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  Who will stay and who will go?



  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity


  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Control


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / Master Thief


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control


  



  [The Vivarium, Lower Ghat, Khadam. September 29, 2024.]


  The stranger stood a head shorter than most humans, but he was stocky and covered in muscle. His fur was black, a black so deep and undiluted it seemed to absorb what little light there was in the bar when he entered, and though the night was arid and windless, his fur rippled as if blown by some otherworldly breeze.


  His movements were at once apelike and vulpine, and the Skin Crawl's patrons instinctively cleared out of his way. His moist snout kissed the air for scents familiar or dangerous, while his hands and feet flexed knuckles that could crack a coconut...or a man's skull. He was followed by a shambling, three-foot-high pile of ferny cilia and flaking bark, a sniveling little snitch known throughout Lower Ghat as the Saprophyte, but nobody hassled the parasitic freak this time. They knew it wouldn't be worth the trouble. Very little would be.


  The stranger sauntered down to the end of the bar, sitting in a corner so dim his fur nearly rendered him invisible. Only the dull yellow gleam of his eyes and the reflections off his sharp ebony nails revealed his position. The Saprophyte rustled up next to him...the stranger had to lift him up onto the filthy stool...and extruded a tendrilful of cash. The bartender, a rusting cyborg who claimed he'd once worked for Doc Droid himself, snatched it up and began pouring drinks.


  The stranger waited until the bartender left before he spoke; his voice was a deep, silken purr. "Where then is that Conclave of infamy? You said, good Sap, their horde did frequent here."


  The Saprophyte quivered its cilia vigorously, its closest approximation of shaking a head. "Too soon after the war, er...buddy. They barely even been seen back in Khadam." The creature sank a spiky green shoot into its fermented organic paste, draining the vile brown liquid out of the glass. "Crazy times. Nobody knows who's running the show now."


  "A pity, that; for with this churlish visage did I hope to catch their evil eyes, and likewise fix their countenance to mine."


  The Sap barked out an unpleasantly liquidy laugh. "That's the last thing you want, pal. Those Conclavers do come in, stay back in the shadows and hide. Humming starts, get the hell out. The black broad, you don't wanna know *how* she gets *her* kicks."


  The stranger ignored this last advice and sipped calmly at his beer, scanning the crowd. Making note of who entered and who left, who demanded respect and who gave it, who sat above whom on the pecking order...and who, like him, merely sat and watched.


  After they'd been drinking a while, the abuse started to drift their way. Nothing direct, nothing confrontational, but nothing to be surprised about either. The Sap had earned more than its share of enemies in Lower Ghat, not so much because it had ratted out half of the city at one time or another as because it was such an easy target.


  But no one approached the hapless floriform this time. The stranger had become half-famous too, for the glib tongue and savage cunning he'd displayed since the Conclave's disastrous invasion of Egypt had ended one week earlier. Rumor had it that before the invasion he'd been one of the lowest of the Vivarium mutants, mindless then but equally fearsome. Nevertheless, the Sap frequently tugged at his arm and begged him to leave. The stranger would simply shrug and order another round.


  Until a trio of Reclamants swaggered into the room. Though they were technically more human than most of the Vivarium residents, their organic bodies had largely vanished, having been coverted long ago into decommissioned and pirated Scytharian weaponware. The Reclamants were in the business of hijacking, reverse-engineering, and producing cheap on-planet knockoffs of alien contraband, but they famously kept the best gear for themselves. Sap had explained it all to the stranger days ago.


  The Reclamants were also known as made men in a racket that ultimately reported to Rutger Zugmann, son of Arnold Zugmann, the figurehead president of Khadam and chair of the Technomancers Council. They surveyed the Skin Crawl with the lordly air of men...or half-men...accustomed to untouchability. They didn't even register the stranger and the Sap as they moved on to more pressing business in one of the bar's very private, very expensive back rooms.


  As they passed by the end of the bar, the stranger swept his arm around. With one graceful motion he gracelessly knocked the Sap's fetid brew all over the lead Reclamant, a tanned man with a blond ponytail and an aquiline nose that just might have been originals.


  "Dummkopf!" he hissed. He grabbed the stranger by his furry, rock-solid shoulder and shouted, "Do you have any idea who I am?"


  The Sap was frantically whispering for him to apologize. The stranger ostentatiously sized up the three cyborgs and said, "At glance's guess, I'll hazard that you be a pack of dullard rogues and clockwork bores who have but little human company...and that from well-paid whores."


  The Reclamant leaned back and smiled, like a bully signing up his next victim. "Ah, you're the freak...!" He swiveled his head sharply, mechanically, and spoke to his comrades in rapidfire German. "He is the freak who now speaks only in poetry!"


  The stranger chuckled modestly. "No poet I, good sir, unless my verse be blank; 'tis meter that my tongue unspools so read'ly as to shame those primate wits who spurn their natural gifts and go quite loco: they lose the 'sapiens'...but keep the 'homo.'"


  "You demented afterbirth!" The thirty percent of his face that remained unmodified flushed bright red. "I am Uli Heinckel of the Zugmann syndicate! You are calling me a homosexual?!?"


  "A cretin and a homophobe to boot; why sir, thou art a most uncultured brute."


  Heinckel paused, as if waiting for some internal gearwheel to turn. Finally, he said, "You are calling me a homosexual?!?"


  "Bestill my heart, it seems my point was missed; time, then, to clamp the mouth, and loose the fist!" And with that, the stranger spun his right arm in a windmill, bringing it swiftly down upon the crown of Uli Heinckel's head. Planting his broad palm on Heinckel's scalp, the stranger vaulted from his stool, pushed down on Heinckel for leverage, and catapulted feet-first into the other two Reclamants. They fell to the filthy floor in a clatter of hardware; the stranger dangled overhead from a low-hanging light.


  All three Reclamants brought their weapons to bear, but by the time the light fixture had disintegrated into a shower of sparks and laserfire, the stranger was gone. A few of the Skin Crawl's patrons could hear a slight scuttling from up along the ceiling, but otherwise the furry brawler had vanished. Customers started to pay attention, and the bartender began quietly taking bets on how long the stranger would last.


  While the other two cyborgs scanned the ceiling for their prey, Uli Heinckel grabbed the Sap by his topmost cilia. A synaptic induction gun unfolded from his free arm and jammed into the pathetic creature's body. "I am thinking you will show yourself, degenerate, or your little friend becomes brain-dead, yes?"


  A chilling voice whispered from surprisingly close overhead. "Despite your protestations you must love me dearly, friend, to rob me of a gift so small. Imagine it, the very threat, to turn a plant into a vegetable!" Moving with the speed of a shark, a long black arm snaked down and grabbed one of the other Reclamants by his neck, pulling him up into the shadows. The hanging lights swayed furiously for just a moment; when they fell quiet, after a sharp cracking sound, the Reclamant's body dropped limply to the ground.


  "*Karl*! Damn you, vermin!" The tines of Heinckel's SI gun charged and whined ominously.


  Suddenly the stranger was dropping down to the bar, scooping the Sap out of his stool and unleashing a spinning kick into Heinckel's heavily-armored midsection. Heinckel felt no pain, but the force was enough to propel him backwards in the split-second before he could fire the SI gun; meanwhile the stranger continued to spin around and deposited the Sap back in his stool, completing the same fluid motion with which he'd begun the fray.


  The stranger danced forward along the bar, spinning on planted fists, neatly avoiding all the bottles and ashtrays and heads of passed-out drunks, hammering Heinckel with a barrage of kicks that sent him reeling backwards while his weapon sparked and sizzled. Heinckel didn't even hear his remaining comrade's warning until it was too late; when he lashed out and felt the SI gun discharge against soft flesh, he actually thought he'd struck his foe.


  By the time Uli Heinckel realized that it was his own partner lying on the floor and drooling with the SI tines protruding from his pierced forehead, the stranger had already driven his fist into Uli's vainly unprotected face. The blow knocked him the length of the Skin Crawl, smashing him against a tarnished mirror that now failed to conceal several hidden cameras. Uli lay there, unconscious, alive, and humiliated. The stranger grabbed Sap and dashed out of the bar, bidding all a merry good night. And the bartender smiled and pocketed the stakes...in the Skin Crawl, the house always wins.


  * * * *


  [The Garden, New Khadam Territories (Northern Disputed Zone). October 1,2024.]


  The Garden had seen better days. The desert oasis had been untended for months, causing most of the plants to wither and die and allowing the intrusion of a ubiquitous, choking sand. The ornamental topiary and hedge-maze had been all but destroyed in Triton's escape from his treacherous teammates. And in a final insult, the entirety of the Garden was now bisected by a furrow of earth kicked up when the Skyhaven airship, barely able to limp home from Egypt, had crash-landed there.


  Worst of all, without Triton or Sultry or even Photosynth around, there was no chance of fixing any of it. Eugene Kwan, Conflicto, led his three remaining teammates through the belly of the grounded Skyhaven, down empty halls that tilted at an angle just sharp enough to be unpleasant. Spiral still moved with perfect poise, but Eugene had to increase the coefficient of friction to help keep the rest of them from slipping.


  Eugene let out a low whistle as he surveyed the charred, empty walls of what had once been their Hall of Infamy. "Looks like we got a lot of rebuilding to do before this big ol' Darth Vader helmet is ready to rise up out of the swamp again," he said.


  "How perfectly dull," Burnout sneered. "The only work I have to do is in Manhattan. And it's not exactly...rebuilding..." She padded down the hall towards the aft galley. "As soon as I've rested and recovered, I'm out of here. Don't bother waiting up, children." She left them with a tune more random and atonal than any she'd hummed before.


  "I saw the library was more or less intact," Glyph muttered. It was the most she'd said all day. "I'll see what I can do about restoring all our datalinks." She slinked amidships, drawing herself deeper into her own symbol-covered robes.


  Spiral waited until Glyph was well out of earshot, then pulled Eugene into an empty alcove just for good measure. It had once contained a marble bust of Challenger, now shattered on the floor. "Anya, honey, " Eugene chuckled. "Shouldn't we wait till the kids are asleep?"


  "I don't trust her," Spiral whispered.


  Eugene lowered his voice as well. "But we need a mage, especially if we're gonna have any hope of finding Labby."


  Spiral's eyes flashed hotly. "And you think she will hurry to do this? To find her own replacement? To make herself...disposable? She betrayed us once. Why will she not do it again?"


  "Technically, we all betrayed Tritey."


  "Some of us more willingly than others," Spiral said, arching one immaculately-trimmed eyebrow.


  "You think he's gonna care if he decides to collect on his debts?" Eugene slumped down on the tilting floor and ran his hands through his dyed orange hair. "Man, we are so totally screwed."


  "It is *her* I fear," Spiral hissed. "She worked for Rebus! Who knows what she is capable of! These, these tiny bombs Triton put in her, these..."


  "Intravenous microflechette grenades," Eugene recited.


  "...how long before she finds a way to stop them? How long before she betrays us again?" Spiral huffed and pouted, blowing her bangs out of her face before sinking down next to Eugene. "I am not ready for this," she said.


  Eugene stared sullenly into empty space. "Attrition's a bitch, baby. You're in the big leagues now." He laughed bitterly. "You *are* the big leagues now."


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, Monaco. October 5, 2024.]


  She lay in an excess of whiteness, on white satin sheets that spilled off the king-size bed and pooled up on the white pile carpet. The ivory curtains were too long and too heavy to be much disturbed by the soothing Riviera breeze that blew in through the open French doors, although the wind did ripple the contours of her cream silk robe. She ran her hands along the arc of her swelling stomach and basked in the early morning sunlight. She had come here straight from three months of desert captivity, and despite the pressures of her looming delivery it was through her gratitude that Monte Carlo had seen the gentlest fall in living memory.


  Her lover, Derek Radner, sat beside her and spoke in soothing tones about the measures he would take to make the birth a secure one. He was wrapped in a gold silk robe that matched hers; the only visible signs of their other identities were the sea-blue trident embroidered over his breast and the bronze sun over hers. Ever since the equinox and the nasty business in Giza, they had been taking a much-needed respite from the lives of Sultry and Triton.


  Which was why Angeline Croft felt her blood run arctic cold when the bedchamber was invaded by another member of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Not that there was much she could have done to keep the girl out: Tiara, a.k.a. Princess Ursula of Monaco, wasn't just a master thief...she also owned the place.


  "Oh, I didn't mean to disturb you so early," said the princess, obviously still out from wherever she'd been last night. Angeline envied her the sleek evening gown; no one made stunning maternity clothes for fashion- conscious super-villainesses.


  Derek immediately sprang to his feet and greeted the little slip of a girl with an impressive bow. "No trouble at all, Your Highness. What can we do for you?"


  "There's been a bit of a stir at home. It seems that dull little Frenchwoman from EUROPA has told Father that I am, well, who I am." She sighed, as if the news itself were a burden. "He is insisting that I leave the Conclave."


  Derek burst into laughter. "What's he going to do, lock you away? Oh, better yet, cut off your allowance. Your Highness, I wouldn't feel too threatened. There's nothing he can take away that we can't provide tenfold."


  "Can you provide me with a royal title?" she pouted. "He's threatened to disown me! And that would rather negate the entire *point* of being a princess. Besides, I simply can't stand to have him mad at me."


  Angeline groaned. Outside, dark clouds began to mass in front of the warm Mediterranean sun.


  "This is a serious matter," the princess said, to Angeline. "You realize that Father could repossess this little chalet. Or ask you to leave the country."


  "Princess, Princess," Derek said, stepping between her and the bed, "it's not going to come to that. Listen, you have to stay in the Conclave. You know that you're the only one I can trust."


  The wind turned brisk and cold, causing the princess to shiver.


  "Well, of course I *want* to stay," she said, rubbing her lithe little arms. "You provide me the best challenges. I certainly wouldn't mind crossing paths with that dishy Dan Tracey again."


  "We call him Nose in these parts," Derek grumbled. "Anyway, from what I saw he's spoken for. Like I didn't see *that* relationship coming five years ago.... But don't worry, Princess, I'm sure the Conclave can find a much better use for your charms."


  "Derek."


  "...takes the guy five years to ask her out. What's so perfect about that?"


