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  COHERENT SUPER-STORIES


  An ASHistory Series


  



  An "reprint" series along the lines of Marvel Triple Action, although the stories are actually new. Meant to cover stories from the 20th Century, although the main focus will be on characters active in the Second Heroic Age. Written by Dave Van Domelen, contains various stylistic experiments attempting to evoke aspects of older comics.



  



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


  #1 - Taking Flight


  The cover looks like a Marvel comic from the early 1970s, and is slightly worn around the edges. In the center of the cover is a silhouetted human figure with dragonfly wings and a vaguely machanical tail, but almost all details are blotted out in shadow. A red question mark is superimposed over the face. The cover copy demands to know, "WHO IS...DRAGONFLY?"


  



  COHERENT



  SUPER STORIES #1 - Taking Flight


  Featuring Dragonfly


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen


  ____________________________________________________________________________


  [July 4, 1976 - Washington D.C.]


  "The United States of America has had two hundred years of existence, but that ends now!" a heavily armored figure shouts from the base of the Washington Monument as camera drones whirr around him, capturing every nuance of the scene. "Today starts the rule of the machine, so swears ANTIOCHUS V! Now go, my steel and silicon children! Raze this city to the ground that I may build my own capital upon its ashes!"


  "Not so fast!" cries Dragonfly as he swoops in on buzzing memory plastic wings. The technological wizard who cracked the secrets of gravity itself flies in, carrying none other than his occasional foe, the supervillain the papers call Powerhouse!


  "America may have given me a raw deal," Powerhouse snarls as he drops among the robotic minions of Antiochus V, his ebony fists changing to diamond and lashing out to crush their bodies, "but that doesn't mean I'm letting some tin-plated turkey serve the country up well done!"


  Flying in behind Dragonfly are a quartet of the finest heroes the country has left to offer in these jaded times: Ladyhawke, whose wits are as sharp as her metal wings; Fantom, the man who made himself half a ghost thanks to his forbidden science; Delta Rose, gentle as the dawn and fierce as a desert noon; and Weapons Master, trained in the exotic fighting arts of the East!


  "Looks like a job for my shock-chuks!" Weapons Master announces, deactivating his jump belt and pulling a pair of charged rods from his hip. Only his insulated gloves keep him from tasting the electrical justice he serves up to the closest robot, sending it into a spasm of short-circuited destruction!


  Firing bolt after bolt of intense pink laser light, Delta Rose glides over the Mall, strafing the leading edge of the robotic horde and keeping it penned in. "This is a piece of pie, guys! No laserproofing!"


  "Cake, Rose, not pie" Ladyhawke smirks, enjoying some private joke. Then she swoops into the massed ranks of automata, the incredibly thin metal of her wings slicing through limbs and torsos like a chainsaw through butter!


  For his part, the mysterious Fantom remains silent, as is his wont. His disturbing appearance has no effect on robots that know no fear, but the ghostly bullets from his twin Colt 1911's pass partly into their bodies before becoming solid once more and ricocheting around their innards. They may not fear death, but he will give it to them nonetheless!


  "Organic fools!" Antiochus V shouts. "Given time, you may be able to turn the tide, but time is not a luxury I intend to give you! Technology may be your tool, but it is my very ESSENCE, and it is time to strip that tool from you!"


  Energy crackles briefly around the crudely armored bulk of the megalomaniac machine, and then RELEASES in a rushing WAVE of destruction! All technology not specially shielded by means known only to Antiochus V ceases to function!


  "Uh, guys?" Weapons Master mutters as his shock-chuks bounce harmlessly off a robot. "Unless my sword can cut these tin cans open, I may be in trouble!"


  "Speak for yourself," Powerhouse sneers. "Nothin' but mechanical relays and alchemical formulae in my rig," he boasts, pushing a button on his harness that causes his free hand to drip with metal-eating acid.


  Up in the air, Dragonfly's wings droop, and the thin foil of Ladyhawke's razor-sharp feathers crumples like paper.


  "I've got you!" Delta Rose shouts.


  "No, get Fantom out of there!" Dragonfly orders, somehow still suspended in mid-air. "Je...Ladyhawke, clear the other two out too, time to ditch subtlety!"


  "You got it, 'darling,'" Ladyhawke winks, tearing the useless wings off and nearly vanishing from sight. A shadow in the shape of a woman swoops down to pluck Weapons Master and Powerhouse out of the melee while a shocked Delta Rose goes to help the powerless Fantom.


  "What insanity is this?" Antiochus V demands. "There is no electrical response from your suits! My sensors never lie!"


  "But they don't always know the whole truth, either," Dragonfly chuckles, unconcerned that his stabilizer tail is drooping uselessly behind him, emitting a thin trail of smoke from the damaged laser array in its tip. "None of this was supposed to happen, and I'm putting a stop to it right now," he adds cryptically.


  Dragonfly detaches a pod from his belt, noting that his allies are now all clear of the area filled by Antiochus V and his progeny. "GRAVITY BOMB!" he shouts, throwing the pod to the ground.


  And suddenly the air itself seems to become heavy. The robots buckle, the soil compacts, and the Reflecting Pool cracks in a thousand places.


  "NO!" Antiochus V shouts. "No one on Earth has such power! This is a trick! An illusion of some sort! You're...skkkk...deceiving my...bzzzz... sens...ors...qrrk!"


  "You should've stayed in hiding, robot. You might have lived longer," Dragonfly says grimly as the Mall gains a thick layer of smashed metal and plastic and the last of Antiochus V's camera drones dies.


  Confused, gentle reader? How can Dragonfly and Ladyhawke still be flying, after their antigravity harnesses were destroyed? Well, to me, that wasn't the really odd thing. To me, seeing Dragonfly in action at all was strange...because I'm Dragonfly, and I'm watching this whole affair on television from my hidden lab, confined to a wheelchair. Well, I had been watching it, before the camera drones were crushed.


  Maybe you're just unfamiliar with the whole thing, though. Sure, you must have heard of Antiochus V, but perhaps you don't know about me. Let me tell you a story about my brief superheroic career. It begins and ends with Antiochus V....


  * * * *


  [November 12, 1971 - East Lansing, Michigan]


  I hadn't felt so beaten and bruised since my thesis defense, and most of *that* damage had been emotional, not physical. Of course, Mr. I'm With The Government, I'm Here To Help wasn't going to let me escape the day emotionally unbruised either, it was starting to look. If nothing else, my headache was going to get worse.


  "Doctor Robert Baines, if the paramedics are done checking you over, we need to talk. In private," the agent urged. "Miss Corrigan should be present as well."


  "Who are you, and where's your badge?" Amy countered. A bandage covered a cut over her left eye, but she'd otherwise gotten out of the situation in better shape than I had. She always seemed to have that knack, to the very end.


  "Agent Bennett Rush, Department of Super-Human Affairs," he answered, pulling out an official-looking ID.


  "Wait," I held up a hand. "Maybe it's the concussion LABRAT probably gave me, but I thought the DSHA was a purely military organization? I don't have any military funding here, it's purely civilian DoE stuff."


  Agent Rush shook his head. "You need to watch the news some, Doctor."


  "Professor," Amy interjected. I wasn't tenured yet, but Amy was clearly trying to grab the posturing high ground on my behalf.


  "Professor Baines, the DSHA has recently been split off from the Department of Defense," Rush continued, a hint of exasperation in his voice. "In light of recent upsurges of superhuman activity in New York City in addition to the San Francisco situation, it was decided that the government needed an independent group to oversee domestic superhumans as well as help monitor compliance with the Paranormal Warfare Treaty. Now, if the paramedics could leave us?"


  I nodded to the woman who was doublechecking some of my bruises. "I'll be fine. I'll come by the hospital later for X-Rays," I assured her. With a look of professional discourtesy to Rush, she and her partner packed up their gear and left.


  "Thank you. Now, before I go any further, Do...Professor Baines, I just want to verify a few things about you and Miss Corrigan," he flipped open a notepad and started reading off the facts of my life. "Your father, James Harrison Baines, was a construction brigade corporal in the Pacific Theater of Operations in World War Two. He met your mother in Manila, and like a lot of soldiers, brought home a war bride. You were born in '46, and the three of you moved around quite a bit before settling down in Seattle in '54. Some problems with racism kept you on the road, I believe? Anyway, Seattle was a good fit, and you finished growing up there, going to University of Washington for your degrees in Physics. After a brief research fellowship in Batavia, you got an Assistant Professorship here at Michigan State. You come up for tenure in a year and a half, and your publication record suggests you'll get it."


  I nodded, confirming the sketch of my life story. After all, I had no idea at the time that my father had been more than just a SeaBee, and Rush saw no need to fill me in at the time. I didn't blink at the fact he had all that information...I'd needed to get a security clearance for my grant, so the government had all the relevant and irrelevant details.


  "Amy Corrigan, born and raised here in Michigan, just outside Alma. Medaled in state high school gymnastics twice, despite being rather tall for a gymnast. Got your pre-med biology degree here at Michigan State, where you met Professor Baines. Currently working as an unpaid research assistant, as well as part-timing at a local clinic while you decide whether you want to go to med school."


  "Oh, I think I've decided to put that off for a while, be sure to add that to your notes," Amy smirked.


  "Thank you," he scribbled the addition, either missing the sarcasm or choosing to ignore it. "Now, as I mentioned, the DSHA now has domestic authority to investigate any situations involving superhumans, not just those involving the military."


  "Fine, but I'm not a superhuman any more than I'm a military man," I protested. "My research has been veering into 'pseudoscience' lately, I'll admit, but...oh, this is about Doctor King, isn't it?"


  Rush nodded. "He's started calling himself the Freemason lately, and using robots to commit various crimes. Your little incident here involved one of his prototypes, and it may have activated according to some hidden directive of his. What can you tell me about it?"


  I sighed, trying to collect my thoughts. "Okay, LABRAT was part of the junk in this room when I took the job here at Michigan State. No one else could get any of Dr. King's stuff to work after he was fired for...well, I'm sure you know more about that incident than I do. Anyway, as low man on the totem pole, I got stuck with the lab, and in my spare time I've been seeing if I could get any of this to work. LABRAT was one of the first things I got functioning, and since I don't have any grad students to do my scutwork yet, it was a big help keeping the place clean and running some of the more tedious parts of my research."


  "I've seen the images, the robot is humanoid. Why do you call it labrat?" Rush asked.


  I shook my head. "It's an acronym for something. Stencilled on the inside of its chest access panel. There wasn't any documentation or anything, but I think at least one of the A's stands for anthropoform."


  "I'm partial to Loveable Anthropoform Bio-emulating Robotic Adaptation Testbed myself," Amy pitched in. "But we have a whole list of guesses we made up one night. Some of them get pretty rude, though, we were drunk."


  "I'm sure," Rush didn't spare Amy a second glance. "Were there any hints prior to today regarding its sentience?"


  I shrugged. "Well, it was clearly meant to be sentient from the start, but in the way a dog or a cat might be. Able to recognize its environment and itself separate from that environment, respond to stimuli, that sort of thing. AI isn't really my field, I just got its powerpack to work and it turned itself on from there. But the whole 'renaming itself Antiochus V and proclaiming itself the vanguard of Earth's new dominant lifeform' thing? No, that was a total surprise. It beat me and Amy up, and left. I hear it dismantled the Spartan statue on its way off campus and wrapped pieces of the bronze around itself as armor...weird."


  "Did it take any of the other abandoned technology you...inherited from Samuel King?"


  I shook my head. "I don't think so. I haven't had time to do a careful inventory, and it's possible it was slowly stealing stuff over the course of the semester and replacing it with fakes, but I keep pretty careful track of it. Part of my AEC license requires some really obsessive recordkeeping. And before you ask, both of the miniature nuclear power packs are still here. That was the first thing I checked once I came to, even before I called the paramedics and police. All our fuel rods are still here too. LABRAT ran on batteries, I guess it didn't feel like trying to upgrade itself that seriously yet."


  "What, exactly, *do* you need miniature nuclear power plants for?"


  "The flight harness," Amy explained, striking a modeling pose. "I was testing one out when LABRAT went nuts. You need a lot of power to counter the force of gravity."


  Agent Rush got a thoughtful look on his face. "Indeed you do. Well, I need to go talk to some of the other witnesses, we think Antiochus V might be headed for Detroit. But I'll be back...if nothing else, I think your experiments might end up under DSHA jurisdiction. Or you yourself will. It's starting to look like people who can make weird science work are actually superhumans."


  And you know what? He was right.


  * * * *


  [November 19, 1971 - Near Meridian, Michigan]


  "Now, be really careful," I said for what must have been the tenth time that afternoon. "My AEC license doesn't, strictly speaking, let me take the nukes outside the lab."


  "Ha. I'll be fine. All-State uneven bars gold and rings silver, remember? You're the klutz here. And you took the flimsy plastic wings, to boot!" Amy smirked.


  November in Michigan is cold enough that we had an excuse to be all bundled up in football padding under our clothes, but once we put on the bulky harnesses over our coats it'd be unmistakable that we weren't just some late season hikers. Amy had a set of wings made from thin metal foil stiffened by magnetic fields...potentially much more maneuverable, but also presenting more hazards in the event of an accident. My wings were made of memory plastic, but controlled by a computer system to hopefully keep me stable despite my much lesser athletic abilities. And we both had harnesses that contained my gravity nullifier. It would make us weightless and even allow some propulsion via localized redirection of...well, let's just say they did most of the work. The wings were for guidance. In Amy's case, if this all went the way we were thinking it might, they'd also be weapons.


  "Okay, everything set?" I asked.


  "Five green, no red," she looked at the lights mounted on her wristband. "Deploying wings, so stand back!" she warned, pressing a button on the wristband. Like those party streamer things, sheets of metal unrolled form her backpack, stiffening into gleaming, razor-thin wings. The leading edges clamped onto her armbands. "I'm go for takeoff."


  "All green here," I responded, pressing a control on my belt. My own wings unfurled, smaller than hers, and made of a shimmering translucent substance. Each of the four was connected to an actuator that could flap it back and forth or tilt it as needed. "Go with antigravity!"


  Flying for the first time was like having sex for the first time. Awkward, uncertain, potentially embarrassing as hell...but there's *nothing* like it. And, like sex, it was something Amy and I now shared.


  Within moments, she was swooping and diving like she'd been born a bird. Me? I was struggling not to slam headfirst into a tree...but it was still amazing. I'd flown on wires once in high school, during a production of Peter Pan (so sue me, I've always looked young for my age, so I got to play Peter). But this was nothing like that. In the play, the harness had pulled up on me, and it was uncomfortable as hell. But the antigravity system wasn't carrying me like a wire, it was surrounding me in a field. It was like swimming in air, I was buoyed up all over. Literally, in fact, come to think of it. Fortunately, the field wasn't 100% efficient, or we might have shot up into the sky like a kid's balloon.


  That...was an unpleasant thought. I hadn't even considered buoyancy before that moment, it could have been a fatal omission. I made a mental note to add a control to the system to let me gradually increase weight, just in case.


  After I figured out how to steer this damned thing!


  * * * *


  [December 2, 1971 - East Lansing, Michigan]


  "What's that?" Amy asked as she entered the room.


  I flipped up the welding mask and made sure the arc was turned off. "My solution to the control problem, at least for now."


  "You're adding a tail?" she sounded dubious.


  "Yep. It's all about conservation of angular momentum. And it helps the dragonfly motif the wings give the outfit."


  "Pretend I'm a pre-med who hasn't taken physics in a few years, Bobby. Just because I date you doesn't mean I pick this all up by osmosis."


  "Oswhatsis? Okay, have you ever tripped and as you started to fall, waved your arms around in a circle to try to keep from falling?"


  Amy shot me one of Those Looks. "Not lately. You're the one who has all the grace of a pregnant waterbuffalo."


  "Fine, um...okay, when you do a dismount. You don't just land straight, right? You'd pivot around your feet and fall over. You move the rest of your body around to prevent that."


  "Okay..." she replied in a tone that suggested my metaphor wasn't quite right, but that she was willing to humor me.


  "Well, that's angular momentum. Something that's spinning or set spinning will tend to keep spinning. But you can move the spinnyness into just part of your body, giving you time to reposition yourself. If your arms are pinwheeling, your body doesn't have to move. Anyway, I found this robot tentacle thing in Dr. King's gear, and set it up with a gyroscope to sense when I start to spin too hard one way. It'll react by thrashing that way, helping me keep my balance. It also means I can't maneuver very tightly on purpose either, but once I'm not a hopeless newbie I can always turn it off. Oh, and it has a laser in it, too!"


  "Boys and their toys," Amy smirked. "So, I take it your codename is gonna be Dragonfly?"


  "I guess so. I've got some ideas for an optics array that'll give me all-around vision, but I'll settle for regular goggles and a ski mask for now. What about you?"


  "Well, I'm thinking some sort of bird of prey, like Falcon or Hawkwoman or Peregrine. I've got a feathered leotard in my closet from a few Halloweens ago that I can use, and I can wear it over some longjohns while it's cold like this."


  "Ah, my fine lady hawk. Do hawks eat dragonflies?"


  "I will resist that straight line," Amy frowned. "Hm. Lady hawk. A little more zing than hawk lady or hawk woman."


  "Throw an 'e' on the end and you can even trademark it," I grinned.


  "Actually, that's not a bad idea," she replied, her expression turned serious. "I mean, if we end up doing this superhero thing long term, and not just long enough to track down Antiochus V, there's merchandising to consider. License our likenesses out, help pay for the hospital bills we'll probably be racking up."


  "It'd be kinda hard to keep a secret identity and still do that, though," I pointed out.


  "Well, given that Agent Rush'll probably have us figured out the moment we show up in the papers, maybe we should ask him to be our other kind of agent?"


  * * * *


  [December 3, 1971 - Detroit, Michigan]


  Really, I didn't plan to take the suits into real action so soon after finally figuring out my stability problem. But when the evening news mentioned a bronze figure spotted by security guards at several Detroit area auto plants...well, we had to at least go check it out in person. And the flight over from Lansing to Detroit helped me work out some of the kinks.


  "Anything on police band yet?" Amy shouted over the wind. Some sort of helmet radios were definitely on the upgrade list. Along with warmer underwear...wind chill from flying a hundred miles an hour was brutal.


  "Nothing robot-related, no," I adjusted the headset. I'd spliced the antenna leads into my tail for now, its length made for a good receiver. Besides, I'd checked out real dragonflies at the insect museum on campus, and they really didn't have noticeable antennae, being sight hunters. "Wait, something coming in about a mechanical man at Quality Motors on the north side!"


  "Time for action, then!" Amy shouted in anticipation, banking north. We'd spent the afternoon poring over aerial maps of Detroit, familiarizing themselves with all the auto plants, since they seemed likely targets for Antiochus V in his hunt for body upgrades. In all the years of my career, I never did manage to get a map display for my helmet working, so we both had to get very good at mapreading and memorization. At least I installed compasses for us both after that time we got lost over Lake Michigan in 1973.


  Within a few minutes, we were diving low over the Quality Motors plant. We could hear police sirens in the distance, but the police wouldn't be there for at least another minute or so.


  "He's grown," Amy commented as we got close enough to see the glistening bronze figure striding across the half-empty parking lot. The plant had cut way back on third shift activities lately, what with the price of gas going up and Japanese cars taking a bite out of the market. "And he's shinier than the Spartan statue ever was."


  "I don't think that's him, unless he's changed his mind and switched from the whole Maccabees angle to an Egyptian motif. That looks like one of the bird-headed gods they had," I mused.


  "You're right," Amy nodded. "Anyway, he may be too shiny for your laser to be a good idea, let me take first shot."


  "Be my guest," I tried to bow in mid-air, an effect ruined by my tail thrashing me back upright.


  We'd agreed that her athleticism made her better suited for in-close fighting than I was, especially given the sharpness of her wings. So, as much as it tore at my heart to see her dive into danger, I knew that was the tactic that'd work best for her.


  For a horrible moment I thought she'd simply smash into the ground, but she pulled out at the last instant and swept along just above the roofs of the parked cars. Her right wing bit deep into the robot's thigh, and it started to topple in a shower of sparks and steam. However, it hadn't been a clean cut, and Amy...Ladyhawke...tumbled out of control, slamming into a chainlink fence as her right wing twisted up upon itself. Even though we both knew from experience that the antigravity fields generated by our harnesses made impacts far less damaging, my heart still caught in my throat until I saw her stand and shake her wing back into shape.


  Meanwhile, the robot was trying to get back up on its one undamaged leg, while also struggling to hold onto a safe that it had apparently ripped out of a wall. Too small to contain any sort of components, it must have had blueprints or other valuable information inside.


  Turning my tail laser on at low power, I pointed the beam until it rested on the robot's wrist. Then I triggered a pulse at full power, and was satisfied to see the hand fly apart as the beam found something vulnerable and the superheated plasma created by the laser striking it generated a miniature explosion. The safe fell to the blacktop with a dull clunk.


  "I hope your maker was into anthropomorphism," Amy muttered as she landed next to the struggling robot and hacked at its neck with her left wing. The head dropped off in a shower of sparks, and the robot ceased its struggles.


  "I think this is the work of the Clockwork Ibis," Amy said as I landed next to her. "One of the Tinker Ten out in San Francisco. Maybe he's bored with tangling with Brightsword and wants to try out greener pastures?"


  "That's the first time I've heard Detroit described as greener than anything," I chuckled. "But if he's thinking there's no superheroes here, he's about to be very disappointed."


  Carefully guiding the beam, I etched out a message for the police on the breastplate of the robot.


  NOTICE TO SUPERVILLAINS: DETROIT HAS PROTECTORS - DRAGONFLY AND LADYHAWKE


  Then we took to the air just as the parking lot filled with flashing red and blue police lights.


  * * * *


  [December 4, 1971 - Okemos, Michigan]


  The flight harnesses were carefully hung in the closet. The costumes less carefully so. The long underwear was just scattered about the bedroom. God only knew where Amy's bra had gotten to.


  "You know, I thought I'd be too tired to do anything after that fight and the flight, but I was wrong," I sighed as Amy snuggled up against me.


  "So little self-knowledge," she purred. "I knew exactly how wrong you'd be, and I was looking forward to it. And I predict you'll be ready for another go-round in a few minutes."


  "Oh? And on what evidence does the mighty hero Ladyhawke make that prediction?" I arched an eyebrow.


  She just grinned and ducked below the covers.


  Life was good.


  If only it could have lasted forever.


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


  Next Issue:


  It's the height of the Second Heroic Age, as Detroit becomes the newest locus of superhuman activity! In "The View From Here," Dragonfly and Ladyhawke meet new heroes, new villains, and experience everything their new lives have to offer! Be here for Coherent Super Stories #2!


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


  Author's Notes:


  The series title, Coherent Super Stories, was inspired by a suggestion Marc Singer made. The 1970s saw a number of reprint titles crop up, such as Marvel Triple Action, so I figured I'd take a cue from those with this series. Coherent Super Stories isn't actually reprints, of course...that wouldn't really make sense given the fact that all issues of all titles are perpetually "in print" anyway. Rather, I'm going to use it as an umbrella title for ASHistory stuff that I don't think would fit better in Time Capsules. "Reprints" in the sense of "stories from the ago-time" I suppose. Fleshing out the backstory of the ASH Universe.


  So, to kick off CSS, I've mined some of my unused old character ideas (something I call "applied nostalgia") and spruced up some that have been mentioned in the setting already. In the notes sections of each issue I'll cover the "out of story" backgrounds of some of the characters seen in CSS, and once the arc is over I'll be posting the sourcebook I put together to help me in writing.


  But first, the usual "explain things that would be too awkward to explain in the story" endnotes. :)


  The DoE is the Department of Energy, and the AEC is the now-defunct Atomic Energy Commission, replaced in 1974 by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. In the real world, the AEC came under a lot of fire for inefficiency, corruption and so forth, hence the changeover. In the ASH universe, things like letting people play with portable nuclear power plants added to the arguments for reform.


  Quality Motors is a fictional company, we'll be meeting its owner next issue. The Clockwork Ibis, the Tinker Ten, and Brightsword will all show up eventually either here or in LL&DD, but for now just consider it part of the breadth of the ASH Universe.


  Origins Part 1: Dragonfly, Ladyhawke, Antiochus V, Bennett Rush.


  Dragonfly and Ladyhawke are both fairly old characters of mine, especially if you look at Ladyhawke as a design evolution of Razorhawk. Antiochus V doesn't go back as far, being a relative youngster with a creation date of 1993. Bennett Rush actually comes from a spies RPG in high school, but went through several iterations of "secret betrayer".


  Dragonfly was a member of my second incarnation of the Pantheon of Super- Heroes in 1984, created using the Marvel Super-Heroes rules. He had a winged costume with a bug-eyed helmet (and mandibles!), plus carried a polearm that had blades shaped like a dragonfly's wings. His tail was a Doctor Octopus arm ripoff, and he had a big DF on his chest. His wings helped him fly, but he was all about the antigravity tech. Antigrav in the suit, antigrav in the polearm (to counter what I knew was a horribly unwieldy design even at 14 years old), Wingless Wizard ripoff antigrav discs he could attach to foes, etc. He didn't make it into the 1986 revision of the team, and I only ever drew him twice: a solo shot (with one of my earliest attempts at putting a background in a picture) and the team pic. However, his presence "infected" much of the team, as he was the excuse to give antigrav gadgets to loads of other characters who otherwise wouldn't have a reason to have 'em. Yes, even at age 14 I realized the absurdity of the "Iron Man doesn't make tech for all the Avengers" premise (mind you, he actually does kit out a lot of them with at least some stuff...gimmick arrows, image inducers, communicators, etc.).


  Razorhawk was a design worked out in Champions around 1986. The basic Razorhawk powerset was applied to Ladyhawke as an NPC in my original Academy of Super-Heroes Champions campaign in 1988-91, and she was the mother of one of the teen hero PCs, Rad. Back then, she had originally fought against the early versions of Mechanon in the 1970s, so it made sense to revise that to be Antiochus V. Anyway, the Razorhawk/Ladyhawke suit used a compact power source in the small of the back (a neutrino sieve for Razorhawk, a nuke for Ladyhawke) to power both antigrav systems and memory metal foil wings that could roll up and store in the back when not in use, but were bulletproof and could slice through armor plate when active. And yes, I took the name Ladyhawke from the 1985 Matthew Broderick movie. I suppose Amy gets to sue the studio later on. ;)


  Antiochus V, for his part, was first introduced into my ongoing worldbuilding as a Megatron analogue in my RoboMACs 2163 setting in 1993, but I also made a version for my Raiders campaign, who I decided had been a villain in the 1970s but had been in hiding since then, rebuilding himself in an organic form. He's also the only major 1990s ASH villain who I haven't brought back in the 2020s in some form, having decided that Tymythy Twystyd and the other Raiders destroyed him pretty thoroughly in 1994. But every universe needs at least one megalomaniacal robot intent on replacing humanity with robots, and he's mine. I essentially distilled out one aspect of Ultron's long and messy history and ran with it. The name was inspired by Peter David's "Doc Samson explains Hannukah" story, in which Antiochus IV (the heavy in the Hannukah story) is portrayed by Ultron VII. His LABRAT identity was new for this series.


