen the recent news about Venus?" he asked.


  Geode shook her head.


  "Something has changed there. The clouds seem to be parting," he paused, as if uncertain whether he should add anything. Then, as if briefly wrestling with his conscience and winning, he said, "This isn't public knowledge, but we think someone has terraformed Venus."


  Inexplicably, Geode's heart leapt for a moment.


  * * * *


  [September 22, 2024 - The Amazon Jungle]


  Photosynth drowsed fitfully in the darkest hours of the night, what some called the Hour of the Wolf. Her lord and master had not communicated with her in months, not since she fled the disaster at Skyhaven. This silence caused an ache in her very soul that a year ago she wouldn't have thought possible. Of course, a year ago she was a sack of meat, selfish and shallow, so how COULD she have felt such profound pain?


  She had the plants for company, of course, but it was like a bandage on an amputated limb. She had the vaguest of awareness of the other surviving pure beings, but she knew at least one had done the impossible and betrayed her lord...she had no way of knowing if others had turned as well. So she secreted herself far away from meat and light alike.


  The stone mocked her, though. A piece of the Berlin Wall, it would let her travel nearly anywhere in the world if she dared. But she neither dared to use it nor could bring herself to wander far from its hiding place. Every day she hated herself more for her cowardice.


  <<HELP ME!>>


  Photosynth jarred to full awareness at the sound of her lord's voice in her mind!


  "Lord Doublecross?"


  But there was no answer. It had been the briefest of bursts, but it had been enough to leave her no doubt where her lord was, and that he was entrapped. Something had let him send out a single, desperate message. And she would answer it. But she wasn't one of the pure ones who was able to fly like light itself, so she needed another way.


  Racing as fast as she could, Photosynth went to where the stone was hidden, cursing herself for every minute it took her to work her way across the jungle. She had strayed too far from the stone after all. Finally, she reached it, then formed the patterns that would give her access to the WorldMaze. She entered the twisted paths of that construct, picturing the Giza plateau.


  Then the universe tore apart around her....


  * * * *


  [December 22, 2025 - Venus]


  Peregryn awoke from his trance, a look of grim determination on his mud-streaked face. Had Photosynth acted a moment sooner, she would have joined the battle at Giza. Had she acted a moment later, the stone she sought would not have been there, transported to Venus along with everything else tied to the soul of Yvan Viau. But she had acted precisely when she did, and he had yet another tally to add to the list of his inadvertant sins.


  "You trapped me here," the wind whispered through the leaves. Peregryn's spell had not only let him contact the spirit of the plants, it had fully awakened that spirit. Photosynth was fully aware for the first time in over a year.


  This brought danger, but also opportunity.


  "Yes, I did," Peregryn nodded. "I sought only to rid myself of the Viaus, but my overconfidence was to the pain of millions, including you. I did not intend to hurt you, but that is no excuse. There is *so much* I did not intend, but that happened nonetheless, and I will be long in atoning for it. But I may be able to free you."


  "Then do it!" the branches rustled menacingly. "I am one of the pure ones, I should not be tied to pulp any more than to meat!"


  "It is not that simple. I can feel more than my own magic at work here. I may have sent you to this world, but it was Claudette Viau who bound you to the land. Perhaps she saw a need for your power but not the need to ask you for help. It will take time to unravel her spells."


  "I cannot bear to wait any longer! While I slumbered, when it was just a bad dream, I could endure. But not now!"


  Peregryn sighed. She was likely to be completely mad as a result of her traumatic forced conversion to photonic life. Her imprisonment in the flora of Venus would not have improved matters. To free her would be to unleash a mad goddess...but she was not exactly harmless now, either.


  "I will need time to determine how to free you," he pointed out. "I cannot do that while everything living on this world hunts me."


  "I will cease my attacks while you work."


  "That is not enough. There are men on this world...or things that are much like men...and they seek my death as well," he explained. He had not yet caught a clear glimpse of his two-legged pursuers, but he suspected they were spawn of the Leviathan, caught up as he was in the banishing. "You must also protect me from them."


  The wind blew with no pattern for a long moment, and trees seemed to huddle in consultation. "We...I will do this. But how can we be sure you will keep your end of the bargain? That you're not just looking for protection and are lying to me to get it?"


  Peregryn drew a small dirk from his belt and scored it across his palm, leaving a bloody line. He pressed that hand against a tree bole. "I swear by my blood that I will seek a way to free you from your prison if you swear to protect me while I do so."


  "I so swear," the leaves crackled. There was a subtle, electric thrill that passed through Peregryn's hand.


  "It is done. I must sleep now, I have not slept in a long time, and I will need a clear head to counter Claudette's magics," Peregryn explained.


  "We will watch over you," the trees replied.


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


  Next Issue:


  Forces converge on Montreal, and they're not all players you have seen before! Meanwhile, Timeslip continues on his mission...when ASH discovers it, will they want to help him, or stop him? Be there for "Serpents In Eden"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Sorry about the long delay between issues. August is a busy month for me, and then I got slammed by ragweed allergies for most of September and part of October. Took me a while after that to get back in the saddle.


  This arc is called "Time and Space," but unlike recent arcs, I don't have a fixed length in mind. Probably 3-4 issues, enough time to resolve the Timeslip plot and get a reasonably satisfying amount of stuff done on Venus. The Venus plot will certainly NOT resolve in only a few issues, but I hope to set things up sufficiently well in this arc that other writers can start using Venus without worrying about giving things away. Presuming I ever *get* other writers.


  The new Max and Dex have never appeared before, but the idea of a pair of brutes by those names has run through versions of this setting for ages. Max and Dex were originally a pair of cats owned by one of my gaming friends, and for a while, my Battletech pilots always included a Max and a Dex. In the original ASH campaign setting, Max and Dex were a pair of cops with a mad-on for superheroes who bargained with Khadamite geneticist Doctor Pue for the power to destroy the original ASH, but got killed. Their brains survived, however, and were installed in the bodies of killer robots from the future (that were essentially Bubblegum Crisis-style Boomers who were pulling a Terminator in order to assure their own timeline), and got blown up a few times before becoming vengeance-driven ghosts who possessed minor supernormals and used them to kill heroes. They were finally put to rest by the Wanderer and Tymythy Twystyd. Their names and reputation survived among the villainous set, though, which has resulted in a number of Vivarium mutations naming themselves either Max or Dex (and at least one is known to call himself Maxandex).


  In case anyone's wondering, I do consider this issue to be giving away Simon Smith's Big Secret. But I'll spell it out more clearly in a future issue for the benefit of newcomers.


  Jacques Dumont and Tamica Higgins first appeared in ASH #57. Why return to them and not to any of the other characters I introduced during The Romance of Three Republics? I dunno, I probably could have written the scene just as well with most of the others (although the Christmas reference wouldn't have worked so well with the Moslem group). I suppose the fact that they're explicitly tied to the resistance, but still at the periphery, makes them worth going back to. Writer Trick #424 - Pick viewpoint characters who know something about what's going on, but can be expected to not know the whole story. That way, you can maintain a sense of mystery and uncertainty, plus you can contradict yourself later with the excuse that the viewpoint character had been misinformed. :)


  I will admit to a great deal of ignorance about the practices of Islam, but I'm pretty sure that worshipping skyclad is not part of mainstream practice. :) Mind you, when you're made of crystal and have less definition than a Barbie doll, being unclothed isn't exactly immodest, but it's a state of mind sort of thing, not a "banned by the FCC" thing.


  Photosynth's flashback scene takes place during Capstone #1's first scene, as the cat's cradle manipulations bent the optical fibers just enough to allow a tiny bit of signal out. The "Skyhaven disaster" took place in CSV #12. WAY back when Tony Pi and I were first discussing the idea of the Venus plotline, the original plan was to have Yvan use the Worldmaze to shunt several Photonics there during the battle in CSV #12. Photosynth would cover the planet in plantlife, and Mothflame in insect life. Then Tony decided to go a different way with that conflict, and Venus got shelved. But since Photosynth never showed up again after CSV #12, when I revived the Venus Plan, we decided that Photosynth would still be along for the ride, allowing for unnaturally fast growth within the domed city and thus explaining why everyone didn't starve to death. This unnatural growth was alluded to in CSV #25, and then expanded on as I brought Venus on stage as a subplot during Romance Of Three Republics.


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


  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/ !


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


  #62 - Serpents In Eden


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover is dominated by the planet Venus, with the Viaus standing at the top, symbolically gigantic. From the right, a space ship with Khadamite markings flies towards the planet. From the left, a chariot rides across a rainbow that arcs down to the surface. Below, also symbolically large, Peregryn reaches up towards the Viaus.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [December 23, 2025 - Venus]


  Peregryn sat in the middle of a clearing, a spot where the mystical conversion of the land hadn't gotten to an outcropping of basaltic stone. Trees and understory growth surrounded it even more densely than would have happened naturally, forming a solid barrier that protected and hid him from the as yet unknown force that hunted him. The rock itself provided a conduit to the trapped spirit of the world, now overlaid with foreign life.


  "Photosynth," he addressed the once-human spirit that now inhabited all plant life on Venus. "I apologize if what I am about to say sounds like a comedy routine, but I have good news, bad news, more good news, and more bad news."


  "Tell me," the leaves rustled.


  "First, I believe I have determined how to free you from the planet's biosphere..."


  "Then DO IT!" the wind roared through the trees. "We must be pure again!"


  He held up a forestalling hand. "The first piece of bad news is that I cannot do it here. As I told you earlier, my spell of banishment merely sent you to this world, it was the work of the Viaus that bound you to the flora. I must be in close proximity to whichever one cast the actual spell if I am to free you. Their cooperation would also be...helpful, but not vital." He did not add that casting the counterspell without the aid of the Viaus would be intensely painful for both Photosynth and him. She would not care, and he probably deserved it, penance for his carelessness. And for the way in which he misled her, even now.


  Before the ring of greenery could frame the question, he added, "The other good news is that I can sense where the Viaus must be, where their unique magicks warp the planet most strongly."


  After a short pause, the vines whispered, "And the other bad news?"


  "We are on a small continent near the equator, that I believe astronomers named Beta Regio. The Viaus are near the north pole, atop the tallest mountain on Venus...Maxwell Montes. It will be a long journey, even with your help."


  "Then you had better get started," the trees spoke with finality.


  * * * *


  [December 24, 2025 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "I'm surprised to see you so graceful on ice," Julie smiled as Scott skated backwards, facing her while also avoiding collisions with others who were using the public rink. "I mean, it's not really your element, is it?"


  Scott chuckled, doing a quick axel and landing confidently. "I didn't used to be, no. But I took it up after I learned to, you know," he made a "whoosh" motion with one hand. While the two weren't taking great pains to hide their identities, Scott was enjoying the public anonymity too much to want to break cover. "Anyway, it helps a lot with balance and keeping my orientation during complex maneuvers."


  Unspoken, but understood by both, was that being supernormal made one generally better at any physical task, even if it wasn't your main "power". It made learning things like skating depressingly easy...depressing for Julie, anyway. She'd spent a few years in childhood hoping to become a figure skater before the fashion bug bit her, and here Scott was, as good as she ever was and he hardly had to try.


  Dismissing the brown thoughts, Julie switched subjects. "So, heard anything lately from my little brother? He's being awfully coy when we talk on the phone..."


  Scott nodded. "He hasn't told me much either, I think he's worried he'll jinx it."


  "I hope things work out between him and Geode," Julie grabbed Scott's hand and spun so that she was the one skating backwards for a change. "After all he's been through, and the thought that his new body might mean, well, it's kind of sweet how he's found someone who may just complement him physically, as well as in personality."


  "Me too, although..."


  "What?"


  Scott shook his head. "I don't know. Just something nagging at me. Okay, she's already got a somewhat ominous past and all that, but I can't help but wonder if she's been totally honest with us."


  "You mean, you think there might be something WORSE than the chance all of Iran will try to crash their wedding and kill her?"


  Scott blinked. "You think they're that far along? I mean, for a wedding?"


  Julie mentally slapped herself. Scott had been on tenterhooks for months about their own on-again-off-again wedding plans. Even her best suggestion, the Cloisters, didn't really ease his worries.


  Scott must have seen the pained look that flitted across her face, because he pulled her in close. "Sorry, Julie. I know you want this all to work out, but I'm just having trouble letting go of my professional paranoia. Sometimes I think there's nowhere on Earth we could hold the ceremony without SOMETHING screwing it up. Too bad we're both way too high- profile to just elope, or I'd fly you to the Moon or something...."


  * * * *


  [December 24, 2025 - Barcelona, Spain]


  In theory, Ibiza had an international airport. In practice, too much of it was still too damaged to accomodate anything more than shuttle flights to the mainland. In theory, Chris could have been most of the way to his destination by now. In practice, he was in a jam-packed Spanish airport full of tourists and their squalling brats, a dozen or more of which could be guaranteed to be on any flight he could squeeze himself onto.


  Provided he could get on a flight in the first place. December 24 was not a great day to be trying to buy a ticket, even in his native time.


  "I tried to do it the friendly way," he muttered as he opened up his portable computer. "Now to do a hostile takeover of someone's seat." He scrolled through the passenger list of the next flight for Dulles, bringing up data on ones that looked promising and hadn't checked in yet. "Ah, here we go. A thoroughly unpleasant tool of the establishment investment banker. Flying alone, on the company card. Bumped!" He grinned as he wrote himself a ticket for the man's business class seat and cancelled the original.


  A few minutes later, he was checking his newly-acquired luggage and answering the tedious questions they used to have to ask airline passengers back in this day and age.


  "Do you have anything to declare?"


  "Some new wardrobe, here's the forms," he passed over a printout.


  "Reason for travel?"


  "Going home. Had to cut my vacation short, family emergency." In a way, that was almost true. And he'd made sure to book flights through to San Diego, although he'd be diverting at O'Hare.


  The desk drone frowned. "I don't see any record of your flight out here, sir."


  Chris mentally cursed himself. The delicate political situation in this era made airport security more nervous than he was used to. "I took a cruise ship out," he explained, thinking quickly. "There goes a few grand of non-refundable trip back," he sighed. One of the oldest rules of grifting... if people thought you were losing money on a proposition, they were less likely to look as hard at it.


  "Very well. Here's your boarding pass and baggage check claims. We should begin boarding in about an hour."


  Two hours and some nervous moments in the security line later, and he was on his way to the North American Combine.


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2025 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  Sara Jane wiped the cold sweat from her brow, pausing in her efforts to erect temporary shelters for her growing band of refugees. It was cool, like an autumn day, something that still struck her as odd. She'd felt Venus was supposed to be hot and jungle-like, not like a Canadian softwood forest. Then again, given that the Sun never seemed to rise far above the horizon, she was probably in the arctic circle. Further south it probably fit the old sci fi tropical pattern.


  At least it didn't seem likely to snow here, unlike in Canada. But it rained often enough that they needed shelter, especially for the poor bastards who'd been rescued from the prison farms, where the Sans Rouge were working dissenters to death. She suppressed a grim chuckle...no red blood on their hands of the "without red", just quiet deaths by exhaustion.


  "Marshal, we could use a hand with this one," came a call from a few dozen meters away. Another tree was about to be dropped by the amateur lumberjacks, and while her paranormal gift didn't run to superhuman strength, she was strong enough to give a nudge to a tree that might fall the wrong way. As these did a LOT more often than she thought they should...it was as if the trees were trying to take a few humans with them.


  "Coming, Luc," she called back.


  As she loped over to the cutting crew, she spotted one of those strange rainbows again, just going straight up into the sky rather than curving. Checking her watch, she confirmed that it had been about 24 hours since the last one, which had happened 24 hours after the one before it. Some weird natural phenomenon of the new Venus, or something else?


  She sighed, "Probably something else," then filed it away as she concentrated on helping with the tree.


  At least it made an interesting replacement for Christmas decorations.


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2025 - San Francisco, SoCal Sector]


  Green light danced off the living room walls of Geode's apartment, little shimmering reflections and refractions of George's fingertips as they passed into and through her own. Neither of them saw the festive display, however, as their eyes were closed in ecstacy.


  For several minutes they simply stood there silently, swaying gently and making the patterns of light on the walls shift and change. Finally, and more than a little reluctantly, they broke contact.


  "Happy holidays," George smiled as he handed Geode her glove.


  "It's not my holiday," she demurred as she covered her crystalline hand.


  George shrugged. "It's not your religion, no. Nor mine, really. But it's everyone's holiday. When it's coldest and darkest, it's good to have a celebration to remind everyone that there's still warmth in the world, in our hearts."


  "What about Australians?" she countered playfully.


  George paused for a moment, the light of his body dimming slightly while he pondered. "They need something to help them forget they live in Australia," he grinned.


  "Naughty man," Geode chided. "So," she shifted the topic slightly, "what else is planned for today? I believe there are presents for this holiday? Or did we just finish opening each other's?" she grinned, far less shyly than she would have a few months earlier.


  "There's Christmas dinner with friends and family," he replied, straight-facedly. "In this case, at the ASH Chicago base, which is why we have to stop fooling around and get ready to fly out there. We'll do the presents thing after dinner, presuming no one tries to blow up the world while we're eating."


  Christmas had not, George reflected, been the best of holidays for his circle of friends lately. In '22 they were fighting the Burnout Killer, in '23 Kasca had attacked them at the Chicago base. Last year had been quiet for a change, but they'd all been waiting for the hammer to drop regarding Doublecross. And reading about the exploits of the CSV, which was enough to foul up anyone's holiday mood.


  "Let us hope not," Geode nodded as she bound her shimmering hair up into a bun so that it would fit under her helmet. "I would like to have some time to talk with Mrs. Taylor, I have not gotten to see her much lately, and there are some...questions I would like to ask her," she finished almost in a whisper, the old shyness now showing through.


  George wondered if he should start hoping for ninjas to attack, or something....


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2025 - Ouda Regio, Venus]


  "All right, you apes, look lively!" Sarge Simian shouted as the cargo hatch of the ship clanged open, before the thrusters had even cooled. The cybernetically enhanced mountain gorilla jumped to the scorched and steaming earth, the boots of his pressure suit made of stern enough stuff to protect his feet from the heat. Not that his feet were particularly vulnerable to heat...most of his lower body had been rebuilt to allow a more upright stance.


  He was followed by the rest of his troupe, the survivors of yet another Technomancer project that had been repurposed to support Khadam's foreign policy objectives. The handful of cyborg gorillas fanned out and left the clearing formed by their earlier missile run on the jungle.


  A squad of Gold Citadellian elite troopers disgorged from the ship next, their normally gleaming armor muted into jungle camoflage patterns. Not that an enemy close enough to spot them didn't know exactly where they'd be right now, but it was good operational doctrine.


  Finally, in a variant of the Gold trooper armor bedecked with a small pair of orange and blue opposing arrows, Conflicto hopped out and looked around.


  "What a lovely place to be spending Christmas," he sighed. The equatorial continent was far enough from Montreal that there was no real chance they'd be spotted before they were ready, and with dawn in the west still a few dozen hours away, they were able to sneak down to a landing in what amounted to a smuggler ship with better guns. "Eyes, report."


  The sensor tech of the Gold squad saluted. "Confirmed breathable, if unpleasant. Current temperature fifty two Celsius, relative humidity ninety seven percent, atmospheric pressure twelve hundred ten millibars."


  "Ick. I'm not taking off this helmet until we have a basecamp set up. Hostiles?"


  "None on sensors," the tech shook his head. "Thermals are having a hard time picking out anything against the ambient heat, though."


  "That's why we have the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas," Conflicto smirked. "Sarge, we clear?"


  "Clear on our twelve," the simian non-com replied. "Alright, apes! Report!"


  "Flinger, clear on our two!" the team's grenadier replied over radio.


  "Grilla, clear on four!" called out the flamethrower specialist.


  "There seems to be an oppressive ontological framework in place, Sergeant, the nature of which defies ready..."


  "Can it!" Sarge shouted. "Clear or not?"


  There was a brief sigh. "Joe Jung, clear on six. Physically, at least."


  "Fine," Sarge said, sounding like he was rolling his eyes.


  "Rae, clear on eight!" called out one of the troupe's two females. Rae was fairly butch, even for a gorilla, Conflicto noted.


  "Faye, clear on ten!" Conflicto shuddered. Faye was the other female, and she tried very hard to look sexy by human standards. It was one of the most horrifying things he'd ever seen, and he lived in Khadam. Even the creepy-crawly who owned the ship and was piloting it for them was less disturbing.


  "Gogoclearonwidesweep!" Like a lot of speedsters, Gogo had trouble with slowing down enough for slowpokes to understand, but a few applications of zero friction had taught the gorilla to make the effort when talking to Conflicto.


  "Construction brigade, get on it!" Conflicto ordered. "We've got a couple of days until dawn, and I want this entire landing site sanitized and camoflaged before sunup!" Step one, establish a beachhead. Step two, start scouting locations for New Khadam. Step three...profit!


  * * * *


  [December 26, 2025 - Mount Olympus]


  Simon Smith slumped towards his rooms with the aid of a sylph. The exertion of holding the rainbow bridge open was more than a man of his age could be expected to endure without consequences, but endure it he would. Today's brief window of transit saw the first technical team cross over to the dawn star, now that a safe camp had been established. Soon it would be possible to communicate directly with the camp via radio, albeit with a significant time lag...Venus may be at its closest to Earth, or near enough to it, but that still meant several minutes delay even at the speed of light.


  As the sylph helped him into a heavily cushioned couch, Simon chuckled. Matters of light and color did seem to follow him now. Or at least they took on greater prominence, now that he knew who he had been before Apollo had ripped his power and his memories from him. Bennett Rush, the original Doublecross, accept no imitations or backup files.


  Had it truly been punishment for hubris, as so often happens when one scales the slopes of Olympus? Or had it been "tough love" from a god of light who recognized insanity when he saw it?


  Whatever. Doublecross had been mad. Bennett Rush had been a subtle plotter, a gray eminence who manipulated the world from behind the mask of a humble government official. Simon Smith would be far better served to follow the example of Bennett than of Doublecross. Especially now that the stakes were not one world, but two!


  The new project had shaken Q'Nos out of his funk, especially once he had learned that his mother was the spirit of Venus now. He considered the entire world his by birthright, and if they were very careful, Q'Nos could potentially enforce that claim, even though Venus was a fairly open secret now.


  If nothing else, the relative inaccessibility of the planet cancelled out Q'Nos's greatest weakness: lack of warm bodies. The other great powers of the world could simply pour soldiers into a problem...even if one of Q'Nos's followers was worth twenty humans, there were a hundred humans available to the task of defeating it. But there was simply no way for anyone to send large numbers to the planet. Space transit was limited and mostly borrowed or bought from the various interstellar powers. No one else had a mystic means of travel, although the fact that the rainbow bridge could only be maintained for a brief period around dawn did limit it for Simon's purposes as well. It all came down to cowing or winning the loyalty of the population already present on Venus, and Q'Nos had a clear advantage in wooing the support of the children of the Leviathan....


  * * * *


  [December 27, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Timeslip stood in the cold wind coming off Lake Michigan as he waited with a small knot of other people at the taxi stand. Two days wasted in Washington D.C. had put him behind schedule, but not fatally so. And the delay had made it easier to get a legit ticket from O'Hare to Mitchell Field, at least. He was good at cracking systems, but no one could avoid detection forever.


  The wind carried a snippet of conversation towards him. "...not so sure this is the right thing..." The voice was naggingly familiar, and he carefully looked around for its source, trying not to LOOK like he was looking.


  He caught sight of a slender woman and a man who could have broken Moose Jr. in half about five meters away. They were headed for the rental garage across the street, but walking slowly.


  "He's growing up fast," the large man replied. "REALLY fast. You may have let Nancy adopt her, but it's not like you want him to never know his real mother."


  "Oh, shit," Timeslip hissed through gritted teeth. He added, silently, "Why did they have to be here *today*?"


  * * * *


  [December 27, 2025 - Beta Regio, Venus]


  "You are nearing the shore," Photosynth whispered. "How do you propose to cross the seas? My power there is limited."


  Peregryn pulled a small square of cloth from his beltpouch. "This is Skidhbladhnir, or a reasonable copy, at any rate. The Svartalfwerk boat given to Freyr, that can be folded up and kept in one's pocket. It is also quite fast," he added in a deadpan. In fact, it could take him practically anywhere on the planet in a matter of hours, presuming he didn't run into trouble such as storms or sea monsters. He didn't doubt that there would be monsters. He replaced the folded boat in his pouch, then pulled out a shimmering blue-silver Chinese longsword. "So, how many will there be waiting for me?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "You dissemble poorly, Photosynth. You have kept my mysterious pursuers at a distance, but not driven them off entirely. They will be waiting for me once I leave the protection of your jungle...you may want me to succeed so that I can free you, but you're certainly not above putting me in some uncomfortable positions."


  "Five to the west, seven to the east. They shouldn't be a challenge for a mighty warrior mage such as you, should they?" Childish malice colored the voice coming from the crackling of twigs and swishing of leaves.


  He gently pushed the undergrowth aside with his sword, rather than playing tit for tat and hacking through it. It was time to face these unseen warriors in any case. They were a lingering mystery he would rather solve before leaving their land.


  "Here I am," he called out, striding out onto the rocky shore, too young to have sand, mystic terraforming or not. "Face me!"