  "Derek!"


  He spun around to face his lover. "Yes, my dear?"


  "We were discussing your preparations for the imminent birth of our children?"


  "Of course. Princess, if you'll pardon us...? And don't worry, I'll have a word with your father." When her eyes widened in fear, he quickly added, "A polite word, naturally. You'll find that I can be quite charming, too." He bowed again as she left the room.


  After the door closed, Angeline said, "Quite charming, my frightfully bloated arse!"


  Derek was mystified. "Angeline, what...?"


  "I despise the way you cater to that little dilettante, Derek. All of you men are the same: the second she showed up at the auditions for the Understudies, you and Yvan couldn't stop falling all over yourselves to please her. Even Eugene tried to clean up his tiresome little act. And why? Because her father is the prince of some jumped-up little casino town?"


  "Angeline, what's this really about?"


  "I fail to see what precisely that little minx brings to the Conclave. If daddy dearest wants her out, then by all means let her go...before she gets a *proper* villain killed."


  Derek stepped forward and knelt at her bedside, speaking in a voice much quieter than hers but no less firm. "Angeline, listen to me. When Rebus hijacked the Conclave, she was the only person who stood by me. The *only one*."


  "So you keep telling me."


  "...and she was instrumental in stopping him. So you'll forgive me if I don't forget my debts." He rose and walked from the room. "I'll make the necessary arrangements for the birth, Angeline. I'll make *all* the arrangements that suit me." Then he closed the doors behind him and left her alone. Again.


  Outside, the first stirrings of thunder began to rumble.


  * * * *


  [The Desert of Bones, New Khadam Territories (Eastern Disputed Zone).October 8, 2024.]


  A blockade runner sat on bleached white sands under a midnight blue sky, while the serpentine pilot leaned against its pockmarked hull and lit a Terran cigarette. A squad of Reclamants was emptying the cargo hold, offloading cyberware, gene-modification technology, even some Deltan porn the pilot had thrown in as a bonus.


  The Pranir pilot nodded to the ranking Reclamant. He spoke through a neck-mounted translator unit programmed with an American vernacular. "You got the payment, Wesselman?"


  "Here you are." The Reclamant handed over a large cooler; the pilot opened it and verified that it contained a functional human liver. "You are certain you can hide it?"


  The pilot nodded vigorously. "I got a hot buyer lined up on Santarus Tertius."


  "I mean from your superiors, imbecile. Remember, you were intercepted by ASH, yes?"


  "Yeah, yeah," the translator droned, "but I gotta ask you..." The Pranir hesitated. "Make it look real. Smells-Good-Markets has been asking questions."


  The Reclamant smirked. "I think we can arrange that. Gentlemen!" They began to sear the ship's hull with plasma discharge cannons, to simulate an attack by Solar Max. The pilot hissed with satisfaction, until Wesselman began to advance on him, flexing his cybernetic fingers. "Don't worry," the Reclamant said, "I'm simply going to make it look real."


  "If you seek realism's crimson stain, then ask but once, and happily I shall oblige." A black, furred shape darted out from behind the dunes and launched into the pilot, kicking him into the hull of his ship. This also knocked the Pranir into the path of one of the plasma cannons, melting him before he could scream.


  "It's the freak who killed Karl and Horst!" Wesselman shouted. "Slag him!"


  The freak laughed lightly. "Though Karl was mine, you'll not lay Horst's death at my feet. 'Twas noble Uli's fault he lies insensate now, while nurses mop his drool." He leaped upwards, a gravity-defying bound that carried him over the ship entirely. The Reclamants split up, circling around the ship fore and aft to cut off his escape.


  "Switch to your miniguns," Wesselman commanded, staying behind. "Target with smartlinks, don't hit each other...." He heard the sounds of gunfire, and plasma fire, and all too familiar screaming. Then more intimate sounds, of metal shearing and bones being broken.


  Wesselman grabbed a T'rir resequencer and ran for the dune buggy. Before he could reach it, some strange desert shrub whipped its branches around and tripped him up, knocking him face-first into the sand. He sat up and saw the Saprophyte. "Bad move, weed. You're on our list, too." He drew his autopistol and shoved it in what passed for Saprophyte's face.


  "Hey, um...pal...?" the Sap called out weakly.


  A black blur appeared briefly atop the spaceship, leaped off of it, and pounced down on Wesselman from above, stripping him of the pistol and several fingers. "Please...please!" the cyborg begged. "I'll give you anything you want!"


  "Why then, 'tis that exactly I shall take."


  He lunged for the Reclamant's throat.


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, Monaco. October 9, 2024.]


  Derek stood in his full Triton armor, decorated with all the regalia he'd added as Chancellor of Khadam. He needed to look his best to face down an unruly servant.


  The videolink fuzzed and hissed with static, a consequence of the sudden storms that were plaguing the Riviera as well as Derek's own security precautions. He had bounced the signal off a dozen different transmitters, including one of STRAFE's, to mask its origin in Monte Carlo. It terminated in a dark chamber in Khadam, where an irate Pranir was pleading the woes of the Technomancers Council.


  "Interr-ssyndicate warrfarre hass sspirralled in yourr abssenss," the alien complained. "Even ourr own bussinesssess have not been untouched. The ssituation iss...unsstable."


  "I understand completely, Savagely-Murders-His-Rivals. I'm currently preoccupied with my repairs to Skyhaven..." he had carefully doctored the transmission to show him doing just that... "but the rest of the Conclave will be maintaining order in Ghat. One more order of business: Myriad was lost in battle. Please inform Dr. Huang Sheng that we'll need an Alpha Rho Thirteen."


  "That wass Alpha Rrho Thirrteen who died in Egypt, wass it not?" said the Pranir, savagely murdering his sibilants. "You will want a Fourrteen."


  Derek silently cursed himself for making such an obvious mistake. "Whatever," he snapped. "We'll expect her promptly."


  "Thesse thingss take time, of courrss. And money. We will be fully compenssated forr thisssserrvice? Numberr Thirrteen's death wass, afterr all, not ourr fault?"


  "That's highly debatable," Derek growled. "You didn't have to throw in with Rebus."


  The Pranir grinned, a nauseating sight that displayed several independently-moving rows of teeth. "You werr thought dead, Chanssellorr, Rrebuss commanded yourr Conclave, and we werr alrready in Egypt. What elss werr we to do? We rrejoined yourr bannerr ssoon enough."


  As soon as he'd already won, but Derek knew there was no point getting into it. "We'll expect her promptly," he said, terminating the transmission. Once the link was down, Derek incinerated the camera and cursed the insolent snake.


  His fury was all the greater because he knew that to some extent this was his own fault for eliminating all the Technomancers' rivals. The Conclave had chased off all the Pranir trading houses that weren't affiliated with the Council, and Doublecross had more or less destroyed the Shadowmongers. With the CSV depleted by Rebus's power play, the Council probably figured Khadam could be theirs again. Derek made a mental note to foment some new rivalries among his underlings when he returned to power.


  But on days like these, even regaining what he'd once had seemed like a pipe dream.


  * * * *


  [Port Dietrich, Lower Ghat, Khadam. October 14, 2024.]


  The freak stood on a nearby rooftop and watched the hangar burn. Millions if not billions of dollars of interstellar contraband was going up in flames...and, given the overall poor quality of emergency response in Lower Ghat, the hangar might take any number of other buildings along with it. The freak perched one leg on a ledge, rested his arms jauntily on that knee, and watched the fires spread.


  The Saprophyte rustled next to him. "Say, pal? What do you got against the Reclamants, anyway?"


  "No thing at all," the freak said, quietly. "Directly, anyway."


  Orange firelight reflected off of ferny leaves.


  "Hey, buddy?"


  "Yes, Sap."


  "You got a name?"


  "That hour is not arrived, good Sap."


  The hangar burned steadily below them.


  "You gotta talk like that all the time?"


  The freak nodded. "So long as there be ears to list'n." He planted a hand on the Sap's topmost cilia. "Count your good fortune, then, that 'Saprophyte' does scan."


  Instinctually, the Saprophyte backed away. "I...I think we better get out of here."


  The freak's ears pricked up at some unheard noise. "Too soon, dear friend, too quick to jump the fence. We shall not leave without our audience."


  Suddenly a flotilla of vehicles rose up out of the Port Dietrich docklands, training spotlights on the two genetic outcasts. Some were armored hovercraft, outfitted with stealth drives that rendered them all but silent. Others were individual soldiers wearing Nova-class Santari warsuits. Surrounding the rooftop on all sides, they began to close in.


  One of the warsuits advanced on the freak. A mechanically distorted voice shouted, "Don't move, creature."


  Sap shrank back to its protector's side, ready for him to make his move. "Y...you can get us out of this, right, pal?"


  The creature nodded. Then he stood up straight, and raised his hands in surrender.


  * * * *


  [The Royal Palace, Monaco. October 16, 2024.]


  "Thank you for finally agreeing to see me, Your Highness," Derek said, fighting not to stress the "finally." He was trying to make a good impression; he'd skipped the Triton armor for a tuxedo, though he still wore a few medals of state just to remind the Prince who he was dealing with.


  Maxim Rainier Charles Etienne Montesquieu de Grimaldi, Prince of Monaco, was a handsome man...as he virtually had to be, given his pedigree...with graying temples and a salt-and-pepper beard. He listened to Derek's appeal with the silent and polite attention of one who had already made up his mind. Picking up on this muted hostility, Derek began to flub his lines in his presentation of the many benefits of having a "diplomatic envoy" in the Conclave.


  He became even more distracted when his black-cel started to ring. "Pardon this terrible intrusion, Your Highness, but it may be an emergency." Flipping the phone open, Derek said, "What is it, Angeline? Is it coming?"


  "How fortunate for you that it is not. You left without providing any indication as to your whereabouts. I will not be ignored, Derek."


  "Now is not the time," he hissed, lowering his voice to a stage whisper. "I'm at the royal palace."


  "You're trying to protect your little thief, aren't you, Derek. Bowing and scraping for daddy." The cold, measured sentences were most emphatically not questions. "I thought I told you to let her go." Then a note of paranoia undercut the surreal calm. "...Or are you *with* her."


  "Don't be ridiculous. We'll continue this conversation later," he said, praying they wouldn't as he snapped the phone shut. "Forgive me, Your Highness. She's eight and a half months pregnant..."


  "This brings us to another matter," said the Prince, his first comment the entire audience. "I can't have Monaco becoming a haven for super-criminals." Only the regular kind?, Derek thought, but he bit his tongue. "As soon as your...wife, or whoever she is, has delivered and recovered, I shall have to ask you to leave."


  Derek gasped, and the Prince's bodyguards flickered their hands inches closer to their holstered weapons. Not that it would have done them any good.


  But Derek was playing nice with others today. "Your Highness, I...beg you to reconsider. We have been nothing but friends to Princess Ursula, and her family..."


  "You have attempted to bomb my casinos, and you have battered my nation with a hurricane. Now the storms have begun again!" He gestured to the black thunderheads looming over the sea, just outside the towering palladian windows. They hadn't been quite so formidable a few minutes ago. "I've already had agents of EUROPA inquiring as to whether your 'Sultry' is behind these drastic weather changes of late, and I can't deceive them much longer. I mean you no personal disrespect when I say this, Chancellor, but it is simply not safe to have you around."


  "Your Highness," Derek sputtered, "the Conclave may have run into some problems with the law in the past, but we are a legitimate arm of a sovereign state now..."


  "Bollocks!" spat Prince Maxim, shouting over the rain that began to buffet the windows.


  "...and we'd be happy to make restitutions for any past damages inflicted on your country."


  "I don't want your restitutions," the Prince snapped. "I want you out of my country and away from my daughter."


  "Your Highness, be reasonable..."


  "If I were being reasonable, young man, I would contact EUROPA and have you out of here now." He raised one gray eyebrow menacingly. "Think about that."


  Derek walked alone down a palace gallery, ignoring the hail that hammered at the other side of the glass arcade. Another meeting gone wrong; one might start to think he was losing his touch. He tried to console himself by calling Angeline and making amends, but she wasn't answering.


  He was listening to the endless rings so intently that he nearly bumped into Princess Ursula. She had planted herself directly in his path, hands pertly clasped behind her back. "How'd it go?" she asked.


  "Not well. He wants to evict us."


  "Father can be impossible sometimes, can't he?"


  "That's not such a big deal. The second he tries to make good on any of his threats, he'll lose all his bargaining chips."


  All except one, of course. He stepped closer to her. "What worries me is that you might actually follow his lead. Everyone is bailing on the Conclave, Princess. We can't lose you, too."


  "'We' can't?" She laid a hand on his chest.


  Derek could have sworn he felt the palace shift under his feet as the storm mounted and the air filled with an almost palpable electric charge. "Ursula..."


  Finally, he took notice of the gale rattling the windows in their panes.


  "Ursula, I don't think I should be here."


  Suddenly, the gallery windows exploded. Derek threw himself and the princess to the floor, activating a concealed personal forcefield, an update of his very first design, to protect them from the flying shards. Then he squinted up through the sheets of rain pouring into the hallway, looking for what he knew was coming next.


  Though the storm continued unabated, the highest clouds parted to admit a beam of unearthly sunlight. She floated down in it, warm and dry in the midst of the storm, until she hovered outside the shattered gallery. Her dark skin was flushed even darker with rage; her pregnant belly only increased her fury, as if they were facing a vengeful Mother Nature herself.


  "Ursula Grace Caroline Maxine Whatever Whatever," Sultry said, a heartless smile on her face. "Prepare to die. For I am a jealous lover, and I will have no others before me."


  * * * *


  [The Citadel, Upper Ghat, Khadam. October 16, 2024.]


  The creature languished in a cell with no walls, lying on a pallet of straw between four of the pillars that supported a dim stone vault deep beneath the presidential palace. His fur was still matted with inky bloodstains and burn marks from his arrest and interrogation. The Saprophyte lay a few yards away, between four different pillars, trembling quietly on the rough-hewn stone floor. They were the only prisoners in the cavernous chamber.