  Bennett Rush has a weirder pedigree than most, and is going to take a bit more verbiage. Back in high school, I gamed with a bunch of college students, and one of them worked in a billing department. So he started saving the names on billing stubs instead of recycling the paper, resulting in a big bag of random names of real people in town. When we needed a random name, we reached into the bag. Bennett Rush turned up as a PC in a spy game, but I thought the name was so cool I decided to recycle it later. Fast forward to college, where one of the players in my ASH Champions game had an DNPC scientist who built her supersuit. I gave him the name Bennett Rush, and immediately decided that he was *really* a Hunted. He was using the cybernetic controls of the suit to use her to commit crimes on the side, assembling the tech he needed to become Doublecross! Doublecross himself had evolved separately in high school, when I designed a character who had Multiform via powered armor...the suit transformed, and with it the personality of the wearer. The heroic Force-1 and the villainous Doublecross. So, Bennett Rush the spy plus Doublecross the "technology testbed" merged into a villain with significant personal importance for the PCs. Now move on to the Raiders campaign in grad school, where I was recycling various ASH things, but stripping out the Champions-owned stuff. I was casting about for a name for the team's DSHA liaison, and grabbed the name Bennett Rush. Realizing what I'd done, I decided to run with it. After all, nothing said I had to use all of the ASH stuff as-is, even the parts I had made up. So now, upstanding federal employee Bennett Rush was also the techno-villain Doublecross, using his day job to the advantage of his night job. I later came up with the background you'll see unfold in this series, where he went from earnest government agent to embittered traitor (although he doesn't actually become Doublecross until the 1980s).


  Other characters will be covered in the notes of future issues, as they become more relevant to the story. Some of them have histories as long as Dragonfly's (or longer), while others were made up either for this series or this is otherwise their first time used by me. And at least one has never been more than just a costume and a power set until now....


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


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


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


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


  #2 - The View From Here


  The cover shows Dragonfly and Ladyhawke fighting against a menagerie of foes, both human and robotic, and clearly looking like they're enjoying every minute of it. Dragonfly asks Ladyhawke, "What do you think of the odds?" She's replying, "Oh, they're not THAT odd."


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #2 - The View From Here



  Featuring Dragonfly
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  The next few years were a total blast. Amy and I got better at the whole superhero thing, I upgraded our gear several times, and we really made a name for ourselves. Of course, we ran into a lot of bad people too, sometimes at high speed in Amy's case....


  * * * *


  [March 13, 1972 - Detroit, Michigan]


  "Smoke," Ladyhawke said over the radio link.


  "I see it," I replied. I was still trying to get a decent police band scanner miniaturized enough to put in our helmets, but back then we had to just keep an eye out for trouble during our overflights of the big city. "I think that's a bank."


  "I think you're right...and someone's coming out into the back alleyway," she added. Her vision was better than mine, but I was working on some telescopic lenses for my own helmet.


  We dove down into the alley to see a muscular black man in a dark sweater and stocking cap carrying a number of bags out the back of the bank. Strange-colored smoke leaked out behind him, visible as it drifted into the glow of the streetlights.


  "Huh, I'd heard of banks with a night deposit window, but not a night withdrawal one," Ladyhawke said by way of announcing her presence as we both came into a hover.


  "We'll need to see your bankbook, sir," I added.


  "Do I look like a robot?" the man said, indignantly.


  "No, you look like a rather large bank robber," I replied, a bit taken aback.


  "Well, you just go find some robots to fight, then, honky. I'm just redistributin' some wealth here."


  "Could we be getting typecast?" Ladyhawke asked me in mock horror. "We really must talk to our agent," she smirked. We actually did have an agent, of sorts. Bennett Rush, of the Department of Super-Human Affairs, was assigned to our case. We still hadn't brought up the idea of having him represent us in a commercial sense at that point, though.


  "You do that," the burglar sneered. "Say, how high you think you are right now? Ten feet?"


  "Um, yeah?" I replied.


  "Good, you should survive the fall, then," he threw something at us, which burst into a cloud of that same strange smoke.


  "Gas!" Ladyhawke shouted, backwinging hard, both to get away from the cloud and to try to blow it away. I added my efforts, my smaller wings beating furiously. My helmet was closed, but offered no more protection against gas attacks than a motorcycle helmet back then. Fortunately, the prevailing wind was with us as well, and I only felt a little woozy from the one whiff we got.


  "Damn, that was my backup," the burglar sighed. "Hard way, then," he dropped the rest of the bags and pulled off his sweater, revealing an X-shaped harness with a strange contraption at the center of it. Pressing a combination of buttons on the center piece, he seemed to swell like a balloon inflating, his muscles getting larger and denser. "Just call me Powerhouse," he added as he jumped at me.


  I tried to drop under him, but he managed to snag one of my wings as he zoomed overhead, just enough to spin me around and send me crashing into a wall.


  My vision swam as I pulled up into the air to try to get some distance, but I could hear Ladyhawke grunting in pain as she kicked him and found it like kicking a brick wall. Later, she told me she probably could have used her wings against him and it wouldn't have mattered...but we'd agreed early on not to use those horrible slicing weapons against anything living unless there was no alternative.


  Clearing my head, I fired my tail laser at Powerhouse, and now it was his turn to make a pained sound.


  "Actually felt that," he snarled. "Still, I got the solution to a laser," he smiled, teeth white in the darkness. He pressed another combination of buttons on his harness, and suddenly his skin took on a mirrored sheen.


  "You're a bad reflection on your kind," Ladyhawke smirked as she flew around behind him and scooped up the moneybags. She almost crashsed under the additional mass, he'd been carrying quite a lot of cash, but the harness compensated in time and she zoomed skyward with the load.


  "Was that some kinda racist crack, lady?" Powerhouse shook his fist at the sky.


  "Well, you know us honkies," I tossed his own epithet back in his face. "I guess we should stick to robots, it's harder to hurt their feelings."


  Snarling, Powerhouse threw down another capsule, which exploded into a thick, billowing cloud of smoke. The wind cleared it away in seconds, but by that time he was nowhere to be seen. What could be seen, however, was a hole in the pavement, leading down into the storm sewers.


  "I hate it when they do that. Run into somewhere we can't fly," I sighed.


  Ladyhawke landed with the moneybags. "Maybe we should team up with someone who likes tunnels? One of those 'tunnel rat' guys coming home from Vietnam, perhaps?"


  "I don't think they really *liked* that job, dear. Come on, let's make sure the guard inside is okay...."


  * * * *


  [September 19, 1972 - Pontiac, Michigan]


  The shovel bit into the dirt, and I carefully turned over a bit of the pre-loosened soil in step with Ladyhawke and a few local politicians of note.


  "I hereby declare the construction of the Pontiac Metropolitan Stadium officially underway!" Governor Milliken proclaimed. "And let's do something about the mud while we're at it, eh?" he chuckled, stomping his foot on the slightly damp soil. An infamous incident with Tiger Stadium's muddy field had in part spurred the decision to build a new, domed stadium for Detroit's professional sports teams.


  One of the pieces of heavy construction equipment roared to life as if in answer to the applause. It seemed a little early for that to me, but maybe it took them a few minutes to warm up properly. "Should we move now?" I asked one of the PR flacks.


  "No, no, we still have some pictures to take," he replied, looking slightly irked.


  "What about him?" I jerked a thumb towards one of the bulldozers.


  "He's early," was the snipped reply. "Let me go talk to..."


  "HALT, FOUL INVADER!" a man in archaic-looking armor shouted as he pulled up to the edge of the crowd in a high-performance muscle car. His driver was a powerfully built man wearing kevlar body armor, a marked contrast to the skinny speaker in his Spanish helmet.


  The PR flack just about exploded. "Get your deluded self out of here, Quixote!" he shouted, completely forgetting about the bulldozer that was starting to move forward.


  "Oh, the infamous Don Quixote," Ladyhawke chuckled. "I was wondering when we'd run into him."


  "Well, we don't spend much time fighting imaginary giants disguised as windmills, so I guess our paths don't cross a whole lot," I replied, setting down my shovel. That bulldozer was starting to worry me, though, and I casually slipped a gravity nullifier from my belt. Not that it was really strong enough to affect the 'dozer, but I might need it to help me get some people out of the way.


  "Do not be fooled, Governor!" Don Quixote proclaimed as he leapt from the car, drawing a sword that seemed to shimmer with a light of its own. "Yon earth-mover is in fact an Earth *conqueror* in clever disguise!" he pointed the blade directly at the bulldozer. "The denizens of Dimension Z are attempting to use this joyous occasion to assassinate important figures, and that I will not stand idly by for!"


  "Now, folks, maybe we should pay attention to this fine hero's warning," Governor Milliken said, as one humoring a child. Everyone knew that Quixote was a loon, none of his disguised "giant invaders" had ever turned out to be anything but exactly what they looked for...but he had a rather sharp sword, and his assistant was known to pack heat. So it wasn't a great idea to mock him too openly.


  I stepped between Don Quixote and the governor. "Look, Don, put the pigsticker away and I'll help you look for this invader."


  Then the bulldozer gunned its engine and surged forward.


  "Scatter!" Quixote's driver shouted as he stepped out of the car, pulling out a heavy pistol. Ladyhawke scooped up two nearby dignitaries and flew them to safety, leaving the governor to me.


  In the confusion, Don Quixote jumped past everyone and landed atop the bulldozer, which I could now see had no driver! With a savage thrust of his sword, he brought a shower of sparks from the control panel, and the construction equipment ground to a halt.


  "Come, Sancho, our job here is done!" Quixote announced, dashing back to the car. With a roar of its turbocharged engine, the car turned and left. A few police cruisers that had been on hand turned on their sirens to give chase.


  I set the governor down.


  "That maniac!" he sputtered.


  "I'm not so sure he was wrong this time, your grace," I replied. "There wasn't anyone in the driver's seat. That bulldozer started up on its own. It might not be Quixote's 'Dimension Z' people behind it, but someone was certainly up to no good."


  "Maybe the Tinker Ten are back in town," Ladyhawke suggested. "They're not really into political crime, but they'll do just about anything if the price is right."


  "Quixote must've hired them to fake this up, so people would believe his crazy stories!" the PR flack was back.


  In the end, no one could find any evidence of control gear installed in the bulldozer, and it was written off as a mystery. Just another bit of weirdness in a weird age.


  * * * *


  [November 13, 1972 - Detroit, Michigan]


  "That's the last of the drones," Ladyhawke said as she sliced the modified assembly line robot into pieces with her wings. The factory was littered with partially finished combat drones, rushed into production overnight but not completed enough to really stand a chance in a fight.


  "I don't know how you tracked me down before my plans were ready, accursed carbonforms," Antiochus V sneered, "but one day your luck will run out. You must win every battle, but I need only be victorious a single time and your disgusting kind will be supplanted!"


  "Given how well we've done the past five times, LABRAT," I said, knowing how much it hated that old name, "it's going to be a long time before you get that one victory. Since you bothered to polish yourself up for me, looks like I get to try out a new toy instead of just lasering you again."


  "You'll find my new electrocoils more potent as well, and my defeated servants bought me sufficient time to fully charge them!" Antiochus V boasted. With that, it unleashed a torrent of electrical arcs that spread out over the entire factory.


  "WHOA!" Ladyhawke shouted, barely avoiding one of the larger bolts as she twisted through the air.


  "I was hoping you'd do that," I chuckled, pulling a somewhat bulky tube from my back. Pointing one end at the mad robot, I pushed the red button on the side, firing a curious projectile at Antiochus V.


  "What foolishness is this?" the robot exclaimed as the strange rod spanged into its armor. "Your toy has failed to even dent my plating, human!"


  "It's not meant to. I call it Ben Franklin's Folly...a super lightning rod. Allow me to demonstrate," I turned a dial on my belt, activating the device.


  Suddenly, all the arcing electricity focused its full fury on the rod magnetically clamped to Antiochus's chest.


  "My electrocoils! Must...deactivate! NO! I cannot!" Antiochus V screamed in shock. "Circuits are fused...EJECT!"


  With a great puff of smoke, Antiochus V's head launched from its shoulders atop a rocket motor that carried it through a skylight and out into the late autumn pre-dawn sky.


  "DOWN!" I shouted, diving behind a section of the assembly line. Ladyhawke followed suit, not even waiting for my warning. This was, after all, becoming something of a routine.


  As expected, Antiochus V's body detonated as powerful explosives ripped it into shrapnel, denying us any chance of analyzing the technology he was using to improve himself.


  "Damn," I said as I picked myself back up. "I was hoping the BFF would short that stuff out."


  "Well, there's always next time," Ladyhawke sighed.


  We both knew there would probably be a LOT of next times.


  * * * *


  [January 2, 1973 - Grand Rapids, Michigan]


  "Come one, come all, we offer only the finest merchandise from around the galaxy!" the four-armed pitchman shouted. His mouth didn't move in synch with the words, which clearly came out of a box hanging around his neck. Other than that, and the four arms, he looked more or less human. He had even dressed up as some sort of turn of the century carny barker, and the setup in front of his spaceship could only be described as circus-like. All around, people were looking at the strange and wondrous objects laid out for sale and trade. Offers of money were being refused, but occasional trades were being made. Some of the trades seemed rather odd, like one man who traded his tie-dyed t-shirt for a gizmo covered in blinking lights.


  I'd left Ladyhawke behind on this one...it seemed interesting, but we were following another lead on Antiochus V and decided it couldn't be left completely alone, so she was tracking that down.


  "Hello, mister...?" I stepped up to the barker and held out a hand for him to shake.


  "Greetings! My, aren't you a colorful one? How much for the headgear? Ah, but my manners...my name isn't pronounceable in your language," he tapped his voxbox with one of his left hands, "But you can call me Opens-New- Markets. I'm a traveling trader and explorer out here on the fringes of civilized space, and always glad to find new customers."


  After a long moment, I withdrew my hand when it was clear he wasn't going to take it. Something about him seemed wrong, but I couldn't put a finger on it. Maybe it was just his alienness. Or how he didn't seem *that* alien, actually. Like he was playing dress-up in some way.


  Not, really, that I could complain about people playing dress-up. Not in my line of "work".


  "So, where do you hail from?" I asked, keeping my tone as friendly and casual as I could.


  "Here and there," he smiled. "My people are from a planet around a star not visible from his hemisphere, and I don't actually know what you people call it, but I intend to find out soon! After all, it's hard to establish a good business relationship if people don't even know where I'm from, right?" he grinned widely, almost too widely. "So, I notice you have some antigravity tech, but it's not like anything I've seen before. Would you be willing to do a little trading of designs? I bet I could get you something a lot better than that light emitter in your tail. Love the tail, by the way. And here I thought this species had no fashion sense!"


  I was a bit taken aback at that. I must have been scanned as I approached, and Opens-New-Markets briefed on me somehow. Maybe a hidden earpiece. Maybe his native language wasn't even within my range of hearing, so he and his crew could just be talking out in the open and I'd never know.


  "Maybe later," I demurred. "Why Grand Rapids, though? There's certainly bigger cities, even nearby. Wouldn't they be better markets?"


  "Ah, you might think so, if you didn't have my experience with new worlds. No, you don't want the bigger cities, too much chance of encountering a hostile response. Common criminals, if nothing else, and some governments are a little protective of their larger population centers. Big enough so that word gets out, small enough to be friendly, that's my motto. Always the best..."


  He was cut off by a barrage of pink laser beams from the sky. None of them hit anything but the ground, but people started to scatter anyway.


  "I know what you are," a voice came from above. "And it's time to take this snake owl salesman operation off the planet!"


  Snake...owl? "Who's there?" I demanded, taking to the air as my wings unfurled from their compartments in my backpack. Still, Opens-New-Markets did feel a lot like a snake *oil* salesman, that was true.


  "You can call me Delta Rose," she replied, banking out of the Sun so that I could see her without squinting. She wore a pink and white bodysuit with a set of pink glider membranes that made me think of a flying squirrel. "And I'm here to give these guys the bum's steer!"


  "I think you mean bum's rush...and why?"


  "Isn't it obvious? They're fakes, frauds, queer as a two dollar bill!" she claimed. I instantly pegged her as something of a space cadet...it wouldn't be until much later that I'd know how right I was about that.


  "I object, officer! I'm a legitimate trader!" Opens-New-Markets shook both right fists in indignation.


  "Officer?" I said, mostly to myself.


  "Would a legit trader use a holoshroud?" she asked, firing one of her pink lasers very carefully at a spot on the grounded spaceship. Suddenly, the entire setting changed character. Most of the bunting and colorful decorations vanished. More importantly, the four-armed carny workers suddenly became four-armed hairy snakes! People who hadn't already run at Delta Rose's attack started to do so now, some shrieking in terror.


  "Damn it!" Opens-New-Markets cursed, his...beak?...working furiously. Huh, he *was* a snake owl salesman. "I'll file a complaint!"


  "Good luck with that," Delta Rose shot back.


  Within moments, the ship was all packed up and had taken off in a burst of plasma that baked the ground for yards in all directions. Fortunately, all the customers had fled pretty thoroughly by then, so no one was hurt.


  I motioned for Delta to come down and talk.


  "What was that all about?" I asked.


  "Oh, just some untrustworthy aliens trying to swindle the good people of Grand Rapids. Primitive artworks are really hot in the offworld markets right now, I hear, and I saw people giving up stuff at shamefully low prices."


  "Oh, you'r familiar with aliens?"


  "A bit," she admitted, an edge of vapidity in her voice that now started to feel like it might be faked.


  "Have you met Brightsword yet? Works out in San Francisco still, even though things have pretty much quieted down that way."


  "No, why should I have?"


  "Well, he got his powers from alien experimentation."


  "Oh, really?" she asked, the vapidity completely gone now.


  "Well, he says he did, anyway. But I don't have any reason to doubt his story. And his plasma torch isn't like any earthly technology I'm familiar with...and I'm pretty familiar with it, if I do say so myself."


  "Well, thanks for the heads-out! I'll try to talk to him, I might be able to shed some light on his situation. See you in the funny cars!" she added, then flew off.


  One of my odder days, to be sure.


  * * * *


  [February 28, 1973 - Ann Arbor, MI]


  "Odd, aren't haunted houses usually old Victorian things?" I asked.


  Walt chuckled. "Well, if you want the whole package, sure. But this place seems to be the real thing, even though it's post World War Two tract housing," he gestured to take in the modest ranch house. "I know you're into weird stuff, what with that pseudoscience you're getting into, so I figured you'd get a kick out of this place."


  Walt was right, but not just for reasons of my day job at Michigan State. Despite the public scorn heaped on him, I was really starting to think Don Quixote was onto something real, and had started tinkering with ideas I had for a sensor that could pick up interdimensional breaches. Of course, I hadn't encountered any verifiable breaches yet, so I had no idea if it'd work. Hence accepting Walt's invitation while at Ann Arbor for some day job stuff.


  "I noticed you brought some instrumentation," the gaunt physicist nodded at the satchel I was carrying.


  "Oh, just some gravity sensors. You said there were some poltergeist manifestations here?"


  "Yeah, it's why the house is up for sale. The couple living here got tired of things randomly moving around on their own. You think it could be a gravitational anomaly?" he asked.


  I shrugged. "Honestly? I have no idea. But gravity is my specialty, and as long as you have a hammer you might as well see if there's any nails around right?" I opened the bag and carefully extracted the scanner. It did detect gravitational anomalies, and might even pick up poltergeists in a pinch, but it was really calibrated for trying to find subtler differences than that. "Lemme get a baseline outside before we go in...okay, that should do it."


  "I told the realtor I might be able to figure out what was going on, so she gave me a key," Walt winked. "No need to point out that my field is solid state semiconductors, eh?"


  "Heh. How many of these little tours have you given already?"


  "Just two, but nothing really happened," Walt said with obvious disappointment.


  As we stepped across the threshold, my sensors started to jump. "Whoa. Something weird's going on in here. Let's stop moving for a second, just in case it's motion noise...no, still going str..."


  That's when the sensor flew from my hands and smashed to pieces against a wall.


  "Holy...!" Walt gasped, turning to the door.


  The door slammed shut before he could reach it. "It's stuck!" Walt shouted as he yanked at the handle.


  My first impulse was to put on my costume, but there were three problems with that idea.


  One, goodbye secret identity.


  Two, costume was in the car.


  Three, lasers might not be much use against ghosts.


  Before I could decide which window to try diving out, a sickly yellow- green cloud seemed to form in the middle of the living room, just off to my right. As it gathered together it seemed to be making the shape of a man, a man fighting unseen figures. I heard what sounded like a distant gunshot, and saw a bright flash from the end of one of the ghostly figure's arms.


  A table flew into the air, straight at the yellow ghost, who ducked under it and fired another shot from his phantom pistol.


  "What the heck is going on here?" Walt shouted, hammering at the windowpanes of the door to no effect.


  "Ghosts fighting other ghosts?" I ventured. The yellow ghost was coming into sharper focus, and I could just start ot make out faint outlines of the figures he was fighting as well. "Wait...I think I recognize the yellow one. One of the newer superheroes out of Boston, I forget the name."


  "call me fantom..." the wind seemed to whisper. "ghostworld criminals here. leave it to me."


  There was another flash of phantasmal gunfire, and suddenly Walt's hammering threw the door wide open, making him stumble through.


  Not waiting for an invitation, I followed him through.


  A few minutes passed as we just stood there, staring at the house, wondering if we should go back in or just run away as fast as we could. Eventually, I went back in to collect the wreckage of my sensor, and it was silent and still.


  "Okay, since when do ghosts use guns?" Walt asked, poking his head back into the house after me.


  "The Fantom does. That's with an f, not a ph," I replied. "Amy was telling me about him a few weeks ago...got his start up around Boston, but he's been sighted other places since. Made a suit that lets him pop between here and a place he calls the Ghostworld. Guess the poltergeists here were his baddies."


  "That means no more haunting?" Walt asked.


  "Assuming that a ghost bullet will kill a ghost criminal, I'd guess so. Unless the place gets haunted by the ghost of a ghost...."


  * * * *


  Of course, it wasn't all team-ups and fight scenes. There was one other important event in my life during those glory years...two events, if you count the fact that it happened once in civvies and once in costume....


  * * * *


  [June 16, 1973 - outside Alma, MI]


  "We're gathered here today to recognize the love between these two heroes, and their committment to share their lives," Lady Lawful addressed the small gathering. It was a beautiful late spring day, although I'll admit I didn't really spend much time looking at the scenery. Or the guests. Or anything but Amy, who wore a dazzling white variant of her usual costume, a gift from Flower Power (although I suspected that her husband, Union Label, had done the actual dressmaking...the man had a tough-guy right-winger reputation to maintain, but I knew he was the tailor of that couple).


  "Dragonfly and Ladyhawke asked me to preside over this ceremony because, and I quote, 'You're the closest thing our line of work has to an elder statesman.' If that's not a hint that I should be retiring, I don't know what is," she smirked, and polite laughter rippled through those gathered. Truth to tell, not a lot of the World War II-era heroes were even still alive anymore, much less semi-active as Lady Lawful was. She certainly didn't look like she was old enough to have been running around in costume in the 1940s. Or to have been drawing breath, for that matter.


  I spared a nervous glance behind me, something I could do without moving now that I'd finally built the all-around-vision system for my helmet. While we really didn't have a formal wedding party put together, a few of the usual roles had gotten filled by people simply deciding they wanted to do it. Flower Power, naturally, was the flower girl, and her powers had made sure that the garden we were assembled in looked as grand and lovely as possible. Brightsword had somehow decided he was giving the bride away...as the unofficial "father" of our generation of heroes, everyone decided he was entitled. His wife and child were also in attendance, wearing red domino masks to protect their identities...there's just something adorable about a baby in a domino mask.


  Don Quixote and his sidekick "Sancho" were playing at being ushers, and it was more or less fitting...the estate where we were holding the ceremony belonged to Alessandro Quixano, the man who ran Quality Motors and was secretly the "insane" Don. He'd confided in me in March, and I was more convinced than ever that he was really onto something, but he didn't seem to mind playing the buffoon in public for the time being. Oddly, while "Sancho" really was named Panzo, his first name was Joaquim. Coincidence seemed to follow supernormals around, it seemed.


  Jiang Sheng, son of the insidious Dr. Sheng, stood silently near the back of the group, having been invited by Brightsword. Delta Rose was present, actually wearing a really tacky pink bridesmaid dress that she told me she through was traditional for such things. And the Fantom rounded out the small collection of heroes, having finally contacted me directly some weeks after we first met. He was actually a pretty friendly guy when he didn't have his "avenging ghost" act on. Lady Lawful's husband had been invited, but had declined. I could see why...he was a pretty big name in Violation Physics, and it wouldn't be too hard to see past a mask if he were present...and there goes his wife's secret ID.


  "Now, this isn't a religious ceremony, or even a legally binding one, although I presume you two will get properly married before engaging in any hanky panky," Lady Lawful winked, drawing a few snickers, "just a celebration among friends and allies. Something to remind us that there's more to our lives than the battle against evil, that there's happiness to be found as well," she looked off into the distance, as if thinking of her own husband.


  "Do you, Ladyhawke, take this hero to be your partner in perpetuity, in life both exotic and mundane, during the good times and bad, accepting both his role as hero and the man behind the mask?"


  "I do," Amy nodded, the veil of feathers around her face rustling slightly in the wind.


  "Do you, Dragonfly, take this heroine to be your partner in perpetuity, in life both exotic and mundane, no matter what may befall, accepting both her role as hero and the woman under the cowl?"


  "I do," I replied. I don't think I've ever meant what I said more fully and fervently than I did then.


  "I now pronounce you a dedicated duo," Lady Lawful smiled. "And what love has brought together, may no supervillain, crazed robot or disaster rend asunder. I'd say here that you may now kiss the bride, but..." she nodded to indicate my full helmet.


  "Oh, I've got that covered," I smiled, touching a button on my belt. The lower front panels of the helmet peeled aside like hangar doors, exposing my mouth. "I may now kiss the bride," I added, lifting back Amy's veil.


  They told me afterwards that there had been fireworks.


  You bet your ass there were.


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


  Next Issue:


  An Age starts to come to a close, as Dragonfly and Ladyhawke run into "Turbulence" in Coherent Super-Stories #3!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, there's not much of a plot to this issue. It's meant to be a sort of survey of the high times of the Second Heroic Age. I promise more of an arc to next issue. :)


  Regarding the Powerhouse scene, the early 70s saw a lot of awkward attempts to deal with "relevant" issues like racism, with an emphasis on *awkward*. So I tried to capture that feel without being too offensive to modern sensibilities.


  I was originally going to set the second scene in Auburn Hills, but then I found that it didn't even exist by that name until the 1980s. While Wiki'ing around on the topic, I found that the Pontiac Silverdome groundbreaking happened during the right time period, so I shifted venues slightly. I have no idea if the governor was at the real groundbreaking ceremony, but the presence of superheroes would have likely drawn him out.


  Some etymology notes. PR flack dates to the 1930s, and space cadet to the 1950s, so both terms are available for use in the 1970s. I'm trying to be reasonably careful about slang...even if it wasn't something in common use then, I'd like to avoid too many complete anachronisms. ;)


  Inspired by doing this series, I went back and revamped the ASH Art Galleries, expanding on the Second Age and Third Age stuff. Plus, Joe Singleton's done some CSS-based pieces, and they're in the Fan Art section. http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/ to see it all!


  And now for another installment of Origins!


  Origins Part 2: Powerhouse, Don Quixote, Delta Rose, Fantom


  A bit broader spread of origins this time, given that one of these characters was thought up in 2007 and one in 1981!