  The two groups Photosynth had mentioned emerged from behind boulders, looking for all the world like ancient Greek heroes in bronze armor. However, rather than the hide shields carried by those warriors of yore, each carried a single immense scale that shimmered blue-green in the seemingly eternal daylight. As they came closer, Peregryn could see that their olive skin was scaled, and what was visible of their faces under their helmets had a reptilian cast to it.


  Then the children of Leviathan drew their swords and charged....


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


  Next Issue:


  Timeslip reaches his final destination! Everyone else reaches Venus! The final days of 2025 tick away, and it's clear that big changes are in store for 2026, in "The Land of Nod"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I have painted a map of Venus as it looks in late 2025, using the altitude map at http://zebu.uoregon.edu/~soper/ImVenus/topol.gif for inspiration. Check it out at: http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/venus.html


  Maxwell Montes is actually the tallest mountain in the Solar System, as far as we know, exceeding even Olympus Mons on Mars (which still has the title of tallest volcano). However, the addition of oceans to Venus cuts down the measured height of all its mountains. Maxwell Montes is probably about 5 miles tall above sea level now, give or take, not quite as tall as Everest. Comparable to Tibet in terms of air pressure, but a bit warmer and moister.


  How can someone made of light and someone made of crystal close their (transparent) eyes and not see anything? As with a lot of supernormals, it's a state of mind. :)


  I may or may not write a Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas story for the upcoming Ape Month at RACC, but if you'd like to tell one of their untold tales for that event, contact me!


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


  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/ !


  ============================================================================
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  [December 27, 2025 - Beta Regio, Venus]



  On the rocky shore of the Guinevere Sea, on the narrow strip between the foam-flecked water and the vibrantly living green, Peregryn stood his ground and watched the dozen foemen charge.


  To his back, sanctuary.


  To his front, escape.


  In his hand, a narrow slice of the storm itself, the sword Azure Lightning. Forged in a mythic time that no longer truly existed, held in the hands of the greatest heroes never to be remembered, recovered from a tattered curio shop in Chicago's Chinatown while its current user was still known as Howard Henderson Jr., student at the Academy. It now hummed with excitement, desiring nothing less than to sample the blood of the strange reptilian men who rushed at Peregryn. It was a dangerous weapon, an addicting weapon, a powerful weapon...in short, it was as all weapons have been in the history of mankind.


  The approaching warriors didn't cast their spears, having learned from long experience that their aim would be spoiled by the tamed winds that swirled about the mage. Instead, they clearly hoped to ring him about with a thicket of spearpoints, bring him to bay like an animal.


  Peregryn was not a warrior by inclination, but he had the training of one, and Azure Lightning could make a child the match of a man, so what would it make of a man who was stronger, swifter and braver than any mortal?


  Simple. It would make him the whirlwind.


  Peregryn leapt above the first spear thrust and ran up the shaft of the weapon itself, kicking its holder in the head hard enough to dent the bronze helmet the serpentman wore.


  Using the force of the kick, he propelled himself into a backflip, biting deeply into the flesh of another attacker with Azure Lightning as he thrust towards the ground that was above his head. The semi-human screamed and dropped his own weapon and shield to clutch at the ruin of his right shoulder.


  Two simultaneous spear-thrusts were parried by a single slash that severed the bronze heads from the wooden shafts. One of the warriors shouted something in a language Peregryn did not understand, and he didn't have the time or breathing room to cast a spell to help him comprehend. Not that he really needed to...he was sure that it would translate as something like, "He's only one man! Get him, you fools!"


  Some things, after all, were constants of nature.


  He started to reach for his pouch, then stopped. Normally, his solution to a small horde like this would be to entangle them in magically fast- growing vines, but he suspected Photosynth was enjoying his discomfort too much to allow that to work. And as she was the will of all plants on this brave new world of Venus, it would be...unwise...to rely on the vines.


  If plants were an uncertain ally and all else that lived on this world turned its hand against him, there was still the living rock. The planet itself resented its new tenants.


  "Stone of this world, aid me," he whispered as he parried another trio of spears.


  The spirit of Venus was weak, overcrowed by the Leviathan that Peregryn had banished to it. But it was not dead, it was not unwilling. The scaled warriors suddenly found their footing as unstable as if in an earthquake, yet Peregryn's tread was sure. Azure Lightning licked out once, twice, three times, and as many enemies as that lay bleeding. Yet another lost his balance and fell hard, a sickening crunch followed by stillness as his head struck a stone at just the wrong angle.


  It was enough, the enemy had lost half its number in a matter of moments, and none had so much as touched Peregryn. They broke and ran, dragging what fallen comrades they could.


  Two remained. One was clearly dead, but the other was slowly regaining his senses after the kick that had stunned him moments ago. Now that he had time to concentrate, it was a simple matter to reshape the stones into manacles that bound the warrior to the ground.


  "Speak, and I will understand. Listen, and you will hear," Peregryn commanded, ensorceling the serpentman so that they would be able to understand each other.


  "Invader!" the man spat. "I have nothing to say to you, nor do I wish to listen!"


  Minoan. The man was speaking a variant of ancient Minoan, the native tongue of the debased godling Q'Nos. And, most likely, of his demon mother, the Leviathan.


  "I am about to leave this land," Peregryn replied. "And you are as much invader as I am."


  "Liar! This is the land the Mother promised to us when she rescued us from the mountain's fire! We have served her for eons unknown, and we now have our reward...no servant of base gods will take it from us!"


  Peregryn nodded grimly. He had read of gods trying to hide worshippers away so that they would have a power base in the event of being wiped from history by the wars of the gods. The Leviathan had clearly tried something similar. Whether these men had been serpent-like already, or became so during millennia of captivity within her scales, it didn't really matter. They were here, and their goddess was one of the world spirits now, alongside Photosynth and the original unnamed spirit of Venus.


  "I go now, but others may come, others as powerful as I. You may wish to consider diplomacy with your next visitor," Peregryn said, unfolding the magical boat Skidhbladhnir and placing it in the surf. Replacing Azure Lightning in his beltpouch, he lept lightly aboard the longboat as he dissolved the warrior's bonds with a gesture. Before the serpentman could reach a weapon, though, the magic boat was gone over the horizon.


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Ouda Regio, Venus]


  Mantissa stood atop his ship, drinking in the first rays of the local sunrise. As much as the human leader of the expedition might complain about the climate, the T!rir found it quite pleasant. Of course, his race had long ago engineered themselves to tolerate a rather large range of conditions, as it made more sense than trying to alter entire planets to their needs. And, to be honest, the higher atmospheric pressure and oxygen content made breathing easier for the young exoskeletal alien. He clicked his mouthparts in what passed for a chuckle among his phlegmatic species.


  Strange that someone had done such a thorough job of changing an entire planet, though. Of course, it was "magic", that strange sort of nature- warping talent that was unique to humans now that the inhabitants of the nearby starsystem had wiped themselves out. Such a task could be done with honest science, but it would bankrupt a dozen worlds to even try it. There were plenty of more habitable worlds, even for weaker races like humans or the Santari, no need to go to all the effort to alter such a hostile planet.


  All around his ship, final checks were being made and systems locked down, to create a holographic camoflage. It was high-end Pranir gear, multispectral and guaranteed to prevent technological detection from more than one or two radii of the concealed area away. Combined with chemical scrubbers to keep their spoor off the wind and seismic dampers, the beachhead would be undetectable to anyone not close enough to hear voices. Quite thorough for what was intended to be only a temporary encampment.


  He "chuckled" again. As much as he might try to fight the biases and prejudices of his chitin-bound people, Mantissa still couldn't help but think like them. The camp was intended for use over the course of the better part of a planetary revolution...perhaps not truly long term even for the short- lived humans, but not the eyeblink his instincts told him it was.


  "Hey, Manty!" Conflicto called up from the door of a small plastic shack. "We need to calibrate the seismics against ship traffic, couldja fire up the landing thrusters?"


  "I will do that," he replied via translator box, then opened the hatch and left the lovely sunrise behind. One of the oddities of Venus...it would still be there later for him to view.


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - 100 miles from Montreal, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "Hey, Slim, a little to the left!" Willie the Satyr ordered.


  "That's not my name," the hulking cyclops grumbled as he adjusted the radio tower he held delicately in his gigantic hands.


  "Ask me how much I care, gowan," Willie sniped. Q'Nos didn't have a whole lot of techies available to him, and Willie knew it. And he knew that while he might not be in command of this little mission, he was too valuable to step on. "Bridge, you getting the carrier wave now?"


  "It's clearer, but could be better," the human tech replied. Jessica might not have had any formal training, but she was at least familiar with technology and thus trainable, unlike most of the mythologicals who followed Q'Nos. And she was a damn fine lay, to boot.


  "The tower needs to be two meters higher," Zdeslav Ivansco insisted. There was a lot of resentment in that guy, Willie noted. It wasn't that he minded working for a mytho...no one who served Q'Nos could have that qualm. He just didn't like working for *anyone*. And he made it clear by disputing Willie's decisions whenever possible. "We will barely clear the curve of the planet at high noon."


  "By the time that comes around, Z, we'll have a permanent basecamp and this thing," Willie waved at the tower in Slim's hands, "will have been replaced anyway. It's tall enough, and I don't wanna have to put it back up if it's so tall a storm blows it over."


  "Like *you're* gonna be putting it up," Slim muttered. Willie pretended not to hear it, although when the cyclops spoke they could probably hear him in Montreal.


  "I'm picking up the scouts' transponders," Jessica quickly said, hoping to forestall another argument. "Kinda fuzzy, but this is just with the spar's built-in dishes. And the all clear pings are solid."


  Willie nodded. The centaur squad took to the forested mountains like it was their home, and was already sweeping for hostiles. Shouldn't *be* any, but the Monties could be sending out their own patrols by now, you never knew.


  "Can I put this down now?" Slim asked.


  "Yeah, just a sec, lemme mark the spot," Willie scampered over. "There. But don't go far, we're gonna need ya to drive in the foundation spike once we have the base ready."


  "Okay," the cyclops rumbled. "We got any sheep left?"


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Venus Orbit]


  Veturna Severa, junior Corpsman of the Galactic Warriors, twisted uncomfortably in her tiny scoutship. A lot of technology had gone into making the ships fast, powerful and tiny, and no small part of that technology had been devoted to pilot comfort. But there was only so much you could do to compensate for the fact that the cockpit was practically a coffin, and even a virtual immersion display helmet couldn't counter all the psychological effects.


  So, while most of her senses told her she was flying free above the newly livable planet, as if in a suit of skintight armor, her body still insisted she was in a box. A box that could enter Hyperspace, a box with a Tsaran cannon strong enough to punch holes in a half meter of steel, but a box nonetheless. She wasn't Star Knight, who could do all those things under his own power while just wearing skintight armor, she wasn't even a Deltan or a Scytharian. She was only Santari, and if the box broke, so would she.


  "Corpsman Severa logging report," she then rattled off a reference number for the file. "Third orbit completed of Sol II, also known as Venus." Terrans picked good names for the planets in their system, at least. They weren't quite Santari names, but they were close enough to sound right. "Earth," however, just lay there like a lump, linguistically speaking.


  "Sensors confirm that the energy balance does not conform to standard planetary science. Simply put, some of the stellar energy reaching the surface is vanishing, and seems to be shifted to the nightside. The dayside is far cooler than it should be, even with its new atmospheric mix, and the nightside is far warmer. The entire planet is an exercise in what the Terrans call 'Violation Science'. If the unnatural effects sustaining it should fail, the planet will revert to uninhabitable status, although it may be recoverable with our technological resources, as most of the hard work has been done and will not likely vanish simply because the 'magic' goes away. End report."


  Veturna shuddered. Whatever was powerful enough to alter the entire biosphere of the planet might still be down there. Probably *was* still down there. "What a time for Star Knight to be halfway across the Confederation chasing down a cyborg cartel," she muttered. "Maybe I shouldn't have pissed off the commandant enough for him to assign me to this short-fused bomb...."


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Chicago, Illinois Sector, Earth]


  "You know, when I said I might do a little traveling over winter break, this isn't exactly what I meant," Lightfoot sighed.


  Comet chuckled in sympathy. "At least no one attacked us at dinner the day before yesterday. And it's not like you're being permanently assigned to Venus, you're just shuttle duty," she patted the side of the reconditioned ASH Orbiter that Tom had arrived in over two years ago, then gestured at the knot of NAC Marshals checking their gear over in the corner of the hangar. "Those guys get to go into an unknown situation and scout around, and if it's not instantly fatal, they get to stay for a while. You can come home after you drop them off."


  "But why need me? Don't we have access to alien ships for this sort of trip? I thought we were supposed to get some help from the GWC for policing our stellar back yard."


  "Politics, Tom."


  "Joy. Details, please?"


  "The North American Combine does not have a call on those resources, the United World does. In fact, I'm given to understand that the UW already officially requested that aid. But our esteemed leaders want to get a look at things separately. And stake a claim to some of that real estate, most likely," Sarah confided.


  "Whatever happened to the *United* World?" Tom frowned.


  "Realpolitik. We may be one big happy family, but that doesn't mean we don't squabble over the last drumstick at the dinner table. Eventually, the UW will make some sort of decision regarding the disposition of Venutian rights, but having a presence on the ground is worth a lot in that kind of negotiation. Less cynically," she added, "Non-UW nations are going to be interested in this as well, and it's a land rush. Khadam, at least, has space transport resources it can tap pretty easily, and we want to make sure they don't get too big a foot in the door."


  "Hence the Marshals," Tom nodded.


  "Yep," Sarah confirmed. "The techs and surveyors and so forth are important too, but if the CSV is sunning themselves on a beach up there, we want at least a ghost of a chance of keeping them at bay."


  "Why not send some Anchors, too? I know we don't have a lot anymore, but an Anchor could shut down the CSV a lot faster than a few Marshals."


  Comet shook her head. "Think about it. There's no way that terraforming was done with realtech...the GWC would have known about that, and said so when the UW asked. Do you really want an Anchor on a world that may require magic just to stay livable?"


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Montreal, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  [Note: all dialogue in this scene is in French.]


  "How are they getting out?" Gaston Lapointe growled, sounding as dangerous as the polar bear he could become.


  "That assumes they *are* getting out, my leader," Nadine Beaubien noted, idly twirling a small ring of force around her fingers. "Montreal is still a fairly large place, with any number of hidey-holes. Plus, Frederic has rolled up all the bridges, so even if the dome has a breach, it's a long swim to it."


  The man known as Asphalte nodded. "Even the new causeway is no longer there, it had enough man-made materials to be within the scope of my powers." Almost as an afterthought, he muttered, "Wasn't easy, though."


  Gaston sighed. "Etienne, your thoughts?"


  "Aigle" Bernard shrugged. "I've flown all over the dome, poking at it carefully and using what scientific instruments I could scrape up. The only thing that seems to get through it is light. I suppose if any of those photonics were lurking around from after the Battle of Montreal, they could get in and out. And, of course, the CSV got in by magic a while back, but none of us have seen them since they left."


  "I've been boating out by the edge of the dome," a small and slender woman named Adele Bujold interjected. "The crater is filling up slowly with water," she referred to Cleopatra Crater, where the city had come to rest in the Maxwell Montes. "We may have a leak below the waterline."


  Aigle shook his head. "I haven't noticed any significant change in the shape of the coastline, so we can't be losing water. It must be the rain outside. Cleopatra Crater must simply not have an outlet low enough to let the storm waters flow out. Long term, if the Viaus wake up and realize the dome is no longer needed, we may need to create a valley to avoid flooding the city."


  Asphalte sighed. "I keep trying to extend my power to cover natural stone, but it's not working. We'll have to do any such geoscaping projects the hard way."


  "Venerascaping," Adele giggled. Everyone else just ignored her. Her codename of Lune may have been derived from her power to lessen gravity, but everyone just thought of her as Loony Bujold.


  Gaston broke the brief awkward silence. "So. The dome is intact. There may be some criminals hiding in abandoned buildings or other locations, so I want Frederic and Adele to accelerate their deconstruction project, let's remove some of the cover. Nadine, however it's happening, people are slipping from our grasp...I want some ideas on my desk for improving loyalty, or we'll be running a ghost town."


  "What about me?" Etienne raised an eyebrow.


  "We're going to try to talk to Claudette again...."


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector, Earth]


  "He's getting so big!" Sal said, carefully lifting little Chris up in his massive hands.


  "Wheeeee!" Chris gurgled, sounding more like an infant than like the three-year-old he appeared to be.


  "I know," Nancy Balzer sighed. "I wish his mind would keep up with his body, but it's clear now that it's not. I've had to get help from another Anchor lately, my passive Anchor effect isn't strong enough anymore to keep him damped down when I'm asleep. And *he* still sleeps like a baby: waking up every few hours."


  Arin took the cheerful, squirming boy from Sal's hands, and hugged him tight, her eyes glistening with restrained tears. "I wish there was something I could do," she whispered. Anchoring him was only a stopgap solution now. A telepath might be able to force his mind to advance more quickly, but couldn't operate with an Anchor nearby, and Chris might well outrace any telepath's efforts in another temporal growth spurt. And for all his efforts on her behalf, Lightfoot had not been able to make his own power operate in reverse, and make something go slow instead of fast.


  "Prison's too good for his father," Nancy snarled. "I've never heard of the Owens Effect being so...pathological! But Cole found a way to get his fast-growing soldier boy. Probably planned to make him a puppet, so no need to let him grow up mentally." The Magene that gave superhumans their powers was no normal bit of DNA, it responded to the wishes of a child's parents sometimes. Those who wanted a special child sometimes got one. Those who wanted a normal child got one. But when a superhuman, unbound as they all were by the normal laws of probability in the first place, wanted a child with the Magene...it could get nasty.


  Sal held out an arm to gently block Nancy. "Stop pacing. We know. But he's happy right now, let's not ruin the day."


  * * * *


  [Meanwhile - Nearby]


  Timeslip tried not to look like he was pacing as he walked through the snow-dusted Mitchell Park gardens. Even in winter, there was enough to see in the manicured and shoveled lanes around the locally-famous Domes to explain the presence of a young man walking around. In fact, he wasn't the only person out for a stroll, which helped.


  If he'd tried just hanging around a few blocks away, where m...Nurse Balzer lived, he'd probably get arrested. It was the sort of borderline residential neighborhood where the locals really wanted to keep out the riffraff that often squatted in the light industrial zone nearby. And while he could handle a few cops, he really didn't want to try to go up against a couple of seasoned ASH members.


  He idly poked at a frosty pine needle, watching the flecks of rime break off and flutter to the ground. Beautiful but fragile, kinda like time itself.


  The pressure was building at the back of Timeslip's brain. He could feel the impending timestorm getting ready to rip loose from the baby in Balzer's care, the child of Arin Kelsey. The timestorm that he knew would tear most of Milwaukee out of reality and set it adrift, if he didn't act soon....


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


  Next Issue:


  Peregryn has to keep his promise to Photosynth, but will anyone survive the results? Plus, Timeslip completes his mission, which may not be what you think it is! Be here for "Year's End"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I couldn't resist the temptation to have all the scenes this issue take place in a series of "meanwhiles". Heh.


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/veturna.JPG shows Veturna in her hazardous duty gear. Light blue with dark blue trim (or bodysuit) is the standard non-camo color scheme for lower ranking GWC members. Middle ranking GWs go with golden yellow and brown trime, higher ranking are generally red with white, but often have idiosyncratic personal color schemes.


  Here's a complete rundown of the ruling council of the Sans Rouge, since I didn't get everything worked into their scene.


  Gaston Lapointe, "Polaire" - He's the leader, as mentioned. His sole paranormal power is to transform into an extraordinarily large polar bear, but he's also a talented administrator and moving speaker. These "mundane" talents are the main reason he leads the SR.


  Etienne Bernard, "Aigle" - His codename means eagle, and he flies like one, albeit without wings. He has also trained himself to hunt like one.


  Nadine Beaubien, "Cirque" - Her extensive acrobatic training lets her use the force rings she generates as a means of defense and transportation, but she is most feared for the way in which she can trap an opponent in those rings and then shrink the rings, often slicing a mundane target in two.


  Adele Bujold, "Lune" - A gravity controller, she is currently limited to creating lunar-equivalent gravity around any target, hence the codename meaning moon. She and Cirque have trained together so that Cirque is not fazed by the alternate gravity.


  Frederic Grande, "Asphalte" - In addition to his near immunity to heat, he can animate asphalt and concrete. He seems to be limited to aggregates that have been processed by human hands, natural stone is beyond him. With effort, he can affect glass and steel as well.


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


  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/ !


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


  #64 - Year's End


  Copyright 2005 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover is split down the middle. On the left, Timeslip is reaching for a child, a look of menace on his face. On the right, Peregryn is swinging a sword towards what appears to be a wall made of copies of Labyrinthe. They share a burst speech balloon at the top middle, shouting, "I MUST DO THIS!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / MISSING


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / RESERVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [December 27, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]



  The sense of impending doom hammered at Timeslip. This wasn't just normal, everyday paranoia, though. His own time-related abilities were enough that he could SEE the warp bubble starting to form over the city.


  Time was already moving slightly out of synch with the rest of the universe.


  Those who paid attention to telecommunications links were just now starting to notice strange effects on links to and from Milwaukee, but if any of them took the problem seriously, there's no way they'd have figured it out yet.


  But Kelsey and Salvatore hadn't left the house yet, Timeslip could still see their rental car parked out front.


  "Damn."


  Timeslip didn't dare use his powers right now, it might make the warp bubble boil over before he could get to the source. So he ran as fast as he could down the cold residential street. He knew at least one person had noticed his strange behavior, but it didn't matter anymore. Nothing else mattered but getting to that kid before he could rip Milwaukee out of the timestream.


  "Is something wrong, Nancy?" Arin asked, looking up from playing pat-a-cake with her son. The nurse and Anchor seemed to be straining.


  "Oh, it'll pass. Chris is trying to do something with his powers, but I've got it under control. Don't wo..."


  Then the window exploded into shards, the armorplas fragments turning into powder and filling the room with a blast of cold and white, snowy polymer.


  "DOWN!" Sal shouted, stepping to block the window, his instincts overriding the sure knowledge that with Nancy less than two meters away, he could get killed very easily by whatever was at the window.


  Before the flurry could settle, a figure leapt in through the window, evading Sal and knocking Nancy out with a swift kick to the head. Then he started moving faster than the eye could follow, scooping Chris up in his arms.


  "Let go of my son!" Arin screamed, firing a blast of concussive rage at the man's head. He flickered like a candleflame, and the blast simply passed through him harmlessly.


  And then he was gone.


  With Chris.


  * * * *


  [December 28, 2025 - Guinevere Sea, Venus]


  Despite being merely a mortal sorceror's copy of the svartalfwerk boat of legend, the mystic longboat carrying Peregryn over the waves of Venus's oceans made very good time.


  He stared at his own shadow on the uneven deck. "Getting close to the top of the world," he mused.


  Struck by an idea, he reached into his beltpouch and pulled out one of the few non-magical items in it. To all appearances, it was a mobile phone, of a design popular about a year ago. But Sara had put some special modifications on it. "No way I'm giving you an excuse not to call, Howie," she'd said when she gave it to him shortly after their days together at the cabin. "This thing could punch a signal through from MARS."


  Wrong planet, but same principle. It still worked on *some* normal science, so it would take several minutes for the signal to reach anyone on Earth.


  He turned it on.


  "Searching for signal," the screen read, like a normal phone would. Unlike a normal phone, however, he knew it would look for *any* sort of broadcasting rig, and was also sending out an active "ping". If he had line of sight on Earth or any off-ecliptic communications satellite, he'd find out momentarily.


  Moments passed.


  Peregryn sighed, turned off the phone and put it away. He was still too far on the wrong side of the planet, apparently. He would try again later.


  * * * *


  [December 28, 2025 - Fortuna Tessera, Venus]


  "So, where do we put down?" Lightfoot asked the team leader, Marshal Tsukiko Crowley.


  "The Tesserae, right there," she replied after a pause, pointing at a spot on the map display. "I want to be over the horizon from that strong radio signal, but close enough to scout it out in our helijets."


  "I could do a quick flyover," Lightfoot suggested.


  The young paranormal who had been nicknamed "Grind Lite" at the Academy shook her head. "The chipheads think they can decode the signals given a day or so...Earth day, that is," she chuckled flatly. "I'd rather get as much SigInt as I can before risking a face to face. Even as fast as you can fly us, they might have something that can shoot us down. Especially if that's a Khadamite landing party."


  "What about the secondary signal?"


  "The ping? As far as Ears could tell, it's out in the middle of the ocean. Probably a scouting expedition of some sort, and almost definitely moving. If it pings again, we may go take a look-see."


  "This is sounding more and more like I'm not getting to go home for a while," Tom frowned.


  "Buck up, old man," Tsukiko patted him on the back. Biologically, she was a couple of years older than he was, but thanks to the joys of Special Relativity, his calendar age was older than her father's. "It's not like it'll take you more than a day to get home once we let you go. You'll be back in time for classes to start up."


  "Joy to the world. Worlds," he sighed.


  * * * *


  [Outside of Time and Space]


  The child's scream cut off sharply as the world resolved itself once again around them. It was still the same house, in the same city...but it felt ghostly, like it wasn't really there. But that wasn't it at all. The house existed quite solidly in space.


  Time, however, was another matter.