  The creature looked up, but did not move, when the doors at the far end of the vault rumbled open. The bright, unnatural light of the hallway framed three figures in silhouette. The creature's inner eyelids contracted until he could see them against the backlight: two warsuits and a slight Chinese man, clad in scarlet and gold robes.


  The aged man crossed the vault with time-consuming patience. When he stood before the creature, he announced, "We shall require privacy." The warsuits retreated wordlessly. When they reached the hallway, the great doors rumbled shut. And a moment later, the force walls surrounding Sap turned opaque and soundproof.


  The visitor announced himself without ceremony or pretension. "I am Dr. Huang Sheng," he said, "of the Technomancer Council."


  The creature continued to stretch out on the straw. "Would I could reply in kind, grand sire; but I have been a nameless cur since birth."


  "You have interfered in the affairs of the Council and its subordinates," the doctor said, plainly. He spoke in an archaic and unplaceable accent, filled with odd pauses and stresses. "And you would have been executed for it long since, in a strikingly original manner, were the Council not aware that elements of Rutger Zugmann's syndicate are forging a tentative trade alliance with the last surviving Shadowmonger. It is only this incidental pruning of a potential treachery that has spared you."


  "Then Fortune's pointed teeth do smile on me."


  "But your quarrel is not with the Zugmann Syndicate, is it, creature? The bulk of your battles have been waged in taverns and slums frequented by members of the Conclave of Super-Villains. Your xyloid friend was most explicit on this point." The doctor sighed pleasantly, cherishing fresh memories of the interrogation. But his amiability vanished just as quickly. "They are a band of quick-tempered rogues who murder as easily as they spit. You are a fool to seek their attentions."


  "Then fool I be; but sir, I've inquiries about the late unslipping of my tongue that must be made, and only answered there."


  The doctor smiled: a faint crease in the leathery skin above the corners of his mouth. "Perhaps we might be of assistance to one another, then. A cornerstone of Zugmann's treacherous cell remains alive...due, I might add, to your inattentions in that deplorable public house commonly known as the 'Skin Crawl.'" He pronounced the last two words at a distance, as if he wished to avoid infection. "We understand that Mister Heinckel is most eager for a rematch; and we could provide you with an opportunity to finish the job, in the Civil Courts."


  "A clever plan...elsewise, he'll finish me."


  "The Courts would provide a most public venue, and I could guarantee the Conclave's observance. In return, however, you would observe them, for us, after the introductions are arranged."


  "No conflict there. Mine eyes and ears are yours."


  "Splendid. We shall instruct the Surgeon General to implant the cameras and listening devices..."


  "Not for my life!" The creature sprang forward, lunging into the force wall. He was stopped short and subjected to a punishing shock, but he hung there long enough to add, "I'll never taste the knife."


  "Given the present situation, you would seem to have little choice."


  He sank back from the force wall. "Small though it be, the grave is choice enough."


  The doctor pondered this. "Very well," he shrugged. "Non-invasive methods will produce the same results. But have no illusions; from henceforth you will be our eyes, our ears, and, when the time arises, our hands."


  The creature fixed Dr. Huang Sheng in his yellowed gaze, spoke in a guttural whisper. "Your whole creation, molded at your whim."


  The doctor gave no sign of acknowledgment, simply turned and receded into the shadows at the far end of the vault. He paused in mid-journey, however, and addressed the creature.


  "You shall need a name, of course."


  "And name I have. For naming is the key that locks or unlocks mankind's deepest self, as only language can. Address me, sir, not as your creature but as Kaliban."


  "Caliban." The doctor nodded. "Of course."


  They stared at one another then, for just a moment.


  Later, Kaliban lay against the wall and looked at the doors through which the doctor had left.


  "You taught me language," he whispered. "And my profit on't is, I know how to curse."


  He parted his lips into a smile, baring his sharp ebony teeth.


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


  Next Issue:


  Kaliban gets his rematch, Derek tries to pull out of his tailspin, Conflicto goes to court, and Angeline's blessed event could mean bad news for the world...times two.


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


  Author's Notes:


  There's no master plan to this guest shot, no particular reason I'm writing two issues of CSV. Just a simple RACC law that states that whatever Rossi does, I shall eventually follow (just ask Abhay if you don't believe me). I've always enjoyed writing the Conclave, both because of the way they galvanize events in the ASH universe and because, as the fellow once said, they're all Super Bastards. It's great to write sheer evil at such length. Combine that with my creeping need to write a character who only spoke in meter (a tip of the hat to Alan Moore's reinvention of the Demon on that one), and I had myself a story. Let's see if Kaliban will prove to be the biggest bastard of them all....


  [Editor's Note: After proofreading this and making sure Kaliban's meter was always intact, I think I know who the biggest bastard of all is.... Also, I'm not positive, but I think Etrigan's rhyming started in Blue Devil Annual, slightly before Moore's work. But I may be wrong.]
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  [Cover - Triton, Sultry, Conflicto, and Kaliban all stand inthe center of a dusty arena. A shadowy hand with long,talon-like fingernails votes thumbs down for all of them.]


  



  TRITON / Derek Radner / Gadgeteer & Electricity



  SULTRY / Angeline Croft / Weather Control


  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction/Viscosity Control


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  TIARA / Princess Ursula / Master Thief


  BURNOUT III / C.J. Brown / Fire Control


  



  [The Royal Palace, Monaco. October 16, 2024.]


  Gale-force winds and torrents of rain battered the palace, shattering windows and pulling down walls. In one isolated, vulnerable gallery along the southern facade, Derek Radner and Princess Ursula cringed on the floor as the tempest raged around them. Only a few feet away, suspended in the eye of the storm in a beam of surreal sunlight, Angeline Croft, Sultry, raised her arms and redoubled nature's fury. At eight and a half months pregnant she looked like some wrathful madonna, come to wreak havoc for an imagined slight.


  "Ursula Grace Caroline Maxine Whatever Whatever," Sultry said, a heartless smile on her face. "Prepare to die. For I am a jealous lover, and I will have no others before me."


  Ursula rolled to her feet and tried to run for an interior hallway. Derek could have told her not to bother; even the master thief known as Tiara would have a hard time getting out of this deathtrap. And sure enough, a gust of wind arose from *inside* the palace, blasting her back into the shattered gallery. Derek reached out and grabbed Ursula's wrist before the wind could carry her out over the cliffs.


  "Interceding for your beloved again." Sultry inhaled sharply, throwing her windpipe and collarbones into severe, perfect relief. "We shall have to do something about that as well."


  "Angeline," Derek howled, "where the *hell* did you get the idea that she's my lover?"


  "From you, Derek love." She swam down closer, borne on the backs of tamed thermals. "From your persistent disregard for my needs and your constant preference for the company of that little vixen!"


  "Angie, that's ridiculous! You know you're the only one for me!" He let go of Ursula's wrist and tried to stand against the storm. "She doesn't have one iota of your power, your rage, your utter lack of mercy..." He was getting moderately excited just talking about it. He eyed her silver maternity robe, wet from the spray of rain. "Your beauty..."


  "I think I resent that last one," the Princess muttered.


  "SHUT UP!" the other two snapped, in unison.


  "You shan't sweet-talk your way out of *this* one, Derek," Sultry said. "I've heard the way you talk about her! You said you *trusted* her!"


  Derek was taken aback. "...What?"


  "That spoiled little waif! You took every possible opportunity to tell me that *she* was the only one you could trust." She tossed her hair imperiously. "Well damn it, what about *me*?"


  "Ah." Derek allowed himself to relax, just a little; now he knew what this was all about. It wasn't about fears of infidelity at all, or at least not primarily so. It was about being the apple of his eye.


  He cleared his throat, silently planned his moves, and said, "I wasn't even counting you, darling..."


  "WHAT?" A burst of wind hurled him through several walls and windows until he finally hit one solid enough to stop him; only his personal force-field generator saved his life.


  She floated down after him into the palace, still not deigning to touch the floor. The storm followed with her, rain driving horizontally through Derek's tunnel of wreckage, ozone building with anticipation. She was so angry now she ignored Ursula, who was scampering for the nearest shadow. Derek licked the blood off his lips and chose his next words more carefully.


  "What I meant was, it was beyond question to me that you were the person I could trust most...and I you, I hope." Her icy stare gave him no reassurance. "Tiara was just a *henchman* I could rely on in the Conclave while you were gone." Her eyes widened, her nostrils flared, and little lightnings crackled around the ends of her hair; she didn't like the mention of her long captivity. Derek stumbled back away from her. "But I don't even think of you as one of the Conclavers any more..." With a gust of wind, she bore down on him. "Because I think of you as my partner...my lover...my other half. And soon, the mother of my children."


  He held his breath, praying she'd bought it.


  "Oh, Derek." Angeline hugged him. "Let's never fight again."


  And finally he exhaled. But although he'd escaped with his life once again, Derek felt little relief. Standing here at his lover's whim, with Princess Ursula fled in terror and her father agitating for his head, with the Technomancers waiting to make their move and the Conclave a shambles, this was not how Derek Radner envisioned himself becoming master of the world.


  Outside, the stormclouds parted, the sun came out, and a brilliant rainbow formed over the wrecked palace and the two lovers who stood in its midst.


  * * * *


  [The Garden, New Khadam Territories (Northern Disputed Zone). October 20,2024.]


  Eugene Kwan, sometimes known as Conflicto, tiptoed into the Skyhaven galley, feeling his way around the darkened room. He was so intent on locating the refrigerator, and a midnight snack, that he didn't realize he wasn't alone.


  As he opened the refrigerator door, silhouetting himself against the cold white light and the empty shelves, a harsh voice rang out. "Hungry, Conflicto? I thought that was Burnout's shtick. Best be careful...we don't want to start forgetting our roles, do we?"


  Eugene jumped so high he nearly hit the ceiling...not so difficult to do in the grounded, listing airship. He spun around and saw, by the light of the rapidly closing refrigerator, Derek Radner sitting at one of the tables. Derek wore his Triton armor, though its paint had been boiled off since the "Pyramid Scheme" and its helmet was nowhere to be seen.


  "Tritey!" Eugene said, relaxing. "What're you doing here?"


  Derek bristled at Eugene's nickname, much more visibly than usual, but he ignored it for the time being. "Crossed under the Mediterranean in a modified Lunar Crab." he said. "Came into the country through the old Garamantes aquifers...I've had 'bots mining and widening them for months. Thought it might come in handy some day, to have a private entrance."


  "What I meant was, how's Sultry?"


  Derek glanced at a holographic watch on his gauntlet. "Heavily sedated," he said, "but I need to be getting back shortly. I'm here because I have to tend to some Conclave business. Or rather..." His voice dropped into a nasty snarl. "Because *you* have to."


  Derek pounded the table. "I asked you to put on a show of force in Ghat and you didn't. I asked you to lean on the Technomancers for a new Myriad and we still haven't got one. What the hell have you been doing for the past month?"


  Eugene glared at him. "Maybe we're just following your example, leader man."


  "Listen to me," Derek barked, "*I need you to take care of this*."


  "C'mon, we both know Burnout is way better at this stuff, Tritey..."


  Derek drew back his gauntleted hand and then, snapping it suddenly forward, slapped Eugene full across the face. Eugene's eyes flashed with murderous rage until Derek raised his other gauntlet, the one with the aperture for his energy trident. The glove was already crackling with barely-restrained power. Cowed, Eugene backed down and rubbed the bright red welts across his cheek.


  And Derek stepped forward, pressing the smaller Eugene up against a bulkhead. "Burnout is losing it," he hissed. "Angeline is pregnant, Yvan is gone, and Peryton is *dead*. I pray that Rebus is, too. It's down to us, Kwan. You and me. And I need you to do this."


  "Spiral..."


  "Is still a novice. We can induct as many people as we like into the Conclave, Kwan, but you and I both know that in the end, it's always going to come down to the originals. So clean up your act: the CSV doesn't need a court jester anymore. Now get out there and *fix this thing*." He turned and marched out of the galley, his sweeping cape brushing just short of Eugene's face.


  Eugene stood there a long time, alone, rubbing his jaw in the dark.


  Rebus was dead.


  Yvan was dead.


  Viktor was dead.


  Maybe it was time for Eugene Kwan, court jester and fool, to join them.


  * * * *


  [The Civil Courts, Lower Ghat, Khadam. October 25, 2024.]


  Dr. Huang Sheng did not fully understand the young. True, he'd had a son of about Conflicto's age once... he'd had a son of about Conflicto's age for nearly eighty years, in fact, thanks to a regenerative agent he'd created in 1921. But Jiang had been a contemplative boy, quiet and dutiful until he'd joined forces with Sir Montegue Preston and, later, the detestable Morgan Adams.


  Conflicto was not dutiful, not contemplative, and most certainly not quiet. Nevertheless, he wasn't nearly as loud as the doctor had expected, either. The doctor first caught sight of him shoving brusquely through the stadium's crowded upper deck. He cut quite a modest figure, given away only by his hair, which he had newly dyed an icy blue. He had abandoned his garish costume, wearing instead a black suit and shirt and no mask... although, in deference to his traditional garb, his necktie consisted of a red arrow pointing down and a blue one pointing up.


  "Ah, young master Kwan..." The doctor did not have time to finish the greeting before his bodyguards gasped, clutched their chests, and fell to the ground. "What is the meaning of this?" the doctor snarled, as several concealed snipers trained their weapons on the boy.


  "The meaning is that your goons' blood is now the consistency of a really thick milkshake...and arteries make for really narrow straws."


  "You did not answer my question." The doctor inhaled through his nose, preparing to blow a stream of nanitic dismantlers into the boy's respiratory system.


  "I didn't care to." Suddenly the doctor's sinuses became clotted, and his ears, eyes, mouth, and every pore on his body, as every particle of dust and grime in the air clung to them. "I told you to deliver us a squishy new Myriad," Conflicto whispered, "and instead you invite me here. Bad call: I'm through with games. Now tell me why you've been stalling us."


  "Shall we first step down from our present state of mutally assured destruction before we discuss the matter further?" the doctor hissed. Conflicto nodded, reluctantly, and the dust floated away. The doctor subvocally ordered his snipers not to shoot Conflicto, while Conflicto signalled for Spiral not to kill the snipers. Those bodyguards who had survived this long felt their blood start flowing again. The others were stepped over by fans hungry for cheap beer and nachos.