  Powerhouse is, admittedly, a pretty often-used name. While I'm no longer entirely sure, though, I think mine was inspired by the Syfon Warrior of that name from the Nova comic in the 1970s. Not that I read those comics until 2006 when the Essential Nova came out, mind you, but the Official Handbook of the Marvel Universe had an entry on him. Powerhouse as a disaffected black man with a talent for chemistry and a chip on his shoulder came about during the original ASH campaign in college, however. Originally, it was just a drawing. I had a design idea I wanted to play with, and on a whim I made him an angry black man. Probably to further distinguish him from the Nova cast member, on reflection. Later, when I was helping Rad's player develop some backstory, I decided Powerhouse was actually a 1970s villain, whose daughter was now about Rad's age, and had inherited superpowers. So she needed a particularly durable boyfriend, and at her father's suggestion pursued Rad. :) Rad's mother? Ladyhawke. It was never established who his father was, Rad's dad having died when he was too young to remember. Will things play out that way in the new continuity? Time will tell....


  Don Quixote came out of a thread on Livejournal in spring 2007 where I asked people to come up with superhero updates for classic (and public domain) characters. One of my contributions was the good Don. I liked it so much I decided to use it at my earliest opportunity, which turned out to be CSS. As for the mysterious giants of Dimension Z, they got linked into some older backstory of mine, which I'll go into next issue.


  Delta Rose started out as a fraternity. Seriously. In my hometown, the small private Carroll College had four fraternity houses: Tau Kappa Epsilon, Phi Theta Pi, Beta Pi Epislon, and Delta Rho Upsilon (which ironically can transliterate as DRY...they were anything but!). Members of that last one were the Delta Rhos, which of course sounds like Delta Rose. I was musing on this point while walking to work one day in fall 1986 and thought it'd make a good name for a gliding superheroine. The core elements of the design have remained the same since my first drawing: non-symmetric pink triangle on the torso, short pink hair, pink glider cape connected at wrists and ankles. She didn't become an alien until the Raiders campaign, though, when I decided she was a member of the Galactic Warrior Corps (for the evolution of that concept, see http://www.dvandom.com/drawings/gwevol.html). When I started to firm up the setting in Academy, I decided she was active in the Second Heroic Age, but that she hadn't been generally known to be alien at the time.


  As an aside, the frats were shut down for a while at Carroll following both a nigh-stereotypical TKE drinking incident and also a case where the Phi Thetas and Delta Rhos shot bottle rockets at each other's houses and managed to set the attic of the Phi Theta house on fire. So energy attacks just go with being a Delta Rose. :)


  Fantom, originally called the Phantom, is one of the first nine superheroes I ever created in either 1981 or 1982, on a piece of lined paper I have since lost. His color scheme was determined by the fact my dad had a handful of markers in his desk, and the only ones I hadn't used yet were yellow and brown, so they got used on him and Galactic Warrior. Visually, he was a sort of simplified Iron Man, down to discs on his palms for some sort of ray blast, but his main power was the ability to become ghostly. I revamped him in 1984 with a slightly less gaudy color scheme (green and brown now), but I quickly got bored with what was essentially a ripoff of Iron Man with a name taken from Lee Falk's creation. While digging through old stuff in prep for CSS, I decided to revive him, with a tweaked name and simplified powers. Gone are the various Iron Man bits, leaving him just the phase suit and some relatively mundane weapons. He's intended to evoke the "superhero horror" stuff that flourished in the 1970s with the relaxing of the Comics Code Authority's stance on movie monsters. Prior to now, he never really had a personality, or even a name for the guy inside the suit (and you still don't know his name, but it'll come out in the sourcebook if not before).


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


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


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


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


  #3 - Turbulence


  Cover shows Dragonfly in a view from above. He's falling towards the city below, his wings tattered and his costume shredded. A few hawk feathers also swirl around near him, but Ladyhawke herself is nowhere to be seen.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #3 - Turbulence



  Featuring Dragonfly


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [May 12, 1974 - Detroit, MI]


  Even from where I was flying, I could hear something snap as the man in the green outfit was thrown against a wall by Graybar. A career criminal turned into living pigiron by the experiments of an unscrupulous prison doctor, Graybar had clearly only been annoyed by the sword I could see glinting from among the rubbish in the alleyway.


  And he was expressing his annoyance in the only way he knew to express anything...with his fists.


  "Everyone...has a weak spot!" I heard the man in green gasp as I dove towards the fight. He pulled out some sort of dagger-looking thing from out of a chop-socky movie and jammed it into Graybar's ear.


  The once and future inmate howled in pain and lashed out, but this time his opponent was actually able to evade the blow. Good thing, since when it connected with a nearby wall, it crushed a foot of cinderblock.


  "Some more than others, mister," I quipped as I finally reached the pair and grabbed the man in green, pulling him out of harm's way. Even being careful about likely broken bones, I could see him grit his teeth in pain.


  "Dragonfly!" he said, a trace of awe mixing with the pain in his voice. "I've been...ow...hoping to run into you! I'm Weapons Master."


  "Good to see another new face," I replied, setting him carefully on a rooftop. "Haven't been a lot of newbies lately." In fact, while a couple of heroes would surface a little later, Weapons Master was the last one to start a career in the so-called Second Heroic Age, as near as anyone could tell. Of course, two years ago when this all happened I didn't know that. "Would've been one less newbie if I hadn't come along, though. You really know how to pick a fight, Weapons Master."


  "I'd have...oog," he swayed a little. "Okay, maybe I wouldn't have. Who was that guy, anyway? Other than big and tough?"


  "He goes by Graybar, as in graybar hotel. I've got a little something that should take care of him, though...been saving it for a different dance partner of mine, but it should work," I pulled out a small box and peeled away a strip of paper from one side. "YOU stay HERE," I pointed to the rooftop's gravel for emphasis.


  Taking to the air, I could see that Graybar had recovered from that ear-poke trick and was starting to run away with the bags he'd stolen from, well, wherever Weapons Master had caught him being a badguy. Unlike Powerhouse, Graybar wasn't quite smart enough to realize that as soon as I showed up, the smart move was to go into the sewers. Or maybe he just worried he'd sink. Either way, he was a sitting duck.


  "Heya, big guy! Come on up, the view's great!" I mocked as I swooped in and used my tail laser to cut away the bags where he was holding them. They dropped, spilling a large number of what looked to be portable 8-track players. "Huh," I said as Graybar turned around and snarled at me. "I prefer vinyl myself. Warmer sound."


  "Go eat a bug, hero!" Graybar shouted. "Yer lightshow can't hurt me any more'n that punk's pigstickers."


  "Oh, I know that. You're not the only invulnerable skel out there, though, and I used to be a Boy Scout. Be prepared!"


  With that, I dove down, narrowly avoiding his flailing fists, and slapped my special package on the small of his back. Right where he couldn't reach it.


  The telltales on the box started to blink.


  "What was that? A limpet mine? HA! I eat anti-tank shells fer breakfast!" Graybar boasted.


  "Yes and no. Limpet mine, more or less. But not the exploding kind."


  "Huh? What's that suppo...HEY! Let me down!" Graybar shouted as he started to float up into the air.


  "Antigravity limpet mine. Now you'll just drift there until someone comes along with your special magnetic restraints...I've already called the police, so you shouldn't have long to wait. Ta!"


  And, as Graybar tried in vain to reach the limpet with his overmuscled arms, I went back to check on Weapons Master.


  "That was cool," he said, nodding towards the floating criminal. "I don't suppose I could get some of those from you?"


  "Actually, that might not be a bad idea," I nodded. "First, though, what's your power? Or powers...innate knowledge of weaponry or something?"


  Weapons Master shook his head, wincing at the pain the motion caused. "No powers. Just a lot of training under Eastern masters of the esoteric fighting arts. And, fortunately, some training in dealing with pain," he added, fishing a roll of medical tape out of one of his beltpouches. "Mind helping me tape up these ribs? Pretty sure Graybar cracked one."


  Nodding, I went to work on the first aid. Lord knew I'd done it enough for Amy, and she for me, over the years. "There could be a problem, though. If you really don't have powers, you might not be able to make my gadgets work."


  "How so?"


  "Well, I've been doing this for a while, and while I'm not sure yet how it all works, it seems like people with powers have something special going on for us in general. We can make stuff work that shouldn't. For instance, I've tried lending my flight harness to regular folks before, and it either works poorly or not at all. And some people...just being *near* 'em makes my gear break." No need to go into details of how I knew, or throw out the technical jargon being developed by people like Wilson Blair, Lady Lawful's husband. "But you're definitely going to need an edge against people like Graybar, people who aren't cuttable."


  "I've got a few other tricks up my sleeve for that," Weapons Master grinned. "Unfortunately, most of them don't work so well when my opponent is ten times heavier than I am...."


  "Well, *that* I can help you equalize," I grinned behind my helmet, jerking a thumb towards the still floating-and-cursing Graybar....


  * * * *


  [September 29, 1974 - Lansing, MI]


  "Okay, how did Bingo get loose?" Ladyhawke asked as we swooped over the Potter Park Zoo. Fortunately, we'd both been on campus and had the radio on, so we caught the news right away and had manageed to get out to the nearby zoo before things had gotten totally out of hand.


  "I don't think that's Bingo," I pointed out. "My Z-tector is going nuts. That may look like an elephant, but it's almost definitely one of Quixote's aliens!"


  "Well, I hope Bingo's okay then," Ladyhawke frowned. The zoo had gotten Bingo, its first elephant, only a couple years ago, and it was something of a local celebrity.


  "We can check on that later. Now we need to keep our pal from Dimension Z from hurting anyone...you take snatch and grab, I'll see if any of my weapons can stop 'Zingo' here."


  Ladyhawke nodded and started diving low over the small Sunday afternoon crowd to help get the small and the slow out of harm's way. "Too bad we don't have Quixote's magic sword here," she added over our radio link, setting a child down while I tried burning the Z-lian's hide with my laser.


  "I don't know if we'd want that this time," I replied. "It makes the Z-lians permanently assume their false form while killing 'em, and then we'd have to explain the dead elephant. Not everyone believes in Dimension Z yet, after all." In fact, most didn't. Even most of the other heroes thought I was nuts for believing in Quixote's claims...at least Lady Lawful believed me, but she'd retired the month before and wouldn't be much help now. "We have to stop it AND make it assume its true form, if we can."


  "Lotsa luck with that...here you go, sir," Ladyhawke split her attention between me and the old man she was rescuing.


  "Let's see if you like to fly," I dropped down and tossed one of my new antigrav stingers at Zingo, a more throwable version of the limpet I'd used on Graybar a few months prior. Demonstrating both impressive agility and quite a bit of intelligence for an elephant, it turned and swatted the stinger away before it could land on the beast's body. It hit a trashcan with a gluey CLANG, and the can started to drift upward.


  "But I think I will have seen everything, when I see an elephant fly..." Ladyhawke sang over the commlink. "Maybe I could lend you my magic feather?" she joked.


  "Okay, Plan C," I sighed...


  In the end (and after I'd gotten to Plan G), no one died or was even seriously hurt, but Zingo fled back to Dimension Z where we couldn't follow.


  Not that it would have been a really good idea to have tried, as we later found out.


  * * * *


  [February 2, 1975 - Saginaw, MI]


  In the temporary solitude of a warehouse rooftop, Amy splinted my left arm. Definitely broken this time, but at least we'd cultivated a reputation around campus for engaging in high-risk sports, so it wouldn't be too hard to explain how a professor got his arm busted.


  I'd just leave out the part about the robots.


  "Is it just me, or was Antiochus V not really trying that time?" Amy frowned as she tightened a bandage around the splint.


  "Would you rather he tore my arm off entirely?" I winced.


  "No!" she scowled. "I mean, though...what was up with this one? Even his first couple of shots at world domination were better thought out than this one. It's almost like he's, I dunno, BORED with it all. Just going through the motions."


  I sighed, moving my arm a little at the shoulder to make sure nothing else had been broken by the impact. "Sometimes, I think we all are these days. It's just not...fun anymore."


  "Would it have been more fun if he did tear your arm off?" she shot back.


  "No, no...but don't tell me this all isn't feeling more like a job. I know I'm actually looking forward to giving my big classroom lectures now, because it means there's at least that hour where I'm out of touch and can't hear about something that needs Dragonfly."


  Amy sighed as well. "Maybe I'm not *that* bad off, but yeah. I mean, we're doing good. And I think we're really making progress proving that Dimension Z is real, which could end up saving the whole world if Quixote's right about their intentions. But. But...it's not as fun anymore, no. Even the flying isn't. The novelty's worn off, and I never thought I'd say that. Ha! Flying becoming boring and run of the mill! But it's the few times we get to do *normal* couple things these days that I really look forward to. Shopping for furniture. A quiet evening out at the movies. Hell, yardwork is more appealing than this," she gestured around the rooftop.


  I chuckled wanly. "As much as it scares me, I have to admit you're right. Weeding the yard looks pretty attractive right now, although I'll have to wait for this to heal," I nodded at my arm.


  "Shirker. Why, my granddaddy plowed the back forty with both arms broken and a case of rubella!"


  "I thought both of your granddaddies were shopkeepers."


  "They were. But one of 'em supplied his own shelves with produce, according to how he told it anyway," Amy smirked, then pulled her cowl back up. "Come on, police should be showing up any minute now, we don't need anyone knowing Dragonfly got a broken arm the same day Bobby Baines busted a wing...what, rollerskating?"


  "Rock climbing, this time, I think...."


  * * * *


  [October 30, 1975 - Detroit, MI]


  In retrospect, testing the Z-ruptor on Devil's Night could be considered Asking For It.


  Oh, it worked. It worked great. The Z-tector told me there was a Z-lian in the area, so I sent out the cancellation pulse derived from my analysis of the waves given off by Don Quixote's sword. It seemed simple enough: if the sword forced its target to permanently become that which it was disguised as, some sort of inversion of that effect would turn the disguise off. There were five distinct Fourier transforms that seemed promising once I'd studied the waves, and...well, no need to bore you with more details. I used 'em all, just in case.


  Thing is, we didn't really expect there to be half a dozen Z-lians in the middle of downtown.


  Nor did we expect them to be so BIG.


  "Faster, Don! Two of 'em are catching up!" Ladyhawke shouted over the rushing wind. Quixote's modified muscle car was fast, but so were the giant aliens, and they weren't nearly as concerned about things like traffic or lampposts or pedestrians. She and I could have escaped easily enough, as far as we could tell the undisguised Z-lians couldn't fly. But we needed to run interference for Don and Sancho, and try to keep innocents out of harm's way.


  Besides, while they were definitely smart enough to know I was behind the Z-ruptor, Don Quixote was their ancestral foe...they were really after him. Me, they'd save for later if I ran.


  "I am letting them, my friend," Quixote replied over radio. I suppose I shouldn't have been surprised that he had the private and scrambled frequency Ladyhawke and I used. We'd been working together on and off for months, after all. "But we're almost to the right spot."


  "What...oh, I see! The WJBK studio!" Ladyhawke realized. "You want them caught on camera!"


  "Exactly. I have a trick under my hood that should let us defeat these two, but I want them in position first," Don Quixote replied, grunting as Sancho pulled them tightly around a corner. "Sadly, it will not fool them twice, so we will have to flee in earnest once we have accomplished this task."


  Moments later, the big green TV2 logo came into view. I could see a camera crew stumbling out onto the street, no doubt alerted to the chase by panicked phone calls by people along our route.


  "We're live!" I shouted.


  "And IN the air!" Don Quixote whooped. "Do it, Sancho!"


  With a roar, the gold and red car leapt off the road, extending stubby wings made of memory plastic for guidance. "I hope you do not mind my borrowing some of your technology, Dragonfly!" Quixote apologized as the car executed a loop that put it right over one of the giants.


  As the giant paused in stunned surprise, Quixote jumped from the passenger side, driving his sword right between the invader's eyes. Before his target could begin to fall, Sancho buzzed the other, distracting it just long enough for Quixote to trigger an antigravity belt much like the one I'd made for Weapons Master and bound over to the other giant.


  All was silent for a moment as the two titanic aliens slowly toppled to the street.


  A collective gasp went up, and I could hear someone shout, "DAMN! He's not crazy after all!"


  "Ah, sweet vindication," Quixote said over the radio as he jumped back into his car. "Now, if we can just live long enough to savor it. Let us away!"


  * * * *


  [October 31, 1975 - Detroit, MI]


  It felt rotten to be in hiding while the city burned, but there were a lot more Z-lians out there than even Quixote had suspected, and they'd all pretty much given up on disguise. We needed a plan, and we needed allies.


  We'd run into Weapons Master on the way from the TV station, and I'd managed to find a phone and call Delta Rose, but I couldn't get in touch with anyone else I knew in the superhero community. To judge from the news on the radio, though, Detroit wasn't the only place with Z-lians popping out of the woodwork and going on a rampage.


  "This place should be safe enough for now," Don Quixote assured us, opening the door of a warehouse. "I own it indirectly through several shell layers, so no one should suspect I'd be here. We can plan here, and wait for Senorita Rose to arrive."


  "Just the five of us against all of those, though?" Weapons Master raised an eyebrow. "Sorry, Sancho...just the six of us?" Don Quixote's driver and partner didn't seem bothered by the omission. He seemed to prefer being ignored...maybe he still just found the job a little embarrassing even now.


  "Seven," came a voice from inside the warehouse.


  "Quien?" Quixote drew his sword and hit the lightswitch by the door.


  Standing in the middle of the half-empty building was one of the more incongruous things I'd seen that day, and it was already an odd day. She had long black hair and a definite Latin cast to her features. Maybe South American. But her garb was that of some sort of Wagnerian character, better suited to someone with much paler skin, preferably with blond hair and blue eyes to go along with it. In one hand she held a massive spear with a wavy bladed tip, and in the other a shimmering shield with a golden face embossed on it.


  "You may call me Valkyrie," she answered, a faint hispanic accent to her speech. "And I have been fighting these giants in my own way for some years now, on the other side of the wall between worlds, at the behest of my lord, Odin. While I cannot tell you all I know, what I will tell you is vital to defeating them and keeping them from destroying this world!"


  * * * *


  [October 31, 1975 - wilderness, Dimension Z]


  Dimension Z was a real hole. Literally, in some respects.


  Our own reality is, in theory, infinite. In practice, there's only a finite amount of stuff filling it up, so anything beyond the farthest reaches doesn't really matter, but the empty space is there if you want it. And the volume filled with stuff is always expanding.


  Dimension Z takes that idea and turns it inside out. The ground you walk on is the boundary of the universe. "Up" is towards the center, and we were told that at night you could even see across to the other side. Periodically, the world would shrink just a little, compressing the air and making it catch fire at the center, creating a temporary Sun that cast a wan and unfriendly light over all the land. The shrinkage also made the land itself crumple into ever-taller mountain peaks, and the oceans flowed in between them, splitting the world into a vast network of fjords...a landscape that fit the harsh cold of the world.


  "If it weren't for the fact everything looks like it's in a bowl, I'd feel right at home," Delta Rose sighed as we all flew over a stretch of sea. Valkyrie's rune gate had put is near where we needed to be, but she claimed that the defensive magics of the Z-lians kept her from dropping us right in their midst.


  "So, you're Norwegian?" Weapons Master asked, drifting alongside me. Gravity was just a little weaker here, so his jump belt let him stay airborne as long as someone towed him. Quixote and Sancho were being pulled along by Ladyhawke and Delta Rose, while Valkyrie was using some sort of magic to fly along with us.


  Delta Rose's mask crinkled up with a smile. "Something like that," she replied. "Mountains, wind, cold...I wonder if the Z-lians are interested in renting out for vacation homes?"


  "They're more interested in a little real estate deal in Michigan," Valkyrie replied. I'd finally managed to place her accent as Argentinian. Given the political problems I've heard of happening down there, it wasn't surprising to find someone from there so far from home. She hadn't, however, explained how she'd ended up working for a Norse god, and didn't seem inclined to go into her personal life. "This world shrinks a little bit every day. Soon it will begin to heat up, as the distance from ground to sun gets smaller and smaller. The mountains will get too tall to sustain themselves, and will crumble. The world will break and all in it will die. Before that happens, the inhabitants hope to use what they call a Dimensional Inverter to save themselves. This unnatural mix of science and magic will require a great deal of spiritual energy to power, so I do not believe that can attempt using it more than once...if we can destroy or even disrupt it now, it will save millions in Midgard."


  "Couldn't we work something out with them?" Ladyhawke asked. "From what you told us, this whole dimension is about the size of a medium state. We could help them invert the dimension somewhere else, where it wouldn't land on top of human cities."


  Valkyrie shook her head. "These...creatures...come from a lineage older than humanity, and are full of wild hatred for us. They do not merely seek to save themselves, they wish to destroy us. Destroying Detroit and all the land around it would only be the first step. Their ocean would flood the Great Lakes and kill millions more. They would ride it down the St. Lawrence Seaway and conquer the most populous portions of Canada before taking the Eastern Seaboard. And their agents in San Francisco are prepared to use mighty earth magics in conjunction with the shock of the inversion to trigger quakes that would destroy much of the Western Seaboard. As Don Quixote has discovered on his own, they have also sought to assassinate key persons who they thought could organize government and industrial response to their invasion."


  Daylight dimmed slightly.


  "The Sun's going out!" Weapons Master's eyes went wide.


  "Day's end," Valkyrie nodded. "We are almost to the complex where the Dimensional Inverter is kept. Darkness will help cover our entry, and the fact that much of their might is in Midgard preparing the way will also aid us. But these are canny old giants, masters of both magic and science. If we fail, we will not be granted a second chance." After an ominous pause, she added, "Nor will Earth."


  * * * *


  [October 31, 1975 - Dimensional Inverter, Dimension Z]


  The door slammed shut.


  "I didn't see anyone out in the hall," Sancho grunted. "We probably got a couple minutes."


  "Have you deciphered the controls?" Valkyrie asked, sketching a rune on the door that was doubtless intended to reinforce it against any Z-lians who might be coming.


  "I think so," I nodded.


  "These guys bought some second-hand T!rir systems through a Pranir trader," Delta Rose pointed out. "There's a lot of their own operating stuff loaded on top of it, but between the two of us I think we've got it hashbrowned."


  "Hashed out," Ladyhawke muttered.


  "The good news is, the Dimensional Inverter is designed to use the natural universal contraction at 'dawn' to run things. If we can turn it on before dawn, all it'll do is shred the immediate vicinity. Blow itself and this complex up really good."


  "Then fire it up!" Weapons Master insisted, pulling one of his depleted antigrav spikes out of a fallen Z-lian.


  "And then there's the bad news," Delta Rose frowned behind her mask. "The magic part of it requires someone here to operate it. Might be a failsafe, might just be a design flaw that they never saw a need to fix."


  "I could probably find a way around it if I had, oh, an hour or two," I said immodestly, "but even I can't pull it off in the time we have left before enough Z-boys show up to break down the door and take us down. It's times like this I wish Ladyhawke and I still used atomic power packs, I could probably rig a mini-nuke to blow this room up."


  "No, switching to batteries was the right move," Ladyhawke shook her head. "Antiochus V got way too close to cracking my containment back in late '73."


  Don Quixote quirked an eyebrow. "I will not ask how you even acquired such things in the first place. But, if one must stay behind to activate the device, it shall be me."


  "No, boss, I'll do it," Sancho insisted.


  Quixote held up a hand. "I know where this is about to go. Everyone will volunteer, pointing out why they are the most expendable, or the most likely to succeed if left alone. But that is all missing the heart of the matter."


  He unstrapped his sword and handed it to Sancho. "You have all been a great help as allies in this battle, but it has been my family's sacred trust for over five hundred years to face these giants. I have known since my father left me this sword that I might die in prosecution of my duties, and have always lived my life prepared for such an ending. Sancho...Joaquim... you know what to do. It will be easy enough to have me declared dead as just another casualty of the brutal invasion. I trust you to decide which of my children to trust with the blade, should my actions today be insufficient to stop the giants for all time."


  Sancho hung the blade reverently from his own belt and nodded sadly.


  "Dragonfly, Ladyhawke...you each have the other to live for," Quixote declared. "Go home and help the world rebuild. Delta Rose, Weapons Master, I know you think you are also prepared to die, but I know enough about how this mad world works to say with confidence that you could not make the device function. My faithful Sancho is also, sadly, a normal man, if brave. Bravery enough is not sufficient to the task. And Senorita Valkyrie...you might have as strong a claim as I do in this matter, but I can see in your eyes that you have your own geas that you may not yet lay down."


  "We'll...make sure the world knows what you did, Don," I promised.


  "HA! Do that, my friend! And tell all who will listen...tilting at windmills may be a fool's errand, but for some errands only a fool will do!"


  * * * *


  [November 12, 1975 - Lansing, MI]


  There was a knock at the door.


  "I've got it, honey," I shouted up the stairs as I limped to the foyer. I'd gotten beaten around quite a bit in the aftermath of the Z-invasion. Valkyrie had had no problem erecting her rune gate out of the complex, and we'd escaped just ahead of Don Quixote bringing the whole place down around himself. But that dropped us back into a city swarming with dozens of angry giants who knew they'd lost and meant to take out their frustrations on humanity before retreating. I couldn't remember getting hit in the leg hard enough to still hurt weeks later, but it had been a hectic day.


  "Coming," I said as the knock was repeated. I opened the door.


  "May I come in?" Bennett Rush asked.


  "Of course," I nodded, pulling the door wide and motioning for him to enter. The storm door banged hollowly behind him, and I made sure it has latched before closing the main door. It was windy out, and I didn't want the outer door banging around.


  "Things finally settling down?" I asked as Bennett walked into the living room and slumped down on the couch. "Honey, Ben's here!"


  "Pretty much," Agent Rush nodded. "No more Z-lians around as far as anyone can tell. It looks like Union Label will survive, but he's told his DSHA contact that he and Flower Power are retiring for good now. Ford's signed some emergency orders that are helping with the rebuilding, but Detroit's gonna have a hard winter ahead of it, a lot of people are being temporarily relocated to Akron and Flint. I hear at least a hundred thousand are just giving up on the rust belt entirely and spreading out across the country."


  "Sounds like things are going as well as can be expected," Amy said as she came into the room. She still had a bandage on her forehead from where a bit of debris creased her brow, but she'd otherwise gotten out of it pretty well. Weapons Master was still in the hospital...at least Rush had managed to keep them from unmasking him. "So why the glum look?"


  "Personal crash and burn. It hasn't made the news, what with bigger stuff going on, but it'll come up eventually. Especially since the Senator in question's up for re-election next year," Rush frowned.


  "Oh, THAT doesn't sound good. You piss in someone's Wheaties?" Amy asked.


  "So to speak. I've...been involved with a married woman. Your basic Washington trophy wife."


  "Oh, hell," I hissed. "And you got caught?"


  "Not exactly," Rush made a sour expression. "Trish nearly got killed during the invasion, got missed by a bit of flying building by a few yards. She got all scared about the state of her soul and confessed everything to the Senator. Now he wants my balls on a spit, but since I'm one of the heroes of Halloween thanks to my 'selfless duty' against the Z-lians, he can't have 'em. So he's settled for the old Roman trick, 'Let him be promoted and thereby removed.' I'm now in charge of our supertech depot in Nevada, Warehouse 51. On paper it's a promotion, but it gets me out of the field, out of Washington, and out of the Senator's sight. It also means you two are getting a new liaison, and don't bet on the Senator not trying to get back at me more by appointing someone unfriendly. Make your life hard just to get a little petty shot in at me. You might want to consider retiring... there's a lot of that going around anyway. Not so many supervillains around anymore, and several of 'em got killed off by the Z-lians as possible rivals. A couple died trying to save their cities, in fact. Maybe they weren't such bad guys after all, maybe they just wanted to keep the turf to themselves. I think Graybar was just being ornery...you really don't want to see what they did to him."