  The lack of a flow of normal time was what had quieted little Chris down. It was as if the noise of passing events had finally been silenced, and it was quiet for the first time he could remember.


  Timeslip didn't have to guess at this, though. After all, he'd lived it. Lived for unmeasurable non-time in this ghostly city, where no one else moved or breathed or thought, until he had learned to control his own powers and extend bubbles of time in the timeless space. Until he'd stopped being Christopher Kelsey, and started being Timeslip.


  "Hello," came a voice from behind him. He turned slowly to meet it, being unsurprised...it was his younger self, and he had been expecting it. Even the somewhat childish attempt to startle his then older self.


  "Hello," he addressed a figure who was physically identical to the child he had kidnapped. "Good to see me again," he smiled.


  "And I see I brought me as well," he gestured at the child-in-mind, who was still goggling incredulously at all the nothingness in time. "Hm, this is going to get confusing, pronouns and all."


  Timeslip nodded. "Let's keep it simple. This here is One," he laid a hand on the youngest version of himself. "You can be Two, I'll be Three. Four should be arriving soon, if I recall correctly."


  Two quirked an eyebrow, an expression that looked strange on a three- year-old's face. "How many of me are going to be at this little meeting?"


  "I only expect four total, although it's not like you need to be a gracious host and find places for us all to sit. It should be over pretty quickly."


  With that, a gray-haired and limping version of Timeslip stepped through the door into the bedroom. "Hello...wait, I don't remember this many of me here. I came to see YOU," he pointed at Two, "and teach you how to get out of this limbo. You other two shouldn't even be here," he accused. "I mean, I thought of coming here once before, but..."


  "You decided you didn't want to risk the paradox," Three smirked. "Time travel's a bitch, though, isn't it? There's not a lot of supernormal powers that break reality more completely, and there's always the chance reality will decide to break you right back."


  "Exactly," Four nodded. "So take the tyke back to where you grabbed him from. What happened next was bad, but it happened. If it doesn't happen, I won't exist. You won't exist. He won't exist," he gestured to Two.


  "Ah," Three wagged a finger, "but we're outside of causality at the moment. All of us exist. Nothing that happens inside the timestream can affect us. If we can prevent One here from ganking Milwaukee, he gets to grow up with people who love him, rather than all alone in a ghost city."


  "I'm not ALL alone," Two interjected weakly. But his expression made it clear that his exile had not been kind.


  "And I don't end up with the stigma of having killed a city. And whatever the hell happened to you," Three pointed at Four's injuries and haggard appearance, "probably won't happen either. We've been outside of time, our spirits are no longer tied to causality, we'll still be ourselves no matter what changes we make to the timeline."


  "Bullshit," Four spat. "You know by now as well as I do that erasing someone from the timeline is what the old gods did to each other as an assassination plot. The victim would still live, but no one would remember them, and they might as well be dead."


  "Did Beacon ever tell you about Baal Samin?" Three countered.


  Four blinked. "Baal who?"


  "See? You aren't my future anyway. There's been a divergence somewhere, that let Beacon remember his meeting with one of the lesser gods. Yet we're both here, face to face. And if you'd heard the story, you'd know that all that those timeline wipes did was take away worshippers...sure, that was nasty for gods in constant struggle with each other, but it's not exactly a hindrance for us."


  Two interjected. "So, what you're saying is, you can change it so that I don't have to be trapped in this living hell, and all it'll cost is that you two won't be remembered by anyone? Pardon me for being selfish, but what do we have to do?"


  "This," Three grabbed Two by the shoulders, and concentrated. Two vanished in an unpop of nonspace.


  "What the f...!" Four spluttered.


  "If he's still here when you do what we need to do, he'll still have lived through all this," Three gestured at the ghostly house. One was starting to look scared. "Now, I need you to take his powers away," Three pointed to One. "Once I put him back in the timestream, with no powers, Two's life will map onto the new timeline. I know you can do this, you mentioned it to Two when you came to him originally."


  "And then I die," Four said flatly.


  "Only if you want to. Stay here until after I put One back into time, whatever 'after' means here, and you can join me as a rootless wanderer, freed from the chains of destiny. Or go back first, and you'll become part of what I hope will be a better life. A normal life. I just need you to lock this little one out of...whatever it is we access to control time. Then make your choice. As for me, as the man once said, give me liberty or give me death. I'm taking liberty with both hands."


  * * * *


  [December 29, 2025 - Montreal, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "Well, that was a waste of time," Polaire sighed. The gigantic face of Claudette Viau remained unblinkingly impassive, as it had been since the day the city was dropped into a hell of heat and poison. She had grown to titanic proportions to hold up a mystic dome that kept out the death that was Venus's atmosphere, just has her brother and multiplied himself into a wall to keep in the life-giving air and water of Earth. The ile de Montreal was fifty kilometers from east to west and 16 kilometers thick from north to south at its widest point...both dimensions were greater than Claudette's tremendous height, but nothing else in the city came even close.


  They had flown to her eyes, to her ears, even to her mouth, and shouted entreaties. Pleaded for her to wake up and lead them, or even just to give a sign that she knew what was happening around her.


  Nothing.


  "Still, it's a nice view now," Aigle commented. "The mountains outside, I mean," he added quickly, lest he be thought to be commenting on other titanic parts of the Quebecois mage.


  "Yes, it is," Polaire mused. "Someday, it will all be ours. A new Quebec, free from the tyranny of the old world. Still, that is the future. The present is still a problem."


  "We could just tell people that she spoke to us?"


  "A false prophecy, you mean?" Polaire narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. "No...it would inevitably rebound on us. Especially if she IS still aware of her surroundings, simply incapable of devoting effort to responding. Perhaps she knows something about the outside that we don't, and refuses to let down her guard."


  Aigle hmmed. "There's the spin we could put on it."


  "What, phantom threats?"


  "We don't *know* they're phantoms. If Claudette refuses to relax and let down the dome, maybe she *does* know something we don't. Maybe the paradise outside if an illusion, or at best, temporary? And if she were to open the dome now, she might not be able to save us all again, spread out as we would be?"


  "You may have something there, Aigle. But let us bring it to the rest of the council first...."


  * * * *


  [December 29, 2025 - Lakshmi Planum, Venus]


  Peregryn had to wade the last few meters to the shore, as the copy of Skidhbladhnir shuddered and collapsed around him, its magic spent. It would recover in a fairly short time, but he was glad to have solid land to rest on while it did...unlike his previous experience a day ago.


  "Hello," a cluster of reeds whispered in the wind. "You are near the twins. You will free me from them!" Photosynth demanded, with the impatience of one who knew liberation was near, but not guaranteed.


  Peregryn carefully folded the magical boat up and put it in his beltpouch. "Yes, Katri Villella, I swear I will free you from you bondage as soon as I am able to."


  "Katri was the meat," the reeds snarled, but made no further argument.


  * * * *


  [December 30, 2025 - Ouda Regio, Venus]


  Sarge grunted and gestured, using the Old Speak, from before he'd been cybernetically modified and "uplifted". It was handy for situations like this, a battle language that sounded just like stupid animals, and would therefore be ignored.


  Grilla, Flinger and Faye spread out. They were in the vicinity of the footprint Gogo had spotted on his wide sweeps. Rae and Joe Jung were back at the basecamp, in case it was part of a ruse to lure the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas away. And Gogo was...wherever he was. Damn hyperactive ape.


  The footprint had been clearly reptilian, and about man-sized. They hadn't seen any native life larger than a football so far, which meant that this big'un was hiding pretty damn well. Sarge didn't like it.


  His nostrils flared. The scents of the jungle were still strange to his nose, but he was starting to pick out individual odors, and everything seemed "normal", whatever *that* meant here.


  "At ease," he said. Aloud. Which was the pre-arranged signal for making it look like they were lowering their guard, without actually doing so. Grilla and Flinger could both fire from the hip while looking like they were lounging around, and Faye's primping mirror was useful for scanning over her shoulder.


  The attack didn't come immediately, of course. The enemy wasn't that sloppy.


  But it did come.


  Bursting out of the scant cover offered by the jungle foliage, a mass of what looked like velociraptors with humanoid riders charged the gorillas! The riders held spears over their heads as lances, ready to run Sarge and his crew down and skewer them on bronze barbs.


  A gout of flame from Grilla's weapon quickly broke the charge. One rider screamed in agony as liquid fire poured into every seam in his bronze armor, and his mount quickly threw him into the bole of a tree. The remaining attackers scattered, but a clump of three of them stayed together just long enough for one of Flinger's concussion grenades to bowl them over.


  "Hey, watch it!" Faye shouted as she put a high powered rifle slug through the head of one of the other raptors. "That grenade was a little too close!"


  Flinger chuckled as he pulled out his carbine and blew away the rider of Faye's target. "What, did I muss up your wig? I mean, your hair?"


  "Can the chatter," Sarge barked, then he turned to see a riderless raptor leaping at him. With no time to bring his rifle around, he simply slugged the beast in the snout with the bionically amplified power of his mighty right arm. It went down, stunned, and Sarge grabbed its jaws in both hands and *tore*. There was a hideous snap as the jaws pulled farther apart than they'd ever been intended to go, followed by a second crack as Sarge twisted the head around and finished the job of breaking its neck.


  That was enough. The few remaining riders broke away and fled. Faye pulled out a small, oddly shaped pistol and fired it at one of the retreating raptors.


  "Got it," she smiled, then flipped open the cover of a small box. "Tracer signal's strong."


  Sarge nodded, wiping the raptor spittle from his hands. "Give 'em a while to decide no one's following 'em, then we go to the nest. Now put that fire out, we don't need ta burn down the whole damn continent."


  * * * *


  [December 30, 2025 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  Near the top of the world, the jungles Peregryn had seen upon first awakening here were replaced by a temperate forest, and those were giving way to evergreens as he climbed up into the tallest mountain range on Venus.


  "Strange," he muttered aloud.


  "What is strange?" the branches whispered.


  "How the pattern of plant life echoes Earth so closely, when there's no reason it must. Did you do this intentionally?"


  There was a long moment of silence as Peregryn continued to walk. Finally, reluctantly, "No. I was not truly awake until you arrived."


  "Then it must have...wait. Someone else is here." Peregryn scanned the woods, looking for signs of attackers. "Does this continent have serpentmen as well?"


  "Yes, but none here," Photosynth sussurated. "I feel...a shadow?"


  With that, the darkness around the base of one of the trees separated, stood up, and resolved into a human form.


  "Marshal Howard," she said, saluting. "You have no idea how glad I am to see you here, Peregryn."


  * * * *


  [December 31, 2025 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "We no longer serve the Mother, why should we serve the Son?" the leader of the small cluster of serpentmen spat. Fortunately, Chirocles the centaur understood the old tongue the "natives" used.


  "Q'Nos is strong, he is a good lord to serve," Chirocles replied. "And we are not the only ones on this world...you are not strong enough to survive on your own."


  "Why would I want to survive in this cold hell? If the Mother saw fit to punish others by sending them here, that does not make them worthy of our loyalty either."


  The centaur considered that. He found the climate in the mountain valley rather homelike, himself, but could see how a snake-like man might see it as inhospitable. "Other parts of this world are much warmer. We could transport you to one of these places, in exchange for you acting as our agents."


  The serpentmen exchanged whispers for several long moments. "Very well," the leader finally said. "We will come back to meet your leader. But if you lie, we will feast upon your hair end while you watch."


  Chirocles nodded, shivering momentarily at a sudden gust of wind. Yes, it was the wind that made him shudder. Certainly.


  * * * *


  [December 31, 2025 - elsewhere on Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "...and then I zipped past a squad...herd?...of centaurs on my way back. They were talking to some of those scale-soldiers the Leviathan shed when we were fighting it."


  A couple of Marshals in the group nodded knowingly at Lightfoot's report. Many of them had seen their first real action since graduation fighting against those soldiers.


  "Any idea whether the scaleys were siding with the Q's?" Marshal Crowley asked.


  Tom shook his head. "Nope. Couldn't afford to linger and risk getting spotted. I figured it was more important to get back here with the big news."


  Crowley nodded. "Yep. Damn...if I had to guess where Montreal went, I don't think I'd ever have figured on Venus."


  "It all fits together, though," Tom countered. "Peregryn was going to try to send the Leviathan wherever Montreal went, and the scale-soldiers pretty much confirm that he succeeded. If we're really lucky, he's somewhere on Venus too. And in one piece."


  "Right. Anyway, let's get into orbit for a bit," Crowley ordered. "I want to send a report back home before doing anything else, and we can get a clearer signal up there. I'm inclined to go take a look-see at Montreal after that, but the bosses might have other plans...."


  * * * *


  [December 31, 2025 - Outside the Cleopatra Crater, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "Walk that direction about fifteen minutes, and you'll just be able to see the top of the dome," Marshal Howard explained, pointing into the forest. "We try to stay away from that direction, though, since at least one of the Sans Rouge can fly, and someone standing at the edge of the crater would stand out like a sore thumb."


  Peregryn looked around the small encampment. There were only a few dozen so far, carried out one or two at a time by the Marshal in her shadow form. "Are you prepared to move?" he asked.


  "Not really," she shook her head. "Unless it's to get evacuated back to Earth. About half our number are still too weak from the work camps to move very far."


  Peregryn gestured, and the dirt at his feet rearranged itself into a relief map of the planet's northernmost continent. "Start preparing. I have sworn an oath that requires I awaken the Viaus as part of its fulfillment. I expect you will be joined by a large number of hale men and women at that point, enough to help transport your weaker fellows. Here," he pointed to a bay perhaps two hundred miles to the south, "would be a good place for a longer term settlement, far enough from Montreal to avoid harrassment by the Sans Rouge."


  "But..." Sara Jane sputtered.


  "But what? By your own count, there are still tens of thousands of people in Montreal. Evacuating them to Earth is far beyond our capabilities in the short term," Peregryn pointed out. "It will likely take years, even if only a fraction of the people want to leave. Until then, you will need a place to live, an alternative to being under the thumb of the Sans Rouge. I might be able to convince Yvan Viau to help transport people back to Earth over his sister's likely objections, but..." he shrugged.


  "Why don't you just wish everyone back to Earth?" was her angry retort. He'd told her the truth on the way back to the camp, but left it up to her whether to tell the others yet.


  He shook his head. "This was an unintended consequence. I could only deliberately banish two souls, I failed to anticipate the depth to which they had sunk their roots into Montreal. Also, I merely banished them, their destination was their own doing...I evicted them from Earth, their own powers took them, and all of you, here. It was a combination of powers that have been exhausted, in a situation that cannot be replicated. If nothing else, I cannot rescind the banishment, so the Viaus could not repeat the feat of carrying the city to Earth." Unspoken was another fear: that Earth would reject anyone who had accompanied the Viaus. But that revelation could wait.


  "So...what now?" she demanded.


  "Take this," he handed her the special telephone Essay had made him. "If I do not return in a day, and the dome remains in place, start trying to contact the Combine. It will work better if you can reach the nightside first, however."


  "And if the dome falls but you don't come back?"


  "Run."


  * * * *


  [December 31, 2025 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  Nancy Balzer stood at the door of Chris's bedroom and sighed. The window had been replaced already, and all of the scans the police could think to make had been taken. She'd swept up the armorplas remnants, removed the dresser that Arin had shattered...kept busy so she could try to avoid thinking of how little she could really do to try to bring her adoptive son back from wherever that man had taken him.


  She gingerly touched the plastiskin over the cut on her forehead. Whoever had taken Chris had known she was an Anchor, attacking her instead of the two world-famous supernormals. So that she wouldn't be able to stop him from teleporting out. Damnit, she was a *nurse*, not a soldier...she shouldn't have to be able to defend herself from cheap shots like that. But the world was like that, she decided. Maybe she should renew her self- defense training. If nothing else, it would help her burn off some anger.


  Nancy turned to go to the kitchen for some coffee.


  "Mom?"


  Whirling, tears streaming from her eyes even before she saw the person who spoke, she faced little Chris, standing in the middle of the room. She didn't even remember crossing the room to sweep him up in her arms.


  * * * *


  [December 31, 2025 - Lake Cleopatra, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  Skidhbladhnir bobbed slightly on the placid surface of the lake formed in the Cleopatra Crater. If Peregryn had wanted to, he could have reached out and touched the wall before him, formed from a myriad of Yvan Viaus, that held back the waters of the St. Lawrence seaway. But he did not reach out, not yet.


  A few meters above him, the wall gave way to a clear and irregularly shaped dome, defined by Yvan but not made from him. It was held up above even the top of Mount Royal by the titanic form of Yvan's sister, Claudette. The symbolism was not lost on Peregryn...Yvan protected humbly, barely seen by any of those he had helped save. Claudette protected with the vainglory of one who would think herself a god, and who had taken on the stature of one. Although the tallest of the three peaks was nearly two hundred meters high, Mount Royal itself was a mere stepstool to her.


  Yet both were trapped in their roles as defenders, even now that they no longer held out a hostile, acidic blast oven atmosphere, no longer held in precious, life-giving water. It was like a pleasant late spring day outside the dome, and while the level of the lake would change with the removal of the barrier, it would be minor.


  Well, except to someone right next to the wall. To Peregryn, it would be like a crashing tsunami. But that was hardly the greatest of the risks he was about to take. He glanced at the small seedling he carried in the boat, its roots wrapped in a piece of cloth. It was Photosynth's representative, for this spell involved her as well.


  Peregryn drew out Azure Lightning. "Yvan, Claudette, I am truly sorry for what I did to you," he apologized. "That I believed it was necessary to save the world does not make it any less cruel. That I knew you were largely blameless, Yvan, made it a sin. Adding the lives of this city merely tipped the balance further...it had already gone past the critical point when I damned you. I cannot undo what I have done, but I can undo what you were forced to do to yourselves, to survive and to protect."


  He drew the mystic blade across his left palm, adding yet another scar to the faint tracery of white that criss-crossed his hand. Then he carefully replaced the sword in his pouch before continuing.


  "By my blood, I keep an oath. By my blood, I atone for a sin. By my blood, I free you!"


  He pressed his bloodied hand against the Viau Wall, then seized the arm of one of the nigh-infinite copies of Yvan.


  And PULLED.


  It was like unraveling a garment by pulling on a single thread. The wall started to flicker, as it came undone at tremendous speed. His mystic craft rowed itself quickly away from the wall, as water began to leak through the failing barrier in small spurts. A chain of Yvans trailed from the one Peregryn gripped firmly in his left hand.


  Peregryn dropped a dazed and ghostly copy of Yvan into the boat and picked up the seedling with his still-bloody hand. Yvan flickered, his essence still split among all the other copies connected to Skidhbladhnir by a rope of bodies.


  "LET ALL BE FREE!" he shouted.


  The shadowed crater lake lit up as if the Sun had risen over the rim.


  The wall of Yvans crashed into the water like a chain that had been unlocked, ahead of a wave that swept outwards in all directions from the displaced city.


  The dome cracked like an eggshell, the shards vanishing into glittering color as they fell.


  Claudette Viau slowly, majestically fell, her eyelids fluttering like one just awakening. As she fell, she shrank, quickly dropping out of view.


  The seedling glowed green and grew, changing as it grew, until it had been replaced by Katri Villella, naked save for the bits of dirt and cloth that had protected the now-vanished plant. And she was human.


  Somewhere, deep within the core of Venus, the spirit of the planet felt a rush of green, as the power that had once belonged to the entity known as Photosynth became part of the world spirit, strengthening it and ensuring that the nightside would not die away.


  And the Leviathan, scattered as she was across the entire world, howled in frustration....


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


  Next Issue:


  What, you thought the whole Venerian situation would be totally resolved at the end of this arc? Ha! This is only the beginning! Be here next issue as things start to swirl together in the wake of Peregryn's samson smash, for the start of a new arc: "Manifest Destiny"!


  Also, before ASH #65 comes out, look for the origins of the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas in Time Capsules #7, "Memoirs of a Kong"! January 2006 is Ape Month at RACC!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Well, I'm now at the point where "in story" time is pretty much exactly twenty years ahead of real world time of posting (give or take a day), ain't that fun? When I started ASH back in 1994, the story was 28 years ahead of the calendar. It hasn't been a smooth contraction, of course, so there's no real way to predict when/if I'll be posting a story that takes place on the day I post it. :) Leaving aside historicals like "Ash Wednesday", of course.


  "SigInt" is short for Signals Intelligence, what you can gather from listening in on someone's communications. It's a complement to HumInt, or Human Intelligence...going and talking to people, basically. Yes, I read a lot of military SF.


  For those just joining us, Lightfoot was a member of the original ASH team in the early 1990s. As related in ASH #4, he was forced to push his powers to the utmost to get a planetkiller weapon off Earth, reaching a significant percentage of lightspeed. But his powers didn't compensate for time dilation, and by the time he felt it was safe to stop, he'd gone lightyears from Earth in a subjective few minutes. He came back at a slightly lower speed, and arrived on Earth in 2023. He's one of a very small number of supernormals from the 1990s to not vanish in 1998, along with the original Solar Max (who was elsewhere in the galaxy), Devastator (who was trapped between dimensions), Doublecross (whose situation was...complicated) and Delta Rose (who is not a human supernormal in the first place).


  Before the invention of the stirrup, lancers held their spears above their heads, because holding it underarm was a good way to get unhorsed. The serpentmen don't have saddles for their raptors, so they go with the overhead grip. This bit of trivia brought to you by me watching way too much History Channel.


  Finally, I was going to wrap up with some exposition explaining what Peregryn did in the last scene, but decided to push that off until next issue. Such a tease am I. :)


  For reference, ASH #55 was the first issue I put out in 2005, so that makes ten issues in twelve months. Not too shabby, especially since I lost a three or four month chunk to various causes.


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


  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/ !


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


  #65 -Manifest Destiny part 1: Two Faces


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows the Viau twins' faces as opposite sides of the samehead, a la Janus. Behind them is a gradually lightening dawnsky, and the Sun seems to be shining mainly on Yvan's face.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [January 1, 2026 - The Concept of Venus]


  "Ahem."


  "Go away."


  "I don't think so, serpent."


  "I have devoured you, spirit of the world. Be quiet. I have much to concentrate on."


  "If you have devoured me, how is it that I still exist?"


  "Feh. You are merely the last indigestible nub. A few rocks here and there. Nothing I need concern myself with."


  "Once, perhaps, o invading demigoddess. But I have recently been given a great gift, an apology from the one who inflicted you on my once barren surface. And I am now more than the spirit of 'a few rocks here and there.'"


  "You are not a god. I am. Be silent."


  "You are not a god either. You were less than a god before you were banished from the Never-silent Planet, and you have spread yourself thin in remaking my world into something of your liking. I think we are far more equal now, yes?"


  "..."


  "Your silence speaks volumes, Tiamat."


  "That is not my name, and it never was."


  "But it is your role, yes? Overthrown to make the world...and by a mortal, no less. It didn't even require the services of Marduk."


  "Ssssss. Mention not that accursed one. He was one of those who stole my name, and that of my son."


  "Ha! And yet you don't smite me, dragoness. Because you don't know for sure that you could destroy me now, yes? You want more time to assess the threat I pose, before you risk a fight."


  "Nonsense. You are simply not worth my effort, little spirit. I may be much reduced, but I am still more powerful than you ever will be. Only a true god could slay me."


  "What about the mortal wizard who banished you?"


  "Trickery. He found a way to use my son's magic against me, that is all. You will find no such power to harness here."


  "But I already have, mother of the Minotaur. A mortal was in the process of becoming like unto a god, but that power has been stripped from the unworthy mortal and gifted to me. I like the idea of becoming a goddess myself, like one of the many who have taken me as their aspect. Inanna of the harvest feels closest to me."


  "Then tend to your plants, and cease this annoyance."


  "Oh, I'll be stopping soon. I do have a new, living world to embody, thanks to you. But it will be so much easier once I have shown you the sword of Ishtar...."


  * * * *


  [January 1, 2026 - Cleopatra Lake, Venus]


  "What have you done to me?!" Katri Vilella shrieked angrily, snatching up a bit of Yvan Viau's cloak to cover her nakedness. "You've taken away my purity!"


  "I have freed you," Peregryn explained, somewhat distracted by the task of keeping his boat from capsizing. The sudden equalization of water levels now that the dome separating Montreal from the rest of the lake had vanished was causing waves several meters high to slosh back and forth in the meteoric crater. "From your bondage to this world, and from the photonic shell that Doublecross imprisoned you in."


  "NO! That wasn't a prison, it was freedom!" she yelled over the roaring of the waves. "You stole my power, you bastard!"


  Peregryn shook his head as the boat rocked. "You should have exactly the power you had before Doublecross recruited you as a minion. I could lie and tell you that there was no way to free you from the world without separating you from the vastly increased power you gained as part of the Viaus' spell, but I won't. You are mad, and I would not unleash a mad god into this world. Your power is in better hands now."


  "I'll KILL YOU!" she howled as she leapt for Peregryn.


  He deftly used the rocking of the boat to avoid her clumsy attack and struck her on the side of the neck with a quick chop of his hand. She crumpled to the deck.


  Looking to the shore, he saw people starting to gather, careful to stay back from the waves that broke against it. Overhead, one of the Sans Rouge was flying in slow circles, as if uncertain what to do about the situation. Peregryn was an easy target for anyone with firearms right now...he was too busy with the boat to cast significant protective spells, and his air elementals couldn't deflect bullets enough to make a difference.