  The doctor led Conflicto to his private box, a sealed room of air- conditioned luxury. "The delays in shipping Alpha Rho Fourteen have indeed been unconscionable. I'm sure I need not inform you that there has been considerable debate in the Technomancers Council as to whether we should supply you with more firepower at all." He lowered himself into a plush chair, motioning for Conflicto to take the identical one next to him. Conflicto chose seat behind the doctor instead. "And as for our surroundings," the doctor continued, "I thought it might expedite our meeting if I combined my duties. You see, my chair on the Council carries with it certain obligations to oversee the workings of the city's legal system."


  "Legal system? I thought this was, like, a gladiator thing."


  Dr. Huang Sheng laughed. "Oh, heavens no! These are the Civil Courts."


  The Civil Courts sat on the borders of Upper and Lower Ghat, where the gleaming terraces of the city above just started to collapse into the septic slums below. But in their mode of justice the Courts were wholly a creation of the lower city; lawsuits in Upper Ghat tended to be settled with conferences and depositions and bombs wired to ignitions.


  The Civil Courts of Lower Ghat were another matter entirely, a high-tech extrapolation of the justice that ran rampant on the streets around the constantly-expanding stadium. Conflicto watched eagerly as a platform extended from the wall beneath him, stopping about a third of the way over the dusty arena floor. The crowd cheered madly as a judge clad in _de rigeur_ black robes and a cascading powdered wig crossed the platform and took his ceremonial seat. "Order," he commanded, his concealed microphone projecting the badly faked accent of some dandified British lord. "Order in the Courts!"


  The crowd fell silent, settling into their appointed roles.


  "Next item on the docket," the judge announced, raising an unnecessary monocle to read from a fabricated parchment. "Heinckel et al versus..." He squinted through the lens and raised the parchment even closer, creating a dramatic pause before he screamed, "The creature named Kaliban!"


  The colossal display screen on the far side of the Courts flashed a mug shot of the sable beast, sending a joyous howl through the mutant locals in the stands. In counterpoint, the cyborgs and crimelords who were slumming from the upper city applauded when the screen split to show a slickly- produced video of Uli Heinckel in action.


  The Heinckel video expanded to fill the screen, segueing into a highlight reel detailing Kaliban's brutal and unexplained grudge against Heinckel and the other cyborg Reclamants. Most of the footage showed Kaliban humiliating them in the Skin Crawl, interspersed with testimonials from witnesses and blatant product placements.


  (In the pens deep beneath the Courts, the Saprophyte watched the video and twitched nervously. "What are we gonna do, buddy?" he asked his recent protector. "I heard all the Reclamants are gonna be here. I heard they hired the System. What the hell are we gonna do?"


  (Kaliban leaned against the bars, his arms crooked casually through them. He did not break his silence, even when the handlers told them to get moving and jolted them with electrified prods.)


  "Be it henceforth known," the judge intoned, "that the aforesaid parties have elected to settle their dispute in the time-honoured Vivarium tradition of justice by the sword, right by might, TRIAL BY COMBAT!"


  "YES!" Conflicto howled, leaping to his feet and pumping his fists. "TWO GO IN, ONE COMES OUT!"


  Two massive doors rolled open on opposite sides of the Courts as caged industrial elevators raised the litigants into position. "Representing Mr. Heinckel," said the judge, "from the firm of Ravager, Shrike, and Perelman...and might I add one of the finest civil litigators this nation has yet produced...the Tsar System!!!"


  The Courts shook with a throbbing bassline as the eastern elevator bay disgorged a dozen spheres, some bristling with weapons and others smooth, some metallic and others made of shimmering fluid, some revolving frantically around others that rotated more majestically along their own axes. The spheres reconfigured themselves to squeeze through the forty-foot-high doors, then reassembled into their full stellar glory.


  It was a Total Synergetic Anarchy Repression System, originally designed by the Scytharian Titanomachs to quell religious riots in the Circadia cluster. As it thrummed into the arena the crowd variously cheered and booed...but nobody booed too loudly. Behind it, Uli Heinckel and the other surviving Reclamants swaggered into the Courts with waves and smiles that no one had asked for.


  (As Kaliban and the Sap waited for their elevator bay to open, a slender figure slithered forward from the throng of handlers. The Pranir drew up before Kaliban and shook his hand firmly. The translator on its neck said, "Best wishes from the Council.")


  "And representing Mr. Kaliban..." The judge stopped, glanced at his docket as if in surprise. "His Court-appointed barrister...weighing in at two and one-half stone of nitrogen-leaching fury...the Saprophyte!"


  The crowd collapsed into uproarious laughter as the floriform waddled out into the arena behind his friend.


  "Ladies, gentleman, and assorted aberrations!" The judge hissed for silence, waving his prop gavel. Then he smiled viciously. "The Courts will now hear the opening arguments."


  The Tsar System reacted instantly, as several spheres unleashed laser bursts at Kaliban while others seeded the ground in front of the Reclamants with defensive mines. Kaliban scooped up the Sap and somersaulted away, rolling just ahead of the advancing lasers.


  Two spheres stayed behind to guard the Reclamants while the others floated after Kaliban. Not to be outdone, Uli Heinckel fired a few desultory shots at his ebony nemesis, then waved for the crowd to cheer him.


  "They're gonna kill us," the Sap cried, "oh shit, buddy, they're gonna kill us!"


  "As I've not had my satisfaction yet, then death shan't claim my hide, for I'm too proud to shuffle off this coil unavenged...but first we must play warfare to the crowd!"


  Kaliban's somersaults carried them towards an arena wall. The Tsar System reconfigured itself into a V formation, attempting to pin him down and vaporize him once he stopped.


  But when he hit the wall, Kaliban kept running straight up, his claws finding purchase in the crumbling rock. He scaled twenty feet, lasers racing up the wall behind him, then vaulted off the wall just as a row of electrified spikes shot out of it to cut off any potential escape. Soaring through the air, Kaliban landed on one of the small metallic laser- emplacement spheres, kicking it off balance and sending its beams into two of its fellow satellites. They exploded, and the crowd gasped.


  While the System realigned itself, Kaliban ran back towards the Reclamants across the open field. The move was certain death; caught in the open between the offensive and defensive spheres, he would have nowhere to hide from the crossfire. Dr. Huang Sheng shook his head, filled with sublime disappointment.


  The smaller, faster attack spheres bore down on Kaliban with snares, tasers, spears and nets while the three central suppression units followed at a more stately pace, calculating the monster's trajectory and probable course of action. Kaliban sidestepped and jumped along a seemingly erratic course, throwing off all the Tsar System's projections. His long arm snatched one spear out of the air and skewered another orb with it, and the crowd went wild. But he was fast approaching the defensive spheres and the Reclamants were laying down a blistering volley, already tasting the kill.


  Just as the two curtains of gunfire were about to enclose him, Kaliban flipped backwards, carrying himself and the Sap inside the Tsar System's arc of fire, inside the trinary orbit of the central suppression units. He hopped onto the largest sphere and then sprang off of it, vaulting over the attack units, over the mines, and over the heads of the dazed Reclamants.


  But the Tsar System was quicker to react. A shimmering purple sphere rotated, moved to intercept his leap, and spat a geyser of violet acid at him.


  Without hesitation, Kaliban untucked the Saprophyte and threw him into the acid's path. Sap blocked the stream and then collided with the sphere, screaming. The crowd gaped in shock and horror.


  And then Kaliban was landing among the Reclamants, slashing out with claws and fangs. He pulled the cyborgs in front of him, expending them as shields against the Tsar System while he slaughtered their partners. Some of the Reclamants panicked and fired blindly, hitting their own brothers; others ran, forgetting about the mines that ringed them and getting blown out of the stadium for it.


  By the time the panic died down, only Uli Heinckel remained. Wisely, he dropped his minigun and backed up against the stadium wall, commanding the Tsar System to finish off the furred maniac. The System obliged, firing at Kaliban with a barrage of weapons from around the galaxy. This time, the spheres fired in broad arcs that were meant to herd the acrobatic creature rather than to target him. Several stray shots took out spectators in the first couple of rows, but then that was why the good seats were so cheap.


  Within seconds, Kaliban was pinned down against the arena wall. The central suppression units floated forward, opening gunports and disgorging weaponry that would eradicate their opponent down to the molecular level. The black beast smiled, and said,


  "Such noble service to a liege so much adored deserves a noble prize. I grant you nothing less...eternity's reward."


  He unclenched his right fist, allowing Heinckel to see its contents: a small transmitter of some sort. Kaliban jabbed the single button, and the Tsar System began to tremble. First the attack orbitals began to vibrate fiercely, firing off loosened bolts and random shots. Then the CSUs quaked, emitting basslines so low that ears around the stadium bled. While Heinckel watched, his jaw slack, the Tsar System first turned on itself, then exploded.


  The cracking spheres shot fireworks into the air as Kaliban leaped across the stadium and slammed into Uli Heinckel. His taloned feet cracked the Reclamant's chestplate; his clawed fist smashed open Uli's ribcage. And as the largest sphere finally burst into a million flaming shards, Kaliban plucked out Uli's still-beating heart and held it aloft for all the stadium to see.


  Uli collapsed into the dust. "...why?" he whispered, his life-support systems failing rapidly. "why have you done this to us...?"


  The monster smiled. "'Twas vengeance moved my hand this laureled morn, sweet vengeance and the hatred whence it spawns. But not against your foolish clan, for this was but a game of chess..." He clenched his fist, pulping Uli's heart. "...and you the pawns."


  Kaliban looked up to the luxury box, where Conflicto watched with avid interest, the doctor with sated pride. He bowed deeply to the esteemed guests. Then he reached down, and gently pulled Uli's eyelids closed.


  In the stands, the crowd was approaching a riot...some because of the money they'd lost, but mostly because the Vivarium's unlikely champion had won. The astonished judge gaveled for order and announced that he was forced to find for the defendant, sending the locals into an even greater frenzy.


  Kaliban walked through the cascade of crumpled programs and empty beer cups that rained down onto the arena floor...roses to the matador...and knelt by the Saprophyte's side. The Sap was slowly dissolving in a purplish puddle; his cilia were already all but eaten away.


  "you asshole," the Sap coughed, "why didn't you use it sooner?"


  Kaliban dropped the transmitter into the acidic pool, destroying all evidence of the Pranir's gift.


  "Because I would play warfare to the crowd. Because cold technomancy bade you speak of me by torture's hand at inquests past. Because you sing the finest opera to any who will pay the cantor's sum, or prick his barkish skin. Because the crowd above might elsewise think you were my friend..." He spat on the disappearing corpse and walked away. "And Kaliban beholds himself to none."


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, Monaco. October 31, 2024.]


  He had originally wanted the finest obstetricians on the planet to attend Angeline, until he realized he'd have to kill them afterwards. And while he wouldn't have hesitated a few months ago, something in the intervening time had made him reluctant to commemorate the birth of his children with a multiple murder.


  So instead, robots of his own design administered her anaesthetic, monitored her vital signs, and handed Derek his implements. They even coached Angeline in her Lamaze exericises. He had built every circuit and written every line of code; afterwards, they'd be melted and the slag dumped to the bottom of the Mediterranean. As a final precaution, Derek had ensured that the machines didn't use a single photon of optical technology, just in case Doublecross had any ideas. It lent the room a pleasantly retro feeling, a fitting way to call forth his offspring into the world.


  Angeline groaned softly, reeling from the morphine. She had wanted to hold a natural birth, until Derek convinced her that any tempests ensuing from her labor pains would give away their location. He'd hoped the morphine would inhibit that; even so, the bank of monitors included an array of weather readouts that Derek kept eyeing nervously. He'd doped up Angeline as far as she could go, and the barometric pressure was still falling.


  Angeline howled as the first head began to crown. "Derek!" she cried, reaching out for him. "Derek, I need you!"


  "I know, love." At his silent command, a robot rolled forward and gripped Angeline's outstretched hand with one of his own gauntlets. However much she needed him, the children needed him more; their delivery he entrusted only to himself. Their first memories wouldn't be of some machine's cold impartial hands.


  Derek reached up, grasped the hot and slimy head, and delivered his heirs. The first one out was a girl...her mother's daughter, Derek mused... followed a few minutes later by a furious, howling boy.


  For the briefest moment, after he'd cut and tied their cords and he held the crying babies in his arms, he actually wished Dan Tracey were here to witness this. Not Teller or Taylor or any of the rest of them. Just Tracey, here to see him in his moment of greatest peace, joy, and triumph.


  Then he squelched that impulse, quickly and ferociously, telling himself he would never entertain it again. The twins would never become part of the great contest between them; nor would Grind ever become a friend. There was to be nothing between them but battle, complete and all-encompassing, but it could never encompass this. These private moments, private joys were for Derek Radner alone. Not for Grind. Not even for Triton.


  He showed the twins to their mother. Even red-faced and bawling, they were beautiful, with his eyes and her skin. They were a perfect union of races and sexes, the best the planet had to offer. "They're wonderful," Angeline moaned. "You know, we still haven't decided what to call them..."


  Derek knew. He'd been mulling it over for months. The choice of names could fix their characters and their dispositions, set their limits or their potentials. Should he name the twins after classic villains of the twentieth century? Too unambitious, and besides, even the old-timers' real names tended to be regrettable mistakes such as "Dr. Anton Matter" or "Gorokk the Gouger." After their parents? He didn't wish to be thought of as vain, and besides, he didn't like 'Derek' all that much. Perhaps, he reflected, that was why he'd chosen a double life in the first place...


  The thought of his other life reminded him that matters of state awaited him. The interior of his Triton helmet display was blinking, signalling a new message. After placing the twins in their mother's care, he crossed the delivery room and listened to it.


  It was a radio communique from Tiara...the only way she would contact him now, after Angeline's little display the other week...telling him that her father was demanding to see him again. The meeting did not promise to be a pleasant one.


  He removed the helmet and sat back against the wall, desperate for a cold beer and a long rest with his lover. But the light continued to blink, reminding him of his other self's responsibilities.