  "I'll think about it, Ben," I nodded. "I'm out of action until my leg heals up anyway, and Amy's still getting dizzy from her head wound, so she's not good to fly. Sorry about your promotion, though. I know how it feels, to be honest. Not the getting caught cheating thing," I hastily clarified, looking at Amy, "but sometimes the worst thing that can happen to someone in my sort of day job is to get promoted to administration. A lot of my older colleagues miss doing the actual work they trained for, they spend all their time managing grants and herding grad students. The fact that your promotion is clearly meant to be punishment only makes it worse."


  "Maybe it's time we settled down and thought about having a family," Amy sighed. Joaquim Panza, AKA "Sancho", had introduced us to Don Quixote's wife and kids the other day. The story for now was that we'd been too late to save him from a Z-lian...they'd get told the truth eventually. I was pretty sure Mrs. Quixano knew already, but the kids were too young yet. In any case, meeting the kids had gotten Amy thinking about our own legacy.


  "You might want to do that. From what I hear, it's too late for Union Label and Flower Power to do that now, given the nature of his injuries," Bennett frowned. "Anyway, fair warning...you probably won't see me again for a long time, unless you have business out in Nevada. Senators have long terms and longer memories, I don't think I'll be back out in the field again."


  * * * *


  [January 1, 1976 - Lansing MI]


  It was a new year, full of new hope. The Bicentennial. Two hundred years of America, and everyone was looking forward to finishing up the rebuilding and moving forward into a glorious third century.


  Of course, you know how disappointingly that turned out. We didn't go back to the Moon. There were a few more flags around than usual, but the only big thing to happen on July 4th was...well, where you came in on my little story. Antiochus V and his robot army marching on the Mall in Washington today.


  But, on a personal level, the hopes of the year got dashed against the rocks pretty much right away.


  "Bobby, phone for you. It's the doctor," Amy said in a worried tone. My leg hadn't gotten any better, so I'd seen a doctor. Then another. Then a specialist. Then...most ominously...an oncologist. A cancer doctor. And if he was calling on New Year's Day...?


  The conversation was short, to the point, and hit me harder than Powerhouse's diamond fists. I hung up, feeling my stomach clench.


  "Bad news," Amy said flatly.


  I nodded. "Bone cancer in my leg. He thinks he can save my life, but he has to operate immediately." I paused, not wanting to say the next word, but Amy deserved to know. "Amputate."


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


  Next Issue:


  Dragonfly's story comes to an end, as he comes in for a "Hard Landing"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  And here we see the other half of my answer to the question, "Why isn't a world with superhumans completely unrecognizable after a generation?" After all, with all the super-scientists running around in the 60s and 70s, you'd expect that everyone would have jetpacks and personal robots by the 90s (well, everyone with enough cash).


  The Magene is the first half of my answer, but it doesn't completely deal with the issue. After all, just because Joe Normal can't use Dragonfly's flight pack doesn't mean he can't benefit in some indirect way. In Watchmen, for instance, the country has moved to an electric car economy in part because Doctor Manhattan was able to create enough lithium to make high density batteries economical. So, maybe Quality Motors can't sell a car that uses Widget X due to its supertech nature, but what if Widget X isn't something they sell, it's something they use to make manufacturing cheaper and faster? Then they only need a couple of people capable of making Widget X work, and everyone benefits. And what if Beacon had made more of his work on lasers public? The ASH Universe might have skipped 8-tracks entirely and gone to CDs in the 1970s.


  The other half of the answer is events like the invasion from Dimension Z. Sure, there's lots of indirect benefits of having superhumans around, but there's also lots of direct penalties. A few details may be shuffled about, but for the most part things develop at about the same average rate in the ASH Universe as in real history, at least up until the mid 1990s. For every normal-usable advance there's also an invasion or half-successful doomsday device to deal with. People who are directly involved in construction or manufacturing would notice more of the differences in worlds, but the average person living in a city without heavy superhuman activity would see things pretty much the same as in the real world. Maybe their TV was built using highly advanced tech, but it costs the same because of the rebuilding cost hidden in everything. Maybe they get slightly better gas mileage, but the fact that Devastator blew up that refinery means their total fuel budget is going to be the same. And so forth.


  On the plus side, this also meant that when the big disaster hit in 1998, the world was already somewhat accustomed to the cycle of destruction and recovery. Losing 2/3 of the world's population in one stroke would pretty much end civilization for centuries if not permanently in the real world, but in the ASH universe it was just a bigger version of what they were already geared up to deal with. A critical blow, but not a fatal one.


  Thanks to Wikipedia for little things like Detroit TV stations in the 1970s and the bit about Bingo at the Potter Park Zoo (I've been to the zoo, but if Bingo was still alive in 2001, I don't remember seeing him).


  I came up with the bit for how Dimension Z's Sun worked as I was writing the scene in which I mention it...I'd initially planned to have "their Sun will also be tossed into low Earth orbit" as part of the looming disaster, but I liked the compression-ignition idea better once I had it. :) The contracting universe also helped tie several other things together, and I ran with it. Look for the upcoming CSS Sourcebook (to be posted after CSS #4) for a bit more about the secrets behind Dimension Z.


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


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


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


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


  The cover shows Dragonfly and Ladyhawke standing at the grave of Robert "Bobby" Baines. Instead of the normal dates of birth and death, the headstone simply says, "THE END OF AN ERA".
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  [January 8, 1976 - Lansing, MI]


  Everything was wrapped in a sort of padding made of equal parts mist and pain. Modern amputation wasn't the sort of hacksaw nightmare of Civil War battlefields, but even with the best anaethesia and surgical skill, loss of a limb HURTS. Below mid-thigh, my left leg was just gone.


  The doctors told me the main tumor was in my shin, but there was some spreading already, and they had to take part of the femur to be on the safe side. They also told me to expect "phantom limb" sensations.


  I think I giggled something about Fantom while I was still pretty doped up.


  "Bobby?" Amy's face appeared in the door, a nurse behind her.


  "H'Am," I slurred, as close as I could get to "Hi, Amy."


  "Just a few minutes," the nurse warned Amy. "He shouldn't try to force himself to stay awake for too long right now."


  Amy nodded and entered, sitting at the chair next to my bed.


  "You didn't embarrass yourself," was the first thing she said, and a knot in my belly unclenched. That was our agreed-upon code. It meant that I didn't say anything under anaesthesia that would give away our superheroic identities. "The surgeon did ask what you meant about 'ghostworld,' but I told him about that haunted house in Ann Arbor."


  I nodded. At least, I tried to. I'd first met Fantom as Bobby Baines, not as Dragonfly, so that was safe enough. "An'yu?" I mumbled.


  She nodded. "There's good news, and...guardedly good news, I suppose," she smiled. "The good news is, I'm clean as far as the oncologist can figure out. Granted, they can't test for every kind of cancer before it happens, but I have no lumps or shadows or weird blood markers that he can find. And he was pretty sure that the sorts of cancer I might have gotten from those mini-nukes...I did tell him we did some AEC-sanctioned work at the lab... would have shown up by now."


  "An'...?"


  "Well, I checked with an OB/GYN too, what with," she lowered her voice to a whisper, "where the nuke was strapped," she smirked. "And...we're pregnant!"


  I couldn't help it. I smiled. I could see what she meant by "guarded" good news, but I really wasn't seeing the downside to this one, as long as the baby came out healthy. Oh. That would be the potential downside.


  She saw my smile come and go. "Right. I don't have cancer, but there's always the chance of birth defects. I'll need to see my doctor pretty frequently to make sure we catch anything right away...but at least my health shouldn't be an issue. It does mean I'll need to take a bit of a leave of absence, though."


  Damn right she would. Dragonfly was definitely out of action for a while, but now so was Ladyhawke. The world would just have to do without us for, oh, a year.


  Too bad the world wouldn't wait that long.


  * * * *


  [May 25, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  "Remember, let *me* handle any rough stuff," Weapons Master looked over his shoulder at me.


  "Eyes on the road," I countered. My wheelchair was strapped down in the back of WM's conversion van, and every time he swerved I could feel lunch trying to come out and sightsee. Chemotherapy, to be blunt, sucked. I might not have been experiencing the full spectrum of negative side effects, probably because of my superhuman nature, but I was still too subject to nausea to even *think* of flying. I had plans on the shelf for a cybernetic leg I could wear if I ever felt up to suiting up again, but the thought of barfing inside my helmet tended to keep those plans *on* the shelf. At least Amy had had some company with the morning sickness while it lasted.


  "How's the signal?" Weapons Master asked as he focused on the task of driving.


  "Z-tector's still giving me really weird and intermittent readings. I don't think we're actually seeing any Z-lian activity here. Just something similar. Maybe there's a Dimension Q out there that's acting up?"


  "As long as they're sliceable, I'm game," I could see his smirk in the rear view mirror. "Hey, people are looking up...you sure Ladyhawke's not coming along on this trip?"


  "Pull over," I ordered, then muttered something about installing a sunroof in the van. "Maybe the Q-lians can fly."


  "Does this mean we're gonna have to rename everything with a Q?" he asked as the van came to a stop, bumping the curb slightly. Master of martial arts, not exactly a master of parallel parking.


  Unstrapping as quickly as I could, I rolled the chair to the back of the van. Weapons Master was already there, opening the door, but I didn't need a ramp. I might not feel up to flying, but I'd already added some hovering capacity to this wheelchair...just enough to get over bumps or compensate for the large number of staircases I'd started to actually notice of late. I felt like one of those saltshaker-shaped robots in that BBC show.


  "Who's that?" Weapons Master pointed up.


  I could see a single figure in blazing red armor hovering tentatively over the city, maybe a hundred yards up. There was also a strange blur next to him, as if he were casting a shadow on the air, but it kept moving in ways a shadow wouldn't.


  "Wow, new supers all over today!" a bystander commented, tearing his eyes off the sky and looking straight at me. I wasn't in costume, obviously, but I figured it'd be best to conceal my identity, so had quickly repainted an old Dragonfly helmet prototype. My hovering wheelchair looked weird enough already, although I had plans to make the same mods to my "regular" chair and conceal them better.


  "Careful, citizen," Weapons Master said, enjoying the chance to ham it up a bit. "We don't know who the flying person is yet. Mister Q and I are here to check him out with the Q-tector," he smirked. Great. I had a new codename.


  "Attention, flying supernormals!" I shouted, my voice amplified by the helmet's speakers. "We would like to talk to you!" Okay, maybe not the best idea if they were hostile. Amy would probably accuse me of gaining a deathwish when I lost my leg. But it's not like there was a handbook for this kind of situation! And if they were really hostile, they would probably have already been acting upon that intention by the time we arrived. They seemed more confused than anything else.


  The man and his shadow quickly landed next to us. The shadow rippled into visibility as a long-haired woman with deeply tanned skin and a somewhat tattered uniform of some sort. It looked vaguely like a naval dress uniform, with a black jacket and lighter pants. A few discolorations suggested that there had been patches on the jacket until recently, but they'd been yanked off.


  As for the man, he was quite imposing. If he was a man at all. In that bulky red armor he could have been anything. Even a robot. A yellow and orange sunburst pattern ran along a stripe on one side, and the helmet seemed almost insectile.


  "This is going to sound really stupid," the armored figure addressed me. The voice was male, at least. "But what year is this?"


  "It's between 1974 and 1980, I think," the woman frowned, looking at Weapons Master. "I don't recognize you at all," she nodded in my direction, "but I've read about this one," she jerked a thumb at Weapons Master while facing the armored man.


  "Time travellers?" I asked. "That would explain the weird readings I'm getting, I suppose. I think we should get out of the public eye, though, before we talk any further."


  "Of course," the armored man nodded. "Still groggy, not thinking straight. Sorry. Gah, hate time travel," the last was barely audible.


  * * * *


  [May 25, 1976 - Lansing, MI]


  It had been a somewhat tight fit in the van, but fortunately it also kept everyone concealed from prying eyes until we made it back to my house. In the secret part of the basement where I worked on Dragonfly's and Ladyhawke's gear, I made introductions. The armored man had removed his helmet, revealing a perfectly human face.


  "Amy, these are JakZak Taylor and Jen Kleinvogel, time travellers from fifty years in the future that we found flying over Detroit. Well, *a* future, but I'll get to that in a minute."


  "Is JakZak the sort of thing people are naming their kids in the future?" Amy quirked an eyebrow.


  JakZak blushed slightly under his deep tan. "Not exactly. My parents named me John Zachary. JakZak is a nickname...I've probably outgrown it, but you know, habit..." he trailed off.


  I had no grounds to criticize, given that I still went by "Bobby." I decided to rescue him, and broke in, "JakZak, Jen, this is my wife Amy Baines. You probably know her from your history books too, if you know this goofball," I smirked at Weapons Master.


  "Of...course," Jen nodded, clearly biting her tongue. I could see the questions in Amy's eyes, bursting to be asked. Would the baby be okay? Would *I* be okay? "Dragonfly and Ladyhawke. I can see why you retired about this time," she nodded to Amy's visibly bulging belly. She was just into the third trimester now, and everything looked as good as it could be, thankfully.


  "Well, that answers one question I was trying not to ask," Amy smiled. "No, I don't need any more details. I mean, we've never had to deal with time travellers before, but I've given it some thought, and, well...headaches ensued."


  "Actually, it may not matter," I countered. "Like I said, they're from *a* future. They were stuck in the past, and were trying to get back to 2026, but something went wrong and kicked them out here. They also show up on the Z-tector..."


  "Q-tector!" Weapons Master grinned.


  "Quiet, you," I frowned. "Anyway, they show up, but not as Z-lians. And not steadily. I think they somehow got diverted into a different timeline, which kicked them out of whatever means they were using to move forward. So our future is no longer their future, and nothing they remember is guaranteed to happen. Maybe the divergence point was today, maybe it happened months ago but they had some sort of 'inertia' that kept them going for a ways past the splitting point. I really can't say yet."


  "I do remember that you were involved in some of the early cases of interdimensional activity," JakZak pointed out. "I don't suppose you could help us get back onto the right track? Once we're in our home timeline, I could get us the rest of the way home myself, assuming no more divergences," he had a sour look, as if he had some idea who was behind the split in time. And that it was someone other than himself.


  "I might. That armor you're wearing is full of sensitive electronics, I'm guessing? Right. I could analyze it and get some idea of the signature of your proper timeline. Then, with what I learned from the Dimensional Inverter, I might be able to build something that would just invert a small volume around you two and pop you back into the right place. But it'd take a while, and I'd need to keep the armor with me."


  "Hey, at least we didn't get dumped in the middle ages," Jen smiled. "I can stand waiting a while for a trip home. Especially since we don't have to keep watching our backs for the others anymore."


  "So...what do we do in the meantime?" JakZak asked. "I don't think the IDINS exists yet. Um, Interdimensional Immigration and Naturalization Service," he explained. "Are you even equipped to deal with dimensional refugees?"


  "Well, the DSHA has some policies, I think. I still don't have a new liaison yet, but I could ask Bennett Rush...what?" I asked. JakZak's and Jen's faces had gone pale as soon as I mentioned Bennett. "Oh, damn. Future that bad for him?"


  "Let's just say that the late 70s weren't kind to many people in our line of work," JakZak shrugged. "Please don't tell him, though. I'd rather not mess around with your future until we're sure it's not our future. This would be a really bad time to find out that the Many Worlds theory is wrong."


  "Actually, I have an idea for one thing you two could do while we wait," Amy smiled.


  I knew that smile all too well. It meant she was about to suggest something totally insane, but in a way that sounded totally reasonable. I braced myself.


  "If I *am* retiring for good, it'd be nice if Bobby and I had some really plausible deniability. You know, keep any old enemies from tracking us down a year or two from now and getting some payback. Jen's about my size, and assuming JakZak's about as big inside that armor as I think he is, well, you two could put in a few appearances as Dragonfly and Ladyhawke. Nothing major, we don't want to divert the timeline, just time it so it's obviously not me or Bobby in the suits. Heck, if you can already fly on your own, it won't even matter if our gear works for you, will it?"


  * * * *


  [June 11, 1976 - Detroit, MI]


  "TV2 news was first on the scene today after Dragonfly and Ladyhawke made their first appearance in months," the chirpy anchorwoman reported. She was wrong on two counts, but I wasn't going to write the station a letter to inform them. Those two weren't really Dragonfly and Ladyhawke, and it was actually their third outing in our suits. It was just the first one to hit paydirt. And, of course, I had been sitting here in this very public restaurant, chatting with fellow "pseudoscientists" during a conference when it all happened.


  "While they did not stay behind to talk to reporters, the captured villains Arc Wielder and Wanda had regained consciousness and had a few things to say to our news team before the police arrived to take them away, and I quote, 'Man, they got a lot stronger since last year! Musta been building new gear.'" Several at my table snickered at the anchorwoman's flat delivery of the notoriously foul-mouthed villain's statement.


  "I wonder how many edits they had to make before it could be aired?" Professor Wilkins smirked.


  "So, you help the local hero with his 'new gear,' Baines?" Professor Evans asked, arching an eyebrow.


  "Hey, guys...respect the privacy of the mask," I demurred.


  "It's a helmet," Wilkins countered.


  "Same difference. But if you want to know any more, you'll just have to wait for my paper tomorrow." Okay, so I couldn't cut all ties between myself and Dragonfly, at least not in the eyes of people who knew my research. But at least I'd shifted from the wearer to, at most, the builder. And some probably thought that the "real" Dragonfly did the heavy intellectual lifting, and I was just fronting for him. That rankled a bit, but it also meant my family was just that little bit safer from vengeance-minded old enemies.


  Hopefully.


  * * * *


  [July 4, 1976 - Lansing, MI]


  "So, they teach carpentry in superhero school?" I asked as I rolled out into the back yard. JakZak and Jen were well along in building a respectable storage shed out back, what they were calling their baby shower present to us. The house was big enough that I didn't really need the extra space, even with the two of them as guests, but maybe they were thinking ahead to a second or third kid. It was a hopeful thought, that...to think I had enough years ahead of me that we'd really need the space.


  JakZak put down the hammer and chuckled. He made a show of wiping non-existent sweat from his brow, for the benefit of any neighbors watching. In truth, he was neither particularly tired or hot, given his superhuman stamina. "Actually, there is an elective, since some people end up going into construction trades. In fact, most kids at 'superhero school' don't end up in the heroing biz. But I picked this up," he hefted the hammer, "post graduation. Sometimes it's make your own or do without, especially when you're time-traveling."


  "Guys, come on in!" Amy shouted from the kitchen window. "You'll want to see what's on the news!"


  We all knew from her tone that it wasn't some piece of holiday fluff that was normally midday news fare on the Fourth, and hurried inside.


  "...signal seems to be coming from the mad robot himself, who is not actually taking over any networks, Sam. Rather, he's making it available on every network's standard feeds, and trusting that we'll want to run it," the reporter's voice could be heard. On screen was an image right out of my nightmares.


  Antiochus V was leading rank upon rank of mechanical men up the Mall in Washington D.C.


  "Okay, *now* he seems to be taking things seriously," Amy muttered. "So, future-folks, who's gonna show up and stop him? Obviously, we didn't do it this time," she patted her belly.


  There was no response.


  "Uh oh," I broke the silence. "This is a divergence, isn't it?"


  Jen nodded. "From what I remember from history class, Antiochus V vanished in 1975 and wasn't seen again until 1993, although there were rumors he had popped up in the late '80s only to get grabbed by Devastator for unknown purposes. By '93, he'd grown himself some sort of semi-organic body, and ended up giving the Raiders some trouble before vanishing again. He's the only 'big bad' of the TwenCen that's still completely unaccounted for in our time, although it's possible his Lysias-13 bodies were superhuman and, well...anyway. No need to go into that."


  "Would this be the divergence that knocked you out of the timestream? Seems pretty big," Amy noted.


  JakZak shook his head. "Nope. Well, maybe the divergence involves Antiochus, but as far as I know, the timeline would have to have split before the point where we were kicked out, or *at* that point. Not after. No, I think we caused this one."


  "How so?" I asked, although I had a sinking feeling I knew the answer.


  Jen sighed. "Antiochus V is your arch-villain. When we started masquerading as you two, he probably decided it was worth one more throw against you before going into hiding for the better part of twenty years. In our timeline, you just quietly retired, and he probably figured it best to focus on his long-term goals. But with us seeming to be an upgraded version of Dragonfly and Ladyhawke..."


  "His ego couldn't let him stay in hiding," I nodded. "I know you two are tough, but if Antiochus V is bringing an army to play, it's going to take more than just you. We're going to have to pull together a team for this. I'll call Weapons Master and Delta Rose...and I think I can get ahold of Fantom too."


  The phone rang.


  "Bet it's Chuck," Amy said, reaching for the receiver. "Hello? Who is this? Yes, I'm watching the news...WHAT? How...okay, whatever. Right. We'll pick you up on our way out. Sure." She hung up, looking a little stunned.


  "Not Chuck?" I asked.


  "It was Powerhouse. He knows our identities, and he says he wants to help fight Antiochus V. In fact, he's in Lansing right now, downtown."


  "Fine," I shrugged. "Weird day all around. How do we get everyone to Washington in time to do any good, though?"


  "Just make sure the van's in good shape for a little lift and carry," JakZak smiled. "I might be able to teleport us too, but that's always dicey, and might screw up my dimensional resonances...so I'll just haul Chuck's van."


  Anyway, that brings my story up to the present, where you came in. JakZak flew everyone out to Washington except Fantom, who was close enough to get there himself. Fight on the Mall, "gravity bomb", and so forth. Near as anyone could tell, Antiochus V didn't escape this time, although who knows if he hid a copy somewhere.


  The next part of the story really belongs to JakZak, so I'll let him tell it. I can't wait to hear how it turns out.


  * * * *


  [July 4, 1976 - Washington D.C.]


  Okay, I was cheating a bit. Dragonfly never invented a gravity bomb, all I tossed down was one of his "stinger" weapons. But, frankly, the situation was getting out of hand, and trying to play it completely as Dragonfly would have let too many of the robots loose to rampage around the nation's capital. So I just cut loose with a full power gravitational smash.


  "Showing off much?" Jen muttered as she flew close, her gravity sheath making her hard to see even in the bright sunlight. Antiochus V's disruptor pulse had taken out our borrowed tech, and it showed no sign of rebooting on its own. That's what you get for using fifty year old stuff. "I suppose we're not worrying about divergences anymore, right?" she added.


  I shrugged. "Divergences might even help us right now, as far as I can figure. If this timeline skews farther away from our own, it'll be easier to tell the difference and send us home."


  "So, why not go whole hog, then?" Jen asked. "We may not be able to prevent everything nasty coming down the pipeline, but there's a lot of things we could fix pretty easily, right? As long as we're not stuck on 'non-interference' anymore."


  "You've got a point..." I mused.


  "The nation thanks you all," President Ford beamed. He was a pretty imposing figure in person, and really didn't deserve the reputation that had come down through the decades showing him as a klutz. "There's definitely going to be some sort of medals in your future, if you'll accept them. And if there's anything else I can do...?"


  "Well, Mister President," I ventured, catching myself before I could call him Chancellor, "there's the little matter of my friend Bennett Rush. I don't know if you heard about his situation, but I think he'd serve the country better out in the field than running a warehouse."


  Ford's eyes darkened slightly. "Yes, I'm familiar with the case. Agent Rush really doesn't deserve to get out of this unpunished, but I do think the Senator's been a little too eager to see 'justice' done. I think I can arrange to get Rush back in the field fairly soon. I presume you'd like him to be your liaison again?"


  "We'd appreciate it," Jen nodded. "It would certainly...lighten our burden," she suppressed a smile at the private joke.


  "And what about me?" Powerhouse looked at the Secret Service agents warily. "Suppose there's anything in the wizard's bag for me?"


  "He did help out a lot here," Weapons Master admitted. "And for a crook he's not a bad sort."


  The President hmmmed. "I'd be the last one to say a pardon's out of the question, I suppose. But normally, they're reserved for people who have served at least some time in prison, to demonstrate their contrition. After all, you're not unjustly accused of your crimes, are you?" he asked Powerhouse.


  "Most of 'em, no. I never killed nobody, though, that one's trumped up," the supervillain insisted.


  "Well, if you turn yourself in, I'll put in a word with the judge, that should lighten your sentence significantly in addition to any plea bargaining you manage on your own. Then, once the election's over one way or another, we'll see about a pardon too."


  "I guess I'll take it. I ain't exactly in a great position to tell you to stuff it, am I?" he looked around at all of us. He'd taken a big gamble, coming to Dragonfly to offer his help in the Antiochus V crisis. Maybe he figured he could always escape again afterward if he needed to, the real Dragonfly and Ladyhawke had never managed to catch him. But he knew Jen and I weren't the real thing...and we might not be as likely to give up the chase. Or as easy to elude.


  "I'd recommend agreeing with the President," I said, smirking behind the mask. History showed that in my own timeline, Powerhouse went straight anyway, at least this way he could do it with a chance at a clean record. And who knows, maybe he could also get some help with the negative side effects of his alchemical super-serum...I'd read that withdrawal had nearly killed him.


  And thinking of who in this era might know something about alchemy gave me another idea....


  * * * *


  [July 10, 1976 - Florence, Italy]


  "Yes, this is clearly the place," the Romanian mage nodded as we came in for a landing near the crumbling church. "You say that Iago Montessi was buried in this graveyard?"


  "Near as I can figure, yes. Some tales," I temporized, "place his entombment closer to his estate, but he must have been moved here later, when the church was founded. Consecrating the ground on top of him," I nodded to the faded marker on the church showing it had been built somewhat after when Montessi "died".


  The Wanderer nodded. "It would have helped bind him, if what you've told me about Montessi's successful alchemical transformation is true. But this church is falling to neglect...while not deconsecrated yet, its protective aura is much diminished. In a generation or two, Montessi may be able to awaken, if nothing is done."


  "Which is why I've spent the past few days tracking you down and bringing you here. Montessi must not rise. The alchemical transformation drove him mad, and should he awaken again, the world would suffer."


  "I still do not understand how you know this," the Wanderer arched an eyebrow. "From what I have heard of your exploits, you are purely of a scientific bent, not mystical."


  "Don't let the costume fool you, sir. I'm filling in for the real Dragonfly, but I come from a divergent future."


  "One where Montessi was unleashed, I take it," he nodded. "Very well, it will be a relatively simple thing for me to create a new binding that will hold Montessi for another few centuries."


  "Thank you. There's another matter of concern," I handed him a small notepad that I'd spent an evening carefully filling. I wanted to give the Wanderer enough advance warning of the Godmarket to find a less drastic solution, but without just blabbing everything. Allowing divergence is one thing, triggering an early confrontation with the gods and ending up with a worse result was another entirely. "These notes should help you prepare for another storm that is coming. You were instrumental in my timeline in averting complete disaster, but hopefully you could prevent things from going as far here as they did in my history."


  The Wanderer took the notebook and stowed it in his beltpouch. "If that is all, then, I will begin the binding ritual."


  "Oh, one more thing. Once you're done here, should you end up in America, there's another alchemist who could use your help, who goes by the name Powerhouse. Just a small, personal thing, help a man overcome the pain caused by his own work."