  Then the flying saucer painted in the colors of the North American Combine crested the east wall of the crater.


  * * * *


  [January 1, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "He did WHAT?" Solar Max sputtered into the microphone, even though he knew that Tsukiko was separated from him by several minutes of lightspeed lag, and wasn't going to stop giving her report to clarify.


  "...eedless to say, the only thing we can be sure about regarding the political situation is that it's an unholy mess," Marshal Crowley continued. "Whatever stability may have obtained as of yesterday has definitely been blown to tiny pieces by Peregryn's actions. The dome sealing in Montreal is gone, people are starting to flee, and whoever was in charge is currently trying to nail jello to the ceiling. Plus, it's not going to be long before the Q'Nos faction we observed elsewhere on the continent..."


  Her next words were lost under the explosive racket generated as Sara Ana Rodriguez burst into the meeting room, wearing a sweatsuit that didn't quite manage to conceal the fact that she was entering her third trimester. "Howie's alive?" she demanded to know, her voice a mess of conflicted emotions.


  JakZak nodded. He'd have to get the full report off recording later. "Alive, and kicking up a ruckus on Venus."


  "Good, now I can kill that pendejo!" Essay fumed, then launched into a long stream of virtiol in Spanglish that made JakZak very glad he'd turned off his microphone.


  He wasn't too worried about Peregryn. He'd survived the Biblical Leviathan, surely he could manage...well, maybe not. But if he was lucky, Essay would cool down a bit before seeing him again. She'd never figured out how to make an interplanetary teleportation device, which would give Peregryn some time.


  As Essay slowly wound down, Solar Max reflected on how truly messed up the situation on Venus looked. There was established international law regarding ownership of the other planets of the Solar System, but that all assumed that you'd have to work at it to make a colony function. All those laws would probably be worthless now that it looked like all you had to do was *get there*. And who "owned" Montreal now? The Combine would definitely press its claim, but it looked like the Viaus had established a pretty strong claim as well, if they could surround it in a gigantic dome and protect it for months. Q'Nos likely knew how the planet had become livable, and might claim the whole thing on that basis. And so forth.


  He decided he might need to ask Essay what some of those words she was using meant...he'd probably want to use them himself pretty soon.


  * * * *


  [January 1, 2026 - Milwaukee, Wisconsin Sector]


  "As far as I can tell, Chris is okay, all things considered," Gene Clark qualified. "His mental development is still a few years behind his physical age, so it's hard getting anything clear from him. He went somewhere, there were two grownups and a child, it was boring, then one of the grownups touched his head and did...something...and he was back here."


  "What kind of something?" Nancy Balzer asked nervously, casting a look at her adoptive child's birth mother, Arin. She sat on Chris's bed, the apparently three year old boy in her lap.


  Gene shrugged. "Nothing painful or traumatic. At a guess, though, I'd say it was removing his powers. You haven't felt any surges of time energy since he got back?"


  Nancy shook her head. Unlike most Anchors, who simply exerted their ability to dampen the supernatural, Nancy had a vague sense of what it was she was acting against. It had made her a very good nurse for cases involving those with the Magene.


  "Thank you for coming so quickly," Sal interjected. The two mothers had both been a little too concerned over Chris to observe social niceties, which was understandable.


  Gene made a brief, dismissive motion of her hand. "I was at Nakoma anyway, trying to get a little field experience." The way she said it implied that she didn't think she really needed the experience, but had acquiesced to someone else's strong suggestion. "By the way, now that he seems to be unpowered," she pointedly avoided the term "normal", "I can get him set up with a colleague of mine who specializes in memory implantation, so you can give him some help in terms of his mental/physical age discrepancy," she offered. There had been attempts at that sort of thing before, but the need to keep Chris Anchored had prevented any kind of telepathic assistance.


  "Thank you," Nancy replied. "I'd like that very much."


  "Now," Gene winced slightly, "I'll just excuse myself for a bit. There's an issue hanging in the air that's so obvious I don't need to read your minds to know what it is, and I *can* read your minds. Can't help doing so, the way you're shouting."


  "Sorry," Arin said with a half-smile.


  Gene nodded and left the room. Sal started to go, but Arin motioned for him to stay.


  "So," Arin said.


  "So. What now?" Nancy asked, trying not to squeeze Chris too tightly.


  "Don't worry, I'm not that bird from the Dr. Seuss story," Arin said. "You're Chris's mother now, I made that agreement knowing that even if Chris didn't need help that I couldn't give him with his powers, I wasn't really ready to be a mother. I'm still not. I'm not sure I'll ever get to live the kind of life that lets someone be a good parent. But I can probably handle being an indulgent auntie," she grinned and ruffled Chris's hair, and the tension in the room evaporated.


  * * * *


  [January 2, 2026 - Montreal, Venus]


  Claudette Viau stood nearly as stock still as she had for months, but practically radiated rage now. It was as if she stood still merely because she was caught between too many targets for venting her anger, so instead could do nothing.


  "I was practically a g...you had the city in your ha...that DAMNED Anglo mage!" she sputtered. Her last memory had been the arrival on Venus and the desperate spell cast to save the city from destruction, but now she had been caught up on all that had happened since then.


  And she was, understandably, displeased.


  "So far, only a few thousand have left," Aigle pointed out. "Our efforts at putting on the velvet glove in the past few weeks have clearly been mostly successful. Plus, while many of those who stayed may not like us, they're more worried about the unknown outside the city."


  "Or they're just waiting for the Combine to swoop down and rescue them," Lune countered. "That flying saucer of theirs might be their only ship, or it might be the vanguard of a fleet," she pointed out, rather lucidly for her.


  "No!" Claudette shouted. "This is MY city now, I will not surrender it to the damned Combine!" Wild magics crackled dangerously around her hands and eyes.


  "Please, milady," Polaire said in his most calming tone. "Most of the people see you as a savior, a protector. That is a powerful tool we can use, but not if you fly out there and start smiting people. Now that they *can* leave, we must convince them that they're better off here than elsewhere. That they are ruled by a benevolent goddess, not a wrathful one."


  The energies whirling around Viau lessened, but did not go away. "You're right, Gaston. It's just...knowing what I had but squandered is making me a bit crazy right now. And that Peregryn stole it from me before I could awaken to it...ahhhh," she released the magic into a colorful burst of light and sound. "We need to plan my re-emergence for maximum effect, but we need to do it quickly. And then there's the matter of my brother...."


  * * * *


  [January 2, 2026 - Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "So...what do I do now?" Yvan asked. He and Peregryn sat in the long triangle of shade cast by a fir tree, the unconscious Katri Villareal lying on the bed of cast off needles under its branches.


  "The enumeration of your choices is fairly simple," Peregryn replied. "You can stay with these people," he gestured at the small encampment some dozen meters away, "and be their protector. You can return to your sister's side, and let her continue to rule you. Or you can strike out on your own, try to make a life for yourself on this new world, or perhaps some other alien orb."


  "But not Earth," Yvan said flatly.


  "But never Earth," Peregryn nodded with rue in his voice. "The world rejected you at my behest, and it is not a request that can be rescinded."


  "If I stayed with these people, would I have to take the role of protector?"


  Peregryn shrugged. "They will need one, and I cannot stay indefinitely on Venus. Many of these people worship you as their defender already, but fear the Sans Rouge...they would seek to worship you, which can be dangerous. Both to the worshippers and the worshipped. But whether you encourage this elevation to godhood or not, you cannot just live among them as just another man. Great power brings choices others lack, but denies you other choices that most have."


  "I'll have to think about it. Yes, I know I won't have long, but I need what time I can get. In the meantime, what about her?" Yvan gestured at Katri.


  Peregryn sighed. "She has gone mad from her time as a near god. Or perhaps she was driven mad by her conversion to light...or was always mad."


  Yvan shook his head. "Katri was turned down for membership in the Understudies because she was too gentle a soul. She regretted even *hurting* those who wished to kill her. [CSV #8 - Ed.] If she's mad, it happened after Doublecross recruited her. Is she still a danger?"


  "She is at least as dangerous as anyone who has lost touch with her humanity. She still has the powers she was born with, but she is no longer an integral part of the biosphere. That power has been turned over to the spirit of this world. So, yes, Katri is still dangerous. She will sleep until I have decided what to do with her, but it is likely she will be returned to Earth to face what justice is there for her."


  Yvan frowned. "Her only real crimes happened in Khadam. Her punishment would likely be death, since she tried to kill Derek and participated in a coup. I'm not really sure that would be justice."


  "Then we both have much to think about today, Yvan."


  Then, almost as if in response to Peregryn, the ground lurched and rolled for several seconds.


  Yvan steadied himself with one hand. "Is this normal for Venus?"


  Peregryn shook his head. "I do not think so, and judging from the consternation of the others," he pointed to the nearby settlement, "I think I am correct in that. It could be a reaction to the shifting waters," he added somewhat uncertainly.


  Yvan's expression indicated that he didn't believe that theory either.


  * * * *


  [January 4, 2026 - Ouda Regio, Venus]


  Grilla swung through the branches of the jungle canopy at several times the speed an unmodified gorilla could accomplish, thanks to his cybernetic enhancements. One of the scientists who had designed his arms had thought "super-brachiation" would be useful. Or funny. Or useful for a laugh.


  Grilla didn't care for scientists.


  He also didn't care for the fact that Sarge had made him leave his flamethrower behind on this op. He recognized the fact that it ran counter to the goals of the op, but...damn it, without the thing he just didn't feel like himself! At least Flinger still got to pack grenades, and the others carried rifles of a sort. But nothing else was really like a flamethrower. This riot foam projector was a sad joke by comparison. But with the Combine making contact with Montreal, it had become imperative to push forward the plan to recruit the natives.


  "You in position?" Sarge asked over the dedicated channel he had for Grilla.


  "Just about. Can't quite see...ah, there it is. Okay, gotta slow down and sneak, Sarge, the snakes might be smart enough to look up. I'll ping when I'm good."


  "Roger."


  Now that he had a good mental picture of where the indig encampment was, Grilla shifted his movement style. He went more slowly, and kept foliage between him and the target as much as possible. It would take a lot of luck for everyone to get into position without being spotted, but each member of the squad was supposed to get as close as they could anyway. Sometimes plans did survive contact with the enemy...it just wasn't the way to bet.


  Moments later, Field Marshal Murphy had her way with the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas, as a shout went up from the camp. Since it wasn't followed by a hail of spears in his direction, Grilla felt confident that he wasn't the one who was going to endure a few days of razzing for blowing cover.


  With that warm feeling to buoy him, Grilla abandoned all pretense at stealth and dropped below the canopy, sliding down a trunk until he had line of sight. The serpentmen were scrambling, most of them grabbing up weapons and pieces of armor while a few sentries formed a ring around the collection of lean-tos.


  "Go time!" Sarge ordered, a bit belatedly.


  Grilla pointed the nozzle that had been bolted onto his right forearm hardpoint and mentally triggered the riot foam dispenser. A ropy stream of goop shot out at the sentries on Grilla's side of the perimeter, thickening as it flew and coating the indigs in a layer of sticky polymers that quickly hardened into an air-permeable but nearly bulletproof coating. It had been designed to not only entrap rioters, but also to protect them from random gunfire, although if Grilla had to pull out his carbine, its steeljacketed rounds would probably penetrate the hardened foam. Didn't matter too much to him, though. If it came to lethal force, the mission would be so tits-up that the whole "take 'em alive" order would be irrelevant.


  Concussion grenades peppered the encampment, flattening the crude shelters and knocking warriors flat on their scaly asses. Beanbag rounds unerringly found the chests or stomachs of anyone who seemed to have it together enough to organize a counterattack. And Grilla could see the occasional blur of Gogo running past, accompanied by serpentmen flying through the air or slamming into trees.


  Within seconds, it was over.


  "Okay, apes, let's secure the perimeter, in case anyone was out taking a dump and wanders back in," Sarge snarled over the general push, a slight growl in his voice warning of the consequences if anyone failed to spot a straggler on the way in. "I want everyone secured in cuffs or foam before I tell HQ it's clear to send in the spooks."


  Grilla spat. Spooks. Agents who would come in after all the real work was done and convince these scalies that it'd be better to work for Khadam than against 'em. The Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas had done the next best thing to beating their chests at these saps, and now that they were cowed, it was time to bring them into the troupe.


  More tech, same routine. At least Grilla was higher on the totem pole now.


  * * * *


  [January 4, 2026 - Mount Olympus, Kingdom of Q'Nos]


  Q'Nos snorted and stamped one hoof on the flagstones of his throneroom in barely-concealed rage. Most people would be terrified at the prospect, especially if they'd just brought bad news as Simon had.


  But he was elated. Q'Nos angry was vastly preferable to Q'Nos indifferent or sulking. When one desires to be the power behind the throne, it helps if the one on the throne is actually motivated to act. It is simpler to use light touches to divert an object in motion than it is to impel one that is inert.


  "The effrontery," Q'Nos finally snarled. "They should be falling all over themselves to serve me!"


  "I beg to differ, sire," Simon replied, his tone as neutral as he could manage. "They were followers of your mother, not you, and given the propensity of interfamilial warfare that plagues the gods, I consider it fortunate that they are willing to bargain rather than refusing outright."


  "But the alternatives..."


  "Consider, sire, that each continent, each island, has a small pocket of your mother's faithful. All are out of touch with anything beyond their immediate hunting grounds. Each group has come to its own conclusions about their situation...some think themselves punished, others rewarded, and most believe that they have been released from servitude. None seem to realize how long they spent as part of your mother's body...to them, Thera's fall was mere months ago. In short, I doubt many of them even know of the alternatives. They most likely think they're all alone and free to live as they like. Those in the cooler climes may likely be persuaded to follow you in exchange for relocation to more comfortable locations, but the rest...?"


  Q'Nos nodded unhappily. His rage seemed to be dissipating, replaced by a calculating look. "Our beachhead is good for recruiting, and for keeping an eye on the human settlement, but it is not the best possible permanent base." He sat down on his backless throne and drummed his massive fingers on its arm. "Simon, can you move the endpoint of the bridge?"


  Simon made a show of pondering the question, although in truth he had already found a solution. "I believe so. I would need to have some token at the new endpoint, however, to anchor it. I could have such a thing created fairly quickly."


  "Good. At the next crossing time, I will send my fastest aerial scouts through to Venus, to find a suitable location. Preferably one where my mother's followers are more inclined to follow me...it's a pity we cannot simply flood Venus with troops, but even if I had them to spare, the bridge cannot handle the load."


  Simon nodded in relief. Q'Nos had been studying recent history, paying special attention to the mistakes made by would-be conquerors during the previous century. Demanding the impossible of one's subordinates, such as an order to hold the bridge open while an army marched across, almost always rebounded poorly.


  "Make no mistake, vizier," Q'Nos snarled. "Venus is my legacy. I was denied the Earth, I will not be denied a second time. I WILL rule there. Or NO ONE WILL."


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


  Next Issue:


  The dominos continue to fall, and the struggle for the soul of a world comes to a shattering resolution in ASH #66, "Eruption!", part two of "Manifest Destiny"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  "Time and Space" is over, and this new arc is called "Manifest Destiny". As you might guess, it will be about the colonization of Venus. "Time and Space" merely got the advance scouts into place, now it's time for some serious landgrabs. And seagrabs. Will the mistakes of the 1800s be repeated, or will everyone just find new mistakes to make?


  The title of this issue probably bears a little explaining. It refers to Janus, the Roman god of beginnings and endings, from whom we get the month January. As this issue is about the turning point created by Peregryn's actions, it seemed apt.


  In other musings, 2026 is the year in which Fritz Lang's "Metropolis" was set. While the ASH setting of 2026 is a far cry from Lang's technological dystopia, that doesn't mean that some of the themes can't apply. So don't be surprised to see the occasional nod (although I'll try to resist the temptation to include a robot named Maria).


  "That bird from the Dr. Seuss story" is Maysie, from "Horton Hatches an Egg." She left Horton to sit on her egg through horrible weather while she went off to have fun, then demanded her egg back once it was about to hatch. But in a clear case of paranormal genetics, the egg hatched into several flying elephants.


  Q'Nos has likely been reading the Evil Overlord List or some variation of it. http://www.eviloverlord.com/lists/overlord.html for the original list.


  Thera was a Minoan outpost roughly three millennia ago, that was destroyed by a volcanic eruption. Some point to Thera's destruction as the inspiration for the myth of Atlantis (although the explanations that most convince me involve Atlantis being purely a fictional construct). In the ASH setting, Thera's inhabitants worshipped the Leviathan, and Atlantis was actually based on faded and twisted memories of the golden age of the Purebloods around 9000BC, before the Causality Wars wiped it all out.


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


  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/ !


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


  



  #66 -Manifest Destiny part 2: Eruption!


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows a volcano with a serpentine head poking up amid thepyroclastic sprays. The layout evokes a certain famous pseudo-religion's text that will remain nameless since they like to sue.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [January 4, 2026 - Chicago, Illinois Sector]


  "Join ASH, see the worlds," Lightfoot sighed as he went over the pre- flight checklist on his handcomp. "At this rate, I'll be an old man biologically by the time I finish my degree."


  Darran chuckled. "Buck up. You can always take some distance learning classes. Extremely long distance learning."


  "Har dee har har."


  "Seriously, the Academy is going to have to branch out sooner or later, and you'll help them iron out the kinds of things they'll need to do for people who want to pursue a college degree but who are too important for the Combine to let 'em sit in a classroom for four years."


  "I suppose. Too bad I can't use my 'speed stuff up' power on the classes, though. I'd be done already."


  Darran smirked. "True. Anyway, I'm not just here to give you a hard time, I'm here to brief you on the latest political stuff."


  "I thought you *weren't* just here to give me a hard time."


  "Ha ha. As someone who's going up into that mess, I'm sure you'll be glad to hear that the Senate has decided not to attempt to enforce territorial claims on Montreal. They're backing the 'no nation owns the other planets' treaties to the hilt, if only to have a wedge to try to keep the other nations out of it."


  "What about all the people?"


  "They're still citizens. The Sans Rouge can keep the land, but they're not entitled to any people. There's going to be an official statement later today about that...anyone who wants to come back to Earth is going to be given a chance, assuming it's possible."


  "Wait...huh? I mean, if we can't finagle a passenger liner or two out of the PC, it'll take a while, but it should be *possible*..."


  Darran shook his head. "Magic. Remember, this all happened because the Viaus got mystically banished from Earth [Capstone #2 - Ed.]. They'd tied their souls to the city back when the CSV invaded [CSV #15, ASH #30 - Ed.], which is why the isle of Montreal got yanked along. However, according to Peregryn's report, he's not sure how far this halo went. The people of Montreal might be banished as well."


  "Wow. That would suck."


  "Very. So we're going to be setting up a temporary settlement for them, at least to help organize and process them, and keep them sheltered until such time as we can organize transport. And if it turns out they can't go home again...well, there's plans to make the settlement permanent. But, getting back to my earlier point, the Sans Rouge are going to be informed quite emphatically that if they try to keep anyone in Montreal by force or coercion, the Combine will take action. Unspecified action, of course. Gotta have diplomatic wiggle room."


  "I hope I'm not going to have to deliver that ultimatum?"


  Darran shook his head. "No, but you will be taking along a Senatorial Aide on this jaunt, and she'll be delivering it. The rest of your cargo will be prefab housing and some construction engineers."


  Tom tapped the screen of his handcomp to acknowledge having read the preflights. "Gotcha. Is that it?"


  Darran started to nod, when a voice came from the doorway.


  "Hold it right there! You're not leaving without me!"


  * * * *


  [January 5, 2026 - Venusian Orbit]


  "Unidentified Pranir trading craft, this is Corpsman Severa. Break off your landing approach and take up a stable orbit so that I may inspect your cargo."


  A motion was creeping through the GWC higher ups to have the newly- habitable planet below her Interdicted, but even on the fast track it was taking a few days. In any case, the news wouldn't reach her until a day or two after a decision was reached. Earth was already officially Interdicted, of course, not that it kept Pranir away. But Venus was likely to get a higher priority, since it "magically" became livable. Until then, though, she could at least rigorously enforce the standard trade laws that normally got ignored.


  "Don't run," she muttered with the comm off. "Please don't run. Just be a good snakepit and heave to."


  The ship broke off and accelerated.


  "Merde," Veturna spat. She found Terran languages to be a wealth of obscenity, and in her job, you needed a lot of ways to curse. "They always run."


  Kicking her small patrol ship's engines to eighty percent of maximum thrust, she broke orbit and gave chase. The computer gave her the specs on the ship, it was a standard Brings Prosperity Promptly-class trader, which meant she had a fairly short time before it could get its hyperdrive back online. She wouldn't be able to catch it, but she could at least get a firing solution.


  "Squealer round," she said to the ship's computer. Verbal interface wasn't necessary, but it helped ease the long patrols to have something to talk to.


  "Squealer round ready," the AI replied.


  Veturna lined up the sighting reticule on the Pranir ship, which was zigging back and forth in an attempt to evade her while charging its drives. That might work against some piece of crap system-patrol ship, but her AI was already seven steps ahead of the target and had positive lock. She stabbed the also unnecessary but very satisfying firing stud and felt the slight jolt as the rail cannon along the spine of her ship spat out the round.


  The squealer lanced across intervening space at several multiples of the target's own speed and, after making some minor mid-flight corrections, latched onto the hull and started insinuating itself. The squealers were designed not to do damage, but to require the services of a dedicated dock to remove safely. And while attached they broadcast. Loudly. On all frequencies. The message was usually something like, "Please report me to the local authorities." Veturna's also added, "I am a doodyhead."


  It *did* get boring out here, after all.


  The Pranir ship jumped into hyperspace, but she figured it would be busy trying to get the squealer removed for a while, so at least she was keeping it away from Venus. Back to the boring part of the job.


  The Santari didn't have an equivalent of Murphy's Law, but she certainly felt the sentiment a moment later when her sensors picked up significant seismic activity at the south pole of the planet.


  "Now what?"


  * * * *


  [January 5, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Reeds at the shore rippled gently under the lapping of waves and the occasional gusts of wind, as a dozen or so people roamed around the shallow curve of the bay. The hardiest of the refugees from Montreal, they had made the walk down the slopes of the Maxwell Montes to scout out a good location for the "temporary" resettlement. A mix of young and (relatively) old, men and women...one even carried an infant on her back. Of course, one figure stood out among them, his freshly repaired robes fluttering in the cool breeze coming in off the sea: Peregryn.


  He looked up before the others did, but in moments they all stopped what they were doing and started moving towards a stretch of flat stone by the shore, as they saw the saucer-like craft begin its landing approach under silent gravitic drives.


  The effect of the stately approach was ruined, however, when one of the hatches opened while the craft was still meters off the ground and a visibly pregnant woman jumped out and tackled Peregryn, who was too stunned to do anything but fall over onto the mossy ground.


  "Howie!" Essay gasped, then kissed him fiercely. A few of the onlookers chuckled or made cooing sounds, but the rest concentrated on the landing saucer...it contained their future, at least in the short term.


  By the time Essay came up for air, people were already unloading the cargo contained on the saucer.


  "Sara, I appreciate the enthusiasm, but our daughter...are you sure you should be...?"


  "Be what? Jumping around? On Venus in the first place? I'm no delicate Vancouver starlet putting her feet up for the whole last trimester, Howie. Mi mama was working up to the day I was born, same thing for all of my brothers and sisters. God put in extra steel when he made us Rodriguez women," she chuckled, getting to her feet and offering Peregryn a hand up.


  "Welcome to Falcon Bay," Peregryn said as he took her hand and stood.


  She chuckled. "Falcon, as in peregrine? What, they tried to name it after you and you steered 'em away? How modest."


  A half-smile flirted across his features. "Not exactly modesty. Names have power, especially here on a world where so little has been named by mankind. And it's an unpredictable sort of power that I'd rather not have attached to my spirit at this stage. Not given how everything got the way it is."


  "Huh. How *did* it all get this way?" Essay asked as they started to walk over to the spaceship. "I've read your reports, but you were hedging on a lot of things 'until I'm sure'. Gimme the speculation."


  Peregryn shrugged. "Most of that concerns technical matters, things that only a serious student of magic would care about. Minutae, possible ways to replicate, and so forth. But I did leave out one significant point that you wouldn't be bored to tears by. The WorldMaze's fate."


  "Oh?"


  "As I reported, the Viaus had established a web of mystic conduits using fragments of the Berlin Wall to perform sympathetic magic. One such fragment had been placed in the Cleopatra Crater," he pointed in the direction from which the refugees had come. "When I banished the Viaus, all of the Earthbound termini of this network were destroyed, either by the banishment itself or by the massive energies released by the passage of an entire city through the network as Montreal moved to this world. I presume that it was this release of energy that the twins tapped into in order to create the protective dome around Montreal."


  "But?"


  "But there are other extraterrestrial fragments. And I believe that the remnants of the WorldMaze still exist. If the Venusian fragment survived the arrival of Montreal and can be recovered, Caryatid may be able to travel to whatever other locations remain in the system...and I have no idea how many of those there are."


  "Or where."


  "Or where, yes."


  As the supernormal lovers entered the saucer, "Kim Bell" watched from a careful distance. Her daughter's Anchor field was remarkably controlled for such a small child, but it wouldn't do to get too close to any of the supernormals just yet and let them know that the heir of Rebus was being hidden in plain sight in Falcon Bay.