  * * * *


  [The Royal Palace, Monaco. November 1, 2024.]


  This time, the Prince was surrounded by even more bodyguards, and they made no show of concealing their weapons. Not to be outdone, Derek appeared before Prince Maxim in newly-repainted Triton armor. The suit was now white and navy blue with a trim of imperial gold, what Derek called his "winter look." The trident logo had been altered as well; it was no longer a trident at all, actually, as the weapon had but two identical tines.


  A scowl crossed the Prince's weathered, handsome face. "I see the recent crises haven't prevented you from refurbishing your wardrobe." His nose wrinkled at the smell of fresh paint. "Fortunately, yesterday's storms caused only a few million francs in damages...nothing like what their predecessor wrought on my palace." He motioned towards the room's towering windows, still boarded up. "What am I going to tell EUROPA?"


  "I don't think you need to worry about them for the time being." In fact, on his last trip to Khadam Derek had repaired the Eddy biosuit and deployed it and Spiral to the Aegean islands with instructions to simulate Sultry's storms. The diversion wouldn't fool EUROPA for long, but it had bought him and Angeline some precious time.


  "I wish I could be so flippant," said the Prince, "but once again you've left my nation in ruins, and me with little recourse but to sever all ties to your band of maniacs."


  "Allow me to apologize on behalf of the government and people of Khadam, and to assure you that the storms won't happen again."


  "You're damned right they won't. I want you and your psychotic partner out of the country. You have twenty-four hours." He waved his hands, forestalling any reply.


  Derek did something that neither the Prince nor his bodyguards were anticipating: he sat down and laughed. The laughter was deep and unforced, and it lasted longer than even Derek would have expected. When it died down, he sighed and said, "I knew my actions in Egypt would come back to bite me in the ass one day. You slay one evil god and suddenly everybody thinks you've gone all soft inside."


  He sprang to his feet and prowled across the room, shoving into the Prince's face. "Well, get this straight, your royal highness: I am not just Derek Radner, hero and father. I am *Triton*. Leader of the Conclave of Super-Villains, once and future Chancellor and undisputed ruler of Khadam. And I will NOT." He jabbed a finger into the Prince's chest. "Be DICTATED TO." He hit the prince with a tiny jolt of bio-electricity. "By ANYONE." Power coruscated out of him, illuminating the chamber, scattering the bodyguards, and standing the Prince's hairs on end.


  "I...I meant no offense," the Prince stammered. "I'm only looking out for the interests of *my* people. I can't let you turn Monaco into another Khadam..."


  "You can't *stop* me, either," Triton smirked.


  "I...I'll call EUROPA! ASH!"


  "You can call in old Nose himself for all the good it'll do you. You've seen what superhuman war did to Egypt. You just might kick me out of Monaco, old man, I'll give you that...but there wouldn't be any Monaco left to rule. And of course, the line of succession would probably pass on to your daughter..."


  He stepped back and paced around the troubled Prince. "But that's not my intention. Monaco suits my purposes just the way it is...a nice, quiet little home away from home. A nice place...to raise a family..."


  "Oh, dear God," said the Prince, sinking heavily onto his chair.


  "Don't worry, I'll keep trouble far away from these beautiful shores. For if anyone should find out that I have a family here..." Triton raised his voice to a threatening pitch... "then your quiet little resort principality *would* become Khadam. Egypt. *Montreal*."


  Prince Maxim buried his head in his hands. "How...how did I let this happen?"


  "You didn't," Triton said, placing a comforting hand on the old prince's heavy shoulders. "Your daughter invited it in. Which brings me to my next point: I'm not above granting favors for my...faithful servants. In exchange for your hospitality and your silence, you get the Princess back. I'll allow her to leave the Conclave." No need to mention that both Angeline and Ursula wanted exactly that. "Though I reserve the right to hire out Tiara's services when necessary, of course."


  Maxim looked up at the armored autarch. "Do I have any choice?"


  Chancellor Triton smiled. "That's the spirit."


  * * * *


  [Monte Carlo, Monaco. November 1, 2024.]


  Derek returned home grinning from ear to ear. True, putting Maxim in his place was a minor victory at best, but it was also a dramatic turnaround from the last several months. The wind was at his back now, making it an auspicious time for Derek to christen the twins with the names they truly deserved.


  Derek shed his armor, donning a white suit with a blue shirt and gold "twin trident" cufflinks. Then he went to join Angeline and the children on the veranda. The sun was setting behind the mountains and the sea was the color of copper. Angeline smiled, bathing them in a warm breeze.


  Derek had outlined his plans to Angeline, and gained her agreement. The children would be named, in part, in honor of two old, departed friends who couldn't be here to partake in the triumph. But first and foremost they would be named for some of the most powerful rulers in history, the empresses and kings. The true Greats.


  Angeline dribbled the twins' foreheads with raindrops, and the parents held their children into the breeze. Derek cleared his throat and said, "Catherine Victoria Croft and Alexander Yvan Radner. Enjoy your first glimpse of the world; one day it will all be yours."


  And he knew exactly where to start. First Derek Radner would establish the finest, safest home here in Monaco, providing for his family's every want.


  Then Triton would return to Khadam.


  * * * *


  [The Vivarium, Lower Ghat, Khadam. November 1, 2024.]


  The final meeting was held in the Skin Crawl, amid a circle of terrified killers and wide-eyed drunks. On one side of the table sat Conflicto in his sharp new suit, flanked by Spiral and a rather surly Glyph. She hid inside her cloak and seemed even more offended by her surroundings than usual. On the other side sat Kaliban, flanked by empty tankards of beer purchased for him by patrons eager not to offend.


  Conflicto hashed out some of the basic ground rules...it wasn't a long list...and concluded by saying, "I'll have to run it past the boss-man, of course, but he's always on the lookout for new talent. I think I can safely say..." He held his hand across the table. "Welcome to the Conclave of Super-Villains."


  Kaliban shook his hand, then shook the Skin Crawl with a deafening roar. In his eyes, in his ears, in his fur, even on the tip of his nose, nanite sensors recorded everything for the Technomancers.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Tony Pi returns to writing the Conclave, with the beginning of "Dead- Killing Eye"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I have no idea what's going to happen next issue, since I'm turning the Conclave back over to Tony Pi's more than capable hands. Thanks for the guest shot, Tony, it's been a blast.


  By the way, this issue's cover is an homage to Daredevil #166. I suppose for the homage to be complete, there would have to be a banner across the top screaming "THIS ASH COMIC COULD BE WORTH $2500 TO YOU!" but I didn't think Dave would be willing to put up the money. :)


  [Editor's Note: Well, it could be worth $2500 to YOU, it all depends on how highly you value Marc's writing. }-> ]
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  [The cover is dominated by Cockatrice's face, with her right eyein the dead center. Faint red lines radiate out from her eye, andreflected in her eye is the image of Burnout, flames in hand.]


  



  
    LAERTES.


    O heat, dry up my brains! Tears seven times salt


    Burn out the sense and virtue of mine eye!


    By heaven, thy madness shall be paid by weight


    Till our scale turn the beam. O rose of May!


    Dear maid, kind sister, sweet Ophelia!


    O heavens! is't possible a young maid's wits


    Should be as mortal as an old man's life?

  


  
    Hamlet - Act IV, scene 5

  


  
    - William Shakespeare

  


  



  CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS ROSTER


  BURNOUT III / Carol Jackson Brown / Flame Control



  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction & Viscosity Control


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


  TRITON / Derek Radner / Electrical Generation


  TERRASTAR / Polla / Geomancy


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  KALIBAN / ? / Monstrous Strength


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  



  GUEST-STARRING



  BATHORY / Unknown / Lycanthropy [Snow Leopards]


  COCKATRICE / Trish Catrall / Transmuting Gaze [Cyanide Blues]


  EYE OF HORUS / Devlin Marx / Anchor Effect [ex-Conclave]


  HELLHOUND / Unknown / Mystery Vigilante [Independent]


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Wispform, Hypnosis [Mercenary]


  SCRY / Jessa Dumont / Telepathy [ex-Conclave]


  RASPUTIN / Yevgeny Sosnov / Illusions [EUROPA]


  YMIR / Erik Qvenhild / Cold Projection [EUROPA]


  



  [November 2, 2024 - Tangiers/Manhattan]



  Her host body needed fuel, as always.


  With a mental tug, Tyra Dumont gently lifted Burnout's hand and bade her drink from the glass. The world would dance at her command, but first she needed to fill the hunger her power demanded. Breakfast in Tangiers was an exquisite experience when the finest chefs in the city were yours, she thought as she gazed out the open window. She swirled and savored the orange juice in her mouth, and inhaled the scent of incense burning across the room. Then she turned a fraction of her attention once again across the Atlantic, to resume her pursuit of the King Cheetahs.


  It took a month to set her trap for Bathory. She had taken control of twenty to begin with, but only six of her puppets remained in the chase, driving Humvees through the streets of New York. It was enough to force the three remaining roadragers where she wanted them to go. Though the Cheetahs were far more maneuverable on their Ihimaera motorcycles, Tyra had the advantage of being able to pull the most reckless stunts without blinking an eye. To her, broken toys were easy to replace, and getting easier all the time.


  The only body she ever had a strong attachment to was her first, and that one died last time she was in New York. But for her Magene, her mind would have died with her crippled body. Instead, she found a way to live on as 'Mr. Strings' inside her hosts: first Lana Smith, and now the marionette C.J. Brown. She had waged war on the paragangers that she blamed for her death, but she let the woman responsible for condemning her to a wheelchair escape with her life.


  Cockatrice.


  Tyra regretted that she had not terminated the bitch when she had the chance. The paraganger had transmuted her legs to ice, and well deserved death. But she wanted Cockatrice to suffer long, just as she had to endure years of torture without the use of her legs. She left Cockatrice in Manhattan while she acclimated to her new body, and became entangled in the games of Rebus and Doublecross. Now that Rebus's schemes had fallen apart, she decided to tend to her old needs, and that meant the death of Cockatrice.


  But Cockatrice had vanished from public sight about a month ago, shortly after the Conclave of Super-Villains borrowed her freezing gaze for a deadly trap during the attack on Montreal. The 'hum' on the street speculated that Burnout had finally taken her revenge on the leader of the Cyanide Blues in secret, which seemed to explain why Bathory made Embeth Alloun the temporary leader of the Blues. A lie, of course: when Tyra decided for Cockatrice to die, all the world would know how and why. She had originally planned to attend to matters in New York personally, but Tangiers seemed the perfect place to scheme in relative comfort and anonymity while her puppets ferreted out the truth.


  But there was only one person who would know the truth of Cockatrice's disappearance: Bathory, the feral mistress of the Snow Leopards and the King Cheetahs roadragers, also whispered to be Cockatrice's lover. And Tyra's puppets were close to capturing her and the two remaining Cheetahs in the chase.


  Her agents had chased them from the Upper West Side down to the docks near Chelsea with total disregard for their personal safety. Tyra had woven a net to steer the Cheetahs into her trap there, and now was the time to spring it.


  She watched Bathory turn the corner and race directly for the tractor trailer that blocked her path. Tyra forced one of her puppets to floor the accelerator, and slammed the vehicle into the two 'ragers behind Bathory. The motorcycles flipped and the riders flew from their bikes. Bathory didn't look back but tried a stunt move: she swung her legs to the right side of the bike and skidded her motorcycle beneath the trailer on its left, hoping to clear the vehicle.


  Tyra sliced a piece of Kiwi fruit, and smiled.


  She had timed it perfectly, thanks to the Cybernostra cyborg she controlled. The trailer had been redesigned to slam down with laser precision as Bathory slid beneath it, letting her bike crash into the reinforced walls. Tyra didn't make any provisions to lessen the impact, knowing that the lithe lycanthrope could absorb more damage than her appearance let on. Bathory was trapped inside.


  The entire trailer prison was cyberwired to a cyborg of hers sitting in the cab, who controlled all the Technomancer extras she had ordered. She forced Bathory to listen to her slave hum of the Funeral March. "It's been a long time, Bathory. Tell me where she is and I may let you live to see her die."


  "Burnout. I might have known." Bathory's voice was calm, but her breathing was labored. "Try the sewers. I'm sure you'll be most welcome. You can search all you want, but you won't find her."


  Tyra tried to wrap her mindstrings around Bathory's, and squeeze the answer out of her, but there was a strange mental fuzz to Bathory's thoughts. Pity. She would have to resort to primitive means of making Bathory talk. "It could have been easier for you," she told her. "You see, this is a Technomancer's idea of a portable dungeon. The latest Khadamite designer drugs for making Vivarium creatures obey. Remote-controlled lasers to perform cutting-edge vivisections. I'm certain that insights from your autopsy would make interesting footnotes in Doctor Sheng's archives."


  With her borrowed cybersenses, Tyra could hear Bathory test the integrity of the walls and the asphalt. "You and I are the same, Burnout. We are both queens to our minions, who obey our every whim. We are both obsessed with the same woman, but for different reasons altogether. But there is one important difference between us. I understand loyalty, but you know only betrayal."


  She was trying to delay Tyra, until she can find a way to escape. "Why don't we see how long you last before you betray her?" asked Tyra. "Hallucinogens are always good to open." She issued a mental command to her cyborg, who released the hallucinogenic gas. "Now then. Tell me about our dear old friend, Cockatrice."


  A wave of nausea washed over Tyra, and as she tried to keep her breakfast down, she found the mindstrings connecting her to her puppets being snipped one by one.


  Was Bathory doing this? No, the connections to her puppets furthest from the trailer were being severed first. Someone was coming, and had found a way to block her.


  She forced the Cybernostra soldier to scan the area with his cybernetic eye. A flash of red under a streetlight in the distance resolved into the image of a demon-helmed rider astride a sleek crimson motorcycle.


  Warden's mysterious replacement, the Hellhound.


  Tyra had not crossed paths with this new vigilante personally, and knew only what her puppets knew. Hellhound would careen into action where one might expect Warden to, enforcing truce among paragangers or stopping criminal behavior. He was never seen out of body armor or without his helmet, and has gained a reputation for never taking a life. Hellhound had exhibited some telekinetic ability, snatching guns out of 'ganger hands and immobilizing bikes with a wave of the hand. Though not as fluid at hand-to- hand combat as Warden, Hellhound had shown that he could hold his own. Was this erosion of her telepathic control another manifestation of Hellhound's power?