  The Wanderer smirked. "You say that as if the pain of one man is less important than the pain of the world. Trust me, they are one and the same. I will do what I can. You would be surprised at how changing the life of one soul can change the lives of all. Or," he paused, giving me a significant look, "maybe you wouldn't be surprised in the least."


  No, I guess I wouldn't. Antiochus V, Doublecross and Lord Ebon had already been dealt with, that just left me one other soul to touch in my mission to change this world.


  But not Archangeli...I wasn't going to try that particular life again. Even if I could find the young Pino, I doubted anything short of death could bend the branches of that family tree. And I'd long ago decided I couldn't take that step. I'd just have to hope that I could change the world enough that Lorenzo would never become Rebus. Or maybe even never be born.


  Still, there was one other person I could save from his own future without costing me my own soul....


  * * * *


  [July 20, 1976 - Lansing, MI]


  "Doctor Baines, I'd like to introduce Eric Harris," I said, ushering the wide-eyed college student into the small academic office. Being seen as Dragonfly in the company of Baines would help solidify the new "explanation" for any links people might have noticed between the two, which was why I was doing this in public, and not going back to the Baines house under cover of night.


  "Hello, Eric," Dr. Baines nodded. "I hope you don't mind if I don't rise to greet you," he quirked a slight smile. "To what do I owe this visit, Dragonfly?"


  "Eric here is majoring in physics at CUNY," I explained. "He's set to graduate in December, and I thought he might make a good graduate student for you. An apprentice, if you will."


  "I double-majored," Eric blurted out, a little embarrassed. "That's why I didn't graduate in the Spring. I've read a lot of your work, Professor Baines, but..."


  "But you didn't think you had a shot at getting into an R-1 grad school, right?" Baines nodded.


  "Not with a City University B.S., not as an out of state student, no," Eric admitted. "I was hoping to get into one of the SUNY schools, though. But then Dragonfly showed up and told me he thought I'd be able to get into Michigan State and work with you!" he finished excitedly.


  "Don't put CUNY down, young man," Baines admonished, hiding a faint smirk. He wasn't exactly old himself, after all. "Did Dragonfly show you the main office on the way in? Good. Why don't you go down there for a few minutes, talk to the secretary and get some application materials. I'd like to have a moment alone with Dragonfly."


  Eric nodded and backed out of the office, nearly stumbling before he turned around and headed down the hall.


  "Okay, so what's this one about?" Baines asked me.


  "That eager beaver kid, if time is allowed to unfold as it did in my history, becomes Devastator, the worst villain known to modern times," I replied.


  "WHAT? And you want him to become my grad student?"


  "Sometimes you win more fights with an open hand than a closed fist, Bobby," I pointed out. "Eric tried to follow in your footsteps in the 1980s, doing groundbreaking work on gravitics, both normaltech and violation physics. But he was always a little too eager, and he had an accident. It unlocked his dormant Magene, but also blinded him and drove him mad. He became convinced that humanity was a blight on reality, and sought to wipe us all out...came pretty close a few times, too."


  "And you figure I can channel his enthusiasm into something less likely to cause his accident?"


  I nodded. "Some history is inevitable, but a lot is what they call contingent. I don't think Eric would become Devastator if he can avoid that trauma. And, frankly, working with you will be an object lesson in the danger of inadequate safety measures."


  "Ow. But point taken. Wearing portable nuclear reactors ranks up there on the 'Stupid Things I've Done' list. Even if I get out of this wheelchair again, there'll always be a solid reminder for anyone I mentor," he patted his leg. "Hey, and if he does have the...Magene, right, I remember reading the term in one of Blair's papers...then he really could pick up on my work, couldn't he? It'd be nice to have a grad student who can actually do Violation Physics," he mused.


  * * * *


  [July 26, 1976 - Lansing, MI]


  The basement hummed with power, much of it provided by various batteries and powerpacks, to keep from blacking out the neighborhood.


  "Jen, stick close to JakZak," Baines cautioned. "I'm pretty sure the inverter field will extend a full meter from the armor, but that's plus or minus about half a meter."


  Jen clamped onto me with a smirk, and I groaned. "Think of Sarah," I muttered.


  "Right," Baines nodded. "When I surge the power, the dimensional traces lingering on your armor, and the smaller traces remaining in your bodies, should make you swap spaces with whatever's in your home timeline in this space. Since you helped me dig out this addition to the basement last month, that should just be dirt. Try not to shock the other me into a heart attack when you burst out of the ground," he smiled.


  "We'll be as sneaky as we can manage," Jen promised. "And my daddy taught me to always replace my divots."


  "Surging...NOW!"


  The world turned inside out, and Jen and I left the world we'd spent a few months getting to know.


  Hopefully, we left it a better place.


  * * * *


  [April 1, 1979 - Detroit, MI]


  They call me Weapons Master. I'm a superhero, in large part due to Dragonfly.


  The first man to wear the Dragonfly suit died today, and in some ways that ends an era. But a new era began two and a half years ago when his son was born, and I'm sure that Rodney Baines will grow up to make daddy proud.


  The second man to wear the Dragonfly suit came from another world, and told me that in his time, I was known as the last hero of an age, holding the guttering candle of justice against the darkness until the bitter end. It's nice to be known to history for something, I suppose, but screw that. I've got other ideas.


  The third man to wear the Dragonfly suit, Eric Harris, is growing into the role nicely. He's already mastered all the science and technology that Dr. Baines had to teach him. And while no one has picked up the Ladyhawke legacy yet, it's only a matter of time. Besides, we have plenty of company already.


  "Dragonfly, Powerhouse, Wanderer, Fantom, Delta Rose...sensors have a fix on the Freemason's base now!" I jump into Rocinante, the flying car Don Quixote used to use, and that I'd had upgraded a few times since then. The non-flying heroes join me in the leather seats of the Quality Motors Caballero, and I gun the engines.


  "Alliance of Super-Heroes, let's do this one for Doctor Baines! ASH is GO!"


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


  Next Issue:


  A one-shot showing the origins of the Second Age's first hero, the patriotic Brightsword, in "Lighting The Torch!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  My original plan was to end this issue with Bobby Baines's obituary, a real downer to match the way the Second Age ended. But then I realized... this isn't the main timeline anymore, thanks to the divergence point that caused the arrival of Solar Max and Jen Kleinvogel. So why does it all have to fall apart again? Why not diverge MORE? Why not let JakZak try to give a gift to this alternate world? It might all end in 1998 anyway, but the twenty years leading up to it could be better if certain people were removed, or better informed. After all, a hard landing isn't exactly a crash.


  In the main timeline, Dragonfly and Ladyhawke announced their retirement via letter to the media in June 1976, and were never active again. Their son, Rodney, discovered vast powers over radiation in his teen years, and joined the original incarnation of the Academy of Super-Heroes as Rad. Dragonfly died on April 1, 1979 in both timelines.


  JakZak's "knowing" references to Lord Ebon are tied into his first (maybe) time travel jaunt, in which he may have ended up living with Iago Montessi for an extended period...or maybe he just hallucinated it. Either way, http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/ASH31 is the story where it happened, and where he felt he failed to make a difference. This time, he got to find a little redemption, even if it's not his own lifetime that will be affected.


  To see more about the Second Heroic Age, check out the Coherent Super- Stories Sourcebook, which should become available on the ASH webpage (under Resources) about the time this story posts!


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


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


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


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


  #5 - Lighting The Torch


  The cover is split vertically. On one side, a muscular man is dressed in tatters and surrounded by menacing, vaguely alien figures. On the other, a lithe Asian man is in a defensive crouch amidst a horde of shadowy minions. The cover copy proclaims, "The Second Age Begins Here!" A smaller banner in the upper right says, "Scriptbook Special Edition!"


  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #5 - Lighting The Torch


  Featuring Brightsword and Jiang Sheng


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  Welcome to Coherent Comics' very first Script Book Special! Rather than the usual prose style, this issue is written up in "full script" format as if intended for delivery to an art team. Enjoy!


  GENERAL ART NOTES: The odd-numbered pages tell Brightsword's story, the even-numbered pages tell Jiang Sheng's story, except for the final page, which they split. The art in the Brightsword story should have Jim Jackson (Brightsword) drawn as a Jack Kirby hero, but everything else around him should look like Steve Ditko at his trippiest. Jiang Sheng's art should be shadowy and moody, evoking some of the "new crop" of late 60s/early 70s artists on the Neal Adams end of things. Design motifs should repeat between the stories, but be twisted significantly in the Ditko-trip art.


  PAGE 1


  Two panels. The top panel runs across the top third of the page, and is entirely black except for the captions and thought balloon. Go nuts on the bottom panel with mad science and alien abduction imagery, and don't worry about being able to reproduce any of it. The scenery will be in flux for Brightsword's story, to represent how he hasn't fully shaken off being drugged.


  Panel 1: Black. Captions run diagonally from upper left to lower right, with a thought bubble at the very lower right corner.


  CAPTION 1: It's March 5, 1967. Jim Jackson finished his hitch in the U.S.


  Army yesterday, and before taking the Greyhound back to Omaha went out


  for one last big bender with his buddies in San Francisco.


  CAPTION 2: Now, though, Jim might just miss that bus. His head's pounding


  like an artillery stonk, his mouth feels like a squirrel died in it,


  and his brain feels like someone installed it upside down. He has just


  one question.


  THOUGHT 3 (JIM): Where the heck am I?


  Panel 2: Jim is strapped down to some sort of medical table amidst Science Gone Mad! He's wearing civilian clothing that looks rumpled and a bit ill-fitting, like he last wore it at the start of his tour of duty. Caption in upper left, burst speech balloon on right. Long shot from above to take in the whole room.


  CAPTION 4: Some questions are better left unanswered, Jim!


  BURST 5 (JIM): HOLY HANNAH!
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  Panel layout should be more fluid in this story, with not every panel being strictly rectangular, and some may overlap, with characters violating panel boundaries. Specific panel ordering left to the artist on most pages.


  5 panels on this page.


  Panel 1: San Francisco Bay at night. A yacht is pulling out of dock, and a figure in foreground is swimming towards it. This is Jiang Sheng. His shoes are tied together around his neck and his shirt is tied around his waist. He wears typical "martial artist" garb.


  CAPTION 1: Nighttime in San Francisco Bay, and evil is on the move. But so


  is good.


  Panel 2: Jiang clambers up the side of the yacht, cloaked in shadow. On deck, a sentry is oblivious to his presence.


  CAPTION 2: An immortal evil has once more preyed on the innocent, but this


  time there will be justice!


  Panel 3: Jiang is behind the sentry, disabling him with a single, precise blow. No SFX, just a slight visual burst effect.


  BURST 3 (SENTRY): UNH!


  Panel 4: Jiang is dragging the sentry into the shadows.


  Panel 5: Closeup of Jiang emerging from the shadows, pulling the sentry's cap down over his face and wearing the sentry's uniform.


  THOUGHT 4 (JIANG): I'm coming for you, father!
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  Four panels in a 2 by 2 grid.


  Panel 1: Long shot, similar to page 1 panel 2, but a little tighter. Jim is only slightly tensed up.


  THOUGHT 1 (JIM): Gotta get outta these straps!


  Panel 2: Medium shot, Jim's straining against his bonds, and his muscles are threatening to rip right out of his clothing. Leave room for the caption somewhere.


  CAPTION 2: Sorry, Jim, but whoever tied you down knew what they were about!


  BURST 3 (JIM): UNNNGH!


  Panel 3: Closeup on Jim's right arm, which is now bulging to the point that it's ripping through his sleeve.


  SFX: R-R-RRRIP!


  CAPTION 4: Or maybe they didn't?


  Panel 4: Upper body shot of Jim, who has suddenly relaxed in surprise as he looks off to the right.


  SFX (FROM RIGHT): Clik!


  BURST 5 (JIM): Who's there?
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  Again, fairly free and loose panel layout, up to the artist. Try to give the impression of wandering through a maze.


  Panel 1: Jiang heads below deck. This is a large enough yacht that it has an actual stairwell, not a ladder.


  THOUGHT 1 (JIANG): What poor soul have you captured this time, father?


  Panel 2: Jiang exiting stairwell into a narrow corridor. It's poorly lit, with random shafts of light emerging from doorways or portholes to cast the only illumination.


  THOUGHT 2 (JIANG): Will you content yourself with mere vivisection, or do you


  have something worse in mind?


  Panel 3: Closeup on Jiang's face, half-lit by moonlight from a porthole.


  THOUGHT 3 (JIANG): Perhaps you seek to finally replicate the experiments that


  led to --


  Panel 4: Jiang seen from behind as he turns a corner.


  THOUGHT 4 (JIANG): -- me?
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  Page is split into two panels. The top panel is short but full width, the bottom panel is square, taking up most of the page.


  Panel 1: Long shot of Jim on the table, clothing a bit tattered now. Entering the panel from right and left are shadowy, bulky humanoid forms. Perhaps we only see part of their bodies in this panel.


  BURST 1 (JIM): !!


  Panel 2: Another freakout scene from above with Jim on the table surrounded by weirdness. The two figures look like they're wearing some sort of yellow alien space suits, totally obscuring the details of their bodies. Square faceplates of mirrored glass hide their features. Play with details, adding or subtracting fingers, etc. They hold out strange devices and wave them over Jim as if examining a lab animal. Jim's looking at them in disbelief, and has momentarily stopped struggling.


  Instructions to Letterer: Their speech bubbles should be weirdly shaped and kind of dripping-looking. Make up some sort of odd characters for their gibberish speech.


  ALIEN BUBBLE 2 (ALIEN 1): (short string of alien letters)


  ALIEN BUBBLE 3 (ALIEN 2): (somewhat longer string of alien letters)


  BURST 4 (JIM): ALIENS!
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  The corridors are even darker on this page, as he's in an interior section with no portholes to shed light. Lighting should come from cracks under doors and the like. Three panels.


  Panel 1: Jiang is walking like someone who's bored and belongs there, rather than skulking. A pair of figures in yellow hazmat suits with the headpieces in their hands are talking. They're both clearly Chinese.


  SPEECH 1 (HAZMAT 1): <...subject seems to show abnormal variances.*>


  SPEECH 2 (HAZMAT 2): <Should we prepare a security response?>


  FOOTNOTE 3: * Translated from Mandarin Chinese


  Panel 2: Jiang is walking past the pair, casually, hiding his face as nonchalantly as he can manage.


  SPEECH 4 (HAZMAT 1): <It would be prudent. This one is military.>


  SPEECH 5 (HAZMAT 2): <Done.>


  SFX 6 (BY HAZMAT 2'S WRIST): BEEP!


  Panel 3: Jiang has passed the pair, who are visible over his shoulder. Medium-close shot of Jiang, who is casting a frustrated glance backwards.


  THOUGHT 7 (JIANG): Father grows bold!
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  Four panel grid.


  Panel 1: The two aliens are attaching an object that looks vaguely like a flashlight (it should subtly change appearance in every panel, just as everything else does) to some armature while chattering to each other. Jim is trying to sit up, and is shouting at them accusingly.


  ALIEN BUBBLE 1 (ALIEN 2): (short gibberish)


  ALIEN BUBBLE 2 (ALIEN 1): (short gibberish)


  BURST 3 (JIM): Hey, what's that for?!


  Panel 2: The aliens are moving the armature over to Jim, and he's looking up at the flashlight-thing anxiously, sweating a bit. It pulses with the beginnings of an energy flare, a little Kirby Krackle leaking out.


  SPEECH 4 (JIM): Hey...wait a second! You-you don't wanna be doing that...


  ALIEN BUBBLE 5 (ALIEN 1): (single word)


  CAPTION 6: Sure they do!


  Panel 3: The laser torch fires, the panel is dominated by a blast effect and Jim's half-silhouetted face twisted in a grimace of pain.


  BURST 7 (JIM): AAAA--!


  Panel 4: The beam has been pulled back, but is still sizzling in one corner of the panel. Medium shot of Jim, whose shirt is pretty much a writeoff at this point, but he seems totally uninjured. He looks down at his chest as best as he can while strapped down, an expression of surprise on his face.


  SPEECH 8 (JIM): --aagh?


  CAPTION 9: Betcha didn't expect THAT, Jim!
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  Same hallway setting, same bad lighting. Five panels, the first two should be fairly small to leave room for the action in the last three.


  Panel 1: Similar composition to final panel of page 6, but HAZMAT 1 is pointing at Jiang.


  BURST 1 (HAZMAT 1): <You! Guard! Come here!>


  SPEECH 2 (JIANG): <Yes, sir.>


  Panel 2: Jiang has pulled his cap down and is trying to fake that he's the guard he replaced. He's reaching into his pocket as well.


  SPEECH 3 (HAZMAT 1): <This subject might cause trouble, so -- wait.>


  SPEECH 4 (HAZMAT 1): <I don't recognize you, let me see your ID.>


  SPEECH 5 (JIANG): <Certainly -- >


  Panel 3: Jiang has pulled his hand from his pocket and punched HAZMAT 1 in the gut. His target is doubled over. HAZMAT 2 is recoiling in shock, desperately stabbing the wrist control that he pressed on page 6.


  BURST 6 (JIANG): <DO YOU RECOGNIZE ME NOW?>


  SFX 7 (BY HAZMAT 1): WHUK


  SFX 8 (BY HAZMAT 2'S WRIST): BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!


  Panel 4: Jiang is felling HAZMAT 2 with a roundhouse kick. Several men in uniforms like theone Jiang is wearing are arriving at the edge of the panel.


  SFX 9 (BY HAZMAT 2'S HEAD): KRAK!


  Panel 5: A crackling field surrounds Jiang, who is spasming. It connects back to a control box held in the hands of one of the guards.


  SFX 10: ZZZZZZT!
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  Six panels, in a two-wide three-tall grid.


  Panel 1: The blade has descended again, on Jim's left shoulder. Jim's face should just barely be in shot, again silhouetted by the energy discharge. All panels will share the same framing, so make sure all the targeted body parts will fit into the panel.


  THOUGHT 1 (JIM): Hey, I barely felt that!


  Panel 2: Blade withdrawn, moving to Jim's right.


  ALIEN BUBBLE 2 (ALIEN OFF): (short phrase)


  THOUGHT 3 (JIM): But it sure did a number on my shirt, so what gives?


  Panel 3: Blade on Jim's abdomen, face is under-lit now.


  SPEECH 4 (JIM): Hee! Stop it, that tickles!


  Panel 4: Blade moving up towards Jim's right shoulder.


  THOUGHT 5 (JIM): Hey, maybe it's supposed to be hurting me, and I'm just


  one of those mysterymen like in WWII?


  Panel 5: Jim moves, making the blade's energy bounce off his bicep and onto the strap securing his right forearm.


  THOUGHT 6 (JIM): Gotta time this just --


  Panel 6: Jim's right arm is free. The laser blade is still active, and he's reaching up for it.


  BURST 7 (JIM): -- RIGHT!


  ALIEN BURST 8 (ALIEN, OFF): (Short, but clearly concerned gabble)
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  Three panels. The first one is square and takes up the top 2/3 or so of the page. The bottom of the page is split evenly between the other two panels. The setting is your basic "Ming the Merciless" throneroom, albeit on a smaller scale to fit onto a boat. There's flickering electrical arcs in place of torches. Dr. Sheng is wearing what looks to be a cross between a labcoat and Mandarin robes. He's bald and has a Fu Manchu mustache that is slightly graying. His fingers are unadorned, but serpentine tattoos are visible on his arms and terminate with dragon heads on the backs of his hands.


  Panel 1: Dr. Sheng is in his throne, looking down at Jiang. A crackling aura surrounds Jiang's body, forcing him into a kneeling posture, but it does not extend to his head. Jiang still wears the guard uniform pants, but the shirt and cap are gone. He looks a little worked-over. Guards flank Jiang, one of whom is performing a procedure that looks like he's passing off control of the paralysis beam from his portable unit to a wall-mounted projector (so there should be little energy beams connecting Jiang to both). Caption in upper left.


  CAPTION 1: Dr. Huang Sheng! Fiend of the East, master of forbidden


  sciences, scourge of the Pacific Rim...and Jiang's father!


  SPEECH 2 (DR. SHENG): So, the errant son returns. Have you decided to grow


  up and stop playing the hero, or is this just another tiresome attempt


  to deny your place at my side?


  Panel 2: Same basic composition as Panel 1, but smaller. Jiang is spitting to one side, since his head is free to move.


  SFX 3 (JIANG): PTUI!


  Panel 3: Closeup on Jiang's face.


  SPEECH 4 (JIANG): Perhaps it is you who should grow up, father, and put


  away all these toys?
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  Full page splash. Jim has grabbed the laser torch and swung it in an arc, the energy trail should clearly show it having gone from its armature and through part of the table, which is now breaking apart under Jim's newly found superhuman strength. Sparks are exploding from various banks of equipment. The aliens are cowering among the explosions. Note that the cutting torch should now look like the reference material provided for Brightsword's sword, and will no longer shift appearance. It is not part of the drugtrip background anymore, it's part of Jim's more stable self-concept.


  BURST 1 (JIM): FREEDOM!


  ALIEN BURST 2 (ALIEN 2): (short exclamation)


  SFX 3: THOOM!


  CAPTION: I think you broke their toy, Jim!
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  Four panels.


  Panel 1: Medium shot of a smiling Dr. Sheng. The SFX should be identical to the one used on page 11, but smaller.


  SPEECH 1 (DR. SHENG): Ah, yes, how I miss our father-son chats. But you


  have outlived your usefulness, and perhaps it is time -- eh?


  SFX 2 (OFF, FAINT): THOOM!


  Panel 2: Same camera angle as Panel 1, but Dr. Sheng is being rocked to one side and the lights have dimmed.


  BURST 3 (DR. SHENG): What is the meaning of this?!


  Panel 3: Closeup of the wall unit that's been keeping Jiang paralyzed. It sparks and fails.


  SFX 4: FZZT!


  Panel 4: Jiang lashes out as he rises in one smooth movement, smashing the guard's portable paralysis box with a swift kick. The lights are uneven, as if power is fluctuating.


  BURST 5 (JIANG): Freedom!
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  Three horizontal panels representing the same section of hallway. The way Jim sees things is stabilizing now as his superhuman metabolism starts to clear out the drugs in his system, so scenery should look more or less the same each time, just minor details differing. Jim progresses from the left end at the top panel to the right end at the bottom panel, fighting through various bio-suited "aliens". Their appearances are stabilizing as well, they still look Ditko-y, but more and more like the hazmat-suited techies in the Jiang side of the story.


  Panel 1: Jim is running down the hall, from left to right, and is at the left end right now. A bunch of aliens is approaching from the right, holding strange Ditkotech weapons. Jim's holding the laser torch as a sword.


  BURST 1 (JIM): You're not gonna stop me! I'm bustin' out!


  Panel 2: Jim slams into the aliens like a bowling ball into tenpins, scattering them. A few ray beams are lancing out in his direction, but none hit. He's not actually using the torch to hit them, just bulling through.


  SFX 2: CRASH!


  CAPTION 3: Bowling for aliens!


  Panel 3: At the right end of the hall, Jim is tossing aside one last alien, the rest have already fallen.


  THOUGHT 4 (JIM): Now, to cut through the hull, and -- waitaminnit! What if


  we're in space already?


  CAPTION 5: That COULD be a problem!
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  Four panels, should be close to a 2x2 grid if not exact. Panels 2 and 3 need to have the same basic composition.


  Panel 1: The lighting has gone red as emergency klaxons and lights go off. Medium shot of Jiang as he strikes another pair of guards at the same time. SFX 2 and 3 are near strike points. SFX 1 should bleed across into panel 2.


  SFX 1: BRRT BRRT BRRT


  SFX 2: WHUD


  SFX 3: THOK


  Panel 2: Longer shot, from behind Jiang's head. He's blocking some baton strikes coming from off-panel, and looking towards Dr. Sheng. His father is seated on his throne, looking mildly annoyed.


  BURST 4 (JIANG): FATHER!


  Panel 3: Same composition as Panel 2, but Jiang is moving away from the camera and towards his father, who is now smiling smugly. Jiang is elbowing a guard in the face with a visual burst but no SFX. SFX 6 bleeds into palen 4.


  BURST 5 (JIANG): You will not escape me this time!


  SFX 6 (ALONG BOTTOM): BRRT BRRT BRRT


  Panel 4: A panel is opening behind the throne as Dr. Sheng stabs a button concealed in the ornamental armrest. Tighter shot on the throne, Jiang is just coming into panel. A guard is to the right of the throne, ready to delay Jiang.


  SPEECH 7 (DR. SHENG): I will escape you any time I wish, BOY.
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  Three panels. Panel 2 is actually a full panel splash, with 1 being an inset in the upper left and 3 an inset in the lower right.


  Panel 1: Jim slices through a wall with his laser sword as he runs, make sure it looks like there's no "stop to see what's outside" going on, he's just breaking through.


  CAPTION 1: How high are you, Jim?


  THOUGHT 2 (JIM): Guess that's a risk I'll have to --


  BURST 3 (JIM): TAKE!


  Panel 2: Jim's falling, his world is topsy-turvy. It's night, so there's stars and stuff, but there should be a clear ocean horizon tilted at some crazy angle. Maybe add some swirly vertigo effects. The laser sword leaves a spinning path of light.


  SFX 4 (SWIRLING PATH EMERGING FROM JIM'S MOUTH): AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!


  CAPTION 5: How high is too high?


  Panel 3: The water's surface is at the top of this inset panel, and he's plunging below, trailing bubbles. The sword leaves a particularly strong sizzle path.


  SFX 6: SPOOOSH!
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  The top 1/3 is divided into three panels, while the rest of the page is a 2/3 page splash.


  Panel 1: Jiang is kicking the guard to one side as Dr. Sheng's throne recedes behind the opened panel. Dr. Sheng is in deep shadow. The lighting is still harsh and red. SFX 3 runs across the bottom of the panel, bleeding into Panels 2-3 and overlapping somewhat into Panel 4.


  SPEECH 1 (DR. SHENG): Until we next meet!


  BURST 2 (JIANG): NO!


  SFX 3: BRRT BRRT BRRT BRRT


  Panel 2: The panel slams closed just as Jiang reaches it. A bit of Sheng's robe is caught in it.


  SFX 4: CHAK!


  Panel 3: Jiang slams a fist impotently on the panel, which doesn't even dent. The bit of robe sticks out of the seam.


  BURST 5 (JIANG): Curse you, father!


  Panel 4: Long shot, Jiang leaps into the remaining half dozen guards, a whirlwind of spinning kicks and lashing fists. This is a big panel, you may want to draw "ghost images" of him fighting across the room. Jiang is clutching the piece of robe in one hand.


  THOUGHT 6 (JIANG): I hear helicopter blades above -- I may be too late!


  PAGE 17


  Four panels, 2 by 2 grid.


  Panel 1: Jim floating underwater, as if he's no longer buoyant enough to just pop up like a cork. He looks semi-conscious.


  THOUGHT 1 (JIM): Whuuu -- ? Water?


  CAPTION 2: And how deep is too deep?


  Panel 2: Jim's swimming, in a bit of a panic. Make it look uncertain whether he's even swimming up or not.


  THOUGHT 3 (JIM): Great, I'm not in space, but that doesn't mean I can


  breathe now!


  Panel 3: Jim's swimming is more confident now, but he's still underwater.


  THOUGHT 4 (JIM): Feels like I'm making pretty good time, though. Which


  way's up? Wait, there's the moon --


  Panel 4: Jim breaks the surface, show city lights in the far background. There's no sign of the craft he escaped from. He's got that "two faced" look that indicates he's looking around quickly.