  Innocenza, or "Cindy" as the others knew her, gurgled happily in her papoose. Gimble smiled over her shoulder at her daughter before heading over to help sort the supplies. "Kim" was a civil engineer, after all. Keep it simple. Make the cover something you can remember without too much effort, and involve skills you have. A professional spy would never have used such obvious details, but even they wouldn't recommend an amateur try anything too tricky.


  Besides, no one here should even know Gimble was no longer a humanoid dung beetle....


  * * * *


  [January 6, 2026 - San Francisco, California Sector]


  "Could you fly me there?" Geode asked, pointing at the fading star of morning in the eastern sky.


  George cocked his head. "Not in any reasonable amount of time, no. Even assuming you're able to survive in space. Not an unreasonable assumption, but still."


  "You're made of light, can't you move at the speed of light?"


  He shook his head. "I'm solid light, and I have mass. The faster I want to go, the less solid I have to be, and it just...well, feels like I'm dissipating when I get too unsolid. Like I'm not going to come back from it. For all I know, it's a limitation of my borrowed body in particular, and not of the photonics in general. But I can't get above, oh, Mach 3 without feeling like I'm starting to fade away. Besides, even if I could hold it together at light speed, I wouldn't have any way to carry you. Or anything else. I start to go all butterfingers well below the speed of sound."


  "Perhaps, if you had some sort of container to keep you from fading?"


  "Like what?"


  "Like me," Geode pointed at her chest.


  George laughed. "Given how we both feel when I'm just a little bit inside you, I don't think I'd be able to fly anywhere if we merged all the way. But why do you want to go to Venus anyway?"


  She shrugged. "It's...a compulsion. I can't really understand it myself. Like a calling from the heavens, like I know my destiny is there and not here. But I am not trusted enough to be taken there by spaceship, I have already asked."


  "Huh. Well, I do know we're trying to charter some passenger ships for evacuation purposes. Maybe once that's set up, I could talk to JakZak about getting us permission to travel out on one of the empty runs. In the meantime, I think we should see if anyone can help you figure out why you've got this compulsion. If it's tied to the fact that the Leviathan almost killed you, it might not be a *good* compulsion...."


  * * * *


  [January 7, 2026 - 100 miles from Montreal, Maxwell Montes, Venus]


  "I know you've been waiting to hear this, Zdeslav...you're in charge here now," Willie said as he hefted his pack onto his shoulders. "I'll try to have an uplink ready to go in five hours, although Vifrum Regio's too far away for line of sight and the local magnetosphere is still pretty damn iffy.


  The Croat technician nodded. The fact that he was only in charge of Slim the cyclops and a half dozen centaurs meant he wasn't really thrilled, but he was clearly glad to see Willie go. Not so glad to see Jessica go, though.


  In a flash of multicolored light, the rainbow manifested nearby, touching down on the token Simon Smith had created as an anchor for it. Now that it would be moving back and forth between two locations, the mage had felt it needed the extra guidance.


  Willie and the rest of his team stepped into the shimmering curtain, and in less time than it takes to think, "Wow, colors!" they were back atop Mount Olympus.


  "Is that everyone?" the vizier asked as he wiped a bit of sweat from his brow, incongruous in the winter morning chill.


  Willie looked around and took a quick inventory. "Yep. Everyone that's going is here."


  Smith nodded and concentrated. "The bridge should now take you to the location that the harpies scouted. They will remain at your disposal for sentry duty and to carry messages in the event you are unable to establish radio contact. Please step lively."


  For the second time in as many minutes, Willie entered the shimmering curtain, and nearly gasped on arrival. The transition from wintry cold to jungle humidity was abrupt and stultifying.


  "Gah. My whole body's gonna frizz," he snarled as he trotted away from the rainbow.


  "Hey, at least Slim's not along," Jessica noted. "He smells bad enough when he's *not* working up a sweat." She pulled her already dampening hair back into a ponytail. "So, where do we set up?"


  Willie pointed to a rocky outcropping that formed one boundary of the clearing. "I like the shady side of that. Sun's just coming up, and it's gonna be 'just coming up' for a while to come, so I want some shade until we can put up some permanent structures." If he'd had his druthers, Willie would have picked a location well onto the nightside so they would at least be facing Earth and able to send their own radio messages for a while, but Smith needed something on the dawn line to help with the mystic resonances on the first few tries or something. For all that he was a mystical creature himself, Willie didn't much care for magic. Feh.


  Then the ground started to tremble, and Willie was nearly knocked off his hooves.


  "Crap!" he spat. "But make sure we don't set up under any rocks that might fall in these damn quakes we've been having," he added as the shaking of the ground subsided and he steadied himself.


  * * * *


  [January 8, 2026 - Earth Orbit]


  "Starting to enter atmosphere," Lightfoot said as he put the orbiter on computer control for the delicate insertion. "You feeling okay, Mr. Piazza?"


  Carlito nodded. "A little nervous, some butterflies in my stomach, but that's all. I think."


  "Okay," Lightfoot nodded, and caught the eye of the medtech who was monitoring the Montrealer's vitals. The medtech nodded back. "Let me know the instant you feel anything worse, though."


  Unspoken was the concern that if the Earth rejected Carlito, it could be sudden and fatal rather than gradual and reversible. But he had volunteered to be the test subject knowing the risks. In fact, Peregryn had gone to great lengths to describe all the possible deaths that awaited any who might try to return to Earth, which had dissuaded most of the initial volunteers. Carlito had been chosen randomly from the few who remained.


  "Braking into troposphere," Lightfoot reported. Shields had covered the windows the moment they'd hit atmosphere, to keep the clear ceramics from clouding up from frictional baking, so it was all instruments. "Still okay?"


  Carlito nodded. "Yes," he added once he realized Lightfoot was concentrating on the instruments and wouldn't see a nod.


  Minutes later, with the shields retracted, the orbiter landed with the lightest of taps. The side door opened, and Carlito approached it tentatively. The outside air entered his lungs, and it didn't hurl him screaming into the abyss. He left the craft, his feet touching the concrete of a helijet pad. Still nothing beyond a vague sense of unease that he chalked up to nerves.


  Finally, he walked to the edge of the pad and stepped onto the grass-covered ground. With no ill effects.


  "I'm home," he sighed.


  And then he left with the medtech for the most thorough physical exam he'd ever experienced.


  "Looks good," Solar Max said, with Peregryn and Senatorial Aide Cheryl Biggs on a split screen conference call. Of course, it was normal lightspeed-limited communications, so Peregryn was largely a mute observer, having several minutes of lag to deal with. "Mr. Piazza shows no problems other than what you'd expect from flirting with starvation and then being overworked and underfed for a few months. It looks like the banishment curse didn't extend to the people of Montreal."


  Biggs nodded. "Good. We're already recruiting colonists, I figure we can probably fill the charter ships going both directions until we repatriate everyone who wants to come back to Earth. Peregryn, make sure everyone there knows we're offering incentives to those who would like to stay. And you can let them know we're sending Beacon and Geode along in the first wave to help beef up defenses against anything the Sans Rouge might try." She never even mentioned the treaty concerns that her boss was publicly touting. Maybe the Combine wouldn't stake any official claims, but that didn't mean they weren't going to try to flood the planet with sympathetic citizens.


  Several minutes later, Peregryn nodded assent, but looked like there was something on his mind. In fact, there was...the phrase, "Bloody Kansas."


  * * * *


  [January 10, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "So, big, little or medium wedding?" Essay asked as she put the last component in place and the compact lumber mill whirred to life.


  "I...think we can clear about an acre here for the prefabs, and use the wood to start working on more prefab components," Peregryn said, looking up from a small pile of twigs and other forest litter that he'd been using for his auguries. "I notice, um, you left out 'no wedding,'" he added, finally addressing the question.


  "Howie," she sighed, mentally adding something scatological to the effect that men will be men. "I'm not churchy. I know you sure aren't. But mi mama will find a way to come to Venus and paddle your bottom if our daughter is born a bastard. Besides, we're public figures, and you know the PR value of a good wedding. Even Radner knows THAT."


  "What about Scorch and Ms. Silvestri? I thought theirs was to be the big pageant of the year?"


  Essay shrugged. "I think those two will still be *planning* a wedding at the crack of doom." Then she gave Peregryn a stern look.


  Peregryn sighed and stood. "Yes, yes...I know. There's only about two months until our daughter is born, so we can't put it off any longer. I presume my extended exile will help appease the fundamentalists who would ordinarily frown at a visibly pregnant bride, at least. But, to be honest, the mundane, practical aspects of wedding planning are well beyond my skills or inclinations."


  "Tch, there are professionals for that, Howie. We're *celebrities*, we can get *people* for all of that. We just need to decide, and real soon, where it's gonna be and when. I kinda like the idea of doing it here, too. It's a beautiful place, the odds of random party crashers are a lot lower, and it'd be like a founding party for the town we're building," she patted the lumber mill. "We're too late to have the first kid born on Venus," she waved in the general direction of Kim's work party, "but I'm sure we can have the first big blow-out wedding on Ve-OW!" she clutched her belly. "Damn, but she can KICK. Gotta be at least paranormal. Howie?"


  He blinked, coming out of a distracted state. "Something is wrong..." he started to say.


  Then the entire planet shuddered.


  * * * *


  [January 10, 2026 - South Pole of Venus]


  While the entire world shook, in one spot the tremors built up to a fevered tarantella, the sea churning into foam as the ground beneath it heaved and rose! Steam joined the foam, and then smoke followed soon after, the water bubbling and roiling.


  Minutes later, while the rest of the world had calmed, the land once beneath the new seas had come to the surface, thrusting a volcanic cone into the already ash-filled air. Steam and smoke blotted out the eternal sunset. No human could have survived being close enough to observe the birth of this new land, although at least one humanoid observed it from high over the planet.


  After half an hour, the volcano had formed an island several miles wide and hundreds of meters tall, with lava streaming down all sides of the cone and continuing to increase the size of the new land. A ring of steam wreathed the column of fire and ash.


  And then the scream began.


  A howl of primal fury that shook the stones and the sea, and rose to a crescendo in time with another belch of pyroclastic devastation...only this time, it was not merely molten rock and ash that emerged from the volcanic nadir of the world!


  A mighty serpent, several miles long, streamed forth into the air, coated in a mantle of lava, and arced towards the sea. It fell with a splash, a hiss, and a scream.


  The Leviathan was no longer master of this world. She had lost her battle and been expelled to once more be mere matter, rather than the spirit of a planet. She shook off her coating of stone and angrily swam away.


  "I will have my vengeance on this world and all who live on it. But most especially the accursed mage," she hissed before diving below the waves.


  For a moment, it seemed that the volcano had spent itself in that act of expulsion, but then it stirred once more. The top of the cone seemed to shift and slide sideways...and then lifted itself up on six spindly legs and started to trundle towards the water. As lava dripped from its flanks and excess stone crumbled and fell away, it was revealed to be a great beetle, its one gigantic horn dripping magma. As it walked, it grew, until it was practically a mountain in its own right.


  The mighty stone insect reached the hissing and steaming shore and slowly sank below the water as it walked on. Soon, only a moving column of steam emerging from the sea marked its passage.


  But this was not to be the last monstrosity to emerge from the volcano! With a renewed surge of molten rock, the cone spat forth a glistening bronze form that unfurled wings a hundred meters or more wide and soared away, high above the steam and smoke and ash.


  Finally, having birthed three monsters, the volcano fell silent...but for a faint growl....


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


  Next Issue:


  Daikaiju have come to Venus! But are any of them friendly? (How do you tell a friendly daikaiju from an unfriendly one? The friendly one kills you by accident, rather than on purpose.) Come back for ASH #67: Manifest Destiny Part 3 - Monstrous!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Before I go into notes about the story itself, I figured I'd clarify the various ways one can get between Earth and Venus. :)


  The in-system drives of Pranir and Santari ships generally run at a cruising speed of 1/20 lightspeed, for a travel time of about 90 minutes at closest approach to 5 hours (getting kinda close to the Sun) at opposition. Mantissa's ship has better STL drives and can manage the trip in about half that time. That's just orbit to orbit, though, figure an extra half hour or so for ascent and descent phases. In an emergency, a hyperspace jump is possible, which is effectively instantaneous, but there's always the chance of emerging coincident with some asteroid or even a planet.


  In theory, Lightfoot could make the trip in a few minutes, but finessing high STL speeds is tricky, and the last time he did it he ended up being hurled thirty years into the future. So he tends to stick to 1/20 lightspeed as well, using Santari-designed navigation systems. The Combine currently has no other means of reaching Venus in less than several months. Neither Solar Max nor Beacon have yet tried an interplanetary jaunt, and Essay hasn't worked out a good high-STL drive.


  Travel via Eos's rainbow bridge is instantaneous, giving Q'Nos the fastest route in theory. However, since the bridge can only be held open for a short time at dawn each day, it's actually the slowest of the quick routes, on average.


  At this time, none of the Chinese or Moslem factions has a space program that extends beyond putting up low orbit satellites. The Eurasian Union may have an unrevealed supertech means of reaching Venus, but they have not tipped their hand yet. The United World gets its space support from the Galactic Warrior Corps, and the GWC's one human agent (Star Knight) is capable of making the trip in minutes under his own power. It is possible that Pranir traders will offer shuttle service to anyone with the means to pay, although the Pranir Houses with close ties to Khadam are likely under some sort of pressure to sell such a service to Khadam only.


  Darran the intel guy last appeared in ASH #47, Carlito Piazza appeared in ASH #59. Gimble and her child were revealed to be on Venus in ASH #43, and have been lying low. Here's a rough drawing (took about 10 minutes) of what Gimble looks like when not Anchored:


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/gimble.JPG


  For those of you not up on US history, "Bloody Kansas" is not a British epithet, it refers to a land rush in the mid 1800s. For various reasons, including the decision that popular vote would determine whether Kansas would allow slavery, there was a HUGE rush to get people into the territory, with various factions pumping people and money into the prairie. It got violent in many places, hence the term "Bloody Kansas."


  Finally, daikaiju are giant monsters, roughly speaking. Kaiju are monsters in general in one meaning of the term, and "dai" is an intensifier that is often translated as "king". The term generally refers these days to Godzilla and his ilk, and is often simply expressed as "kaiju". I've been on a daikaiju kick for a few months now, and the struggle between Leviathan and the spirit of Venus seemed to be a perfect time to add daikaiju to the ASH universe. Venus was already a lost world sort of place with dinosaurs and monsters, but now it has some really big monsters. More details on them next issue.


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


  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/ !


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


  #67 -Manifest Destiny part 3: Monstrous


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover is split into three horizontal panes, with the Leviathan'sserpentine body acting as boundaries as it twists around. In thetop pane is a giant bird of bronze, in the middle a lion made offire, and in the bottom a stone beetle the size of a mountain.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / DETACHED


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / DETACHED


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [January 11, 2026 - Navka Ocean, Venus]



  The water churned as a mile-long serpent thrashed her way across the ocean, hissing and spitting in fury as she went.


  "That upstart Astarte impersonator!" the Leviathan fumed. "It wasn't enough that she defeated me on the world that I *made* for her. No! She had to wrench my spirit apart, out of one make many. Sowing salt on the fields, as if the blood spilled there was not enough!"


  She lashed out at a small atoll, stone and coral alike shattering into shrapnel. Once, she could have broken the entire island and sunk it beneath the waves in a single blow! But now....


  Sullenly, she swam through the gap she had created and rested in the bowl of the atoll. An analytical part of her knew that such structures should take aeons to fully form...but she had wanted them on her new world, so she had gotten them. Venus was something of a patchwork of her desires and memories, built to help ease the pain of losing her true home.


  "And she took them from me!" the Leviathan thrashed in anguish, sending water flooding over the low atoll, only to wash back in through the gap of shattered coral. "She took ME from me!" she added, then returned to her sulk.


  Anger would return again soon enough, but for now, the Leviathan wallowed in her pain. After being torn asunder and losing that which had been a part of her, the pain was one of the few things she had left.


  * * * *


  [January 11, 2026 - Vancouver, Columbia Sector]


  "Ah, what a gay, mad whirl," Julie twirled tiredly as she walked in from the hotel hallway to plop down in the couch of the large suite. "I think I had five starlets at that thing strongly hint that they should play the part of me in the movie about us that's been part of the rumorscape lately. And one outright *told* me she was perfect to be me," she sighed. "How about you?"


  Scott's face twisted into a wry smile. "No, no starlets said they wanted to *play* me," he chuckled. "Although that one kid actor...what's his name, Mac Pepoy...he kept hovering just far enough away to not look like a fanboy, while never quite getting out of sight. I think he wants to grow up to be me."


  "Oh, like you've grown up to be you either," Julie snarked with a grin. "Speaking of growing up, I've had a great idea."


  "Hm?" Scott hung his deep red tuxedo jacket on a doorknob, adding one of the "please dryclean" tags from the closet to it.


  "Venus."


  "What about Venus?"


  "We could get married there."


  "Um, well...I mean..." Scott hemmed and hawed.


  "No, seriously. Okay, there's some Khadamites and monsters and stuff there, but compared to the hazards of a high profile ceremony on Earth, it's practically the same as getting married in a fortress. And it's got plenty of places just as beautiful as Angel Falls, so we could really..."


  "No, I'm sure it's fine in practical terms," Scott cut her off. "It's just that the whole wedding idea may not be where we should be going."


  Julie's jaw dropped. An inner voice shouted, "I told you so! You slept with him, now he's bored and wants to move on!" "W-what?" was all she managed to get out aloud.


  Scott sighed and walked over to sit in the plush chair next to the couch. "I know this is gonna sound stupid and, and like a typical male excuse or something. But lemme get through it. I read once in a psych text that there's two kinds of romantic love. The first is all hot and heavy and desperate, and it's what gets people together in the first place. The second is more mellow, but longer lasting. It's what makes marriage work. And when people get married during the first type of love, they often get divorced when the second type never comes along to replace it. That's why long engagements are a good idea, because you know if there's a long term thing going on before you make that committment."


  "And you don't have that second kind of love for me?"


  He shook his head. "For a while, I thought maybe I did. Then I found out your brother'd been sharing space in my head, and that messed up *all* of my feelings for a while, so I hung on and hoped that when the dust settled things would be all good. But they're not. I like you. I find you attractive. But I'm not in love with you anymore, and haven't been for a while."


  "Isn't that the sort of line the woman's supposed to give the guy?" Julie half-choked behind a brittle smile. "You been reading my magazines again?"


  "I'm being serious, Julie. I'm sorry if you still love me, and want to marry me, I really am, honest. But even ignoring all the ways in which being my wife is dangerous, we'd just be setting ourselves up for all the everyday average people sorts of problems. We'd be in couples counseling within a year, and probably a messy divorce shortly after that. You're not clueless, Julie. Even if I didn't tell you, you'd eventually figure out that my heart wasn't really there for you. And you'd resent it. And we'd become the sort of tabloid Vancouver couple that we used to tsk at. Still do, really."


  "Who is she?"


  Scott blinked.


  "The other woman. Or man, I suppose, although I'd rather be thrown over for a woman."


  He shook his head. "There isn't anyone else. I won't say I haven't ever looked twice at some of the natural and enhanced beauties in this town, but I'm not the jerk I used to be. If nothing else, you helped make me a better man...I haven't and wouldn't fool around behind your back. But I'm not a saint either, which is why I want to break it off now. Before I DO do something like that."


  "Sure. Whatever." She told herself not to cry, for all the good it did. Tears were already running down her face. At least her makeup was tear-proof, a small part of her noted with a glassy detachment.


  He started to reach out to her, then checked himself. "I should leave."


  "No shit," she replied, an angry edge to her voice.


  Without any more words, Scott gathered a few things in his carry-on bag, threw on his trenchcoat against the winter rain that was now starting to tickticktick on the windows, and left.


  "What did I do wrong?" Julie asked the silent walls.


  * * * *


  [January 11, 2026 - The skies over Imdr Regio]


  Freedom! No more shackles to the old, decrepit world and its squabbling gods! The skies of a brand new orb to call her own!


  The past is gone, only the present and the future matter!


  "What should I call myself?" she wondered as the wind tore past her sharply beaked head at nearly the speed of sound. "I am I, myself, free from the old, a bird who flies free. Do I need a name? There are other parts of me, but none *is* me, so why should I care what *others* call me?"


  She flew on for several minutes, smugly considering that point. "Let others bother with names," she murmured at one point, flexing her vast metallic wings and then going into a dive.


  Pulling out of the dive and skimming the ocean, she dipped her beak into the water for the merest moment and snatched out a mighty sea wyrm. It was easily a dozen meters long, yet in her beak it looked like an earthworm. Gleefully, she sucked down the prey, and it fell into the roiling acid of her gullet.


  She did not need to eat, the air itself sustained her. But it pleased her to devour one of the children of the Other. "I am no longer a part of you, mother, but your children go into my belly quite nicely!" she laughed.


  "Hm," she pondered as a few beats of her gleaming wings took her back into the sky and among the clouds. "Maybe I do need a name, lest I simply be known as a part of *her*. But it is so hard to choose! I know, I will let the mortals choose for me."


  Defocusing her eyes, she looked into the days yet to come, a gift of prophecy she took with her when she left the Leviathan. "Men will call me Bronzewing. A bit simple and mere description," she admired her plumage, "but I suppose not all men are poets in this age. Bronzewing I shall be. Bronzewing the solitary, Bronzewing the free! I fly with no one!"


  * * * *


  [January 12, 2026 - Mount Olympia, Washington Sector]


  Scott touched down atop the snowy mountain peak, landing carefully so that his residual heat wouldn't melt his footing out from under him. Low clouds shrouded the cities below, but the sky above him was crystal clear, the stars shining down as harsh white points. He'd read that some people could see the colors of the stars, but he wasn't one of those people. Just hard, white flecks of ice to him.


  He pulled off his helmet and breathed in the wintry air, letting it shock his lungs and hoping it could break him out of the foul mood he'd been in since he had The Talk with Julie.


  "Damn it," he sighed, his hot breath forming a cloud of vapor that was quickly whipped away by the winds.


  Trying to tell himself that waiting longer would have only made things worse wasn't much consolation. At least George got off planet before the newsies started sniffing around. No statement had been released by either him or Julie yet, but the fact she appeared at a party tonight without him was almost as good as a press release. He'd set his comm on "official business only" filters, but it was only a matter of time before someone spoofed their way past that and asked for a comment. It might now be after midnight, but for the celebrity press set that was like noon for regular folks.


  "What now?" he asked the wind and the night. "Like it or not, Scorch my boy, you're a celebrity now. A Vancouver hunk. Downtime would be good, but..." he fell silent again. But he'd be fighting the women (and probably some men, as Julie had implied) off with a stick. It'd be easy to go back to short, meaningless flings, he'd certainly have his pick of ladies for that sort of thing. But he *had* grown up a lot in the time he'd been seeing Julie. He didn't really want one night stands all that much anymore.


  "Ah, maybe I should ask to go to Venus too," he sighed.


  * * * *


  [January 12, 2026 - Themis Regio, Venus]


  "Ah, land," Heraclius rumbled as his improbably thin legs lifted from the surf and sank very little into the rocky shore. And he did literally rumble, his voice was like a modulated earthquake, moving too slowly for a human ear to decipher. "It is good to be out of the water again. It is so very wet, and things have started to grow on me. I shall have to scour myself carefully once I am dry. Or I could let them continue to grow, I suppose, if they are aesthetically pleasing. Perhaps I would feel more complete? Perhaps not," he ruminated, pulling himself the rest of the way onto land. His undercarapace scraped the tops of trees as he walked, knocking over some of the taller ones.


  "That looks like a good place to sit," he declared, moving towards a nearby hill that was slightly smaller than his own bulk. The sentence itself took him several minutes to pronounce, during which he crossed most of the distance to his new perch. "Ah, yes, this is good," he pronounced as he settled his bulk onto the hill, smashing the top flat. "Now I can get dry and think. It was so hard to think in the water. Why might that be? It is an element other than my own, yes, but so is the air, and I am now in the air as much as I was in the water. Maybe I simply do not like being wet. Yes, the simple answers are always the best. The air may be the element in opposition to my own, but it's so diffuse and easy to ignore. Water is cold and wet, hard to ignore."


  Satisfied with his conclusions, Heraclius sat silently for several minutes, surveying the island upon which he sat. Finally, he emitted a low, gravel-grinding sigh.


  "Dry is good, but I still feel incomplete. I am missing something, some part of my soul. And it will take so very long to find it if I have to lumber around the ocean floor for days or even weeks at a time. Perhaps I should spawn, and send my children to search for me."


  Another long pause followed.


  "Can I spawn? I feel that I can, yet I also consider myself to be male. That is certainly strange. Of course, I am also living stone, which seems to be strange as well...I have certainly not seen any other living stone in my admittedly short travels. Perhaps males of the living stone can spawn? Nothing to do but try, I say."


  For an hour or so, nothing seemed to happen. But just as Heraclius was about to give up, cracks formed on his upper shell. Tiny pebbles fell from his body, each a mere meter or two in diameter. As they rolled down the hill Heraclius sat upon, they changed, growing legs and heads, until they stood up at the bottom of the hill, looking like miniature versions of their parent.


  "Ah, the sounds of children," he rumbled happily as he listened to them skitter about. "Go, my sons. Fly to other lands, search for that which I am missing. Then find me and tell me if you have found it."