  Whoever he was, he did have the right idea. Paragangs should be eradicated from the face of New York City. In a different situation, she might even offer to help him. But he was contesting her control over her puppets, and that could not be tolerated. Already she had lost four puppets, and soon he would reach the trailer. She commanded the rest of her puppets to crash kamikaze into the advancing rider.


  She lost control over these drivers in quick succession, and soon she had only the Cybernostra left. Whatever Hellhound did, he managed to steal her control over her puppets and forced them to come to a safe stop.


  She cursed, and listened to Bathory's mutterings. Bathory was succumbing to her hallucinations, and seemed to be having a conversation with an invisible partner. Tyra could only pick up a few coherent words. Cold? Ear licked? Holland?


  "Damn you, Hellhound, I need more time," muttered Tyra. She was about to issue a command to the Cybernostra to trigger the trap's self-destruct mechanism, when the Hellhound seemed to have reached a critical distance from her last pawn and cut her off.


  Tyra cursed aloud. The burning incense across the room erupted in a fireball in time with her curse, leaving a cloud of ash to drift on the morning breeze. Her powers had been on the increase since the equinox, possibly due to the death of Anchors worldwide. But Tangiers was too far from New York, making it easy for Hellhound to foil her. Next time, she would need to oversee things directly, letting her proximity strengthen her mindstrings. "Next time, Hellhound, I will show you your Hell."


  * * * *


  [November 3, 2024 - Atlantic City]


  "I didn't think you'd come." Devlin Marx put his arms around Jessa Dumont and escorted her into his office at the Majestic Atlantic casino. Jessa felt his touch deprive her of her normally extended awareness, and it made her shiver.


  "I wasn't going to, at first," She politely extricated herself from his touch, and moved a stack of papers from the chair opposite his desk. "I was afraid we might see Lorenzo's ghost." It had been almost a year since the Conclave of Super-Villains staged Marx's abduction, at the behest of Lorenzo Archangeli, the madman called Rebus. Even though the authorities believed Rebus was gone for good, she couldn't help but wonder if the damage Lorenzo caused could ever be erased.


  Marx scratched his head, and took the papers from her. He looked very tired to Jessa, a frailer man than a year ago. "I apologize for the mess. It's been a hellish month, dealing with the aftershocks of the genocide." He sighed. "I can't use a euphemism, Jessa. Rebus cleansed the world of Anchors, leaving only a handful of us. Casinos worldwide have shut down for one reason or another, mostly because no one trusts the games of chance without Anchors around. My Conclave is no more. My holdings are ruined. I'm trying to salvage what little I have left, but even most of that I stand to lose. I need your help to rebuild."


  Jessa sat. "With all due respect, Mr. Marx, I can't help you. I have other commitments now. The clinic in Manhattan...."


  "Which you built from my advance," reminded Marx.


  "The money is mine to do as I will." Jessa steepled her fingers. "What would you have me do now? Spy for you? Learn inside information, manipulate others? I am not my sister."


  Devlin Marx took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his brow with it, and sat down himself. "What are my dreams without my fortune? How can I save the world from itself? Do you know how many Fenris Wolves we had on file? The Ankh Killer was bad. This is catastrophic. How many psychotic talents are now freed to wreak havoc? Take a wild guess."


  "That's no longer my concern." Jessa had taken the job initially to pay for Tyra's expenses, before her body died. "There's much good to be done in New York City. I intend to continue my work there."


  "But your sister is still out there. How many minds is she in now? A hundred? A thousand?" Marx reached for her hand. "We can stop her together. You need an Anchor. I need my Scry."


  Jessa closed her eyes. Tyra *was* still loose, living parasitically within her hosts as the insidious Mr. Strings. She realized things were different, after the equinox: Jessa's powers were growing fast. So were Tyra's. She knew Tyra had to be stopped somehow. Healed...or worse.


  But did she want to fall back in with Marx? On the one hand, she was afraid she wouldn't be able to stop Tyra all by herself. Yet Marx wanted her to be mercenary again, and she had worked so hard these last few months to make charity and restitution the issue, not for money.


  "Understand that I sympathize with your goals, Mr. Marx. But you want to buy my help, and I won't sell. I know Tyra's my responsibility, and I've been trying my hardest to repair all the damage she's caused. And I will find a way to help her. Good luck to you."


  Devlin sighed. "I cannot force you, Jessa. Very well. I will have to seek aid anew. But if you ever reconsider...." He extended his hand.


  She shook his hand reluctantly, and left him in his empty casino, uncertain of how to save her sister or if she could. She only knew she must try, before even she succumbed to Mr. Strings.


  * * * *


  [November 5, 2024 - Atlantic Ocean]


  The two women leaned against the railing, and watched the icebergs in the distance.


  "I made one of those, once. Left Jack Flex frozen in its heart. I wonder if he's still floating out there." Cockatrice crinkled her nose and drew her parka tighter around her. "Back then, I wouldn't have minded the cold. Now I hate it." She flicked her cigarette into the frigid waters.


  "That's a filthy habit, Trish," her companion chastised.


  "Like I care."


  "Ever try hypnosis?" asked Petra with feigned innocence. "You could quit in the blink of an eye."


  "Try it and die." Cockatrice envied Petra her power. She had a way with people. No one on the fishing trawler acknowledged them, or questioned the change of destination. Cockatrice hated Petra too. However, Bathory insisted that she keep a bodyguard. If her enemies knew she lost her powers, she would likely die as soon as she set foot outside their sanctuary. But Cockatrice argued that few would recognize her now, looking for all the world like a brown-haired moll. But Bathory had her way in the end, hiring a mercenary vogue ghoul named Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander. Or Light Errant, as she called herself in English. She claimed that Berlin ill-suited her, and that her previous employer had unexpectedly left for parts unknown. Bathory said she didn't believe the girl told the whole truth, but Petra had passed Bathory's tests of loyalty and survived no less than three ambushes in the past month. Furthermore, Petra was immune to Bathory's telepathy, and thus unlikely to be a Strings puppet. That alone would have made her Cockatrice's perfect bodyguard.


  Petra laughed. "How will you make good on your threat?"


  "It's not me you'll have to deal with. Either Bathory or Burnout will do the job for me. Each considers me their exclusive property, for entirely different reasons. Besides, I haven't had a drag since I first gained my powers."


  "And you'll start again without them? Ah. One addiction for another."


  Cockatrice hadn't thought about it that way, but Petra was right. Power was an addiction, and not just her paranormal 'Feuer', as the European might put it. It was the rush of being the leader of the Cyanide Blues, one of the toughest gangs in the deadliest city in the world. She was jonesing for the fear she inspired, and the mage Peregryn had stolen it from her. She hid the loss from her crew, ashamed for weeks, until she resolved to do something about it. "It was easier being blue," she concluded. "And I *will* regain that. Then, I will reduce Peregryn to fine, powdered snow."


  "Do I have to rescue you from drowning again? I despise the water." Petra shivered at the thought. "What makes you think Reykjavik will be any different? Frigid water's the same, the world over."


  "I don't know if it will make any difference," answered Cockatrice. "Maybe just the name. Iceland. The place gave me my power ten years ago, it may restore it now. If the harbor doesn't work, I'll try the glacier. Whatever it takes."


  "Maybe you should just join a polar bear club. Who else would go looking for hypothermia? And what if you lose your sight again? You could live the rest of your life, blind as a bat. Like this guy." The fisherman that Irrlicht referred to tried to get by them, some part of his brain not registering that the two were there. She stuck her foot out and tripped the man.


  "True. But you're a paraganger. You know it's more than just fun and games. We're on the brink of creating a new type of society, where paranormals replace the weaker flesh." Cockatrice watched the man get up and dust himself off, as smiled foolishly like it was his own incompetence. "We're the future, Petra. We will spread across the world like a killing frost. And I will not be among the weak. Trust me. This is worth the trip." Cockatrice stuck her leg out, setting the man up for another fall. "Even if it kills me."


  * * * *


  [November 12, 2024 - Amsterdam]


  Tyra dangled the reluctant paraganger by his shirt over the canal, letting the fabric smoulder. "This was easier when I could phase my hand and fish through your grey matter. But I can just as easily burn you. Or, let you fall safely into the water, if you'd only tell me what you know about this 'Irrlicht'. Which do you prefer?"


  Tyra had tried a few more times to catch Bathory. With the surprise factor gone, and Hellhound's interference, she met with no success. Unless she went back to New York and strengthened her mindlinks continuously, she would not get another chance at Bathory. Worse, she was persona non grata in Manhattan, not to mention the North American Combine. If she brought her primary host back to the Poisoned Apple now, she might lose this Burnout body. While she would not weep at C.J.'s death, there was no guarantee that she could find a new host of like power and notoriety. Cultivating a new host would take time. Without further clues, Holland was as good a place as any to search for her prey with her host body. After all, her tendrils reached across the Earth. Surely one of them would uncover Cockatrice's whereabouts. But there was precious little until she overheard a punk kid boast that he ran with Irrlicht, which sounded close enough to 'ear-licked' to catch her interest.


  The paraganger struggled and shouted in Eurolac. Tyra pulled the right dialect from a puppet of hers to translate. <<Please! I don't run with Light Errant anymore. It was only two weeks in Berlin! Who knows where she is now?>>


  "Light Errant?" There was something familiar about the name. Had Derek mentioned it in passing? She made a mental note to check that lead. "I need to see her face," she told him, and reached into his memories.


  What she discovered was a girlish face, but so distorted by a hypnotic suggestion that the face the vogue ghoul remembered was almost certainly false. "Useless sock puppet."


  "Let him go, Burnout!" shouted someone in French behind her.


  "Gladly, Ymir." She let the kid fall into the canal, hoping the EUROPAn agent would stay true to form and rescue the boy. She ran across the bridge, hoping to lose Ymir and then follow up on her new lead.


  The fool ignored the drowning kid made the mistake of giving chase and trying to freeze her.


  She leapt aside from the wintry blast, and gritted her teeth against the touch of cold. "Read your dossier, frost boy." She scraped a match against the asphalt, and it burst into flames. She fanned the tiny spark into a conflagration, setting the tar on fire and letting a tongue of flame wreath her as protection. "I. Hate. Ice." She directed the flames towards him, murder in her eyes. People screamed and scattered in all directions.


  The EUROPAn agent retaliated, sending out a shockwave of cold that countered her heat. He was holding her power at bay, but only at the cost of his full strength. She was feeling her own strength being taxed as well, but she drew additional energy through her mindstrings. Two of her puppets went into seizure; she did not care. All she wanted to do was to eradicate the cold. Melt all the ice in the world. Darts of flame shot past Ymir, burning his arm. He cried, and ran his hand over the burn to draw the heat from his flesh. In that moment, his attention failed, and Tyra laughed. "It's melting time, iceman."


  But suddenly the image of Ymir split into a dozen duplicates, startling Tyra. Each Ymir fled in different directions, evading her now erratic fires. Disoriented, Tyra was unable to pinpoint the mental signature of the agent. The Ymirs vanished from sight, and phantom sleet obscured her vision. But there was only the splatter of water heard from a nearby fountain, and the sleet did nothing to her flames.


  The EUROPAn illusionist. "You must also want to die, Rasputin!" shouted Tyra.


  She closed her eyes and ignored the visual distractions. Track down Rasputin with her mind. She threw out a psychic net, seeking the Russian agent. Humming her off-key songs boosted her sensitivity.


  She found him quickly, locating his mental trace nineteen metres northeast. She also sensed Ymir, but she was more intrigued by Rasputin. She wrapped threads around his mind, and probed for weaknesses that she could exploit.


  The most obvious crack in his defenses was a frustration against his own immobility. He was frustrated that he was paralyzed, angry that Triton injured his spine. He wanted to prove that he could still be a field agent, like Ymir.


  It was the same frustration she suffered because of Cockatrice. The loss of her limbs, the phantom pain.


  Even the same seed of hate.


  Except his resentment had not been cultivated into a full-fledged rage.


  ++I could kill you out of mercy, make you drown yourself in the canal, so you wouldn't have to live like an invalid for the rest of your sorry life,++ she told Rasputin's subconscious. ++I could have been you. But look at what I've become. Stronger than any that walk the earth. Stronger than death.++


  The frail mind of Yevgeny Sosnov was too eager to listen to her.


  She sent an image of Ymir, running away. ++He mocks you always, flaunting his freedom. Challenging your leadership. Why do you need to prove yourself to an inferior? I am not your enemy. Mask my escape, and open your eyes to the pity and disgust that they hide so poorly.++


  And thus did Rasputin unknowingly fashion a ghostly double of her.


  And thus did Ymir believe it real, and gave chase.


  And thus did Tyra slip away, unnoticed, eager to follow up on her new clue.


  And thus did Ymir wonder aloud if they might have caught her, if they had been but fast enough.


  And thus did Rasputin's heart grow darker and become hers.


  * * * *


  [November 14, 2024 - Ghat]


  Tyra maintained a female puppet in Ghat by the name of Rania Saramikkos, a human bounty hunter without powers, who made up for it with her bloodlust. She made it known to those in the Vivarium that Rania was hers and off- limits, and known recently to her teammates as her envoy, should they need to contact her in *dire* emergencies only.


  And now, she tugged on Rania's string, commanding her to return to CSV headquarters. Using Burnout's codes, Rania bypassed many of the security measures guarding the ruins of the garden maze that would have vaporized, maimed, or otherwise neutralized unauthorized intruders.


  Through Rania's eyes, Tyra saw that Skyhaven was looking better than it did a month ago, and she hummed in satisfaction. Several figures were examining a monumental chunk of meteorite next to Skyhaven, at the end of a shallow disturbance of the earth that seemed to reach far to the east. She recognized Conflicto, Spiral, Glyph and Triton, but not the other three. One seemed to be a beast straight out of the Vivarium; another was an unusually tall woman wielding a mace that was almost the equal of the AstroSpear, breathing hard; a third shifted shapes constantly. She guessed the last was Myriad or a replacement ooze. She had no idea who the others were.