  BURST 5 (JIM): AIR!


  SFX 6: SPLASH!


  THOUGHT 7 (JIM): Ah, the shore...let's hope it's America!


  PAGE 18


  Identical layout to page 13, same section of hallway, but in the more realistic style and with red lighting. Jiang crosses from right to left, quickly but warily, stepping around the fallen techs. They should be in the same positions as in panel 3 of page 13 (save for the one being tossed aside in that panel, which should be in a reasonable position for having been thrown).


  Panel 1: Jiang at right end, looking over his shoulder to the right. In this panel and the others, he still has the piece of his father's robe in one hand. His other hand is idly striking upward, smashing the klaxon.


  SFX 1: BRRT BR--*


  THOUGHT 2 (JIANG): Someone else has been here -- and seems to have left


  rather violently through a hole in the hull!


  Panel 2: A tech near the left end is starting to stir. Jiang is at the middle, does not seem to have noticed him yet.


  THOUGHT 3 (JIANG): It appears my father's latest experiment has backfired


  rather spectacularly.


  SHAKY SPEECH 4 (HAZMAT 1): moooann...


  Panel 3: Jiang is stomping HAZMAT 1 almost absently, while peering to the left. Yellow light from off-panel is shining on his face.


  THOUGHT 5 (JIANG): Yes, whoever did this broke out of the room I passed


  earlier.


  PAGE 19


  Page is split vertically into two equal panels. The left panel is in a Kirby style, the right panel in the Jiang story style.


  Panel 1: Jim in Brightsword costume, a flag fluttering in the background, sword burning brightly. Make this as bright and shiny as possible. Thought balloon along the top.


  THOUGHT 1: I never did figure out who those aliens were. Still, as Jim


  Jackson I may have mustered out of the Army, but as Brightsword I'm


  just STARTING my service to my country!


  Panel 2: Jiang is abovedeck, looking up into the distance, moonlight on his face. He holds up the fist with the piece of his father's robe, clutching it as if he wishes it were his father's throat. This panel should be as dark and somber as Panel 1 is bright and shiny. SFX at top right, thought balloon along bottom.


  SFX 2 (OFF): WHUP WHUP WHUP WHUP (fading)


  THOUGHT 3 (JIANG): You may have escaped this time, father, but I will not


  rest so long as you are free to prey on the innocent!


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


  Next Issue:


  From Jiang Sheng at the start of the Second Heroic Age, to Jiang at the end of the Third! As a world dies around him in 1998, he encounters an "Immortal Evil"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Okay, normally I avoid script format. I don't think it's something meant to be read as an end product, it's something to give an artist or a troupe of players. But the more I thought about how I wanted this story to work, the more I realized it couldn't be done as well in standard prose. The interweaving, not to mention repeated motifs increasing until it was clear to the reader that both stories were happening at once...that pretty much demanded script format if not an actual comic.


  Now, this isn't the first time I've written in script format. I did a few stories as proposals for an anthology comic a few years back that never got off the ground, sadly. I based my script style on reading a number of Priest's scripts for things like Ka-Zar and Black Panther. Those early scripts of mine were, mind you, intended for an artist's eyes, and I thumbnailed them first. This issue I went right to script, and left some of the layout open, backing away from totally "full script" form, but not approaching the Marvel style (rough plot sent to artist, then work the script around the art) for the obvious reason that this is intended to be read as-is rather than waiting for an artist. :) Not that I'd mind an artist taking a shot at it, but it's a tad big for fan art.


  Anyway, with CSS #1-4 covering the middle and end of the Second Heroic Age, I figured I should go back and show some of the beginning too.


  19 pages is a bit short for a full-length story in 1967, if I recall correctly, but ad count fluctuated a lot back then, and stories could go long or short depending on that. I do know that there were 19 page comics in the 70s. Plus, there may have been a short backup feature to flesh it out to whatever the desired content level was. Oh, and if the linecount seems kinda high this time, do keep in mind that I'm using a LOT more blank lines than usual. :)


  As you might have noticed, the two stories don't parallel exactly. Jiang's side starts first, with the two techs he beat up recovering and then going in to be the aliens who experimented on Jim. The actual guards are all in the throne room with Jiang when Jim busts loose, though, which is why he's only opposed by a bunch of hazmat-suited techs. The "THOOM" moment is where they most clearly share the same point in time.


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/brightsword1.JPG is Brightsword's costume, done in pseudo-Kirby style. Brightsword's first ASH universe appearance was in CSS #2, he was originally devised as a historical figure in the Modern Knights Role-Playing Game's default setting. Dr. Huang Sheng's first ASH universe appearance was in CSV #19, and Jiang's first mention was also in that issue. Jiang did not actually appear on-screen until CSS #2. The Shengs were both created by Marc Singer, and are homages to Fu Manchu and Shang-Chi from Marvel Comics, in case it wasn't obvious by this point.


  Historical note: "Jiang" is actually a Pinyin transliteration, in the late 1960s it would far more likely have been spelled Chieng or something along those lines using the Wade-Giles system. However, Pinyin did exist by that point even if it wasn't widely adopted, so one can presume that Jiang changed the transliteration to spite his father, or just to be linguistically progressive. "Sheng" is pretty much the same in both Wade-Giles and Pinyin.


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


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


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


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


  #6 - The End Times Part I: Immortal Evil


  The cover shows a slightly gray-haired Jiang Sheng standing alone on a strangely empty city street, looking up at the sky and screaming.


  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #6 - Immortal Evil


  The End Times Part I


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [July 6, 1998 - San Francisco, CA]


  "Stand away from her," Jiang said flatly. There was no hint of threat or anger in his voice, simply the tone of a reasonable request that one expected the listener to comply with. He was a reasonable man, after all. Few who wear the robes of the Shaolin are unreasonable.


  The three figures arrayed around the cowering women were, however, neither reasonable nor truly men anymore. Their features were distorted, taking on aspects of a great cat in ways that suggested magic and not simple tattooing or cosmetic surgery. Nor did their unsheathed claws seem to be affectation or artifice.


  "Leave, uncle monk," the largest of the trio snarled, the split in his upper lip giving him a slight speech impediment. "This street belongs to the Tiger Tong."


  Jiang raised an eyebrow slowly at that claim. "Once it may have," he replied, showing no fear or even concern that he was facing men who had clearly traded their souls to one spirit or another in exchange for power. It was, sadly, all too common in these debased days. "But the Tiger Tong was broken nearly a quarter of a century ago. I should know, I was there."


  The smallest of the trio snarled derisively. "Do not brag about your age, monk," he spat. "And don't think that your kung fu can do anything against us. We're a lot tougher than any posers who might have called themselves the Tiger Tong back in the chop socky days." The other two chuckled along with him, and all three started to shift.


  What had before been merely evocative of a tiger now became a true trait. Fur sprouted from their orange and black tinged skin, their ears lengthened, their faces stretched into fanged muzzles. Within moments, they were transformed into a sort of halfway point between man and man-eater. The woman they'd been menacing screamed and then fainted.


  "You should break your bargain with whatever spirit empowered you, my sons," Jiang warned. "Such pacts rarely turn out well for mortals. Tiger spirits in particular are dangerous to treat with, there is too much of the cat's playful cruelty to them."


  "You're the mortal that this won't turn out well for!" the smallest of the weretigers retorted, but he was the last of the three to lunge at him. Jiang mentally marked him as the most dangerous, for he seemed to have at least half a brain.


  Making a leap that his graying hair suggested was impossible, Jiang grabbed onto a balcony and swung over the charging tiger-men. Twisting about, he turned his momentum into a powerful kick to the back of "shorty's" head. A human would have been instantly killed, but Jiang didn't expect it to do more than stagger his opponent for a moment.


  The other two turned to try to swipe at him, and barely avoided attacking each other. Good, they were still sane enough to care about that, but not well-trained enough to avoid it easily.


  Jiang took a calculated risk and grabbed the tail of the largest one, pulling hard. His target yowled in pain, flailing about behind him on instinct and rage. Jiang dropped and swept the weretiger's feet out from under him, turning the spinning attack against his foe and leading him to sink the claws of one hand into the just-recovering small one.


  Taking advantage of the momentary shock this bit of "friendly fire" caused, Jiang slammed a fist into the throat of the third tiger, feeling the larynx crack under his assault. Again, a move that would likely kill or at least cripple a normal man, but would only buy him time against a spirit- ridden one such as this.


  There was a moment of near-silence, broken only by a faint retching sound as the one with the crushed throat tried to speak and failed.


  WHOOP WHOOP!


  A police siren broke the moment, and an armored cruiser came into view at the alley mouth. All eyes shifted to the woman, who had opened her eyes and was clutching a small keychain device in one hand.


  "Panic button!" one of the tigers snarled. Just one of the little things to come out of telecommunications advances in a world full of supernatural threats, the panic button would alert the police much like a call to 911, complete with GPS tracking of your location, and was much less expensive than a mobile phone. Lately, stores couldn't keep them on the shelves.


  "We'll be back for you, old monk!" the small one added, clutching his quickly healing wound.


  The three leapt for the rooftops and vanished. Jiang breathed a sigh of relief...he probably could have defeated them, but it wasn't was easy or as sure a thing as it once had been. He may have looked and felt much younger than his age, but that age was nearly eighty.


  Now, it only remained to calm the victim and give the police an accurate description of this new Tiger Tong. They were much better equipped than in his day, and could be trusted to deal with the threat. He was, after all, merely a contemplative monk now, not a hot-blooded vigilante....


  * * * *


  "How is the world outside?" Brother Qi asked as Jiang entered the hidden underground monastery.


  "Continuing to remind me why I spend most of my time in here," Jiang chuckled. He pulled a small packet out from under his belt, a number of envelopes bound with a rubber band. Withdrawing one of the letters, he handed the rest ot Qi. "But neither sleet, nor snow, nor rampaging tiger spirits will...well, you know. I think most of these are from Xiaoming's family," he added. The newest of the cloistered monks still maintained some ties to his brothers and sisters, via the post office box the monks maintained. While keeping the world at arm's length, they did not go so far as some sects and attempt to wall it off entirely.


  "Rampaging tiger spirits? What has the world come to...?" Brother Qi muttered to himself as he walked off to distribute the mail.


  What indeed, Jiang thought to himself. The duty of leaving the cloister had once been a rotating job, but in recent months it had been decided that only those best able to handle themselves in a fight should go. The Tiger Tong was only the latest manifestation of the many ways in which the world was going mad. Old gods returning, new ones claiming to be born, and the same old superhumans sticking around in the mix. Jiang half expected Buddha himself to descend from the heavens to put a stop to the insanity, but such a thing had not happened yet. Nor had the God of the Christians or the Moslems gotten involved, not in any way that was certain.


  Shaking his head, Jiang turned to the letter he held in his hands. It had no return address, but the postmark put it in Boise, Idaho. As he knew no one who lived there, it had to be one of his many wandering friends, posting mail from wherever they happened to be at the time.


  "Hey, J.S., long time no write!" it opened. Ah, even if the handwriting weren't obvious, only one man addressed him by his initials. Chuck Morse, once known as the Weapons Master. Like Jiang, he was a man with no supernatural powers, and he lacked even the genetic enhancements that Jiang's father had provided. As a result, he looked every bit of his nearly fifty years, if not older in some ways. But he was a tough scrapper, and he had roamed the highways of the nation for most of his life, helping out those who were "below the radar" of the supernatural defenders of mankind.


  "Enjoying a few days in the 'Big City' after a long stint in Montana helping a family of ranchers deal with some kind of ghostly presence. Wasn't one of Fantom's loose ends, though...probably an actual-dead-people sort of ghost. Still not sure what ended up working, but things stayed quiet long enough to feel okay moving on. I got one of those satellite phones now, though, so they can call me up if the boogeyman comes back. It's not supertech, so it's kinda clunky, but that's okay. I've been seeing this Anchor lady on and off lately, so I wouldn't be able to keep using a superphone even if I had one."


  Jiang quirked an eyebrow, then read on.


  "Oh, yeah, I didn't mention Carla in the last letter, did I? I guess I didn't wanna jinx it. She's got some kooky religious views, worships a guy named Horus (ain't he one of those Conclave of Super-Villains guys?) and stuff, but once we agreed to not talk about gods and the like we got along great. Neither of us is the settling down sort, but we might just try out one of those long distance relationships. But what about you, J.S.? You're not getting any younger either, much as you might not look your age! And I doubt there's a lot of dating opportunities in that barrel of monks you call home these days!


  "Anyway, I might be coming down your way in a week or so, if you can get to a phone, gimme a call and we'll have drinks (okay, tea for you) and reminisce about how the crazy old days were downright tame compared to what the kids are up to these days. Maybe I'll find you a lady, too."


  A phone number was scrawled under the signature, and Jiang made a mental note to try it next time his duties took him outside.


  He set the letter on his nightstand and thought about Chuck's admonition. Should he consider marriage, or at least siring an heir? There had been that woman Morgan Adams introduced him to back in '95, but that had gone nowhere. He knew that, barring violence or accident, he would likely live another century, so there was no great urgency in the matter of founding his own family, but it was still a matter to consider.


  Jiang's reverie was interrupted by a pounding on the door. Loud, insistent, and not the knock of someone requesting entry. No, it was the sound of the door being battered in!


  He sprang for the hallway, joined by several of the other brothers. Some had picked up weapons, and one had the forethought to bring a heavy bar that could be placed across the door if need be.


  Jiang got into the foyer just in time to see that forethought rendered moot, as a clawed fist smashed through the heavy wooden door in a shower of splinters!


  "We've come for you, old monk!" a familiar voice snarled from the other side of the rapidly collapsing door. "We don't forget a scent, and yours was easy to track!" the smallest of the three Tiger Tong members he'd faced earlier shouted.


  With that, the door finished falling to pieces, and a quintet of hairy man-beasts swarmed into the foyer, with more visible behind them. There was a brief moment of tension, as the Tigers flexed their claws and the monks tightened grips on their weapons.


  Then the Tiger Tong vanished in the blink of an eye.


  "What...what happened?" Xiaoming asked, nearly dropping his spear.


  "I don't..." Jiang started. Then he doubled over as his world became pain and fire....


  * * * *


  [Elsewhere]


  As the flames faded, Jiang found himself in a familiar room. It was the throneroom of his father, Doctor Huang Sheng, as it had been before Jiang broke with his father and left the castle in flames. A mix of mystical and technological trappings, all overlaid by late-Manchu court finery.


  "What trickery is this?" Jiang demanded of the empty throne. "A teleporter, perhaps? Did you want the Tiger Tong for your own purposes, father, and simply realize I could be had in the same stroke?"


  "Plausible, would it not be?" his father's voice echoed from all around. "I have certainly done a great deal of work with human-animal hybrids recently, such as in Project: Onslaught." The voice started to localize at the throne, and Doctor Sheng faded into view seated on it, in his finest robes. "But, no. I cannot claim to be behind whatever happened to your furry playmates. Nor am I truly your father. Nor, might I add, are either of us truly here," he gestured at the throneroom.


  "An illusion, then?"


  "In the sense that it is all in your mind, yes. I am all in your mind as well. You might call me the technological ghost of your father...he has met with an unplanned end, and I have been activated."


  Jiang clutched his head. "An implant of some sort?"


  The false Doctor laughed. "Nothing so crude, my son. I have had access to alien nanotechnology for over a decade now, and after our clash in Tanzania I decided to make use of it while I had you captive. You see, I never really wanted you dead, no matter how far you strayed. You represent my future, after all, and there was always time to bring you back to the proper path."


  "I would never willingly join you...or my real father, 'ghost'. You should know that."


  The technospirit shrugged. "Perhaps. Perhaps not. But science offered an alternative to the patient path. I, a simulation of your father's mind and experiences, was insinuated into your body while you lay in that cell in Tanzania. Then Adams and Preston were simply allowed to rescue you. Every so often, I arrange to have an agent transmit updates of my memories into your brain, and a clever neutrino-based signal ensures that no matter where you or I may go on this planet, my lifesigns were being constantly monitored. Now, sadly, I have died or otherwise departed the mortal world, and this program has gone active as one of many, MANY contingency plans."


  "There is nothing sad about the demise of my father," Jiang gritted his teeth. "Unless he brought down innocent lives in the process."


  The nanotech infection laughed again. "Ironic that you might say that. I do not know the nature of his...my death, and as the last update was several weeks ago I cannot even make an educated guess. But at least one innocent will die. YOU," he pointed a bony finger at Jiang.


  "You are welcome to try!" Jiang fell into a fighting stance.


  The simulacrum turned the pointed finger into a dismissive wave. "It is already done. Your mind...your spirit, to be superstitious...is trapped in this virtual castle. You will not be burning this one down, oh no. Eventually you will simply fade away. Or perhaps you will be re-educated and given a new body, should my whim decide. But you are talking to a mere facet of my being, the nanotechnology has by now totally usurped control of your body. Huang Sheng is reborn!"


  "My brothers will stop you!"


  "Those pathetic monks? They will not even know what happened. Do you think I'd be foolish enough to try to impersonate you without retaining full access to all aspects of your memories and personality? And, once they have outlived any use I may have for them, the monks will simply be disposed of, or used for experimental subjects."


  "NOOOOOOOOOO!!!!"


  * * * *


  [July 8, 1998 - San Francisco, CA]


  "Brother Jiang awakens!" came a voice from across the room.


  "Jiang, are you..." Qi started to ask.


  Jiang sat up. "Yes, I am whole. It seems my little scrap earlier in the day took more of a toll than this old man is willing to admit to," he smiled wryly. "And then the stress of the second attack, and the mysterious vanishing...but I will be fine. Do you know what happened?"


  Qi shook his head. "The attackers are all gone. The city above is in chaos, it seems that a significant portion of the population simply vanished without warning...vehicles crashed, the power grid went briefly offline, and there are riots breaking out among the remaining population. The brothers are split...some think we should go above and render aid, others that we should reinforce our doors and wait for things to calm down. What do you think, Jiang?"


  "I think...I need a bit more rest. But, if a telephone can be reached safely, call this number and ask Mister Morse on my behalf for whatever he knows about the situation," Jiang gestured to the letter, still resting on his nightstand. "Now, please...leave me for an hour, so I may collect my senses."


  Brother Qi nodded while picking up the letter, and the monks in the small room with him left behind him.


  "So, mass disappearances, not just the Tiger Tong?" Huang mused aloud in Jiang's voice. "Interesting. There had been mutterings that the so-called Godmarket would come with a steep price, and perhaps this is it. But I never followed one of those hopped-up godlings, so that does not explain my own demise. Not directly, in any case."


  He crossed to the other side of the cell, where a small octagonal mirror was hung. "My son has taken good care of this body, at least. But I will need to have the nanomachines reshape it before I can resume my position among the Technomancers. And I can't do that while the monks are here...oh, be silent, my son. I can hear you begging for their lives. And, to be frank, I find I have little taste for killing them. Perhaps the conscience is in part genetically determined? How revolting, but definitely an interesting avenue for my work. Yesss...a conscience-altering retrovirus would be very useful. But come, for now I will let you be my better angel, as the westerners say. And once matters here have been resolved to my satisfaction, we can travel to Khadam. I take it you have no qualms about finding whatever son of a dog killed me and meting out some justice? After all, anyone who could kill your dear, departed father has got to be an even bigger monster...."


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


  Next Issue:


  The End Times continue with a look at what Chuck Morse was doing with his life on that fateful day, in "Drifter"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  I was thinking about the Shengs one morning while in the process of writing CSS #5, contemplating what Jiang's fate might have been, and how Huang could have undone his Magene. Then I turned to the thought, "Why would Huang Sheng have denied himself such an advantage?" After all, it's not like there was a whole lot of warning about what was coming, and just doing it so that Anchors would have no sway over him seemed a weak reason.


  Then it came to me in a flash. Losing the Magene wasn't the main purpose, it was merely a side effect. Huang uploaded his brilliant mind into a body without the Magene, an emergency failsafe to be activated in the event of his untimely death. I toyed with the idea that he cloned Jiang at some point, but decided it would be more dramatic if he took over his actual son, fighting for control of the body. Unfortunately, in CSV #19 it was clear that Huang was the one who won such a struggle, so no happy ending for Jiang. Or, as it turned out, much of a struggle....


  This was originally going to be a one-shot story, but after writing the letter from Chuck I realized there was a story there too. And why not try to flesh it out into a proper arc, focusing on where various Second Age people were at the end of the Third Age? At the moment, The End Times is planned for three issues total...there were more than three Second Age survivors around on July 6, 1998, but most of them share a very similar ending (and Doctor Developer's story is Andy's to tell, not mine). So, Part II will see things through the eyes of another survivor, and the final part (Part III at the moment) will finally show what happened when the Barrier went up...from the point of view of one of the superhumans who sacrificed everything to create it!


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


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


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


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


  #7 - The End Times Part II: Drifter


  Cover shows a middle aged, weathered man with graying brown hair and wearing a tattered and faded green leather jacket and holding a katana in each hand. Arrayed around him in a darkened forest are shadowy forms that look like nightmare versions of wolves.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #7 - The End Times Part II: Drifter


  Featuring Weapons Master


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [July 6, 1998 - North Fork of the Willamette River, Oregon]


  "Looks like this little detour's gonna make me a lot later than I thought, J.S." I muttered under my breath as the antlered Huntsman grinned his inhuman smile and gestured for his beasts to finish me. "I'm getting too damned old for this," I added.


  But, then again, getting any older didn't look like it was gonna be a big problem for this semi-retired superhero anymore.


  * * * *


  [July 1, 1998 - Corvallis, Oregon]


  But I'm getting ahead of myself. You probably wanna know how I got involved in this in the first place.


  The nice thing about advances in telecommunications and banking and all that stuff was that it's a lot easier now to pick up my monthly check from "Sancho" than it used to be. No matter where I am, whether a big East Coast city or a sleepy little college town in the Pacific Northwest, the money finds me and I find it...although that might be about to change. Anyway, Don Quixote's former sidekick had kept busy with one thing and another since the old days, but he was never too busy to keep an eye out for old friends and support 'em in whatever whacked out lifestyle they might choose to lead. Especially my whacked out lifestyle. Ten'll get you one that for all the money and comfort Mr. Panzo had as the head of whatever business he was running this month on behalf of Quixote's family, he'd drop it in a minute to join me playing hero on the road if it weren't for his sense of duty. So, instead, he made sure I could follow that dream, and lived it a little through me.


  So, anyway, I was coming out of the local branch of Megabank Number Two, whatever actual name mergers had left it with most recently, when I was made.


  "Weapons Master!" the kid gasped. Okay, young man. College student. Yeah, I'm getting old enough to think of anyone under thirty as a kid, so sue me.


  "That's what they used t' call me," I nodded. I don't wearing a mask anymore, unless you counted a motorcycle helmet or sunglasses, but I haven't completely let go of the old costume game. Not a lot of people wear kelly green leather jackets with gold letters "W" and "M" interlaced on the back, after all. Well, I'm not the only one, Sancho's been keeping an eye on my merchandising residuals for me, since I never did sign up with the DSHA for that deal. But most of the people buying jackets like mine aren't quite as old as me.


  "You here about the cult in Westfir?" the college student asked. Of course it was a college student, I'd been around long enough to tell a student from a townie, it really didn't matter what city you were talking about, the difference was pretty clear. Besides, colleges were thick with kids who'd grown up on comics and cartoons and probably knew more about my early career than I can remember myself.


  I pulled my shades down a bit and looked the kid in the eye, stealing a move from about a million cheesy TV dramas. "Can't say as I am. What cult?" I vaguely recalled Westfir was something of a tourist town, mostly catering to river fishing and stuff like that. End of the road before the North Fork of the Willamette went up into the Cascades. Well, end of the good roads, anyway. Yeah, yeah...I know I'm telling you stuff you already know, most of you anyway, but lemme tell the story my way, okay?


  The kid shrugged. "A bunch of pagans," he practically spat the word, marking him as one of the shrinking reserve of Christians who hadn't thrown in their lot with the self-proclaimed gods, "set up a commune up near Westfir, and now fishermen have started to disappear. My roommate's cousin knew a guy who went there last month and never came back."


  I'd lifted my shades back up, so he couldn't see when I rolled my eyes. Friend of a friend, one of the sure signs of an urban myth. Still, with the old fashioned kind of myths wandering the Earth these days, who could say if his roommate's cousin wasn't onto something?


  "I take it the cops haven't done anything? None of the flashier superheroes gone in?"


  The kid shook his head. "The way things are these days?" he asked, shrugging. "It'd take a lot more than a few sport fishermen going missing before it'd even get on anyone's radar. But...."


  I let him trail off, smirking. The secret to having lasted so long as a superhero without any powers was knowing my niche. Leaving the big, splashy stuff to the people who could toss planets around, leaving the mundane crime to the cops. Take the little, weird stuff that the cops don't take seriously and the supers don't have time for. The kid knew my current career pretty well too, it seemed. Just because I wasn't super didn't mean I'd given up on being a hero.


  "You know, it's nice weather to do a little fishing, don'tcha think?" I asked.


  * * * *


  [July 1, 1998 - Westfir, Oregon]


  As I pulled into Westfir, I decided it really was nice weather for a little fishing. Even if this all turned out to be nothing...ha, I wish...an afternoon or two spent on the Willamette with a rented rod and reel would be a nice change of pace.


  What, a man of action like me wouldn't enjoy some fishing? Don't forget that before I put on a costume and started running around Detroit looking for trouble, I wandered the Orient training under a bunch of masters. You don't get very far with that sort of sensei and sifu if you lack patience and the ability to savor quiet and calm. Besides, after as many years of action as I've had, the occasional serenity is nice. Oh, I probably won't actually hang up the sword until someone hangs it on my tombstone, but a few days off are always welcome.


  "Downtown" is maybe three blocks long, and dominated by tourist trap stuff and gear rental stores, about what you'd expect from a town out on the edge of the map that made its living on sportfishing these days. There were a few remnants to tell me of how it had once had a different sort of economy, but most of those buildings had been made into museums or hotels. Part of why I'd stopped for lunch in Willamette City instead...I'd rather get a feel for the town before paying tourist money for meals, no offense meant to the town. Hey, Sancho was generous, but the cheaper you can eat, the more you have left for motorcycle repair or medical bills, eh?


  Still, for the height of the summer tourist season, things looked pretty quiet. There were decorations up that promised July 4th fireworks, and all the usual trappings you'd expect, including some brand new storefront displays flogging the class 4 whitewaters up in the North Fork. But there just weren't a lot of actual tourists to be trapped. Word had clearly gotten around about the cult.


  "Welcome to Westfir!" a genial man with thinning brown-gray hair and a bushy beard said as I parked my motorcycle. He wore a flannel shirt and bluejeans, but his outfit had the look of a uniform nonetheless. Some sort of town official, probably. Or maybe just a businessman who took a big interest in local affairs. Well, that's the impression I got, anyway.


  "Thanks," I nodded. "Thought I might stop for a little fishing on my way down to San Fran. Visiting an old buddy," I explained. I could see him eyeing my jacket, as well as the long bundle strapped to the side of my Hog.


  "I'm the Mayor," he added, his tone a little more serious now. "Clement Jackson. And I'm guessing that," he pointed at the bundle that held my swords, "isn't a rod and reel?"


  "Can't be too careful these days," I grinned. "Don't worry, it's all licensed and legal, and I'm not here to cause any trouble. Way I hear it, actually, I might be able to help you with some trouble you already got."