  They opened up their eleytra and extended crystalline wings that carried them, humming, into the air.


  "Should I have been more specific about what they should search for?" Heraclius pondered. "Mayhap. But, then, I don't know what I might tell them! If I did, I would not need to have them search, yes?"


  With that, the mountain-sized beetle started to groom himself, scraping patches of seaweed and barnacles from his carapace.


  * * * *


  [January 12, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "Oh, come on, Howie," Essay playfully punched Peregryn on the shoulder. "People name things. I think it's just something we're driven to do, can't leave something unnamed for long."


  "I recognize that," he countered. "But I simply think this particular name may be ill-omened. Especially considering what's happened at the new volcanic island."


  She shrugged with a half-smile, half-frown expression. "Calling it Pele Regio follows the 'rules', anyway. Half the places on this planet are named after goddesses. But I suppose that worries you too?"


  "Not as much."


  "Why?"


  "Because those were names given when the world was, for all practical purposes, dead. There were no forces to disturb. Now the planet is quite alive, and new names could very well bind unwanted powers to it," the mage explained.


  "I guess...whoops, this'll have ta wait. The Lightfoot Express is coming in for a landing," she indicated a flashing green dot on the screen built into one of her armbands.


  Several minutes later, after the saucer had landed and everyone had pitched in to unload its cargo and offload the small herd of goats that had no doubt made the voyage...fragrant...the two special passengers had a chance to catch their breath. Metaphorically, at least, as neither actually breathed.


  "I feel so much better now that we are off that...thing," Geode shuddered slightly.


  "I'm just glad to be away from the goats, myself," Beacon added.


  "No, it wasn't them, most people in my village raised goats. It was...I don't know. I felt like there was a hole in me the entire time."


  "Space flight can take some getting used to," Essay nodded, putting a friendly hand on Geode's blue-sleeved shoulder.


  "It may be more than that," Peregryn said, narrowing his eyes. "Geode, are you aware that you have strong aspects of the elemental about you?"


  "I am made of stone, yes."


  "Not just that," Peregryn shook his head. "You seem to have a connection to the mystical essence of stone and earth. You are quite literally OF earth. I expect that it's not a connection you are consciously aware of, and only recognize it by its absence when you are between worlds. Now that you are back on solid earth, you feel more like yourself."


  Geode nodded, her impassive gold mask failing to conceal an obvious sense of relief. "I had worried that I was becoming ill...and how could medicine cure stone?" She paused. "Still, that calling I've been feeling," she nodded to Beacon, "it is no less. I am here, but just being on Venus seems not to be enough."


  "Calling?" Essay and Peregryn asked at the same time.


  Beacon chuckled at the synchronicity. "Yeah. Geode's been feeling a pull of some sort, telling her she needed to come to Venus," he got serious now. "I managed to convince Solar Max that this was important, and he let us catch the next shuttle out."


  Peregryn assumed an even more thoughtful look than usual. "I should like to know more about you, Geode, before I venture a theory as to why you feel called here. But I should read the official reports first, so I have a basis for my questions. You should get settled in for now."


  With that, he nodded and entered the shuttle, no doubt to request the reports in question.


  "So," Essay grinned, "enough mysterious portents and official business. What's up in the rumor mill? Our bandwidth's a little tight right now for radio, because we have to bounce signals off that satellite," she nodded towards the sky. Signals between Falcon Bay and Earth were blocked by the mountains, so Lightfoot had left a small relay satellite in powered orbit over the north pole for communications. The plan was to replace it with a group of satellites in stable orbits later. "Anything juicy since I left?"


  Beacon frowned. "Yeah, unfortunately. It's not on the news nets yet, I don't think, but, well, Scott broke up with Julie."


  "Maldita! Why?"


  He shrugged. "We didn't really have much time to talk before I had to leave. He says he fell out of love and didn't want to string her along any longer. And I guess, looking back, I should've seen it coming, but I was kinda distracted."


  Essay looked at Beacon, then at Geode, and the way they sort of swayed closer together when he said, "distracted."


  "Oh HO," she chuckled. "Not so much distracted as diffracted, I bet, si?" Essay knew that underneath the blue and gold bodysuit, Geode was made from solid crystal.


  Neither of the two were capable of blushing, but their body language told the same story. "How did you..." Geode stammered.


  Essay grinned. Beacon slapped his forehead.


  "She was guessing," Beacon explained.


  "And thank you so much for confirming it," Essay chuckled. "Oh, don't look ashamed, Geode. I mean," she patted her now quite visibly pregnant belly, "it's not like I'm going to put anyone down for fooling around a bit. And more power to you for figuring out HOW. The whole 'no longer human' thing doesn't really seem to stop anyone who's determined, I've found," she winked as she recalled some of the more...interesting...inventions she'd cooked up for JakZak and Sarah, so that he wouldn't, ah, wither at her icy touch.


  "You are not married to the father of your child?" Geode asked, still a little shocked by the idea despite months of living in San Francisco.


  Essay shook her head good-naturedly. "Working on it, though. Gotta untangle some red tape, first...mi mama insists on attending, you see. And about a dozen brothers, sisters, you know. Family."


  George winced slightly and Geode looked away.


  "Yes, family," Geode whispered.


  * * * *


  [January 14, 2026 - Pele Regio, Venus]


  In the heart of the volcano at the center of newly-risen Pele Regio crouched a fourth presence. A great lion formed from fire and magma, a lion formed with a singular task.


  "You will watch over the others," she had said, running her hand through his mane. "I have defeated the Leviathan, split her spirit into pieces, but now I must busy myself with other affairs," she pointed out. "I am but a small spirit, despite my new powers, and there is so much more that needs my attention now than there was when I rested here, alone and mute. I give to you the burden of watching the other pieces of the Leviathan's spirit until I can give her my attention once more. Can you do that for me, lion of fire?"


  Infernion had simply nodded at the time. He bore the spirit of the world no great loyalty for her own sake, but she had chosen him wisely. All things complex enough to have a sense of self also have a part of that self that works against itself. The anti-ego, the will to destruction, that dark desire to undo one's own existence. Infernion embodied the Leviathan's self-loathing.


  Yet, he did not hate himself. He hated the Leviathan, and all other parts of her. Even without being asked, he would seek to destroy, or at least oppose, the other three great beasts that had been spat from his new volcanic home.


  In truth, what the spirit of the world asked of him was restraint. To not begin battles immediately, but to wait for true provocation.


  So Infernion sat, patiently, in the steaming caldera. Senses beyond those possessed by any mortal slowly scanned the world, looking for signs of his hated brethren. For signs of the other lifeforms spawned by the Leviathan, or brought in from another world.


  Perhaps the mortals scurrying about on the surface would be able to defend themselves against the Leviathan's shards. Perhaps even destroy them.


  "I hope not," Infernion rumbled.


  * * * *


  [January 14, 2026 - United World Building, Canberra, Australia]


  "Giant...goddamned...monsters," Delta Rose sighed as she turned off the monitor and let it recede into her desk. "At least none of them seem to be able to fly into space on their own," she said as she leaned back and closed her eyes. As artificial constructs, they didn't really need to be rested like that as she leaned back in her chair and threw her head against its support, but it was part of the emulation program that let her pass as a Santari. Or a human, in this case. She'd been doing it for over fifty years now, and no longer gave it a second thought. Or even a first one.


  Besides, she had much bigger issues to wrestle with than whether it made any sense for her to look tired and stressed out even when she WAS tired and stressed out.


  "First the planet magically becomes livable, then everyone and their brother sends someone to colonize it, and now giant goddamned monsters are running around. Some days, I wish I could just drop a nova inducer into Sol and be done with this system. Then again, a stellar nova might not stop the madness." She shuddered at the thought of some godlike being rising from the ashes of Earth and coming after the Planetary Confederation for revenge.


  "Fine. Giant monsters. Maybe an Ares unit would be able to stop them," she mused aloud in a dubious tone. "Or two Ares units. Yeah, like I'd be able to get two of them onto one planet. 'One Ares is enough to reduce an entire planet to ashes, you don't need TWO,'" she said in a mocking imitation of her superior's voice.


  A "cyborg" in only the strictest technical sense that there was an organic brain buried deep within the mountain of walking death, an Ares unit was a ground assault force of last resort, and only marginally preferable to orbital bombardment in terms of leaving something behind for the victor to take possession of. None had actually been used yet, that she knew of, other than in test runs on uninhabited worlds. Which were now *uninhabitable* worlds. She had a sneaking suspicion that they'd really been designed for use against Earth, although most of her fellow Galactic Warriors believed that their true purpose was use in the civil war everyone saw coming.


  For now, she supposed she could only watch and wait. There were a thousand ways that she had at her disposal to obliterate Venus and everyone on it if she absolutely had to.


  And if the supernormals let her do it.


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


  Next Issue:


  The spawn of Heraclius are everywhere, in ASH #68, "Legion"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  You may have noticed a bit of structural fun in this issue. Monster scene, then non-monster scene that parallels it somehow. Fun, yes? It did keep me from putting in one or two other scenes I'd thought of, but those will show up next time.


  A quick reminder, or news for those just joining us, Vancouver is the new Hollywood of the 2020s. With most of the Los Angeles area devastated by The Big One in 2013, and a lot of film work having been drifting to Vancouver even in the 20th Century, it was natural for the continent's pop culture center to move north.


  "Eleytron" is the technical term for the part of a beetle's shell that covers the wings (plural being eleytra). If I recall correctly, they evolved from wings themselves, as a four-winged critter became a beetle with two wings and two wing covers. Feel free to throw the term around next time ladybugs invade your back yard. "Look, what pretty red and black eleytra!"


  For those recently joining us, Geode's family thinks she is dead, an illusion she has to maintain in order that they not suffer retribution at the hands of her former government masters. Her parents started the fiction that she was dead when her powers manifested and they disowned her, but she still loves them.


  The Ares unit concept was devised by Matt Rossi III, for a one-shot that was never completed. Perhaps one day one of us will finish it. Unfortunately, I can't find my copy of the partial piece Matt did several years ago.


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


  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/ !


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


  #68 -Manifest Destiny part 4: Legion


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas fighting againsta swarm of stone beetles that are each nearly as large as agorilla. Sarge is holding the mandibles of one beetle apartwith his bare (if cybernetically augmented) hands.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [January 16, 2026 - Basecamp Alpha, Ouda Regio, Venus]



  "Where's...my...bug...spray?" Sarge grunted as he held apart the stone mendibles that encircled his waist. His arms had been replaced by cybernetics, but most of his torso was still organic, and even with reinforcement had not been intended for this sort of strain.


  "I got a spray for 'em!" Grilla replied, as the flamethrower operator of the Raging Mad Mountain Gorillas unleashed a gout of fire at another of the stone beetles.


  "This needs a lady's touch," Faye smirked, bounding over to her leader's side and jamming her entrenching tool into the joint at the base of one of the mandibles. The mouthparts shattered under the combination of strains, and Sarge freed himself from the deadly embrace.


  "Hey, bug boy," Flinger called over to the T!rir Mantissa, who seemed to be fiddling with some device. "Can't you talk to these guys?"


  "I am attempting to," was the calm reply.


  Flinger blinked, nearly dropping the grenade he was preparing to throw into a concentration of the stone beetles. "I was kidding," he said, somewhat lamely.


  "Yes, you were attempting humor based on the surface similarities between myself and these intruders, deliberately ignoring the fact that we come from entirely different parts of the galaxy and would have no particular reason to share a common tongue. However, because I *do* come from an entirely different part of the galaxy, I have a very good translation program. And I think they want to know how you taste."


  "THAT ain't good," Sarge said as he pulled out an oversized bowie-style knife with a monomolecular edge.


  "I hear we taste like chicken," Rae retorted, shoving one of the beetles over onto its back.


  "I thought it was pork," Grilla opined, continuing to have little effect on his own target.


  "Itastelikemetal," GoGo contributed as he hammered on a beetle's legs with a ball peen hammer he'd liberated from somewhere in the camp. Its legs shattered like icicles, and it fell onto its belly.


  "They seem to be generally curious," Mantissa clarified. "I am answering their questions, at least those I think are reasonably safe to reply to. I believe that if you disengage, they will not pursue."


  "Awright, you apes! Fall back on my position, defensive formation!" Sarge shouted.


  As soon as the cyborg gorillas withdrew, the beetles started milling around, some focusing on Mantissa, others starting to devour their own dead and wounded.


  "They claim to be scouts for something calling itself Heraclius," Mantissa said after a while. "He is apparently a great power on this world, but newly born, and in search of something to complete his existence. Exactly what that is, however, he does not know. So he is seeking to find out all there is to know."


  "Seekers of knowledge can be the most dangerous of foes," Mighty Joe Jung pointed out. "They are often impractical and unrealistic, focused monomaniacally on their goals. While this offers many weaknesses for us to exploit, it also means they will attack in situations where no one benefits."


  "LOVELY," Sarge sighed. "Okay, let's get some beetle wranglers set up and try to herd these things away from the base without starting the fight up again...."


  * * * *


  [January 17, 2026 - Canberra, Australia]


  "What was with the evil eye the MC delegates kept shooting you, Arin?" Tina asked as she, Arin Kelsey and Aaron Zander left the main assembly hall of the United World complex. Talks regarding the Venusian colonization issue had ended for the day..."broken down" might be a more accurate term.


  "Yeah," Aaron added. "At first, I thought it was just aimed at all of us, a general 'infidel dogs' sort of thing. But even through the psi static generators they had set up in there, I could pick up some very focused, ah, dislike."


  Arin shrugged and quirked a half smile. "Maybe they figured out my little side project."


  Aaron groaned. "You didn't..." he sighed, catching an unintended telepathic glimpse at the thought behind the smile.


  "Did you create an international incident, Arin?" Tina asked, her expression a mix of dawning horror and amusement.


  "Well, I didn't *directly* create one, no," she demurred. "But I suspected it might happen once I dropped the viral meme. Remember that scroll of Lysistrata that Peter gave me, Aaron?"


  The telepath nodded. It had essentially been a Maenad heresy on the topic of living "furiously", written by a woman so ahead of her time that she'd been wiped *from* time by angry sorcerors. Magical in nature, it taught the reader to understand the language it was written in, a sort of early literacy outreach.


  "I finally found someone who could make copies. One of Sal's foundlings in Mexico City, she's a minor mage and was on the verge of joining a paragang before an augury told her she needed to go find the Green Knight. Major self-esteem problems, so I lent her the scroll, and she asked if she could make her own copy. Now she's churning them out as a hobby, and I'm helping get them into circulation."


  "And this leads to hate from the Moslems how?" Tina asked.


  "It's obvious," Aaron sighed. "At least one has made it into the Confederation, and now they've got a brewing women's lib movement."


  "Oh, it's even better," Arin smiled with a look of innocence so complete that "butter wouldn't melt in her mouth" as her grandma used to say. "Most of the scrolls are still just direct copies, but Esmeralda recently figured out how to put them in other languages without losing the literacy spell. I got her an Arabic translation. A lot of women in the Moslem Confederation are illiterate in their own language, I figured this might kill two birds with one stone."


  "Does JakZak know about this little side project?" Tina asked.


  Arin shrugged. "Probably. But not *officially*, so don't go telling him in any way that he can't deny having heard."


  "Well, welcome to the International Incident Club," Tina smiled wryly. "Aaron, it's now your duty to honk off the Australians, I think they're the only country someone in ASH hasn't at least annoyed...."


  * * * *


  [January 18, 2026 - Themis Regio, Venus]


  Heraclius murmured contentedly atop his hill as he watched one of his progeny flittering its way back to be reabsorbed. "So, what news of the world do you bring me, my little brittle beetle chattel?" he rumbled over the course of about a minute, his voice a slow grinding sound that could be heard for miles around.


  Suddenly, in a blur of shimmering metal, the scout vanished!


  Heraclius looked up to see Bronzewing gulping his minion down like, well, a bird devouring an insect.


  "You harpy! Unhand my child!" Heraclius screeched. No minutes-long discourse was this, but a primal scream in the language that the four fragments of the Leviathan shared. To any observer not of that brood, it would have been an inarticulate howl.


  Bronzewing let loose with a warbling laugh, swooping past the titanic stone beetle with a mocking flip of her tail. "I have no hands, so I'll have to decline," she chuckled in that same incomprehensible tongue.


  "Soon you'll have no *head*!" Heraclius riposted, using a foreclaw to bat a boulder into the air.


  "Too slow!" she cackled, unleashing a barrage of razor-sharp feathers the size of greatswords. The attack glanced harmlessly off the basalt exoskeleton of her target, however.


  "Maybe this will be faster," he growled, his mighty horn beginning to quiver. The air shook as its hum turned into a scream and a beam of distortion lanced out and struck his foe in the wing, ripping several flight feathers away before she could wheel away.


  "A touch, I do confess it," Bronzewing snarled before turning tail and flying away faster than Heraclius could react.


  "Wretch," Heraclius muttered before settling back down on his hilltop to await more reports.


  * * * *


  [January 20, 2026 - The Academy, Wisconsin Sector]


  Old instincts came back to Scott as he threaded his way between the throngs of students racing from one class to another along the spiral ramp that ringed the Central Core of the Academy. There were more students than he remembered, but you had to expect that. It had been two years since he graduated, and with the Paragangs being reduced through recruitment, the Academy was growing even more quickly than before. The influx of baby 'gangers had also changed the feel of the student body. It was a little more anxious, on edge. Schools always had factions, but it was more obvious now, despite clear attempts to keep people from wearing any "colors".


  Even the faculty had some former 'gangers, although the one he was heading to see had spent a few years out of the Cybernostra before coming to work at the Academy.


  The door to Coulter's office slid open as Scott approached. He might feel self-conscious wearing a visitor's badge that tracked his movements, but it did have its conveniences.


  "Come on in, Scorch," the reporter turned ethics teacher called from his desk. "Or are you here as Scott today?"


  Scott entered and made a point of shutting the door behind him. "Scott today. Like I messaged you, this one's personal. Well, it's kind of professional too, but..."


  "Trying to keep the newsies off your back," Coulter half-smirked. "Seems to me that you've been doing a pretty good job of that already. Lots of pictures of your ass, walking away, but no interviews."


  Scott sighed. "I know. Or flying away. But I realized that even if I stonewall 'em until they get bored and move onto something else, the problem won't really go away. Someone's gonna be at a press conference and ask me if there was another woman, ten years from now. And anyway, the harder I am to talk to, the more they hound Julie."


  "So, you want me to tell you how to give them what they want, without it hurting too much?"


  "More or less."


  "Well, that's the nub of it, isn't it? They *want* it to hurt. Give them all sunshine and roses, and they won't believe a word of it. For instance: was there another woman?"


  "No," Scott almost snapped.


  "See, that's bad for two reasons. Assuming you're telling the truth, the truth is just not juicy enough. And if you bit a newsie's head off like that, it'd get used in the piece as proof that you're lying. Methinks the lady doth protest too much." He paused. "Hamlet."


  "I know, I know. I don't suppose you know a friendly newsie I could work through, who wouldn't try to twist things like that?"


  Coulter laughed. "Not one who still has a job! Fortunately for you, I happen to know one who's in a different line of work now, but still has the contacts needed to get a story published and is willing to do you a good turn, in exchange for some back-scratching."


  "Who? You?"


  Coulter tapped his cybereye while winking his real one. "Got it in one. I'm going to be a slightly suspect source, given my background, but as long as you're willing to open up a bit and let me take a few drops of blood here and there, it should be good enough to at least avoid the 'ten years later ambush questions' you're worried about. And it might take some of the heat off Ms. Silvestri, depending on what you have to say."


  "What's the back-scratching?"


  "Well, I'd want you to come talk to my class about this whole mess at some point this semester. Supernormal ethics aren't just about the crimefighting stuff, it's also about dealing with being a celebrity. Heck, if you hadn't come to me, I was about to call you and ask you to come in anyway."


  Scott thought for a moment. "Oh, all right. I'll do it."


  "Great."


  "Should we do the interview now, or..."


  "Nah, give me a few days to send out feelers. How I structure the interview is gonna depend on who I sell it to. And you're going to need to figure out what you are and aren't willing to tell me. Saturday afternoon good for you?"


  "Should be. Unless I get called to Venus or something. Oh, that reminds me...you told me a while back that Gimble would be on Venus. But there's been no reports of her...are the Sans Rouge hiding her that deeply that *no one* can recall having seen an anthropomorphic beetle?"


  Coulter raised an eyebrow, with a "how dumb ARE you?" look on his face. "Scott...her kid's an Anchor. Probably a really strong one. Why are you even *looking* for a big bug?"


  * * * *


  [January 20, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Peregryn closed down the viewer and leaned back in the chair in the cramped quarters of the communications building.


  "Computer, notetaking mode," he commanded, and the machine bleeped dutifully. "After reviewing what we know about Geode, I have a theory about why she felt compelled to visit Venus. I believe that when the Leviathan crushed her old 'The Base of the Pillar' body, what triggered the metamorphosis into her, Geode's, new form was the absorption of some elemental energy from the cthonic Leviathan. A sympathy between the two earth-based energies, if you will. Not only did this energy change Geode into what she is now, it also left her feeling a...resonance...with the Leviathan, and an ever-growing impulse to reunite with the demigod. There is a spell I know of that could confirm this..."


  He was interrupted by an incoming message that the computer deemed urgent enough that it broke into his dictation.


  The message was for him, from Scorch. It was terse, but vitally important. "Gimble's child an Anchor, stop looking for a bug."


  Peregryn sighed. In truth, he hadn't even been looking for Gimble, so many other things had come up to occupy him. "Scorch, do we know what she should look like while Anchored?" he asked, hoping that the impetuous pyrokinetic would still be at the comm when the message finished making its several minute trip across space.


  In the meantime, he considered ways to sweep all of Montreal for an Anchor, since it was likely the Sans Rouge would still be protecting Gimble, as Coulter had indicated months before....


  * * * *


  [January 23, 2026 - Vancouver, Columbia Sector]


  Julie stormed into the bathroom, locked the door, turned off her phone, and sat down in the middle of the lush carpet that stretched between the sink and the oversized tub.


  "Useless goddamned fucking excuses for friends," she snarled under her breath.


  The problem, she realized, with being a confident, in-charge sort of person was that you tended to attract people who didn't want to be in charge of their own lives. Little moonlets orbiting her and basking in reflected self-assurance. So, when YOU were the one who needed someone to lean on, you found that they folded like taffeta, with nothing better to offer than repeating the latest daytime pop psych talk show host's advice. The only really strong people who had been close to her lately, as opposed to being rivals, were Scott and George. George was busy on another PLANET, and Scott WAS the problem.


  She was furious, because the only alternative to anger was to break down into a crying jag. She needed time alone, but her life forced her into the spotlight. Even if she took a vacation, the newsies would find a way to follow her at this point...the breakup was still too recent for them to have been distracted by someone else. And since Scott was doing a good job of avoiding the press, they went after her with doubled ferocity.


  The anger was a brittle armor, though, riddled with cracks of doubt and worry. Should she have seen this coming? Did she see it coming and ignore the warning signs? Was Scott lying about there not being anyone else? Had she really torpedoed things when she first slept with him?


  "GAAAAH!" she screamed, gripping the carpet in both hands and shaking it, ripples traveling across its surface with whipcrack speed. Then she let go and fell back against the pile, splaying into a spread-eagle.


  For several long moments, she just lay there, gasping for breath and trying her best to hold back the tears that were starting to well up. She just couldn't live her life always angry, the grief had to come out eventually. But she didn't want to cry her eyes out, cry her heart dry!


  Feeling a lump between her and the carpet, she fished a small scroll out of the back pocket of her pants. Tanya had given it to her today, said it might help.


  "It's magic," Tanya had confided. "I think I might be a really weak Anchor, so it was all greek to me," she'd giggled in that way she had of reinforcing all the stereotypes about beautiful blondes. Julie doubted that the model was any sort of Anchor, but stranger things had happened.


  Sitting up, she unrolled a bit of the scroll. It was, in fact, some sort of Greek. But as her eyes moved over the freshly-copied ancient script, they started to make sense.


  Fascinated, Julie kept reading....


  * * * *


  [January 24, 2026 - New Menuush (formerly Vifrun Regio), Venus]


  "I am pleased with your progress," Q'Nos boomed as he surveyed the rapidly growing settlement. Dozens of the native serpentmen worked alongside the humans, centaurs and other citizens of his Earthbound kingdom in building a temporary community that would be the core of a permanent settlement.


  Willie the satyr bowed, a somewhat awkward proposition given the build of his legs. "By the time the Sun rises here," an event that would take place in nearly a hundred Terran days, "the first permanent buildings should be completed, including the governor's palace. Recruitment is going smoothly, with our transplanted northerners convincing the locals that we are the group to join...and those who have other opinions have already been convinced to not oppose us."


  "Good," the man-bull nodded. New Menuush was small as Venusian landmasses went, but well-sited for his purposes. Far enough north that it would not be unduly oppressive for his Terran followers, far enough south to be comfortable for the serpentmen, and small enough that any native tribes foolish enough to oppose him would lack the numbers to be a serious threat. A larger island would have proved more costly to tame as a beachhead. "Show me the site you have...wait, something approaches."


  As if reacting more to Q'Nos than to the external threat, the perimeter alarms sounded. Willie pulled out his handcomp.