  She joined them. "What's this?" she asked Triton. "New armor, new insignia, new members?"


  Derek grunted. "So, Strings. Finally decided to rejoin us?"


  "Was I ever really gone?" Let him sweat a little over that.


  "Over the edge, many times."


  "How was New York?" asked Conflicto. "Business taken care of?"


  "Didn't make it in person. Wish Labyrinthe were still with us." There seemed to be something different about Eugene. He didn't exude mischief. *As much mischief*, she corrected herself. "Grow up a bit, did we, Kwan?"


  He grit his teeth. "Maybe. What's it to you?"


  "About time," she taunted. "Report. Just the bare essentials. Don't care enough for more." She used the tone even though it galled Derek. She had to remind him that she was second-in-command now.


  "Sultry's on leave, and Tiara's gone all princessy again," said Conflicto, like an obedient servant. "So it's just us and the new crew. Putting them through a little initiation." He pointed at the beastly creature. "Name's Kaliban, quite a fighter in the Courts. I recruited him, seeing as we need new muscle."


  "Thy rep precedes thee, maiden fair and bold," said Kaliban. "Let Kaliban become thy vassal true."


  "Oh, yeah, he goes all Hamlet and crap." He introduced the shifter. "You can see we got a new and improved Myriad at last, though she hasn't picked a primary form yet. I keep suggesting Tiara's shape, but bossman won't go for it."


  "Not if we want to keep Alpha Rho Fourteen when my wife returns," explained Derek.


  "And TerraStar...Polla...she's the one who made the earth cough up that meteor and shift here. Ain't she somethin'?" She could sense Eugene's lust towards the warrior woman with very little effort.


  TerraStar slumped against the mystically reconstituted meteor, exhausted. "Collapsiron made the effort worthwhile."


  "Well said. It will be difficult to refine it, but we will exploit what we can," said Triton. "For now, we ensure that no one else can."


  Tyra nodded. "Very well. Can I speak with you in private, Derek?"


  "Certainly."


  "I need you to test them," said Derek, as soon as they were inside Skyhaven. "Probe them. Make sure that they do not intend to betray us."


  "I see that catheter experience still stings," said Tyra, alluding to Derek's misadventure with two former teammates, Tilt and PsiDF/X. "Tomorrow. I need to track down Light Errant."


  Derek removed his helmet. "Why? Does this have to do with Doublecross?"


  "No." She looked around. "Did you remove all hard-light equipment?"


  "Yes. That's why refitting's a bitch. But with Doublecross missing, I am not taking any chances."


  "I don't blame you." She stepped over to an active console. "But I need you to help me locate his crony. Can you do it?"


  "Child's play. But how's your luck?" He joined her, and tapped a sequence into the keypad. "I deployed a geosynchronous satellite last month as an early-warning system against light-beings. If there are any in this hemisphere, we can track them by their unique photonic signatures. Mostly they seem to flit about, and I suspect most of them remain in a shielded location or just stay on the other side of the planet. But there's been one in Reykjavik, for the last three days, off and on, pretty regularly."


  "And you haven't acted on this?" asked Tyra.


  "It wasn't Bennett Rush," said Derek. "He produces a continuous signature. Given that this signal is sporadic, it's most probably Irrlicht, or maybe Giantstar, Llyr, or whatever he calls himself now."


  Tyra hummed in delight, examining the data closely. Three days ago, and still in Reykjavik. "What's this here?"


  "Mount Hekla erupted three days ago, too."


  "A connection?"


  "I doubt it, but anything's possible."


  Tyra used Rania's eyes to examine the satellite shots of the Reykjavik eruption, smiling and humming as she studied them.


  Derek raised an eyebrow.


  "What is it?"


  "You're humming on key."


  Her borrowed body froze. Someone was riding HER, spying! But who? She tried to trace the source of the psi-tap, but Tyra felt her foe pushing her towards a mnemonic Chernobyl through their mindlink, and memories began to detonate in her head.


  Grandmother.


  New York.


  Life on the streets.


  Fifth Avenue Snakeat....


  ++NO!++


  She would not follow that train of thought. Tyra *pushed* back the memories, forcing them upon the sender. Return the pain. Return despair.


  There was only one person she could even conceive of having that power.


  ++You!++ she hissed


  --I'm sorry, Tyra.--


  Their willpowers clashed, and the mindstring was too fragile to contain the fallout from their psychic battle.


  A searing pain ignited within her host's head, fracturing her mind


  (C.J.'s head)


  BLACKING OUT


  (but mr? strings never blanks


  Her last conscious


  thought(s)


  was !WERE!


  NeURal OveRLOAD out!)


  synDroMe


  burn


  out


  ?


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


  Next Issue:


  Is Mr. Strings gone? Will Cockatrice regain her powers? Find out as 'Dead Killing Eye' continues in Part 2: Second Sight!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The astute eye will note that the CSV ankh has been replaced by Triton's 'twin trident' in the logo at the top of this issue. This change follows naturally after the conclusion of the Anchors subplot and the ascension of Rebus.


  Many thanks to Marc for introducing Kaliban to the CSV, and Dave for TerraStar. We'll see how they fit into the group soon enough. They almost make up for the loss of Tiara from the team.


  [Editor's note: See ASH #34 for TerraStar's decision to join the CSV, and ASH #35 for her 'audition'. ASH #35 will be posted some time after CSV #20, however, for those of you reading these as they come out. Don't worry, it's a minor scene and shouldn't result in confused continuity.]


  #21 - "DEAD KILLING EYEPart II: Second Sight"



  copyright 2002 by Tony Pi


  



  [Peregryn, Fadeaway, Scorch, Rasputin and Ymir (in puppet form)have their limbs in a tug-of-war between red and blue lines.]


  



  
    Here with a cockatrice' dead-killing eye


    He rouseth up himself and makes a pause;


    While she, the picture of pure piety,


    Like a white hind under the gripe's sharp claws,


    Pleads, in a wilderness where are no laws,


    To the rough beast that knows no gentle rigt,


    Nor aught obeys but his foul appetite.


    Shakespeare - the rape of Lucrece

  


  



  CONCLAVE OF SUPER-VILLAINS ROSTER


  BURNOUT III / Carol Jackson Brown / Flame Control



  CONFLICTO / Eugene Kwan / Friction & Viscosity Control


  MR. STRINGS / Tyra Dumont / Mind Control


  TRITON / Derek Radner / Electrical Generation


  TERRASTAR / Polla / Geomancy


  GLYPH / Zephirah Reuben / Magical Sigils


  SPIRAL / Anya Kirova / Telekinetic Torque


  KALIBAN / ? / Monstrous Strength


  MYRIAD / Alpha Rho Fourteen / Shapeshifting


  



  GUEST-STARRING


  COCKATRICE / Trish Catrall / Transmuting Gaze [Cyanide Blues]



  HELLHOUND / Unknown / Mystery Vigilante [Independent]


  LIGHT ERRANT / Petra 'Irrlicht' Hollander / Wispform, Hypnosis [Mercenary]


  SCRY / Jessa Dumont / Telepathy [ex-Conclave]


  RASPUTIN / Yevgeny Sosnov / Illusions [EUROPA]


  YMIR / Erik Qvenhild / Cold Projection [EUROPA]


  PEREGRYN / Howard Henderson Jr. / Elemental Mage [ASH]


  SCORCH / Scott Handleman / Flame Projection [ASH]


  FADEAWAY / Lana Smith / Incorporealness [STRAFE]


  



  [Nov 14 - Copenhagen, Denmark]



  C.J. awakened with a throbbing headache.


  She remembered who she once was, without the puppeteer in her head humming its mad song. "My name is Carol Jackson Smith," she whispered to herself. "Smith, Carol Jackson," she repeated, and opened her eyes. There were no places seen through other eyes, only the darkened interior of a limousine.


  Strings was gone.


  Something or someone was suppressing the Tyra presence inside her head.


  Her immediate reaction was to grab for the limo phone, afraid that her son might think her dead. She listened for the dial tone, but it sounded like the terrible humming that made her lose her concentration and drove her crazy. She rolled down the window and threw the phone into the street. "Driver, driver!" she shouted. "Take me to the Combine consulate, now!"


  The humming in her ears increased, and she gripped her head in pain and cried out. A flood of voices now, invading her private thoughts.


  <<rebuild>>


  "Carol JACKSON SMITH!" she cried, but it didn't help. She realized too late that she was not completely free of Mr. Strings. Her last name wasn't Smith...That name belonged to Lana, the last Burnout and host to Strings. And it was Lana's son, not hers. Strings was rebuilding itself from its pieces scattered all over the world, in other people's minds. It reeled itself back into C.J.'s mind and retook its place, using the crack in C.J.'s self-identity.


  Her real last name was


  "Brown,"


  cackled Burnout, now firmly back in String's control. She flexed her fingers and lit a cigarette. "Belay that last order, driver. To the Royal District to shop, then the airport. I've got a hot date and cold revenge in Reykjavik, and I haven't a thing to wear."


  Inwardly, the Tyra persona fumed. Jessa, her own sister, had tried to erase her. How she managed in the first place was a sign that Jessa's powers were on the rise, like hers. But sweet Jessamine failed and she would come to regret that error.


  * * * *


  [Nov 14 - New York City]


  Jessa wiped drool from her chin. The psychic backlash as she was forced away from C.J. Brown could have been far worse, had she not been so far from the host body. But it was a two-edged sword: the further away she was, the safer it was but harder to engage her sister in psionic combat. If she was to have any real chance of shutting down the Tyra entity...it made it easier to think of it as exorcising a ghost than euthanasia...she would have to physically touch Burnout. Even then, Jessa didn't know if she could totally destroy the mindleech. It had grown too strong over the past year.


  But her own powers were waxing as well, and there may be just one chance left to her to permanently end her sister's tyranny over others.


  There were a few obstacles to this, however. Even though she knew Tyra would hunt down Cockatrice in Reykjavik, she had to get there in time. She couldn't rely on Devlin Marx's resources anymore. Furthermore, she had little chance of touching Burnout physically.


  Unless....


  A plan formed in her mind, and she made a call on a secure line from her office. "Hellhound," she said. "I need two numbers, and I need them now."


  A minute later, she was in a conference call with Lana "Fadeaway" Smith at STRAFE and Peregryn at ASH. "It's time," she told them. "You've got one chance to shut Mr. Strings down for good, and I'm it."


  "What do you need?" asked Lana.


  "Peregryn, Scorch, and you."


  * * * *


  [Nov 14 - Reykjavik, Iceland]


  "Warm enough?" Petra asked Cockatrice. "It would be ironic if you died of hypothermia."


  Cockatrice didn't answer her immediately, but shivered a little as she pulled the winter coat tighter about herself. She looked from their vantage point high above Reykjavik, on the observation platform atop the Hallgrimskirkja church, the tallest building in the city.


  "So the immersion didn't work. Maybe it was the fact that my first time was an accident which triggered my powers in the first place. Maybe we can't duplicate the effects voluntarily."


  "What do we do now?" asked Petra. "Give up? Come with me to Berlin. Imagine what we can do together there."


  Cockatrice shook her head. "I'm useless to you or Bathory without my power. No paraganger or vogue ghoul will respect me, even with my reputation." She gestured inland, towards the source of the fine ash that was still drifting down from the sky. "Feel it? This is the land of ice and fire. Roaring waterfalls, glaciers, and icebergs alongside volcanoes, boiling geysers and mudpools. We're at a nexus, Petra. There are forces reaching for me, and all I have to do is stretch my fingers far enough and I can touch them. We'll try Mount Hekla tomorrow. Even if we have to trigger an avalanche...." She paused, aware of something strange taking place around them.


  Slowly, the tourists around them began to hum a butchered version of John Williams's Imperial March. The hairs on the back of Cockatrice's neck stood on end. The atonal humming was Burnout's psychic signature, there was no doubt in Cockatrice's mind that the endgame was near, and she hadn't one iota of power left to fight. She exchanged a nervous glance with Petra. "She's coming," whispered Cockatrice.


  * * * *


  [November 15, elsewhere in Reykjavik]


  Burnout looked through fifty thousand pairs of eyes at her city. Somewhere in this kaleidoscope was Cockatrice, and sooner or later, she would find the speck and grind her into nothingness. It was growing increasingly easy to seize and command pawns, now that Rebus all but killed Anchors worldwide. Though Reykjavik suffered much during the Godmarket, there were still enough populace here to make a sweep of the world's northernmost capital city.


  <<Shut off all communications to the outside world,>> she commanded. <<Ground all aircraft. Secure all modes of transportation. Keep your eyes and ears open, and comb the streets and buildings. Let the fuel out of planes and spray gasoline where you can, for I am the spark that will catch and burn.>>


  She took over her puppets' vocal cords simultaneously. "COCKATRICE!" her combined voices shook the city. "YOU HAVE NOWHERE TO RUN. NO ONE TO TURN TO. DESPAIR."


  * * * *


  [November 15, 20 miles to Reykjavik]


  "No telecommunications of any sort is coming through from Reykjavik," reported Peregryn, listening to the helijet's radio. "Rasputin and Ymir are on their way from EUROPA HQ, but their other members are still dealing with the Aegean storm rampage. They'll rendezvous with us in an hour."


  Jessa nodded. "It's worse than I feared. My sister's taken over the city. If she has that kind of power now...."


  "The whole city? how are we going to fight all of Reykjavik?" Scorch asked as he piloted the helijet. "Too many innocents."


  Jessa sighed. "However we can. She's so focused on revenge, I think Tyra wouldn't hesitate to kill thousands of bystanders. Be on your guard. I doubt she will risk controlling Peregryn...she doesn't like mages. Scorch, I hear you resisted her in Montreal, for whatever reason. We'll need that. Lana, you know her maybe even better than I do...and know how to fight her off. We stand the best chance. I'm more worried about Ymir and Rasputin."


  Lana put her hand on Jessa's. "We'll handle it. EUROPA wears these too." She lifted her right arm, and showed Jessa the bracelet that was almost too big for her thin wrist. "The warning light detects mental intrusions, so keep an eye on these."