  Mayor Clem fell into what I thought of as Shifty Politician Stance Number Five. Yeah, I've dealt with enough local politicos that I've started classifying their moves. It's almost like martial arts styles, in a way. Anyway, the old Number Five meant he was torn between begging for help and not wanting to scare away the tourists by admitting there was actually a problem. Even though I was obviously not the scare-able tourist type, you don't get to run a tourist town without some deeply ingrained habits about projecting a sunny attitude in the face of impending disaster. You know, like in that shark movie. Any shark movie.


  Finally, he settled on the variant I think of as Stance Five-A, stepping closer and pitching his voice low so that none of the non-existent other tourists on the street could hear us talk. "A bunch of weird cultists moved in on public land a few months ago. They don't come into town, keep to themselves, and whenever I send the sheriff up to talk to 'em, they seem friendly and harmless enough. Hippies, really, but without the drugs, as far as we can tell. They're squatting on designated scenic land, but the game warden's had no luck getting 'em to vacate, and the feds aren't about to divert the resources to evict what looks like a bunch of peaceful flakes when there's so much else going on these days."


  "But...?"


  "But we've had some sport fishermen vanish up around where their camp is. No evidence that they're involved, of course, and it's not like we never had missing persons cases before this. But it's starting to spook people. Steve Hanson, that's his store down the street, went to check things out himself last week and he hasn't come back yet. We're starting to get worried."


  "Yeah, I can see where you would," I nodded. "Well, let me get settled in here, I'm guessing you know the best place to stay? Right. I'm gonna spend the rest of today talking to anyone local you think I should, and tomorrow morning I'll go upriver to have a chat with your new neighbors...."


  * * * *


  [July 2, 1998 - North Fork of the Willamette River, Oregon]


  I'd left my Harley back a ways, which meant I could smell the cult's compound before I could see it. Oh, the Hog could've handled the rough trail through the forest, I wouldn't be caught dead on any dainty street rocket that couldn't handle a little off-roading once in a while. But it seemed a little too confrontational to bring a gas-belching beast into what everyone said was your basic granola-eating hippie nature commune, especially if they weren't to blame for any of the local weirdness.


  "Hullo the house!" I called out with a laugh as I smelled the patchouli smoke wafting on the breeze. Rule number two of not making a bad impression on strangers...don't let them think you were trying to sneak up on them. I mean, sneaking up on them was certainly an option, but either do it and don't get caught, or don't do it and don't even look like you were trying.


  "Well met, stranger," a long-haired woman said as she practically melted out of the woods in front of me. The fact that her hair was blond meant that these people hadn't completely gone back to nature...not a lot of natural blondes with Chinese features. "I am called Rhiannon...do you come to join us?"


  A name like "Rhiannon" is another thing not usually found alongside Chinese features, but she might've been from L.A. or Vancouver, it wasn't just bored white kids who ended up in communes in the 60s and gave their kids weird names. Or the name could be as natural as the hair.


  "Name's Chuck," I held out a friendly hand to shake, which she simply bowed over. Pulling my hand back and trying to look a little surprised, I continued, "I'm just pokin' around and lookin' for good places to fish, and I smelled the incense. You got folks living out here?"


  Rhiannon nodded serenely. "We are the followers of Aengus, we have come here to escape the distractions of modern life and find our way closer to him."


  "Huh. Followers of Angus? I mean, I like AC/DC as much as the next guy, but...oh, come on, don't give me that blank look. Angus Young? Never mind, I'm feelin' old enough already."


  She laughed brightly. "Aengus," she carefully pronounced the name, emphasizing the Gaelic character of it. "The hero-god of love and poetry."


  "Oh," I shrugged. "Whatever works for you, I guess. What works for me right now is to get away from the 'distractions of modern life' to do a little fishing. You seen anyone angling up around here? Do any yourself?"


  Rhiannon shrugged. "We do catch fish for sustenance, but we have not seen any fishermen not of our group in the time we have been here. We chose this location because it is further upriver than the sportfishers generally come, you see. At least, that was what we had heard. We have only been here three months, I suppose we might see a few more anglers like you before the end of the season."


  "Well, I'll try not to disturb y'all," I nodded, affecting a bit of nervous discomfort. "Maybe I'll go try the Middle Fork instead, since you've been eatin' the fish here. Then again, it's not like I fish to catch anything," I grinned weakly, then left.


  I hadn't learned much, but I'd learned enough for a first meeting, confirming what the sheweriff had told me. I'd be back later, but I'd have to be really careful. If Rhiannon's little "appear out of nowhere" trick wasn't unique to her group, they'd be hard to sneak up on....


  * * * *


  [July 4, 1998 - Westfir, Oregon]


  "Well, Mayor Clem," I said as a nice bit of supertech-based pyrotechnics went off overhead, the sparks forming into a spinning globe briefly before fading, "they seem harmless enough. And I did some sneaking around later, it looks like they're pretty much what they say. They worship a poetry and love god, and seem to spend most of the time either doing general commune chores or, well, love and poetry. Not necessarily in that order."


  "Nothing suspicious at all?" the mayor asked.


  "Well, I heard some wolf howls, seemed a little odd. Have you had trouble with wolves in the past?"


  Clem shook his head. "Not since I've lived here, no. I mean, there's wolves up in the Cascades, but not so you'd notice as long as you don't do anything stupid."


  "Well, this might be a case of the gods favoring the stupid," I tapped my temple and made a hollow clicking sound with my tongue. "Your cult deliberately moved beyond where people normally go, they might have disrupted a pack's hunting range. But, since there's a good chance their god really does favor them, they'd be magically protected from the consequences of their actions. Leaving hungry wolves wandering places they don't normally go. Hungry and annoyed wolves."


  "What, you think our missing people were killed by wolves? Maybe the tourists, but Steve took his shotgun, I doubt wolves would've gotten him before he could get off a shot, and that sort of thing echoes down to town pretty well."


  I shrugged. "It's a possibility. I might just have to play bait for a few days and see what bites."


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1998 - North Fork of the Willamette River, Oregon]


  Me and my big mouth. "See what bites" me right in the ass, I shoulda said.


  It made a certain amount of sense. You have a bunch of wannabe back-to- nature hippiedippies from the big city, out in the middle of the Cascades, trying to sustain themselves on love, poetry and catching fish. They weren't exactly in good farmland up there, though, so they couldn't put in any crops to help stretch the fish, and I bet they'd had a few hungry days here and there. But they were already worshipping one god, so why not throw a little prayer to one of his relatives? Like, say, a hunting god who could help 'em bring down some deer or small game? These were pagans already, I'd let my old fashioned monotheistic viewpoint blind me to the fact that polytheism is no big deal to these guys. Sure, they liked Aengus most, but that doesn't stop them from liking Cerunnos too.


  So...he gives them good luck in the hunt, but doesn't stop there, no. Of course not. Like any god worth his salt, he sends these guys a genuine avatar, to demonstrate how cool he is and how they really should be worshipping mainly him, with a side order of Aengus.


  And if the avatar of Cerunnos takes down a few nonbelievers once in a while, if he gets a little wild? Well, duh. It's all part of the portfolio for the master of the Wild Hunt.


  All of which is a long way of saying that I ended up really wishing that my old jump belt hadn't been broken back in '85. None of the trees near me had branches low enough to jump to without an assist, and Mr. Avatar had a pack of mystically enhanced wolves currently circling me.


  "You have provided better sport than the 'sportsmen' I have hunted so far, mortal!" the avatar declared.


  "Hey, you may be all godpowered and stuff, but I bet I was kicking butts while your momma was diapering your butt!" I retorted, swinging Quixote's sword in a wide arc.


  Yeah, Sancho gave it to me a few years ago when it was obvious none of the Don's kids had the mojo. It might not do much for me either, but it was effectively unbreakable and never dulled, which made it really useful even if I couldn't make it banish mystically transformed beasties.


  The wolves snarled amongst themselves, almost seeming amused. They were keeping back, but I knew that even a normal wolf could jump farther than my reach. They had me run down, and were playing with me.


  "I'm tempted to let you go, so I can run you down again," Cerunnos mused. "Although, by the way you're breathing, *old man*, I doubt the second chase would live up to the standards of the first."


  I couldn't argue there. Hell, 46 isn't that old, all things considered, but only if you don't consider running from the Wild Hunt. Then it's way too damned old.


  "Looks like this little detour's gonna make me a lot later than I thought, J.S." I muttered as the avatar gestured for the wolves to strike. "I'm getting too damned old for this," I added, bringing my tale back to where I oh so dramatically kicked it off.


  And then the avatar of Cerunnos vanished.


  No, I don't mean he left in some dramatic and villainous way, preferring not to watch while his minions tore me to shreds. He was clearly a "stay and watch" kinda guy. He just went away....


  * * * *


  [July 7, 1998 - Westfir, Oregon]


  "And, well, you can probably guess what happened to him, at least in the broad strokes," Chuck told the small knot of assembled townspeople and the few remaining tourists. "The wolves were disoriented by him going all poof, so I was able to take care of them. They didn't vanish, unfortunately. But when I checked the camp, all the Aengus-cultists were gone too, signs were they'd just vanished at the same time. I had to put out a small fire, in fact...someone had vanished in the middle of carrying a bundle of kindling and it fell against a cookfire."


  "What happened, though? To everyone?" one of the Westfirans asked, gesturing as if to emcompass the world. "The couple of channels we can still pick up aren't saying anythin' useful, just a lotta panicked people running around."


  Chuck shrugged. "Dunno. Maybe the gods all decided to pull up stakes and move on, taking their people with 'em. Any devout Christians vanish? How about people who seemed to be burning a little incense on the side? Yeah, far as I can tell, anyone who followed one of these gods is just plain gone, at least around here. Maybe it's the same all over."


  "God finally got pissed off enough to do some smiting," Mayor Clem nodded.


  Chuck shrugged. "Ain't for me to say. But you folks seem to be doing okay now, at least. You might want to barricade the road once I head out, just in case. And it's gonna be a tough winter if things don't settle down and the delivery trucks start up again."


  "You think these are the end times?" someone asked.


  "If they are, we'll see soon enough. I always figure it's best to assume life will go on, though. Take care of life, death'll find you eventually without you laying out the welcome mat," Chuck put his jacket back on and picked up his motorcycle helmet. "But, like I said, I'm heading out. There's bound to be places I'm needed more than I am here, at least right now. You take care, all."


  "Still the superhero, eh?" Clem smiled as Chuck revved up his Harley.


  "I dunno about being super," Chuck put on the helmet. "But you don't need to be a *super* human to be a hero. Just a good one."


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


  Next Issue:


  The erection of the Barrier...as seen from the inside! Be here for "The End Times Part III: Reunion"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, my choice of locale for this story was inspired in part by the "Dies the Fire" series from S.M. Stirling. Although Corvallis is trying to get a research group in my specialty put together....


  Anyway, given that I named him "Chuck Morse," should it really surprise anyone that I ended up turning the latter-day Weapons Master into a sort of Walker, Texas Ranger sort of hero? He may even still be alive in 2026, but since he'd be in his mid-70s there's no way he'd still be active. And something tells me he didn't make it to the 21st Century...too many lost causes to fight for during the bad years right after the "Pagan Rapture".


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


  ============================================================================
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  [July 3, 1998 - Evanston, IL]


  Amy paused to look at her son, standing at the doorway waiting for her.


  "Mom, I swear, if you say how much I look like Dad, I'll set fire to your shrubs," Rodney sighed.


  "What did the azaleas ever do to you?" she smirked. "Okay, okay. I'm just glad you stopped dyeing your hair all those weird colors and let it go back to its natural color."


  "Well, don't get too used to it," Rodney sighed. "One of my first stops when I hit D.C. today is gonna be the salon. They want me back in costume, all the way, down to the roots. For the big patriotic dog and pony show tomorrow."


  Amy hugged her son. "Don't let it get to you, Roddy. I know ASH was a big part of your life, but..."


  "But when Set's the average power level on the team, I know it's time to get out of Dodge, yeah," he sighed again as Amy stepped back. "That, and the doctors say I've had a few too many concussions anyway. Did you know, they used to call being beaten unconscious 'Radland' because it happened to me so much back in the day? Damn, to think I'd miss spending afternoons half comatose."


  "Still, they do want you back," Amy countered.


  Rodney nodded. "They're finally reviving the old KC branch, and want me to lend my experience. The main team may be all avatars now, but there's still plenty of other people down at my level that want to fight the good fight. I just wish I'd gotten the LA branch...I'd rather put up with the BDSM jokes I'd get leading LAASH," he pronounced it "lash", "than be the radioactive man who restarted the nuked team."


  Amy nodded silently. Back in 1991, half of the old KCASH had died in the nuclear inferno that consumed Wichita, and the team had disbanded soon after. No one really wanted to be part of a group that had failed so spectacularly.


  "Although it could be worse," Rodney shrugged. "They could be trying to set up a St. Louis branch. I have enough crazy fangirls already without leading a team called SLASH."


  "Why not rename the KC team?"


  Rodney shook his head. "Politics. Missouri's senior senator is really pushing for this to try to rehabilitate the city's image. I think he's in for a rude awakening, but hey, it's not like this is the job I want to be able to retire from. And I got a deal on finishing off my degree at UMKC, very forgiving transfer credits."


  "Just don't get too busy too soon. You know I expect you to get free for your birthday," Amy reminded her son. "We're going to dig up the old vault in Detroit...what with your plans to unmask, I figure we might as well go whole hog and let the world know about me and your father too."


  Rodney nodded. "Don't worry. Worst case scenario, there's a speedster on the KCASH roster who can give me a ride."


  Left unsaid were the arguments they'd had about the matter. Not for Amy's sake, but she worried about Rodney. Rad was considered to be very dangerous, but not terribly durable in proportion to what he could dish out...bulletproof, but not antitank-weapon-proof. A lot of villains had a boldfaced and highlighted entry in their playbook reading "take Rad out before he can get off a shot", and revealing his identity could change that to "assassinate Rad in a coffee shop". Still, she'd eventually conceded that he needed to do something significant and potentially stupid to mark his 21st birthday...it's not like he could even get drunk, thanks to his enhanced metabolism.


  "Well, be sure to call when you get there," Amy admonished. "And try to at least get a hair coloring that you can turn off! I hear they've got a new nanotech thing."


  Rodney nodded. "Will do. But I think my powers'd fry the poor little nanos, Ravenfire tried something like that for me a couple years ago," he smirked, and walked to his rental car. Sure, he could have flown off on a disc of energy, but for the moment he was still at least making a token attempt to hide his secret.


  Amy wondered if she'd be more or less worried once the world knew she had been the famous Ladyhawke?


  * * * *


  [July 5, 1998 - Chicago, IL]


  "Ah, Sunday morning in the ER," Amy sighed. With so many literally miraculous cancer cures lately and an upswing in violence, she'd been spending more time in the ER and less in Oncology lately. "You'd think people'd take a few hours off from shooting at each other to go to church."


  Carolyn Fine, Amy's number two on the shift, snorted. "Right. And which church might that be? I'm pretty sure Ares doesn't much care about keeping the Sabbath holy," she gestured at a nearby bed. On it was a young man with an axe tattooed on his arm and a gut covered in bandages and tubes. "Come to think of it, I think this punk *was* keeping the Sabbath holy, in his own way. Whoops, needed at bed seven," she rushed off.


  A few seconds later, an alarm sounded from that very bed. One thing that made Carolyn so valued in the Trauma Center was her very minor precognitive talent. Being able to "defocus" and glimpse a few seconds ahead might not let her win the lottery or anything like that, but it did give her a decisive edge in the emergency room. Especially when you had to administer drugs to a patient without knowing his allergies...she'd stopped more than a dozen serious reactions from happening just this year.


  Making sure Carolyn's patient wouldn't need more help, Amy took stock of the room. Busy. Maybe not as busy as it could get sometimes, but busier than a Sunday morning used to be at Northwestern Memorial. Hell, Chicago wasn't even a paranormal hotspot anymore, and they were still getting the kinds of stuff that used to only happen back when ASH was having a really bad day. Before they got thrown out of town in the wake of that shadow dragon thing, anyway.


  At least the residents were all alert and on their feet. She strongly suspected that most of them were praying to one god or another for this level of wakefulness...the gods might be causing all this bad craziness in the first place, the least they could do in return was give healers the strength to keep up, Amy figured.


  Mind you, the fact that at least some of them were praying to Priapus for endurance did make the hospital a little more of a soap opera than usu...


  "NOOOO!" Carolyn screamed, going into what for all the world looked like a grand mal fit.


  Amy whipped around, barking orders and getting her friend restrained. Fortunately, another side effect of the general level of crazy in the world was that they kept plenty of passive restraints around, like kinetic dampers that could be slapped on anyone and slow them to a crawl without injuring them.


  One of the residents was about to pry Lyn's eye open to check pupil response when she went limp and gasped raggedly.


  "Death is coming," the precog whispered, finally. "Not today, but it's so big even I can see it over the horizon. Everyone's going to die, Amy," she looked up pleadingly. "EVERYONE."


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1998 - Evanston, IL]


  The TV was a comforting, mindless drone in the background as Amy lay sprawled across the living room sofa. After how badly Sunday went downhill, she was truly grateful that Monday was her day off this week. She'd slept badly, waking repeatedly from nightmares, and even her paranormal resilience wasn't enough to shake off that sort of thing anymore.


  Suddenly, what she'd been half-watching was replaced by a "BREAKING NEWS" screen. Amy sat up and turned up the volume. Years after Roddy had started his career, she still had an ingrained reflex about newsbreaks. The next one could be talking about his death in battle.


  "DISASTER AT THE WORLD TRADE CENTER!" screamed the chyron in the lower third of the screen. The local news anchor looked pressed and professional, though, as they always seemed to do no matter how bad things got.


  "We have breaking news from Manhattan, where it seems that Odin has sent his so-called Choosers of the Slain out to gather his faithful, whether or not they happened to be dead at the time. For more, we go to WNBC for live coverage."


  The newsroom image was replaced by mobile crew footage of the World Trade Center, with flying horses and their riders streaming in and out of both of the main towers. The chyron changed to read "Amelia Cho, WNBC - LIVE".


  "Minutes ago, what can only be described as an army of valkyries left One Trade Center led by the Academy of Super-Heroes' own Valkyrie, Maria Castillo. Almost immediately, they returned with what appeared to be the corpses of hundreds of people. Confused reports are filtering in, but as far as anyone can tell, everyone in the New York City area who is a known Aesir- worshipper has been taken by these maidens of battle, either slain or at least rendered comatose by their touch and carried off to Odin's earthly Valhalla in the World Trade Center. One onlooker described it as a 'culling of the Einerjar' before he himself was taken."


  "Oh my God," Amy finally gasped. Odin was "rewarding" his worshippers with membership among his Honored Dead, emphasis on the dead part. Was that what Lyn was seeing? And how could Maria be participating in this? She and Amy weren't exactly close friends, but as holdovers from the Second Age they'd spent the occasional night out on the town, reminiscing, before Maria was rejuvenated and called back to serve.


  "Oh my God," Amanda Cho echoed. "Can you get a closeup of the windows?" The image zoomed in on one of the towers. "Yes, they're stacking the bodies up in there like cordwood. There must be tens of thousands of adherents of the various Norse gods, could Odin be planning on bringing them all here? And does this mean that the fabled Ragnarok is imminent?" The last was said with a sense of dawning horror by the reporter. "Are the gods done waging a war of advertising and public relations and getting ready to pull out the swords to fight their final battle?"


  And then


  time slowed


  to a


  crawl


  and


  stopped.


  * * * *


  [Between The Seconds]


  The television screen was frozen in mid-flicker, the lower third of the image faded almost completely and only the middle chunk at "normal" brightness. For a moment, she considered that time couldn't have totally stopped, or photons wouldn't be moving and she wouldn't be able to see anything. Then again, stopping time required breaking the rules of physics anyway, so who could say?


  "Mrs. Baines," a slightly accented voice interrupted her reverie, and she turned to find two people standing in her living room. One wore a pocket-covered and tie-dyed flack jacket, ripped jeans, goggles and a bemused expression. The other exuded Old World elegance in his three piece suit and neatly trimmed vandyke beard. Given what had just happened, neither's presence was really that shocking.


  "Tymythy Twystyd and the Wanderer," she stood and faced them. "To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit on the occasion of the end of the world?" she asked, somewhat bitterly.


  "Believe me, there is no pleasure to this," the Wanderer replied in his vaguely Romanian accent. "And you are right, this is the end of the world, at least the end of the world as we know it."


  "And I don't feel fine," Tym quipped. The Wanderer simply ignored this, as if the joke was so old it didn't even merit an eye-roll. The Canadian spacetime mage shrugged, "We're stepping between moments to have one last talk with everyone as we try to save the world. Or what's left of it, anyway."


  "What do you need from me?" Amy asked.


  "Forgiveness," the Wanderer sighed. "And perhaps understanding. Forces are already in motion...one way or another, you will not be alive to see the end of this day." Opening his clenched fist, he revealed a small, shattered piece of knucklebone. It seemed about the right size to be the joint missing from the little finger of that hand, but was incredibly old and weathered. Amy'd heard rumors that the mage had attained immortality by focusing his soul into the tip of one finger and then hiding that piece of himself where none could find it. Was that broken bone his?


  "Something tells me the understanding might be asking a lot," Amy frowned.


  Tym plunked down on a chair. "I'll take this round," he told the older mage. "Looks like I don't have to explain Odin's little trick to you, at least," he gestured at the partial television image. "Well, that was the starting gun. The gods have been gathering followers for more than a year now, handing out supernatural powers like party favors. And now they're calling due on the bill, like some of us were afraid they might do. The gods have been at war since before recorded history, y'see, and the power of the faithful is their main resource. But Odin figured out a new trick, and everyone's grabbed onto it...why just accept the slow burn of worship when you can take one massive hit by sucking down their souls all at once?"


  "Spiritual crack?" Amy ventured.


  Tym nodded. "And Odin just showed everyone how it can be done. Someone else, no idea who, figured out how to add a full 'rapture' effect and grab the extra mass-to-energy conversion power along the way, so at least they're not leaving corpses around now like Odin did. And by now, I mean this started about ten seconds before we stopped time and started this really gods-damned long day of work. You're what, the thousandth person we've visited so far?"


  "Approximately, yes," the Wanderer nodded sadly. "With all too many yet to go."


  Amy shook her head in disbelief. "So many people! But...that's not the end of the world, right? There's still people who never gave their faith to the gods. I know I didn't..."


  Tym interrupted. "Cascade effect. The gods took their empowered faithful first, it was the easiest. That gave them enough of a boost to grab everyone who had sent a prayer their way, although there's currently a *very* short delay while they struggle over ownership of the polytheists. Just enough to let us try one last Hail Mary, if you'll pardon the pun. But once they sort all that out, they're going to go on to the spirit energy of everyone on the planet. Then all the animals. Then the plants, the water, the earth, the air. And then move outward to finish off consuming our entire reality. They think they might be able to transcend to the next level up, take on Yahweh or Allah or whoever it is above them, if anyone. A very vicious cycle."


  "Before you ask, no mere mortal has the power to stop this," the Wanderer added. "But several months ago, some of us saw the signs and started to look for something, anything we could do to avert total universal destruction. The price is high, but the alternative is the end of everything, and in the end we were forced to pay it. And forced you to pay it as well."


  Amy was silent for a long moment, taking this in. "How many of us have to pay?"


  Tym sighed. "I know what you're thinking. Yes, Rad too. Every single person on the planet who has the Magene needs to be part of this. We talked to him earlier...he joked about how he should've taken that diplomatic mission to Santar, but understood what we have to do."


  "You are a healer," the Wanderer said, "so perhaps it is best to explain it this way. All of us with magical powers are like a disease, a violation of the natural order. The universe is not alive in the way you or I am, but it does have aspects to it that are analogous to our bodily processes, including an immune system."


  Amy nodded. "I've heard Anchors described as reality's white blood cells before."


  "'Zactly," Tym agreed. "But there's more than just that. There's a sort of...pressure that reality exerts on everyone who uses the Magene. If your application is fairly consistent, you could say reality scars up around you, gets used to the ways you do things. True mages, who are more flexible, run the risk of what we call Backlash, though, as sometimes reality slips and comes crashing down around us in response to our screwing around with it. The plan here is to rig one HELL of a Backlash onto the gods, and hopefully kick them completely out of our reality. Then it all scars over and blocks them from showing up again for a while, maybe forever, hard to say."


  "And the Backlash will kill me?" Amy asked.


  "No, we have to kill you to engineer the Backlash," the Wanderer said, his voice full of remorse. "Removing every carrier of paranormal talent all at once will leave the building pressure of reality nothing else to push against. The gods are outside of reality, such is their nature, so they will not be able to stop the crashing together of reality's defenses."


  "Before you ask," Tym shook his head, "we can't just evacuate everyone to another planet or another dimension. We looked into that. Doing so might let things scar over eventually, but it'd leave an even bigger tear in stuff in the short term, and slow down the Backlash just enough that the gods wouldn't be kicked out until after they'd killed everyone. As it is, they might still grab some innocents on the way out the door. No, even though we're using some power stolen from the gods' own actions to power this ritual, your actual death is a totally natural process, and won't interfere with anything. Your spirit will go wherever it would have gone if you'd just been hit by a truck or something. Heck, if there's a higher power that balances our souls after death, sacrificing yourself to save the world might get you a bit of a boost on the books. Of course, it also means Wanderer and I are really hosed, because we're doing all the killing. But sometimes being the hero means accepting punishment for the means, even if the ends seem to justify 'em."


  Amy sat back down. "So. That's it. Die now, or die in a few seconds and get gobbled up. And we save the world, but all the magic gets sucked out of it forever."


  "Not all, and not forever," the Wanderer shook his head. "Nonliving magical and technological wonders will remain, as will those entities born of magic but not capable of using it. The potential for magic will also remain, and rise again should anyone survive to nurture it. This spell we have crafted does much, and we pray to whoever above the gods may be listening that it does enough, but it does not strike all magic from the world for all time."


  "There's gonna be a few bits and pieces left over, yeah," Tym nodded. "Devastator, that rat bastard, is caught between realities right now and we can't touch him, so he gets to live. If you call being stuck splintered across dimensions living. Solar Max went missing in space a while back and he's so far away we can't get an echo of him, so if he ever finds his way home he can help pick up the pieces. Your old pal Weapons Master is a norm, so he'll be around. But most of it's going away until a new batch of super babies can be born, yeah."


  "Well, I hope there's a world for them to grow up in. I guess I'm ready to go, then. What do you do?" Amy asked. "Open a glowy portal for me to step through? Have me drink some potion?"


  "We're saving the glowy portal for the real hardcases," Tym shrugged, reaching into one of the pockets on his flak jacket. "But we'd rather keep things as mundane as we can. Just close your eyes, and think of who you wanna see on the other side."


  She did as he asked. "Come on, Roddy, let's go see your father," were the last words she said before the bullet from Tym's revolver ended her life...and helped end an age.


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


  Next Issue:


  From the end of the Third Heroic Age to the height of the First! In a tale meant to hearken back to the old Invaders and All-Star Squadron stories, we'll look at the secret origins of some of the heroes of the First Heroic Age in Coherent Super Stories #9, "Gilded Age"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Yes, the end of the world can be a bit of a downer.