  "We have three bogies coming in from the southwest. Loud suckers, but no heat signature to speak of. Should be coming into view over there in a few seconds," he pointed into a stand of uncleared trees that was already starting to show signs of movement.


  "They feel...familiar," Q'Nos mused, unslinging his Collapsauron-coated battle axe, the invulnerable golden layer shimmering in the electric lights of the settlement. He raised an eyebrow in surprise. "They are part of my mother!" he realized, lowering his axe slightly.


  Just then, a trio of man-sized stone beetles lumbered into the clearing, slowing down as they emerged from the forest and waving their incongruously delicate antennae around.


  "Bow to your lord, son of the mother," Q'Nos commanded.


  The beetles ignored him, continuing to spread out and examine the settlement.


  Q'Nos frowned. "They are of my mother, yet...not of my mother. Something has corrupted them." He walked over to one and placed his hand on its shell, then jerked it back as if burnt. "Abomination!" he hissed. "Someone has sundered my mother's spirit, turned her against herself!"


  With a quick swing of his mighty axe, Q'Nos split the beetle in twain, ignoring the splatter of acid that was its life blood. The other two turned towards the obvious threat, but he slew them almost before they could move.


  "Someone will pay for this," Q'Nos growled.


  * * * *


  [January 27, 2026 - United World Building, Canberra, Australia]


  A swarthy man with slightly graying black hair stepped up to the podium in the main assembly hall. Despite the fact that the United World only really represented a half dozen or so "super-nations", the hall was large enough to accomodate several hundred people. Representatives of member states within the nations, aides, reporters and other assorted people of consequence filled the seats whenever an event like this one took place.


  "I would like to thank this august body for agreeing to hear me," Q'Nos ambassador Janos Hrepic opened. He paused to allow for the translations of his words into numerous languages to proceed. "I know that the United World does not officially recognize the Kingdom of Q'Nos, and would like to thank those who supported our request to address you."


  In fact, the debate had been lengthy and contentious. The Eurasian Union, whose territory had been taken by Q'Nos, and the Moslem Confederation, who had recently fought a war with the inhabitants of what once was Greece, adamantly refused to allow the address. The three Chinese states, however, argued that dialogue was vital, and in the end the North American Combine had voted with them.


  "The matter of the newly-habitable Venus has occupied this body for some days now, with no real agreement aside from the desire to prevent exploitation by the nation of Khadam," Janos continued. "Existing international law regarding the other planets in this solar system was never meant to deal with a world that could simply be settled on," another pause for translation. "Rather, it assumed that the capital costs of colonization would ensure a multinational effort. However, we now have a planet that has been rendered green and lush, and there is uncertainty how to proceed. We propose a solution."


  There was a murmur in the room, partly smugly satisfied, partly worried. Clearly, many delegates had assumed Q'Nos would offer a way out of the diplomatic snarl...but some of them felt it would be a cure worse than the disease.


  "It is very simple. The planet was rendered livable by the efforts of the mother of Q'Nos, the world serpent. Her very essence suffuses the planet, and hers is a power that predates any of the nations of mankind, even ancient China. Venus belongs to the royal lineage of Q'Nos."


  Now there was an uproar, and Hrepic stayed silent for a long minute while the sergeant-at-arms attempted to restore order. When it became clear this would fail, Hrepic continued, stridently.


  "We are *not* heartless, we do not intend to evict the settlements already present," he promised. "Montreal and Falcon Bay will be allowed to share their continent as extraterritorial enclaves. The remainder of the planet, including the Tesserae adjacent to the Maxwell Montes, will be under the rule of Q'Nos. Governments wishing a colony on Venus will need to negotiate treaties with us for the privilege."


  The uproar returned, intensified, as everyone immediately realized that one provision of any such treaty would be official recognition of the Kingdom of Q'Nos.


  "THE AMBASSADOR PLENIPOTENTIARY OF KHADAM HAS ALREADY SIGNED SUCH A TREATY," Janos finished at the top of his lungs, not waiting for the sergeant-at-arms to do his work.


  Work that turned out to be unnecessary now, as the room was shocked into silence by Hrepic's revelation....


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


  Next Issue:


  The stone beetles come to Falcon Bay, while Peregryn searches for the human beetle! Meanwhile, the governments of Earth react to Q'Nos's bombshell, in ASH #69, "Beetle Battle"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Outside the door to my office is a set of cubbyhole shelves repurposed from the Biology department, and most of the original labels remain. One of those labels reads, "Beetle Wrangling tips". Sarge could use some of those.


  The Scroll of Lysistrata first appeared in ASH #23, and has also been brought up in #24 and #55. I originally wrote Julie's scene before Arin's, and decided that I was probably beeing needlessly obscure there. So I changed the focus of Arin's scene to make things less mysterious in Julie's. I guess my original plans for Arin's scene will have to wait for another time.


  In case anyone failed to notice already, the air kaiju uses metal as a weapon, and the earth kaiju uses sound as a weapon...complementarity is fun!


  Collapsauron is the name for "collapsed" gold. Collapsed metals are the super-substance of the ASH setting, and while they require violation physics or magic to create, they are stable afterward and can't be Anchored out of existence. So far, only gods and demigods have been shown able to create Collapsauron, and only advanced extradimensional science or the forces of a supernova have been demonstrated to create collapsed iron. Collapsinum, or collapsed aluminum, is the best Terrestrial supertech can manage.


  Kaliban was sent to Q'Nos as Ambassador Plenipotentiary for Khadam in ASH #61. As this issue shows, he has done a fairly good job of it.


  The map of Venus will be updated soon with new place names. I will probably wait until after Ouda Regio gets officially renamed before putting in all the changes at once, though.


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


  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/ !


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


  #69 -Manifest Destiny part 5: Beetle Battle


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows a minion beetle in extreme closeup, with a pair ofhuman hands trying to force its mandibles apart.]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / ACTIVE


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [January 27, 2026 - United World Complex, Canberra Australia]



  Delegates, assistants and reporters from around the world stared at Janos Hrepic in stunned silence. The ambassador from Q'Nos composed himself with a slight shrug and a cough.


  "I repeat, the nation of Khadam has signed a treaty with my lord Q'Nos regarding the disposition of territory on the planet Venus, a planet which was terraformed via the efforts of his mother, the world serpent. Khadam has been granted an extraterritorial enclave encompassing the island known on pre-2025 maps as Ouda Regio, which I am led to believe will be renamed 'Tritonis'. In exchange, Khadam recognizes my lord's claim to the planet as a whole, and also recognizes the current boundaries of the Kingdom of Q'Nos on Earth. Additionally, there have been other considerations and compensations made, the nature of which will remain confidential for the moment."


  "One rogue state supports another, typical!" one of the delegates from the Eurasian Union shouted once Janos had finished. The remainder of the delegation remained silent, but their expressions showed they agreed with the outburst.


  "Gentlemen, the ambassador from Q'Nos still has the floor," the sergeant-at-arms noted, having tapped into the sound system so that he could be heard by all. "Any further outbursts will result in the offending delegate being removed from..."


  Suddenly, the room went silent again, although the sergeant-at-arms was still speaking. Janos had placed a small object on his podium and stepped away. Before the murmuring of the delegates could rise to a roar, the room was greeted by yet another surprise.


  Chancellor Derek Radner of Khadam appeared behind the podium, looking understatedly regal in his crisp white pseudo-military uniform with subtle gold and green accents. He gestured with a grin, his hand clearly passing through the podium. People tried to shout out in protest, but they made no sound.


  "Greetings, ladies, gentlemen and et cetera of the world," the holographic projection said, his voice carrying to every corner of the room. "I'm sorry I couldn't attend these procedings in person, but I would like to thank Ambassador Hrepic for making it possible for me to attend by proxy. I will keep my remarks short, since no doubt someone is working frantically to isolate this transmission and cut it off.


  "Let me be frank. While King Q'Nos and I have not made a formal alliance and are unlikely to do so in the near future, we have agreed to not be at odds over certain issues. Issues including the disposition of Venusian territory and the current borders of each of our Terran domains. That means that, for the foreseeable future, you won't be able to play us against each other. And since we both have our own means to reach Venus with relative ease, it also means you probably can't drive us off by force in the event you choose not to recognize the legality of our claims.


  "But before I sign off and turn off the noise-cancellation technology that is keeping you from interrupting me, I'd like to point something out: Q'Nos has merely taken what you discarded or ignored, and made it worth something. And now that he has, you want to take it back. His efforts are making the dangerously unstable 'Shattered Hellas' liveable again. His mother turned Venus from toxic hell into tropical paradise. I ask you, is it not fair and just to let him reap some benefit from his efforts?"


  With a bow and a flourish, Radner vanished, and the room once again erupted into sound and fury.


  * * * *


  [January 27, 2026 - Overlooking Lake Cleopatra, Venus]


  The polar winds blew across the escarpment, ruffling Peregryn's robes. To be honest, it was a very comfortable temperature, reminding him of summers at his cabin in northern Wisconsin. The Sun rested near the horizon, sinking so slowly that even the most patient of men would think it was fixed in the sky. Below lay the lake that encircled the transplanted city of Montreal and its low Mount Royal. The city was almost always in the shade of the surrounding mountains of Maxwell Montes, but the purloined power of Photosynth kept plants alive despite the lack of direct sunlight.


  And somewhere in those dozens of square kilometers was a single Anchor bearing the legacy of a madman. Innocenza Archangeli, daughter of Lorenzo "Rebus" Archangeli and the paranormal inventor Gimble. The two had been spirited away to Venus some time shortly after the wedding of Triton and Sultry, a wedding which had seen a brief visit to Venus by several of the participants.


  All of this, Peregryn had been able to piece together from stories told by escaped Montrealans and reports sent from Earth. No one he had talked to, however, knew what had happened afterward, or even how Gimble and her daughter had penetrated the protective dome over the city to gain entrance. An Anchor could pierce it, of course, but it would likely have totally collapsed. And any mystical means of transport were impossible precisely because Innocenza was an Anchor.


  But now, Peregryn would use that fact to his advantage. The spell he was casting was a simple one, modified only to increase its area of effect. It would expand outwards, an invisible wave, until it touched upon an Anchor. At that point, it would vanish like a soap bubble striking a pin, and he would know how far away the child was. Then he would move to a different position and try again, triangulating like a form of mystic radar. Simple, elegant, certain to find the child if she was still in the city.


  He sent out the first wave.


  * * * *


  [January 27, 2026 - Montreal, Venus]


  Claudette hissed.


  "What is wrong, milady?" Polaire asked, concerned by the sudden shift in her mood. The meeting had been going fairly smoothly up to that point, and while no one liked the population drop the'd experienced in recent days, it had not been catastrophic, and they seemed to be dealing with it fairly well.


  "Ripples in the tank," Lune chimed in.


  "Oh, shut up, Loony," Aigle signed.


  "No, she's right," Claudette Viau shook her head. "Ripples. Someone, probably that damned Peregryn, just sent out a faint spell. Over the entire crater, as far as I can tell. But it doesn't seem to really accomplish anything."


  "Perhaps he is taunting you, demonstrating that he can use his power with impunity?" Asphalte suggested.


  "Nooo..." Claudette pondered. "He's an arrogant son of a bitch, but taunting isn't really his style. It almost feels like he's searching for something, but it doesn't feel like divination magic."


  "Maybe he's looking for the Anchor child," Cirque suggested.


  "What. Anchor. Child?" Claudette turned to Nadine with tightly controlled anger. "I would think you would have informed me of such before this."


  "My apologies," Polaire bowed his head in contrition. "During our final consolidation of the city, we found a woman had given birth to an Anchor after the city's transplantation. We warned her to stay away from you and the dome, lest the dome breach, and set her to work...she had a technical background. Frederic, do we know what happened to her?"


  Asphalte checked his handcomp. "Kimberly Bell was the mother. She's one of the people on our 'missing' list, presumably she joined the Falcon Bay settlement. And yeah, we didn't even find her the first time until after the brief CSV visit, she was one of the last to be rounded up."


  Claudette narrowed her eyes. "A woman with a newborn babe managing to evade discovery for several months? Didn't that strike you as suspicious?"


  Polaire shrugged. "Of course. We naturally considered that she might have arrived with the Conclave, but the babe was too old to have been born after that event, much less conceived. As an Anchor, it would have prevented any sort of teleportation spell. Also, Ms. Bell was quite good with machines, it's within reason that she could have survived in abandoned housing on the fringes. Women gave birth before there were doctors and midwives, I expect she had some uncomfortable days, but got lucky."


  "I'm not sure I want to write it off to luck. Especially if Peregryn wants this Anchor child and assumes it's still here in Montreal," Claudette all but snarled.


  * * * *


  [January 28, 2026 - United World Complex, Canberra, Australia]


  Arin sat down on the park bench next to Aaron. "So, how's it going?" she asked.


  He shrugged. "The Eurasian Union and the Moslem Confederation have finally agreed that nuking Q'Nos wouldn't be a good idea, but that's about as close as they've gotten to any diplomatic solution. Our government isn't happy with the situation either, but I think they're secretly relieved that we get to keep some territory without having to sign any treaties. SEATO's following our lead as usual, but the People's Republic and the Central Asian Confederation are leaning towards opening dipl..."


  Arin, who had been looking more and more exasperated, finally interrupted. "I meant how's it going with YOU, dummy. You should know what I meant, you're a telepath."


  "Well, there's dampers all over the place," Aaron pointed out, "and you've been hard to read lately anyway. But, well, I'm okay. You?"


  "You're not avoiding it so easily this time, mister. Since you seem to insist on me spelling it out, I will. You. Gene. Nookie?"


  Aaron laughed despite himself. "Not as such, no. She's available again, in terms of not dating anyone right now, but she's also been spending a lot of time down in Manhattan. So even when I go up to MetaPsych for my training sessions, she's usually gone. And as a representative of the NAC government, I'm not allowed to go to Manhattan myself, thanks to that agreement with Rex Umbrae."


  "And she can, because MetaPsych is theoretically a private corporation," Arin nodded. "So, she's hiding from you now. That's the opposite of progress, mister."


  "Eh, I don't think so. MetaPsych has a pretty well-developed rumor mill, and if she really was trying to avoid me, it would have gotten back to me somehow. It's a lot harder to keep juicy secrets like that in a room full of telepaths. I think she's just really interested in the Hellhound thing. MetaPsych is convinced that Manhattan's resident vigilante is either a telepath, or working with one."


  "All right, she said, playing along," Arin replied with a sigh. "I'll let you change the subject this time. Do they have any idea which telepath? There can't be all that many out there that MetaPsych doesn't have a close tab on."


  "There's still nothing solid, but the smart money's on Jessa Dumont. She's known to be in Manhattan, she has combat training, and she's probably got some serious guilt to work off regarding her sister, Mr. Strings. She's been seen at her clinic several times during reported Hellhound activity, though, so she can't be the only person involved, if she's involved at all."


  "Could it be a Paraganger?"


  Aaron shrugged. "It's not impossible, and there's one or two former paragangers on the short list, but whoever it is doesn't leak."


  Arin blinked.


  "Um, sorry. Jargon," Aaron apologized. "Most telepaths, regardless of their power level or talent, tend to send out a lot of unintended signals that other telepaths can pick up on. We call that signal leakage, or just leak. One of the first things most people learn at MetaPsych is to stop leaking, but it's not impossible for someone to self-train on it. Or to be one of those rare teeps who doesn't leak in the first place. Anyway, Jessa is highly trained, so we know she doesn't leak, while untrained paraganger telepaths tend to leak like sieves. Unfortunately, it's only indirectly that there's any evidence Hellhound has telepathy in her favor...no one is 100% sure of that angle."


  "What else do you know about Hellhound?" Arin dug an energy bar out of her carryall and started peeling it open.


  "Not a lot. She knows her way around a motorcycle and can shoot electrical blasts, but that could just be a concealed Tsaran blaster with the crystal removed. Basically, everything she does could just be tech, or it could be innate, no one knows for sure. She keeps a fairly low profile, operates on a pretty erratic schedule, and has never been caught as far as we know. As for media mining, Umbrae isn't exactly keen to let anyone outside the city hear about her, since it implies he doesn't have everything well in hand. Goes against the marketing campaign."


  Arin took a bite of the bar and nodded. The old "Decay NY" reputation would take a long time to buck, but Rex Umbrae's publicity machine was starting to make a dent in it. Tourism actually existed there for the first time in a while, and more people were moving in than moving out. Not that she could see for herself, of course.


  Arin swallowed. "Maybe you should see if Jessa's free for a date when we get back," she grinned.


  * * * *


  [January 28, 2026 - Vancouver, Columbia Sector]


  "Tammani, get your bony ass in position, you're next out!" Juliana Silvestri commanded. Running a show was like herding cats, only cats weren't quite as vain. And cats were a little less likely to vomit at inconvenient times. She couldn't wait for zaftig to come back into style.


  "Jude, hold it, your hair's coming undone in back," she shooed another model over to the hairdresser station.


  Still, it was good to be working. Working helped, especially now that she'd gotten past what she hoped was the worst of it.


  She'd cried for hours. Not even halfway through the scroll, and she'd just broken down and cried. And cried. She still couldn't put a finger on why, it wasn't like the scroll had...had much of anything of an effect that she could figure. A lot of common sense advice, stuff she already lived by. Radical for an ancient Greek society, maybe...or maybe not, history was her brother's hobby, not hers.


  "Gogogo!" Juliana practically shoved another model onstage. Maybe she could look into getting robots built for this. Wireframe models, given the current fashions.


  Whatever the scroll had or hadn't done, and however much it may have been cliche, a good cry had helped a lot. She was still angry with herself, with Scott, the whole ball of wax. But it wasn't a massive weight on her shoulders anymore, just an annoying buzzing in the back of her head. She was still a bit more snappish than usual, although that did help in her professional persona.


  "Idiot! Can't you tell you put the dress on her BACKWARDS?" she snarled at one of her assistants.


  Half an hour later, the show was over and Julie had retreated to a small office to decompress before hitting the party circuit. The show had gone well, critical response on the nets was good, and it looked like her company would be nicely in the black again this quarter. And she'd only had to seriously threaten one model with painful death.


  Her phone chirped. Since it was in "only accept calls from the super secret private number" mode, a number she'd changed after Scott dumped her, she picked up. "Hello, Juliana Silvestri speaking."


  "Greetings," a deeply rumbling voice began. "Ms. Silvestri, this is Rex Umbrae, I believe you may have heard of me?"


  She blinked. That may have been the stupidest question she'd heard all day, and she'd been around models for most of that time. Heard of him? The Khadamite crimelord who ran Manhattan? Duhhh. On the other hand, it was somewhat shocking to get a call directly from him, rather than channelled through an underling. Despite her status in her own professional world, she was most definitely *not* at the social level Umbrae inhabited. She dealt with the aides and secretaries of the powerful, not the movers and shakers themselves.


  "Yes, I do believe I've heard some passing mention," she replied, trying to strike a balance between diva and "maybe I shouldn't annoy this guy". All while covering up her feelings of impending doom.


  "I would like to engage your services, Ms. Silvestri. You have a certain cachet among my associates, and a reputation for being able to deal professionally with those of us who may...intimidate those who work for us," his deep voice rumbled with an edge of amusement. In other words, people knew she could work with supervillains without freaking out. GREAT. The Radner wedding was haunting her again.


  "If I find the work professionally interesting, I might be willing, Mr. Umbrae. I do have a few weeks before I need to start work on the next season in earnest, so you're in luck on that count." She knew luck had nothing to do with it, of course. He'd called practically the instant she became available...he may have called in person, but no doubt his underlings had been very busy on the matter of when to call.


  "Very good. I will send you the details now, but the summary is that I am going to be getting married, and the wedding party will include a large number of cyborgs. The 'professionally interesting' aspect would involve designs to complement a variety of cybernetic implants. As well as making sure my own accoutrements fit in...my personal tailor is well versed in serving the needs of the, ah, big and tall man, but I wish to have a visually appealing integrated theme."


  "I'll look over the specifications at my earliest convenience, I should have an answer for you in a few business days," Juliana promised.


  "Thank you. I look forward to your response." Umbrae then hung up.


  Cyborgs? A political marriage to cement ties with the Cybernostra, perhaps? But....


  The image of Rex Umbrae marrying Sister Christian flashed across her mind's eye.


  "Ooog."


  * * * *


  [January 29, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  Kim closed up the case on the radar unit, satisfied that her modifications would work. Some of the more advanced functions of the system had been put together by Essay, making them supertech. And thus, making them susceptible to Cindy's Anchor effect. Kim's own supernormal powers may have been damped because of Cindy's presence in the papoose on her back, but she remembered enough real engineering without her powers to install a few workarounds that would keep things functioning.


  Thus, she was right there when the alarms went off.


  "Unknown flying units approaching from the southwest," Kim shouted as she dashed out the door and dodged around the regular operator who was returning at that moment, summoned by the alarm. There were too many jobs to do and too few people to leave someone sitting at the screen all day.


  "You know the drill, everyone!" Beacon shouted as he took to the air. His voice was a harsh, amplified roar, the usually undetectable buzz in the simulated tones becoming blatantly obvious as the man made of solid light cranked up the volume. "Noncombatants to the bunker, everyone else grab your weapons!"


  Given that the known neighbors included representatives of Khadam and Q'Nos, Peregryn had spent a fair amount of effort shaping the earth to create a number of underground bunkers to shelter the ever-growing population of Falcon Bay. Kim had been careful to stay far away when he did that, as she knew that the greatest magics were the most susceptible to Anchor interference.


  "Three incoming, strong radar signatures," the sensor tech called up to Beacon. "Pretty fast, but not jet fast."


  Kim decided it was time to get into the bunker herself.


  Beacon strained against conflicting desires. On the one hand, he wanted to dash out over the ocean and confront the bogies before they could get to land, in case they were hostile. On the other, if the three together were able to beat him, he'd end up adrift in the ocean and there'd be one less defender.


  Of course, anything that could beat Geode, Peregryn and Essay probably wouldn't be deterred just by adding him to the mix. He looked down to see the other three supernormals: Peregryn seemed to be casting some sort of divination, Essay was readying a rather large energy bazooka she'd been building in her spare time, and Geode was standing near them in a combat stance. A rather assured stance, at that.


  The targets, still specks in the distance, dropped down and landed on the shore maybe two kilometers away. Either they were tired, which he hoped was the answer, or they were smart enough to get below the radar.


  A flash of motion caught Beacon's eye. Someone was running off into the woods...idiot. The bunkers were a lot safer than hiding in the forest.


  Unless....


  Damn, no time for "unless", the things were eating up ground too quickly on the shore, practically kicking up roostertails of pebbles. "Here they come!" he called down to the others.


  "They have an elemental nature," Peregryn replied, gentle winds carrying his words to where all could hear them. "I have a sense that there is no malice here, but there could still be danger."


  There was a pause, and then Peregryn added, "Geode agrees with me, but she is not sure how she knows this."


  "Guys, you probably can't see this because of the debris, but they look like giant stone beetles!" Beacon shouted. "And they don't seem to be slowing down!"


  "Do not attack," Peregryn calmly advised. "Wait until they demonstrate their intentions, or get within fifty meters of the settlement. Essay, Geode, move forward with me...if they only wish to talk, they will stop at our position rather than continuing to the settlement."


  Several tense seconds passed, as the stone beetles sped forward like miniature tanks, and the quartet of supernormals took strides of their own, spreading out into a line.


  "They're heading for Geode," Beacon warned. "Close up on her!"


  Suddenly, the beetles rumbled to a stop, maybe ten meters from Geode. Waving impossibly delicate stone antennae, they then took slow steps towards her, ignoring the other three heroes.


  "Stop it," Geode whispered, trembling slightly. "STOP IT!" she shouted, and the beetles froze in their tracks. "GO AWAY!" she added.


  The beetles turned, almost reluctantly, and took to the air, flying back in the direction from which they came.


  "What just happened here?" Essay asked, powering down her weapon.


  * * * *


  [January 30, 2026 - Tritonis, Venus (formerly Ouda Regio)]


  "So, whatcha got for me, Manty?" Conflicto asked as he entered the control compartment of the alien T!rir's spaceship. "Any news on the big rock bugs?"


  Mantissa made a gesture Conflicto had eventually learned was the equivalent of a human nod. "It was not easy to search for such small moving objects over an entire planet, but after the Q'Nos representative gave me permission to seed orbit with a satellite network, I was able to use fractal processing and radar of several different frequencies to isolate a pattern that seems to fit the few concrete sightings we've had."


  Conflicto just nodded. He knew Mantissa was a royal tech geek, and telling him to cut to the chase never worked. To Mantissa, the technical details *were* the chase. Eventually he'd get to the boring old results that everyone was waiting for.


  An image of Venus appeared in mid-air, holographically projected between the two of them. A number of lines started to appear, some thicker and brighter than others. They all seemed to converge on a single point. "The lithoptera have all come from this location, called Themis Regio on your maps of the world. And most of them have also returned."


  "What's that other line there?" Conflicto pointed to a differently- colored arc that crossed Themis Regio once, but otherwise wandered far more erratically than the beetle lines.


  "This is a different entity," Mantissa gestured and a blurry metallic image appeared next to the planetary map. "It appears to be a gigantic metal bird."


  "Oh, crap. We got kaiju."


  "Kaiju?"