  Jessa nodded. "Be prepared for anything. I can lead you straight to her, but from there on? Let's just hope my plan works."


  * * * *


  [November 15, Einar Jonsson Museum, Reykjavik]


  Cockatrice and Light Errant played hide-and-seek with the murderous population of Reykjavik.


  Only Petra's power of hypnotic suggestion deceived the puppets' eyes long enough for them to flee anew. They tried to steal a light aircraft, but Burnout had commanded the people to let the jetfuel seep out of the tanks onto the tarmac. They were deathtraps waiting for a spark. They doubled back, avoiding the lynch mobs that blanketed the streets. On the outskirts of town, they found a temporary sanctuary behind the Einar Jonsson Museum, in the tree-lined garden with twenty-six of the sculptor's bronze works, and discussed their options.


  "She's cut off every mode of transportation," cursed Petra. "If she was this powerful, why didn't she just take over Manhattan?"


  "Don't ask me. It must be new. Let's try a speedboat, or something."


  Petra nodded. But before they could leave the garden...


  A burst of flames suddenly shot from the sky, and blocked their exit. Cockatrice's heart skipped a beat. A helijet had landed on the roof of the museum. Burnout had found them!


  But her fear turned to annoyance as a male voice called out, "Hey hotties," said Scorch. "Oops, don't let my fiancee know I called you that; it's just reflex. Come along nicely before the city comes to tar and feather you, won'tcha?"


  Petra scowled. "Out of the frying pan, as you Americans would say...." She pushed Cockatrice towards the museum, slipping her a pair of shades. "Just in case, wear this. Go for the helijet. I'll take care of flame boy." She pulled out a pistol and started firing at Scorch, who dodged and incinerated the bullets as they flew at him, catching a few on the titanium plate of the armored sections of his uniform.


  Cockatrice spared no time to acknowledge Petra, but rushed for the building. But before she could get there, a wall of ice rose from the ground. "Excuse me, miss," said Ymir, stepping off an ice slide that carried him to the top of the icewall. "You're safer with us."


  "That's my schtick," growled Cockatrice, and slipped on the shades. She was ready for what was next: Light Errant began a strobe pattern, one that had Ymir temporarily disoriented and shutting his eyes. Cockatrice pulled out her pistol and dashed for the museum, skirting the ice wall.


  Before she could climb the steps to the entrance, however, a fleet of vehicles, ranging from police cars, buses, motorcycles and even a traffic helicopter were converging upon the building. Burnout was rushing towards her in an Ihimaera Uplink, her tires smouldering and on the verge of catching fire. Burnout swung a lit branch, coming for Cockatrice. "Ashes to ashes," shouted Burnout. The motorcycle leapt onto the concrete steps, and Cockatrice cringed as the branch slashed towards her neck...


  ...a hand phased out of the steps beneath her and grabbed her ankle...


  ...the branch passed through her harmlessly, and she was pulled into the concrete steps by the ghostly grip.


  * * * *


  [Nov 15 - Harbour of Reykjavik]


  "They're like lemmings," shouted Rasputin to Peregryn. The two of them had teamed up to save the hundreds of citizens rushing into Reykjavik's harbor at the command of Mr. Strings. Rasputin had strapped himself onto Peregryn's back as they flew, his wheelchair destroyed by an acid-spewing paranorm native to Reykjavik half an hour ago. Together, they maneuvered some of Strings' puppets into knocking themselves unconscious against walls hidden by illusions, or into heading further into the city rather than into the water. Peregryn carried them on elemental winds, and used his magic to push the people in the water back towards shore.


  But they were in a losing battle.


  "I wish I had more favors stored up," confessed Peregryn. "But the battle with Rebus and his forces drained my reserves. I hope Ms. Dumont will make greater haste in catching her sister."


  "Do you mean Ms. Tyra or Ms. Jessa?" Rasputin tightened his hold on Peregryn, perhaps too tight for his comfort. In fact, Peregryn's vision was blurring, and strange demon faces warped out of thin air to mock the mage. "It makes a difference, comrade."


  "What..." gasped Peregryn, unable to concentrate. For a split second, he saw out of the corner of his eye that Rasputin's mental intrusion bracelet flared red.


  An illusion had covered its warning all this time. Rasputin was strangling him with intent to kill.


  Struggling for breath, Peregryn lost his control over the elemental winds. Together, they plummeted into the harbor.


  * * * *


  [Einar Jonsson Museum]


  A crash of doors and broken windows heralded the shift of battle to inside the Museum, on the floor above them.


  Jessa and Lana were in the storage room with Cockatrice, who was pointing her pistol at them.


  Cockatrice chuckled, seemingly in disbelief at her predicament. "What's this? A Burnout family outing, or just here to see me die?"


  Jessa shook her head. "No one's dying today."


  "My gun says otherwise." Cockatrice tilted her head up towards the commotion upstairs. "She's coming for me. If my gun fires, or misfires as she may well make it do, one of us isn't going to live."


  Lana took Jessa's hand. "We've got a plan, this time. Stay here, Cockatrice. I know what Tyra felt towards you, and she used me to hurt you in the past. Maybe we can fix things for good, this time."


  Cockatrice laughed. "If you can kill what has already once died, go ahead. I'm fresh out of ideas."


  Jessa looked at Lana, and they nodded to each other, and turned to face the door.


  They heard footsteps approaching.


  The sound of a match being struck.


  The wooden door to the storage room combusted spontaneously, and Burnout's silhouette appeared in the burst of ash.


  Lana and Jessa leapt *into* Burnout...just as Cockatrice pulled the trigger.


  * * * *


  [MENTAL CONTACT]


  In the split second that Jessa physically overlapped Burnout, thanks to Fadeaway's powers, she was able to make direct contact with her sister's surviving mind: Mr. Strings.


  Both sisters had been experiencing a power gain, but their powers were not designed for this direct contact bridged by Fadeaway's Magene. Like a psionic chain reaction or a matter-antimatter explosion, every mind in Reykjavik were thrown together, some fusing in that instant with another.


  [Fusion: Fadeaway and Burnout]


  Lana Smith and C.J. Brown's minds were forced into a gestalt, but it was not entirely new to them. They had touched minds before, and knew each other in ways no one...except Mr. Strings...could understand.


  ++You, Lana Smith,++ said C.J. ++You are a part of me in ways I can't express.++


  --We are,-- agreed Lana. --And together we will survive her, Carol Jackson Brown.--


  They reaffirmed their self-identities, and Lana taught C.J. how to rebuild herself, stronger than even Strings.


  Then the bullet hit C.J.'s body.


  [Fusion: Scorch and Light Errant]


  One moment, Scorch was groping blindly towards the woman who accompanied Cockatrice. The next, his head exploded with pain, and he found himself unable to control his own actions, and he was as helpless as a puppet on a string, dancing to the dictates of the puppeteer.


  He wasn't even in ash-shrouded Reykjavik.


  He is in Chicago, on a roof, looking through the scope of a railgun. He sees himself in the crosshairs, leaving Ziggy's Za. He turns the scope to train on his best friend, George "Channel" Sylvester, and takes careful aim.


  The metal of the gun is cold in his hands. A small bit of fear is cold in his heart, fear of what the man in the crosshairs could do to him (her?).


  He aims for the neck, and suppresses a chuckle as he squeezes the trigger. No more fears.


  ++NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!++ screamed Scorch, as he was forced to relive the assassination of his best friend...only this time, through the eyes and memory of George's killer. No longer able to contain his rage, he let his emotions overtake him, and let loose with the full strength of his power....


  [Fusion: Peregryn and Jessa]


  Peregryn struggled to throw Rasputin off him, and when the mental blast hit, he finally succeeded...but found himself linked to Jessa 'Scry' Dumont's mind, living through a scene in her memories while his body struggled to reach the surface and draw breath.


  He was astride a souped-up red motorcycle, wearing a helmet shaped like a hellhound, inside a secret garage.


  Jessa Dumont was Hellhound.


  Only, she wasn't the only Hellhound in the room. Two others were taking off their helmets. Like Cerberus, this vigilante had three heads, and one of them was....


  Jessa was likewise inside Peregryn's head, and there were secrets that revealed themselves to her. Volatile secrets, the kind that Devlin Marx would pay well for; the kind of secrets that ASH might punish Peregryn for.


  But she wasn't here to blackmail Peregryn. At least, not yet. She had to take this opportunity and strike against Tyra.


  Instead, she drew upon Howard's magic to fuel her final powerplay: even though she didn't know how to use Peregryn's powers, *Peregryn* did, and she was essentially Peregryn right now. She forced all that knowledge into seizing her own telepathic power and bending it to her will. A chain of mental energy was forged by his magic, and ripped out of her. She commanded the fetters to streak out between C.J.'s body and Cockatrice's body.


  ++I'm sorry, Tyra. I love you.++


  [Fusion: Mr. Strings and Cockatrice]


  Tyra Dumont, aka Mr. Strings, never imagined that she would be ripped from her host by *her own sister*. One moment, the blast forced her out of C.J. yet again, but she thought she was prepared for another such attack. Backing herself up into her secondary hosts seemed to work for a fraction of a second, but then Jessa used *something* on her, and reeled in every single fragment of her Strings persona and shunted them into Cockatrice.


  ++YOU!++ seethed Tyra. The very thought of sharing Cockatrice's body threw her into a frenzy. ++I will not share a body with you, bitch!++


  --Get out of my head and die like you should, deadgirl,-- shouted Cockatrice.


  Tyra tried, but Jessa's mental chains wrapped tight, and formed themselves into an impenetrable shield. Not only had Jessa somehow trapped her, she had also severed her from all her puppets.


  She was caught and sentenced to live and die inside her nemesis.


  Cockatrice's body let out a primal scream as the horror of their shared doom struck the two minds within.


  Then, the world seemed to be devoured by flames, and the museum crashed down around them.


  * * * *


  [November 16, AFTERMATH]


  "I should have been in control of myself," said Scorch, covering his face with his hands. There was little left to the museum besides rubble and ash.


  "The important part was that we survived the conflagration, with minimum casualties," consoled Ymir. "It could have been much worse." He was right. Fadeaway and Scry were still phased when the fireball hit. C.J.'s powers saved her, naturally, but the falling debris and the bullet that hit her in the shoulder almost killed her. Ymir's ice powers negated the blasts of fire, and saved Burnout's puppets from mortal injury. Peregryn managed to drag Rasputin to shore. There were civilian deaths, to be sure...but the important fact remained that Mr. Strings no longer ran rampant.


  "But at what cost?" asked Scorch. "Light Errant and Cockatrice are either dead or escaped, and it's still my fault." And I watched myself kill my best friend, my beloved's brother, he thought to himself. "But looks like I'm going to have to hook up with Lightfoot...Doublecross SO needs killing. And his Light Errant."


  "How's C.J. doing?" Scry asked Peregryn, as he lowered himself back down to earth. "And Rasputin?"


  "Alive, which is fortunate...considering." Peregryn looked Scry in the eye. "The whole city's suffering from partial amnesia. Same reports from elsewhere. It seems that when Strings was yanked out of their minds, he took a part of them with him. Rasputin doesn't remember his own name, or EUROPA at all. I'm not sure about C.J. She could have suffered the most...we'll know once she's out of intensive care. Luckily, the doctors here retained their medical training. We can expect to discover who was under Strings' influence by this worldwide amnesia. Lana will stay with her, while we sort out the mess here."


  "You blame me?" asked Scry.


  Howard shrugged. "My power, your will. We both have much blame to bear. Sometimes we do things for the greater good, even if it means collateral damage."


  Jessa knew what he wanted to discuss. "We both have secrets, Peregryn. I have yours, and you have mine."


  "And we can destroy each other with those secrets."


  Jessa nodded. "If they find your cache of artifacts...."


  "Or if you insist on continuing your vigilante actions with someone who should know better...."


  They both nodded, simultaneously. "I suggest we make a deal. If either of us goes rogue, only then do we use each other's secrets to take the other down. Agreed?" asked Jessa.


  "Agreed."


  Jessa didn't know if Peregryn was telling the truth. She had expended all her power to bind her sister's mental imprint to Cockatrice, and Peregryn knew she was powerless.


  "One more thing, Howard. Warn ASH that if Cockatrice still lives, so does Strings, though his strings are cut. It's a trade-off: either Strings runs amok, or he's sealed and SHIELDED FROM ALL MENTAL POWERS. He's like psi-Anchor now." She grit her teeth. "Only Cockatrice's death will eliminate Tyra forever."


  * * * *


  [Nov 18 - Berlin]


  Petra stood with a grey-skinned, flame-haired woman in front of a mirror. Aside for the fact of her coloring and her temporary blindness, the woman would be a dead ringer for Cockatrice.


  "Trust me, Trish. You'll grow into this look."


  "Don't call me Trish," hummed the woman. But then she spoke in a slightly lower voice. "Nor call me Tyra."


  Schizoid bitch, thought Petra. But she kept her thought to herself. "What should I call you two, then? How should Berlin and the world come to know you?"


  The woman smiled, and sang perfectly on key. Petra learned a few days ago that singing meant the two minds had made a compromise, for a shared voice. "We will soon regain our dead-killing eye, and we will be Burnout forevermore."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Sultry grows envious of Scorch and Juliana's impeding marriage, and presses Triton for a wedding of the century! Her demands can lead to nothing but trouble, CSV-style. It also means the chance of a lifetime for ace reporter Robert Coulter to cover the blessed event...but at what cost?


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


  Author's Notes:


  This arc was a long time coming. At one stage I was going to write the story to span 28 days in the lives of twenty-eight women in Manhattan, ranging from Rani Chavez to Sister Christian. But that got too ambitious as we planned the Pyramid Scheme, to fit into the continuity at the time. :) Maybe I'll keep a few of those snippets of plot for future issues.


  If you haven't checked out the ASH site recently, you should look up the desktop pattern for Triton that one of our fans made up. I was impressed and now have a brand new desktop picture for my computer!


  Editor's Note:


  That fan, Wil Alambre, may be writing for the ASH universe soon, and has already put out a few installments of Marlo Vivo, a series set in a universe of his own creation, on rec.arts.comics.creative.
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