  "I'll explain later. Show me what's at Themis Regio, now!"


  The map image zoomed in on the small continent, finally revealing a flattened hilltop at the center of all of the beetle paths.


  "Nothing's there?"


  "Nothing is there *now*," Mantissa clarified. You wanted to see what was there now."


  "No, I...never mind. What was there, and can you tell me where it has gone?"


  "This is what was atop that hill. I should be able to show you its current location shortly."


  At first, it looked like the hill was simply larger. Then Conflicto noticed the legs. And horn. And EYES.


  "BIIIIIG stone beetle," he gasped. "Please, please show me that it's not coming to Tritonis?"


  * * * *


  [January 31, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "Damn, this fog sucks," Carlos snarled as he stared out into the gray. "Dunno why they even have us out here lookin'."


  Marcia shrugged. "Something in the fog is messing with the radar. Now shut up, we're not just watching, we're also listening."


  A few moments later, Carlos jumped back. "What the hell? The tide's coming in!"


  "Dummy, there's no tides here, least none you'd...hey, yeah, the water's rising." She pulled out her radio. "Central, this is Marcia. We have rising waters. Any earthquakes or whatever?"


  "Let me check," came the slightly crackling voice over the radio. "Seismographs are showing a little rumbling, but nothing that should cause a tsunami. Sending the wizard out to check, though."


  "Roger, I...DAMN!" Marcia screamed as the fog parted for an instant. "We have a mountain coming this way!"


  And Heraclius rose out of the water, dispelling the mists around himself, to better survey the place his children had told him would have what he sought....


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


  Next Issue:


  Where does a mountain-sized stone beetle sleep? Anywhere he wants to! But Heraclius won't be getting much sleep in ASH #70, "Morning Star"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  OOPS! All the datestamps in #68 were listed as 2025, not 2026. I've since gone back and fixed them, but if you run across ASH #68 in other archives (such as the RACC Archive or Google Groups), know that the events of that issue took place in 2026.


  "Decay NY" is an old Far Side joke, playing on the DKNY fashion brand.


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


  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/ !


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


  #70 -Manifest Destiny Part 6: Morning Star


  Copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen


  [cover shows Heraclius charging towards the viewer, with Geodeas a tiny glittering figure interposing herself between thedaikaiju and his goal. Cover copy, "DESTINY MADE MANIFEST!"]


  



  ACADEMY OF SUPER-HEROES ROLL CALL


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS / STATUS


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


  Comet / Sarah Grant-Taylor / Superspeed, Ice Body / ACTIVE


  Green Knight / Salvatore Napier / Strength, Regeneration / ACTIVE


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


  Scorch / Scott Handleman / Pyrokinetic / ACTIVE


  Beacon / George Sylvester / Living Light / ACTIVE


  Essay / Sara Ana Rodriguez / Gadgeteer / ACTIVE


  Peregryn / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage / DETACHED


  Lightfoot / Tom Dodson / Velocity Control / ACTIVE


  Breaker / Christina Li / Telekinesis / ACTIVE


  Fury / Arin Kelsey / Concussion Blasts / ACTIVE


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


  [2200 UT, January 31, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  The mists parted, revealing for all to see that a stone beetle the size of a small mountain was slowly moving ashore. The motion of its bulk rising out of the sea on improbably thin legs set waves crashing against the normally placid shore.


  "GRRRRRRRRRRRRR..."


  Carlos and Marcia, who had been patrolling the shore, were now running inland as quickly as they could manage. The pebbly beach combined with the abnormal surf to give them horrible footing, and each tripped several times in the mad scramble for an elusive and possibly illusive safety at the settlement of Falcon Bay.


  "...RRRREEEEEEE..."


  One huge yet delicate foot came down on the beach, sending up a rippling wave of pebbles and water spray. "GAAAH!" Carlos shouted as he lost his footing once again, nearly landing face-first in the slick stones. Marcia was still standing, but paused in flight, frozen with indecision. Go back to help, or keep running?


  "...EEEETIHHHHNN..."


  "Run! RUN!" Carlos waved Marcia on, desperately. He could barely hear himself over the rumbling roar coming from the monster, Marcia certainly couldn't hear him at all...but still he shouted. "GO!" After a heartbeat's hestiation, in which another titanic tread came down on the beach, Marcia nodded and ran.


  "...NNNGGGGGSSS..."


  Carlos risked looking back. The monster seemed to move ponderously, deliberately. But a single step took it forward a hundred meters and it was moving faster than he could run at this point, despite looking like it was practically standing still. A small part of his mind noted that he was clearly over-analyzing the situation in order to avoid breaking down and gibbering. In fact, gibbering still seemed like a pretty good idea. A rational reaction to a clearly irrational situation.


  "...SSSSSMMMMAH..."


  Carlos finally unfroze and got back to his feet, nearly getting knocked right back down by another of the beast's footsteps. It was so close now that he could barely focus on all of it at once. Glancing to see that Marcia seemed to be far enough away to have a chance, he started running along the beach, at a right angle to the monster's path. He couldn't outrun it at this point, but he could sure as hell get out of the way!


  "...AHHHHLLLLLL..."


  As long as it didn't decide to chase him, that is. Carlos tried to push that thought out of his head, and ran.


  * * * *


  [2203 UT, January 31, 2026 - Lakshmi Planum, Venus]


  Photosynth wiped the blood out of her eyes so she could see. Behind her was the forest, in front of her a vast veldt, tall grass dotted with shrubs and the occasional forlorn and twisted tree. She was barely able to keep from breaking down and sobbing.


  "I'm still too close!" she choked, feeling the mix of sweat and blood trickle down the small of her back. Most of her clothing was gone, but dirt and caked blood covered her like a second skin. Her shoes were still intact, but black with her own blood.


  Snarling, she commanded a vine on a nearby tree to reach out and lash her about the shoulders, breaking open dirty scabs and letting the blood flow freely again. "Must become pure, get rid of the meat," she muttered as she considered her options.


  She'd only been running for...she wasn't sure, actually. But she could still run, so it couldn't be that long. The Sun always squatted on the horizon like a toad, useless for telling the passage of time. And no one let her have hard things, like watches. No, she'd been a prisoner, both of her own body and of the damn mage. They were going to send her back to Earth for humiliating imprisonment, forever separated from her godhood...but when everyone was distracted by the arrival of agents of the Enemy, she had escaped. Run. Kept running.


  She could even vaguely sense that the Enemy had arrived itself in the general vicinity, making it even more important to keep running. But with so little cover, could she avoid being spotted running across the veldt?


  "No choice, no choice," she snarled. "Run. Hope I hear them before they see me, so the green can hide me."


  And so she ran.


  * * * *


  [2210 UT, January 31, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "...WWWWWWUHHHNNNNSSS."


  Beacon took careful aim at one of the monster's eyes and intense green light flared out, striking Heraclius. To no effect. "Damn," Beacon buzzed. "At least when I was shooting at the Leviathan it did *something*, even if it wasn't really useful. Wait...I think it noticed me. This may not be a good thing, though."


  "UHHHHHHHMMMMMMMMMM..."


  Peregryn rode the winds up into the air, coming alongside Beacon. "I don't think this entity is necessarily evil, any more than the smaller beetles were. Not that this will stop it from flattening the settlement if it continues on its present course."


  "...EHHHHHKSSSSSSSK..."


  "So we get to try to convince it to pick a new path," Beacon nodded, firing his laser beams at one of the knee joints. "Nothing," he sighed, a sound like radio static.


  "...YOOOOOOOOZZZZZZ..."


  FFFSSSSSSSSSHHHHHBOOM! A missile arced through the air, striking the same joint Beacon had been attacking. The leg wobbled slightly, but the giant beetle's pace neither slowed nor altered. "Maldita!" Essay cursed, tossing aside the portable launcher. "A little help, Howie?"


  "...MMMMMEEEEEEEEEE..."


  Peregyn shook his head. "I have been trying to get the ground to part beneath his feet, to trip him up in some way, but the stone will not listen to me. I believe this," he gestured at the beetle, as if it were possible to mistake the subject of the conversation, "is an elemental spirit of some sort. Or at least, one with a special link to the element of stone."


  "...SSSSSSTAHHHHHHH..."


  "Maybe some sonics will crack him up," Essay muttered as she started reconfiguring the launcher's tube and adding various components pulled from her backpack. "Gimme a few seconds....I should have this working before he steps on me."


  "...AHHPTHHHHHAHHHHHT."


  * * * *


  [2210 UT, February 1, 2026 - Canberra, Australia]


  Faint city lights filled the hotel room with a light shadow-mottled grayness. While Canberra never truly slept, it dozed now, and the only sound in the room was the breathing of the two inhabitants.


  "Mmmmm," Arin nuzzled Sal's bare chest, pulling the covers up around her shoulders. "I love the feel of your heartbeat...it's so strong, even when you're resting."


  "That's me, all heart," Sal smiled down at her. "Frankly, you're a lot more comfortable with my body than I am, lately."


  Arin didn't respond to that right away, just closing her eyes and pressing her cheek more firmly against the smooth expanse of muscle. Finally, she said, "It's a comfortable body, at least from this side," she grinned, lifting her head to look him in the eyes. "When did you start shaving your chest, though?"


  Sal winced, and Arin knew she'd stepped in it. She rolled away a little, to give him some space. "Not shaved, then?" she asked.


  He shook his head. "Just fell out a few weeks ago. So far, I don't need a toupee, but...just another fun side effect of my powers, as I go through my second puberty. The first one was bad enough!"


  Arin resisted the brief, impish temptation to check elsewhere on Sal's body. "Anything else happening you want to tell me about?"


  Sal shook his head. "That's the only new thing. Still have blood coming out places it shouldn't, still healing almost instantly when I get cut. Still able to make my blood move when it's not even in my body, which freaks the medtechs out about as much as it does me. Compared to all that, looking like I shave all over is nothing. Heck, people expect it of big musclemen like me." He flexed one immense bicep and smiled weakly.


  "Well, I'm glad you could come out here for the weekend, big guy," Arin patted the bicep. "Someone has to remind you that you're still loveable. And loved," she practically climbed up to plant a kiss on his nose. "And that when you're ready to go beyond snuggling, I'll still be waiting."


  Sal chuckled. "I'll try not to keep you waiting too..."


  CHIRRUP-CHIRRUP-CHIRRUP!


  "Crap. Yours or mine?" Sal fumbled for the lamp, while Arin's hand shot out and picked up a handcomp from the bedstand.


  "Mine. Yours is more of a tweerp sound," Arin said as she opened up the dustcover over the screen. "Emergency mobilization. Tom's picking us up in ten and we're off to Venus. Giant monster attacking...which I guess had to happen eventually."


  "Good. I think I'm in the mood to hit something really hard to take my mind off of...stuff," Sal threw off the covers and reached for his uniform. "Hope there's something left by the time we get there."


  "Yeah. Especially on our side," Arin nodded.


  * * * *


  [2215 UT, January 31, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "Okay, I admit the sonic cannon was a bad idea!" Essay yelled as she ran headlong towards the settlement, a swarm of meter-long stone beetles in pursuit. Her cannon had shaken loose a minor avalanche, but every boulder had grown legs and wings and a really cranky attitude.


  "At least I can hurt these," Beacon noted as he blew the legs off one side of the beetle closest to Essay. It went into a tumble, knocking over nearly a dozen of its brothers. "Yay, fratricide kills!" he pumped a fist. "Too bad they'll get back up in a minute."


  "Kids, don't try this at home!" Essay shouted, unrolling a metallic disk and tossing it to the ground on the path ahead. With a two-footed stomp, she landed on the center of the disk, which immediately exploded, hurling her into the air! "HOOOORAAAAAAAAH!" Essay whooped as she sailed over the secondary defense line that had been set up while she and the other supers had been, well, making the monsters mad. Most of her more powerful devices would only work for supernormals, but the "death frisbee" worked for anyone. It just took a supernormal to survive the device working.


  Peregryn gestured and the wind whipped up around Essay, slowing her fall enough that she landed without breaking anything. "Thanks for the catch, now I can save the airbags for later," she patted a series of pouches on her utility harness.


  "Fire!" Marshal Howard gave the command, and a dozen rifles spat armor- piercing rounds at the incoming beetles. Designed to defeat advanced ceramic armor like that worn by Khadamite troops, they were reasonably effective against stone as well. Most of the shots struck at glancing angles, cracking the granite exoskeletons but not penetrating. But a few hit legs and shattered them, or hit at a steep enough angle to break through, sending the target into a hissing death roll, highly compressed air screaming out through the hole.


  "They're coming for me..." Geode muttered as she watched the horde continue its advance despite the hail of gunfire from the squad crouched in front of her. "They want ME, not the settlement!"


  "Don't be..." Beacon started as he flew down to add his firepower to the NAC soldiers' efforts.


  "She's right," Peregryn countered, hovering above the battlefield. "They're narrowing down far more than they would need to for an attempt to get past our line. Narrowing down to seek out a specific target."


  Essay unstrapped her improvised sonic cannon and checked it for damage. "So what do we do? Have Geode run off-path to see if they follow her? And what if the big guy's still headed for town, just sending his little ones on a side job?"


  "NO! They won't have me! I'll destroy them first!" Geode roared and plowed past the line of defenders, nearly causing friendly fire injuries in the process. Diving into the midst of the beetles, she started smashing everything within reach, whether it was still moving or not.


  "Get out of there!" Sara Jane Howard ordered. "We can't hit them without hitting you!"


  "Maybe you can't," Marshal Crowley snarled, squeezing off several shots at the fringes of the beetle wavefront. "Aim for the flanks...if rock head is going to insist on beating on beetles, we can at least channel 'em into her range," she added.


  Sara Jane shot "Grind Lite" a dark look. The two had been clashing since the relief squad arrived. Sara'd been given command as the senior Marshal on site, but it was Crowley's squad originally, and she occasionally "forgot" she wasn't in overall command anymore. Still, it was as good of a plan as they had right now, so Sara Jane nodded and concentrated her fire on the left flank.


  Geode's bodysuit was starting to shred, both from direct attacks and from the shrapnel created when she smashed a beetle's shell. The quartzlike mineral underneath was harder than whatever the beetles were made of, and she was a lot stronger than they were. Whatever minor advantage they could muster in numbers against a single target was completely countered by the defensive ring of slain comrades that was building up around Geode. And if it looked like a beetle was about to get around behind her, it was quickly subjected to a devastating barrage of focused light.


  "At least, if I get a little too close, it won't hurt her," Beacon explained to the backs of the Marshals.


  "We got about two minutes before big daddy catches up and it won't matter anymore," Essay pointed out.


  "Anyone got any clever plans?" Marshal Howard asked.


  For once, Crowley stayed silent.


  * * * *


  [2223 UT, January 31, 2026 - Vancouver, Columbia Sector]


  For the first time that day, it was blessedly silent. Well, not sensory deprivation silent, but there was only the low murmur of the other patrons of the trendy cafe. No newsies hounding her for juicy details of her breakup, thanks to one of the things that made the cafe so trendy: very good physical and electronic security and a guarantee that patrons wouldn't be bothered by papparazzi. It was nice to be free of those nuisances without having to hide in her hotel...it was public enough here to allow the illusion of freedom to those who gave up the real thing as a price of fame.


  She took a sip of her coffee and considered that. The newsies were backing off a little as they drifted off and found other people to bother, but it was going down a lot more slowly than she'd hoped.


  On the one hand, there were several veiled references in Umbrae's job offer to muzzling the newsies. Manhattan was, strictly speaking, private property now, wholly owned and run by the King of Shadows as an estate of sorts. So the press was only as free as he wanted it to be, and that was significantly less free than even blowhards like O'Ryan claimed it was in the Combine. If she took the job of designing for the wedding between Rex Umbrae and his "mystery" bride, she'd have a few weeks away from the newsies.


  On the other hand, it was entirely possible that the reason some rags were still interested in her was because Umbrae was paying them to be interested. He had a reputation as being rather Machiavellian, and she certainly wouldn't put it past him to try to sweeten his offer by making anything else she tried to do go a little more sour.


  A waiter was standing across the table from her as if he'd always been there. Like all good waitstaff, he'd mastered the knack of being invisible until he wanted to be seen. "Miss Silvestri?"


  She looked up at him. "Yes?"


  "You may wish to observe one of the major network feeds," he gestured at the screen built into the table, which could rise up at the touch of a button.


  She sighed. "More gossip?"


  "No, ma'am. But your brother is engaged in battle, I thought you might wish to follow the action."


  Julie blinked, then reached over and brought up the screen. Before she had dated a superhero, she had been related to one, and George had been a big part of her rise to prominence. That extra added cachet of contacts within the Academy of Super-Heroes, the fact she designed uniforms for several of them, had helped a lot.


  "They have newsies on Venus too?" she asked, even as the question was answered for her. The crawl along the bottom of the screen called it an anonymous feed, and it was clearly some sort of spy satellite picture. The resolution wasn't enough to make out features, but the green spark darting around the...giant beetle...couldn't be anyone but George. She turned up the volume, acoustically tuned to be audible to her but not to others at nearby tables.


  "...still don't know who is inserting this imagery into the general feed, but our experts believe it is authentic, fantastic as it may appear. Members of the Academy of Super-Heroes, as well as several North American Combine Marshals, are fighting what appears to be a giant stone beetle approximately five hundred meters long, although its size seems to fluctuate slightly as it moves across the peninsula. The settlement at Falcon Bay, currently home to hundreds of refugees from the lost city of Montreal, is directly in the path of this monster's advance. Nothing seems to be slowing it, although the smaller spawn it released earlier have been mostly destroyed. Wait, what's that flare of green light...?"


  * * * *


  [2221 UT, January 31, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "I think the big one is angry now," Geode noted, having finally calmed down now that she was practically walled in by beetle carcasses and no more living ones came near her. Unfortunately, Heraclius himself had nearly reached her, ignoring the ever-increasing fusillade directed against his impenetrable shell by the assembled defenders.


  "How can you tell?" Essay asked, firing another glass capsule filled with carbolic acid at the monster. "He have some sort of face I'm not noticing?"


  "No, she's right," Peregryn said, applying a spell of contagion to the acid to increase its efficacy. "Before, I sensed mainly curiosity, then mild irritation. But now we have made him mad."


  Sara Jane spared a glance at Crowley. "You got anything? I can shadowmeld, so I'm safe, but that's not gonna help anyone else."


  The other Marshal shrugged. "Nope. The only plans that come to mind right now involve running away very fast, or getting stomped into paste. Well, I don't *plan* to get stomped, but it's the only likely outcome of the non-running-away plans."


  "I have a plan!" Geode cried out in a moment of inspiration. "George, come to me!" she held out her completely bare arms to Beacon. In fact, almost her entire body was bare now, a crystal statue of almost Impressionistic beauty. "If you channel yourself through me, we may be able to hurt it!"


  "Ah..." Beacon paused. "Are you sure you want to do that? You know what...oh, hell. If it doesn't work, at least we'll die happy," he shrugged, flying straight at Geode and fully entering her transparent body.


  A tremendous flare of green light blinded anyone not wearing eye protection, and even Heraclius paused in mid-stride.


  "I AWAKEN!" Geode shouted, in a voice that was neither hers nor Beacon's....


  "I am Heraclius. Who are you, and how have you come to this notional plane of existence? I had thought only we who are gods or fragments of gods could reach this place, and even I cannot do so easily."


  A human female figure stood before him on the conceptual layer, still small compared to his bulk, but many times larger than a human should be.


  "I am Polla, the TerraStar. I am not of this world, or even of the reality in which our bodies stand."


  "Ah...you must be what drew me so far to the north. That missing piece of my soul, the hole left by my separation from the whole. Ha, my unwhole hole, indeed. You have a strong connection to the ground, yet not to Earth. Banished from Earth am I, and I do not truly connect with this world. You could be my bridge. Do so, and I will be content. Or, at least, it may be possible for me to be content, which is as much as I can hope for, yes?"


  "Rather garrulous, aren't you?"


  "Ha. I suppose that might be the price of my proposition, wouldn't it? I do so love to talk, and it would also give me someone to talk to who could understand me. My siblings can understand, but we do not get along at all, so our conversations tend to consist of throwing boulders and flinging blades, hardly a civilized discourse. But what say you? I can see that you are without a body to call your own, but also smell the faint connection to that body. I may be able to help you find a way back to your flesh and sinew in time."


  "We have a bargain, then, mighty Heraclius. We will each help the other find what has been lost. I warn you, though, my body may well be beyond your reach."


  "And my hole may be larger than you can fill," Heraclius countered. "Thus, we each have a challenge before us if we are to fulfill our pact. And what is life without challenge?"


  "What indeed?"


  Slowly, like a felled redwood, Geode toppled over. The brilliant green glare faded and slowly...oozed...from her, forming into the unconscious form of Beacon next to her.


  The mountainous insect, for its part, slowly turned and started to walk back to the sea, its pace leisurely by comparison to its earlier charge inland.


  "Looks like it was a good plan," Crowley noted. "Now, could someone explain to me what it *was*?"


  * * * *


  [0213 UT, February 1, 2026 - Falcon Bay, Venus]


  "As best as I could tell, there had been an elemental presence of some sort within Geode," Peregryn explained to the gathered heroes. On one side, the battered and still weary participants in the running battle. On the other, the newly-arrived reinforcments, who had been too late for the fight but were preparing to help with the recovery.


  "And that presence jumped out of her and into the big beetle when Geode and I merged? How does that work?" Beacon asked, hovering protectively near Geode, but not touching her exposed crystalline body.


  Peregryn shrugged. "That's why I asked Contact to attempt a memory probe as soon as Geode feels comfortable with the idea. I think someone or something had been hiding inside her spirit, much as you did with Scorch after your apparent demise. But whoever it was could not directly control Geode, except perhaps when Geode was unconscious or otherwise distracted from the world around her."


  Beacon turned a slightly darker shade of green, in what amounted to blushing. When he and Geode merged it wasn't exactly sex, but it was close enough for jazz. And certainly distracting. "So, this rider gave Geode the idea for the big plan today?"


  Geode looked a bit sheepish. "The idea just popped into my head. That sort of thing happens sometimes, I thought it was just...intuition. Maybe it was a voice other than my own?"


  Peregryn nodded. "Likely. Once in complete control, this presence was able to jump to what it must have seen as a preferable host. Perhaps it now controls the giant beetle, perhaps they came to an agreement, I do not know."


  "I'm just glad it left," Carlos sighed, his arm around Marcia's shoulders. Both were a bit rough around the edges and wore their fair share of bandages, but they were alive. And that counted for a lot.


  "Hopefully that mystery will be solved as easily as the issue of who leaked the satellite footage of the battle," Solar Max said. Behind him, The Green Knight, Fury and Contact exchanged somewhat exasperated glances, while Breaker simply rolled her eyes. "Once we figured out the angle was wrong for anything we or Delta Rose had put up, that left Khadam. And since our spooks are pretty sure Conflicto is here on Venus as part of the colonization effort, it doesn't take a lot of brainpower to put two and two together and get Eugene."


  "He probably thought it'd be fun to broadcast giant monster action to everyone," Essay sighed. "Pendejo."


  "Don't underestimate him," Peregryn warned. "He may play the buffoon, but it's clear he's not the idiot he pretends to be. Consider that Khadam wants as little competition as possible for the resources here on Venus. What better way to do that than to convince any potential colonists from other nations that Venus is far too dangerous?"


  Solar Max's eyes narrowed behind the bug-eyed lenses of his helmet. "The problem is, Venus really may be too dangerous...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The focus finally moves back to Earth, specifically New York City, with a new arc, "Metropolis"! Gene Clark tracks down the Hellhound, Warden is STILL missing, and how DO you keep a bunch of cyborgs and paragangers from ruining the property values? Be here for issue 71, "Journey to the Lost City"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Sometimes I let a plot point simmer for a rather long time before revealing what's actually going on, and this is one of those times. Two years ago, while plotting out ASH #50, I decided that The Base would survive being crushed because TerraStar's spirit had entered her after escaping the warp bubble trap Triton had placed her in (CSV #25). While she was effectively comatose from trauma, The Base was not in control of her own body, and TerraStar managed to set her on the path to the Combine. When The Base did awaken, TerraStar was pushed back to a tiny advisory role again, until she could arrange matters to fully distract the renamed Geode. As she did this issue. But...will Geode ever learn these facts? Only time and the shifting vagaries of my whimsical plotting will tell.


  "UT" is Universal Time, another way of saying Greenwich Mean Time, more or less. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_time picks a few more nits than I feel like going into here. I simply decided I needed to timecode things a little more finely than usual this time. There's also a bit of an International Date Line burp for the Canberra scene.


  I freely admit to stealing the "huge thing speaking so slowly no one can make it out" bit from Zander Cannon's short-lived Chainsaw Vigilante comic from the 90s (spin-off from The Tick). The sped-up quotes read, "Greetings, small ones!" and "Um, excuse me? Stop that!"


  Yes, the threatened tribute to Fritz Lang's Metropolis (the movie being set in 2026) will start next issue, one way or another. Muahahaha. But don't worry, I won't be totally dropping the Venusian threads any more than I completely abandoned the Terran plots during "Manifest Destiny". They just won't get as much screen time.


  Finally, I'm posting this on July 18, 2006, my 36th birthday. Exactly two years after ASH #50. I'm not quite averaging monthly, but I think I'm managing pretty well overall.


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


  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/ !


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