  Believe it or not, before writing this story I could have summed up everything I knew about the erection of the Barrier in a sentence or two. It was a demarcation line, but not something I actually meant to tell stories about. Just an excuse to wipe away the old and leave a hole for the next generation to fill. But as I wrote "Immortal Evil" (CSS #6) I realized I could take the opportunity to write an arc covering the last day of the Third Age, which would naturally have to be capped off by explaining exactly what happened on that fateful day in 1998.


  As I've said in earlier Author's Notes, back when I started ASH I was still somewhat into the Church of the Subgenius, which had established "X-Day" on July 5, 1998 as the end of the world. So I picked July 6 just to tweak that...the Dobbsists were wrong, but only by a little bit. :) At the time, that date was still four years down the line...I don't think I planned to actually commemorate the day by telling the truth of the Barrier, though. In fact, I wasn't really sure I'd even still be writing ASH at that point. After all, I'd only been seriously writing online fiction for about two years as of 1994, and I'd already abandoned one universe (Patrol). I wouldn't have bet on still doing ASH in four years, let alone thirteen! And, in fact, if there hadn't been other writers getting involved in ASH, I probably wouldn't have lasted so long before running out of stories to tell. But collaboration is one of those things where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts, and even if I still write the majority of ASH universe stories, it's that leavening of other people's work that keeps me going.


  A few notes on the original ASH Champions campaign. "Radland" was our play group's nickname for "-31 STUN or lower", the "GM's Option" range of unconsciousness. Basically, it was when you were beaten so badly that you'd only wake up when the Gamemaster decided you did. And Rad ended up there a LOT. Once he even got used as a lava scoop while unconscious. I mean, when you throw around a 5d6+1 Energy Killing Attack and have defenses of only 25 PD/ED and a DCV of 8, villains quickly learn to go after you on the first phase of combat. The "shadow dragon thing" involved a rather large beastie getting knocked back into a skyscraper in downtown Chicago, forcing its evacuation and eventual controlled implosion. After that, the team was booted out of Chicago and moved to an artificial island off the shore of Milwaukee (said island having been seen in WarStar #1 and #4, plus a few early issues of ASH).


  Yes, you can bet Priapus had a really successful ad campaign in the Godmarket. In case you don't know who Priapus is, he's the god who makes Viagra unnecessary. And one has to wonder if his worshippers didn't engage in a little slASHfic.


  Finally, a couple of notes on the "hardcases" Tym mentioned.


  Anyone too tough to quickly and mercifully kill with a pistol or blade got vanished somehow instead. So, most of 'em did vanish, but "soft" superhumans like Amy or the guy whose only power is the ability to rip CDs into his brain would have left corpses. But of the more noteworthy supers, almost everyone simply vanished. And things were too hectic in the summer of 1998 for a few more corpses to really draw comment...a lot of people died in perfectly mundane ways in the days, or even the minutes, following the vanishings, and by the time civil authority was stabilized enough to start looking into the less obvious deaths, the evidence trail was too cold to figure much out.


  As for hardcases who wouldn't want to go quietly, there were rather few of those. Keep in mind, most of the nasty types were bargaining with the gods for extra power during the Godmarket, or got their powers from the gods in the first place. So they were gone before Tym and the Wanderer even got their spell cast. The remaining ones, well...Tym didn't *have* to let time keep running for all the superhumans. Anyone he was pretty sure would rather take reality down with them just got vanished without warning.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  



  Mega-Sized #1 - Gilded Age


  The cover is an homage to Giant-Size Invaders #1 (1975), with five heroes striding across a globe into Nazi machinegun fire. Front and center is Minuteman, in green bodysuit and black helmet. To his right is Gauntlet, crackling with electrical power and armored in green and brown platemail. To Minuteman's left is Lady Lawful, who seems to be all but ignoring the rain of bullets. Behind and between Lady Lawful and Minuteman is Johnny Angel in sky blue aviator's jacket and domino mask. Behind and between Minuteman and Gauntlet is Centurion, his gladius drawn.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES Mega-Sized #1 - Gilded Age


  Featuring the Freedom Alliance


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  Minuteman, brought to the peak of human perfection by chemicals found in a strange glowing meteor!


  Centurion, the patriot who put the American in Italian-American and had an uncanny knack for surviving certain death again and again!


  The Gauntlet, given his namesake weapon by friendly aliens seeking to defend the precepts of Civilization!


  Johnny Angel, sent by Heaven itself to earn his wings by protecting the weak!


  Lady Lawful, whose Enhancer Belt made her the equal of any ten men!


  Together, they were the Freedom Alliance!


  And, except for Lady Lawful, you have never known their true stories until now! (And even some of the details of her story may be unfamiliar to you, but you'll have to wait for next issue for those!) Attend, dear reader, as I relate to you the shocking origins of some of World War II's finest!


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


  Johnny Angel in "Earning Wings"


  [October 13, 1939 - Burkhardt Field, California]


  "So, Johnny, you think we'll ever see combat?" Fred Peters asked as he shrugged into his flight jacket.


  "Heck if I know, Jinx," John Travers replied, closing his locker. "Looks like we're just gonna let the Krauts do whatever they want in Poland, although I hear the Chinese are making noises about how crappy their Russian- built crates are, and how it'd be nice to buy some shiny new American planes. I suppose we could always see if the Lucky Bastards could get a job shooting down Japs over China."


  The "Lucky Bastards" were the newest Air Attack Group in the Army Air Corps, and like a lot of military nicknames, it was meant to be ironic. Whoever had thought assigning the number 13 to a group was nuts to begin with, but the whole logistics shuffle in the AAC lately had meant that the 13th Attack Group had more than its fair share of equipment problems, lost mail, and just plain rotten luck.


  "They'd probably just make us fly those Russian deathtraps," Peters frowned.


  "Oh, like our P-12's have been doing a whole lot better lately? I swear, someone put the engine on mine in backwards!"


  * * * *


  [Over the Sierra Nevada]


  "Peters to Travers," came the voice over Johnny's headset, "you seem to be lagging a bit. Get back in formation."


  "I'm trying, Captain," Johnny replied. "I've got balls to the wall, it's not getting me anywhere. Permission to break off and take her home?"


  "Simpson, peel off and follow Travers back to Burk," Peters ordered. "I guess you get to start your weekend a little early. Everyone else, close up formation..."


  "Mayday, mayday, mayday!" Johnny broke in. "I have flameout!"


  The sky bloomed with smoke as the biplane's engine coughed and belched fire. The world started to spin as Johnny went into an unpowered dive. For some reason, the stick wasn't responding right...instead of going into a possibly survivable glide, he had flipped over into a death spiral.


  The mountains whirled around in his view as he struggled to unstrap and bail out, but he hadn't even gotten one of the buckles open when things started to go red.


  Then gray.


  Then black.


  * * * *


  [Somewhere Else]


  The blackness flared to white and then Johnny could see again. He was seated in a diner.


  "Whu...huh?" he stammered, looking around and pulling up his goggles. It was about as empty as you'd expect for midmorning, but the waitress noticed him and turned around.


  "Hi, hon, didn't hear ya come in," she smiled a bit wearily, a wad of gum in one cheek. "You look like y'could use a cuppa joe." He noticed her nametag read "Angel" in friendly green letters.


  "Where am I?" he asked.


  She cocked an eyebrow. "Coffee might not be enough," she started pouring, "but let's start with some. I think you might need it black," she placed the steaming cup in front of him. "And you're at the Slice of Heaven, in case y'missed the sign over the door."


  Hands shaking, Johnny carefully picked up the cup and took a gulp. "Last thing I remember, I was falling outta the sky...."


  Angel laughed. "Musta been some party! Couldn't wait for tonight to get started, I guess."


  "No, no, not like...I gotta get back to the squadron," he stammered, pulling some change out of his pocket and slapping it on the counter. He started to stand...and then everything went white again.


  * * * *


  [Sierra Nevada]


  Johnny staggered, shocked by both the flare of light and the sudden change from warm diner to cold mountainside. He almost fell flat on his face in the early season snow.


  Getting his bearings, he turned around slowly and saw a flaming wreck a few dozen yards away. He could smell the horrible stench of burning airplane, with a faint tang of what might have been burning flesh. The coffee, along with his breakfast, nearly came back up right then and there.


  "Oh my God," he whispered, fighting back shock and nausea. "I didn't get out of the plane. I didn't make it!"


  The shock finally won, and he passed out.


  In the blackness, strange dreams came. Angel, the waitress, was back. But instead of holding a coffee pot, she now held a pin much like the wings Johnny wore on his flight jacket.


  "You're in a new air corps now, Lieutenant," she smiled warmly. "But it's gonna take a little more work to earn your wings...you've been a good boy most of the time, but no man is perfect. Just tip the scales a bit more in your favor, and you can come on up into formation...."


  He awoke with a start. The wreckage was still smoking slightly, and the Sun had broken through the clouds. The dream was clear in his head as he stood and brushed the snow from himself.


  "Angel?" he said to the empty air. "I guess I'm an angel in training, then, ain't I? I hope they've updated the uniforms, though, 'cause I'm freezing my hinder off, and if I hafta switch to robes..." he trailed off, pulling his goggles back down against the rising wind.


  "I guess I'd better get started on my new life, then," he mused. "Or afterlife. I didn't know guys got to become angels, I thought God just made angels direct, but I never did read the whole Bible. So," he addressed the smoldering airplane. "Where does a guy go to do some good deeds up here in the mountains? Any goats need rescuing?"


  When there was no response, he shrugged and started walking. West seemed like a good idea, and this time of year the Sun was mainly to the south at midday, which he was pretty sure it was, so he kept the Sun to his left and started trudging.


  Several minutes later, his feet starting to go numb, Johnny sighed. "This isn't getting me anywhere. And I don't got wings yet, so I can't fly outta here. What I really need is to get somewhere with peop..."


  Suddenly, things went white for the third time that day, and when Johnny's vision cleared he found himself in an alleyway, in a city.


  "Hot diggety. Looks like there's travel benefits to the job!" he stamped some feeling back into his feet. He was about to lift the goggles back up again when he heard a scream.


  "Like a sign from above," he muttered, running towards the scream. Rounding a corner, he saw two men holding knives and threatening a young couple.


  "Ya picked th' wrong alley t' take a shortcut down," one of the toughs snarled. "This is a TOLL alley."


  "W-we don't have anything to pay!" the young man under threat stammered.


  "Then we're just gonna have ta..." the other tough started, before turning to notice Johnny approaching. "Hey, back off, flyboy! This is a private conversation. Unless you wanna cover their tolls and yours too?"


  "They say the wages of sin are death," Johnny smirked, his gloved hands curling into fists. "Would the tolls of sin be a punch in the kisser?" he speculated, launching himself at the two hoodlums.


  The two may have been armed, but Johnny was a pretty good scrapper, and his leather jacket provided some protection against the couple of near misses they got in. Within seconds, the thugs were running away as fast as they could manage.


  "Th-thank you mister..." the young woman said with great relief.


  "Say, what's your name?" her beau added.


  "Johnny...Johnny Angel."


  * * * *


  [March 21, 1940 - Los Angeles, California]


  "Lieutenant Travers," came a voice from behind Johnny.


  He turned to see a nondescript man in a gray trenchcoat standing in the doorway of the automat. "I ain't been a lieutenant for a while now, mister...?"


  "Doe. John Doe. I've been following your career for a few months now, and I have some information I think you'd like to hear. In private, Lieutenant," he emphasized.


  Johnny shrugged and turned back to the small knot of dockworkers. "Thanks for the grub, guys, I'll be back as soon as I've heard what this guy has to say."


  "We could take care of 'im fer ya," one of the longshoremen suggested.


  "Nah, he looks like a G-man," Johnny smiled. "Better go talk to him. I'll see you all later!"


  Standing, Johnny followed John Doe out of the automat, and down the street to a black car with government plates. Doe opened the passenger door and motioned for Johnny to get in.


  "Ah, what the heck. It's not like I can't get out whenever I feel like it," Johnny chuckled to himself.


  Once they were in motion, Doe said, "Open the glovebox. There's a file inside."


  Johnny did as he was instructed. It was a pretty thick file, in fact. Pictures of him, his military record, what looked to be an investigation of the wreck...and a picture of Angel? "What's all this?"


  "Your life, Lieutenant Travers. Which you are still in possession of."


  "Don't kid a kidder, Mr. Doe. I died in that crash," Johnny tapped a grainy black and white aerial photo of wreckage in the mountains.


  "There were no human remains in the plane," Doe replied as he drove. "It took a while to track down all the pieces, but you should recognize the waitress in that other picture. She told me that you vanished in a flare of light on October 13, after showing up nearly as mysteriously."


  "Yep. I can trans-substantiate or whatever you call it. I don't have my wings yet, but I've got that much."


  "I call it teleportation, actually. And it's how you escaped the crash of your P-12," Doe replied. "Lieutenant, I have some familiarity with celestial powers such as angels, and I can assure you that you're not an angel, trainee or otherwise. You're a man gifted with a special power."


  "So I didn't die. That doesn't mean God doesn't have a job for me down here," Johnny snapped back.


  "No, it doesn't. But it does mean that you are, strictly speaking, Absent Without Official Leave from the Army."


  "So, you've come to take me back to base? No way. I do a lot more good out here than I would in the Air Corps," Johnny started to concentrate. It was harder to safely trans-sub...teleport from a moving car, but he'd worked out the kinks a few months ago.


  "Not at all. I think you're doing more good where you are as well. And I can make arrangements to have you retroactively transferred to a branch of the Office of Strategic Services, so you were never AWOL in the first place. A little outfit called Division 13."


  "Thirteen, eh?" Johnny relaxed. "Well, I guess I won't even need to change my unit patch then," he tapped the shoulder of his jacket....


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


  The Gauntlet in "Inner Child"


  [January 20, 1942 - Denver, Colorado]


  "Look, kid, I know you wanna serve, and you're sure big for your age, but your mom's been around to all the recruiting centers in town and showed us your picture and birth certificate. We can't take a fourteen-year-old! Not for the Army, not for the Navy, and definitely not for the Marines!" the recruiter said as he firmly showed Kevin the door.


  "But I'm almost fifteen!" Kevin protested.


  "Good for you. And when you're sixteen, if your parents are willing to sign the paperwork, maybe you can enlist then."


  Kevin sulked his way down the steps and kicked at a pebble as he walked down the street. He'd almost managed to get in last month, but ma caught wind of it and raised holy hell. It wasn't fair! He wanted to go fight the Japs, and it's not like he was a little kid anymore. Heck and all, he was almost six feet tall! Sure, it'd been great being bigger than all his buddies in school, and the varsity football team hadn't cared that he was only fourteen, but it all seemed so...stupid now. Compared to the war.


  Finally, despite dawdling as much as he could, Kevin got home. He was about to stomp loudly up the stairs and lock himself in his bedroom, but was met at the door by a man he'd never seen before. His parents were visible behind the man, looking concerned.


  "Kevin Bakker?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I'm John Doe, and I'm with the government. I understand you're looking for a way to help with the war effort, and I think I can offer you something. It won't be as direct as picking up a rifle, and you probably won't see any fighting, but it'll help your country."


  "Ma?" Kevin looked past Mr. Doe. His mother nodded silent approval. She looked worried, but whatever the agent's proposal had been, she was okay with it.


  "I'm your man, Mr. Doe!" Kevin smiled.


  * * * *


  [March 2, 1942 - Division 13 Headquarters, Arlington VA]


  "So, I'm not a man, I'm a freak?" Kevin asked, his voice almost cracking.


  Doctor Parker looked up at the young man from his wheelchair, and shook his head. "You're a Mage, of sorts. Not a freak. There's a power inside you that's itching to get out, but for some reason you can't release it on purpose. So it's been working on your body, making you age more rapidly. It also makes you stronger and faster than you look, and you already look pretty strong. But, yes...you're not just a kid who happened to hit his growth spurt early."


  "Am I gonna keep aging faster?" Kevin asked, his voice tinged with panic.


  "I...don't know," Doctor Parker admitted. "If we can find a way to tap your excess energy, that should slow things down. Maybe even to normal levels, so you won't have lost more than a few years. I think, if we pierce your skin with some kind of electrode, we'll be able to draw the energy off as simple electricity, but your skin has a much higher resistance than normal, which is why you can't just shoot lightning out of your hands or anything dramatic like that."


  Kevin blinked. "Whoa. Lightning from my fingertips? Like a mysteryman?"


  "Exactly like one," Doctor Parker smiled. "And maybe we can rig up a way for you to zap some Japs...."


  * * * *


  [May 12, 1942 - Division 13 Headquarters]


  A newsreel played out on the screen of the briefing room, streamers of cigarette smoke drifting across the harsh white beam of the projector.


  On the screen, a baseball game was underway, filmed from the press box. "It was just about time for the seventh inning stretch as the Dodgers' pitcher got ready to retire his third batter when the sky fell on Brooklyn!" the newsreel narrator announced breathlessly. A streak of light cut across the outfield, ending in an explosion from the bullpen behind the left field wall.


  "Nice effect," one of the men in the briefing room commented. "Camera trick?"


  "Nope," another replied. "Doctor Parker rigged one of his Magnaluxes to fire on the spot, and the explosion was your basic Hollywood flash and bang. Everyone at that game saw what we wanted them to."


  "Was it a meteor? Was it the Germans?" the narrator continued as the camera tried to zoom in. "No! It was the spectacular arrival of America's newest mysteryman, who calls himself the Gauntlet for reasons that should be obvious!"


  The image changed abruptly to show a man in plate and chain armor, wearing what looked to be an Army helmet and aviator goggles. His right arm was loaded down with a bulky yet clearly high-tech contraption. He stood in front of a number of microphones, and had pulled down the armor piece that covered his mouth.


  "I'm as human as any of you," he said to the gathered reporters. "But I've been to space. Emissaries of Galactic Civilization picked me to wear the Gauntlet," he held up his arm, "the tool I'm to use to defend the ideals of freedom and democracy from aggressors both Earthly and otherworldly."


  "Laying it on a bit thick, isn't he?" one of the watchers asked.


  "If anything, we were hoping for thicker," another replied. "As long as we're selling the public a tall tale, why not make it as tall as possible?"


  "The armored mysteryman declined to reveal his true identity," the narrator continued, as the Gauntlet was shown demonstrating the various powers of his weapon. Beams of light, bolts of electricity, even an invisible magnetic attraction that pulled a microphone stand into his hand from several yards away. "He claimed that, as a symbol of Galactic Civilization, he had given up his old identity, and should be known only as the Gauntlet. And with power like that, would you tell him that wasn't enough?"


  The reel ran out, and the lights were brought up.


  "I still don't like this," one of the earlier speakers said, now clearly visible as a Colonel in the Army. "We're depending on a teenager to keep a pretty complicated story straight."


  John Doe shrugged. "Would you rather the truth? That he's a fifteen year old freak of nature being sent into dangerous situations because he has superhuman abilities? Besides, we have a number of fallback options in case the cover story starts to break down. For one, if anyone discovers his true identity, he can claim to have spent several years in a time warp training with the aliens...so he's not a kid anymore, right?"


  "I'm not thrilled either," Doctor Parker added. "But the Nazis are getting too much propaganda value out of their 'Futureman', or Zukunftmensch. People believe his claims of being from the future, even if Division 13 is pretty sure most of his technology is good old-fashioned mad science from known present-day Nazis. Kevin lets us counter their plausible lie with one of our own. And on a personal level, he's far more comfortable pretending to be an agent of space aliens than with spreading around the fact that he's some sort of mutant. I think he half-believes the story now himself."


  "What about his aging problem?" a man with the demeanor of a scientist asked. "Will this really help him in that respect, or are we just using an innocent child as a pawn and then letting him die of old age when we're done with him?"


  Parker frowned. "I think that we've managed to slow the cause of his rapid aging. Draining his energy through the gauntlet takes pressure off his system. However, we know so little about the biology of aging, it's possible that all we can do is keep it from getting worse."


  "In any case," Doe pointed out, "since it's become abundantly clear that Beacon will not be going back into action any time soon and Johnny Angel is a part-timer at best, the Gauntlet gives Division 13 a new overt agent. Kevin wants to serve his country, and we're giving him the chance to make the most of whatever life he has left. Now, unless anyone has anything to add that isn't a rehashing of old arguments, I'd like to move on to the next item on our agenda...."


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


  The Centurion in "We Who Are About To Die"


  [April 2, 1944 - Brooklyn, NY]


  Joey Calvano stood for a long time over the unmarked grave after the diggers and priest had left. They hadn't asked why he was there, and he hadn't offered. Probably thought he was with the Mob or something. He supposed he should be catching a cab back to Manhattan, but he didn't feel like the company of the living just yet.


  At least Tony'd gotten buried next to Rico and Bert adjacent to the family plot Grandpa Russo had bought off some stock market loser back in 1930. "Sorry we're filling it up so soon after you got here, Grandpa," Joey nodded to the modest tombstone a few feet away.


  Still, once the war was over and the secrets out in the open, everyone in the family could know that Tony Calvano was buried here. But unlike Rico and Bert, who'd been passed off as accidents, and poor Tony Russo who they'd never found the body for, Joey's brother had a cover story. He was supposedly off in Italy, fighting in the "soft underbelly" where he got shot in his own underbelly. Everyone had been so proud that he'd finally gotten accepted by the Army, after the family's ties to Mussolini's cronies had made the War Department turn 'em down for so many years. Of course, the whole "fighting in Italy" thing was all a pack of lies put together by the OSS, but they did their jobs well. The guy who came to deliver the news to ma had no idea he was just a piece in someone else's lie, and that Tony hasn't died in the European Theater.


  "Hell, you probably *did* fight in Italy a little, big bro," Joey muttered at the freshly-turned earth. "And the Pacific too, from what I heard past the censors. I guess they'll be telling me the whole story soon enough, if I want."


  Joey walked over to the simple marker for his eldest brother, Rico. "Great idea you had, Rico," he said, with a trace of sarcasm. "Fight crime at home since the government didn't want anything to do with our family. Dress up like an old Roman soldier, with a little steel plating under the vest to stop the occasional bullet. Took you, what, a year to get yourself shot in the face?"


  He moved to Alberto "Bert" Calvano's marker. "And you had to pick up the sword and start the myth that the Centurion was immortal, didn't you? At least no one shot you. No, your own lousy driving did you in. At least you weren't in costume yet in the car, so it wasn't too hard to pass your death off as an actual accident. Got a lot of sermons about how driving slower saved gas and lives after that, though."


  Sitting down on the damp ground, Joey shook his head. "Still dunno what happened to *cousin* Tony. But at least you learned from that," Joey patted the mound of his brother Tony's grave. "You trained for six months solid before the Centurion 'rose from the dead' again. And I'll give you your due, bro. Against guys like the Extortion Racquet, Boss Lyon and Agent K you did all right. You almost made it to the four year mark."


  Joey lay back in the grass and stared up at the cloudy sky. "Too bad you didn't have the sense to stick to your own level, Tony. Hanging out with those mysterymen who actually had powers? You were just begging someone with a future-time zapgun or weird freak abilities to see if the Centurion really was immortal. I hear it was one of those Bakajin that did you, super nips. Those guys don't even live for a month after they get their powers, do they? Happy as long as they take enough roundeyes down with 'em, I guess. You were an idiot to get involved with the Freedom Alliance, Tony."


  After a long moment, staring at the unchanging iron gray sky, Joey stood up and brushed himself off. "Of course, being an idiot runs in the Calvano family, doesn't it? I guess I better tell Sal I'm taking the sword, he gets to live a little longer...."


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


  Minuteman in "Strange Bedfellows"


  [May 12, 1937 - Szechuan Province, China]


  "It's a good thing you speak the local lingo, John," a short man with Mediterranean features said as the two climbed the steps of the castle. "My Cantonese is pretty good, but I can't make heads or tails of what they're saying out here."


  His partner shrugged. "It's a knack, Sil." He didn't elaborate, but sometimes Silvio suspected that John Doe's "knacks" bordered on the supernatural. "Anyway, something tells me we should stick to English in here, rather than butchering Chinese."


  "Oh? Wouldn't it be more diplomatic to at least try to meet this mysterious Doctor Sheng halfway?"


  John shook his head. "We know he speaks about a dozen languages, it'd be more like talking down to him. Especially since we can't speak his own language well enough to avoid sounding like barbarians anyway."


  At the top of the steps the pair was greeted by a small squad of guards dressed in elaborate and archaic armor. Sil couldn't help but notice that they carried perfectly serviceable and modern automatic pistols in addition to the spears and swords, though. And the decorative facade of the palace could hide any number of firing slits.


  "We have come to speak with the inestimable Doctor Huang Sheng," John said, holding out a scroll tied with crimson ribbon. "We come with a letter of introduction."


  Silently, one of the guards stepped forward to take the scroll, disappearing through the doors with it. Moments later, the doors swung fully open and the other guards stepped aside.


  "Looks like we're in," Sil observed.


  "The hard part might be getting out," John countered.


  Sil had seen a lot of fading chinoserie around Europe and America, most of it tacky enough to merit the epithet "chintzy". But now, in this place, he could see the original, the real deal. The reason people had been attracted to the designs in the first place. Sheng may or may not be a brilliant scientist, but at the very least he had great taste. Or the sense to hire people with great taste. Either one spoke well for him.


  Finally, they reached what was clearly a throneroom, as finely enameled screens slid apart to allow their entry.


  "Come in, my American guests," a voice emanated from within. It had the accent of one who had a full grasp of the language but felt no need to learn any more than was necessary to be understood. Of a man who learned a new tongue to expand his horizons rather than to assimilate into a newly dominant culture.


  John and Sil stepped into the throneroom, which was well-lit and airy. Hardly the den of a mad scientist, although perhaps Doctor Sheng kept those props elsewhere.


  "John Doe and Silvio Archangeli, United States Army Signals Intelligence Service," John introduced the pair.


  "Greetings. I presume that your visit has something to do with the impending unpleasantness with Nippon?" Doctor Sheng smiled faintly behind steepled fingers.


  John nodded. "Japanese diplomatic communications indicate they intend a major push some time this summer, a fact you're no doubt well aware of. And, while certain elements in our government would like to think otherwise, Japan will undoubtedly turn its eye to American interests soon enough as well."


  "And you wish an alliance with the nefarious Scourge of the Pacific Rim? But nothing official, naturally," Sheng's smile broadened an almost imperceptible amount.


  "Correct," Silvio replied. "We're not currently worried about full military action, that's for the politicians to decide on. But there are other threats that have been rising for some time now, threats that are difficult to fight with ships and tanks. Threats that require exceptional individuals to deal with."


  "Individuals such as my son?" Sheng motioned, and a young man stepped out from behind a curtain. He looked to be about fifteen or sixteen, but there was something older behind his eyes. He was well-muscled and moved like a panther on the prowl. "The product of my own research, as well as of my loins. Modifications to his essential genetic code have given him the best humanity has to offer, both in body and mind."


  John bowed to the newcomer. "Exactly. The Knights of the Thule have been seeking ways to use the power of old gods to create superhumans who could infiltrate a city or nation and bring it down from the inside. And while we have no evidence that the Japanese have a similar program...."


  "It is only a matter of time, yes," Doctor Sheng agreed. "I do warn you, while I have had considerable time to advance my own work, despite the occasional interruptions as the Nationalists and Communists squabble, I have yet to find a way to significantly alter the essence of an adult without the results proving fatal within, oh, a year. So, any exceptional individuals I might be able to provide you with would last only so long. But...why should I do this in the first place?"


  "Because you are a man who takes the long view of things, Doctor Sheng," John replied. "You may have been able to keep China's warring factions at bay, but if left unchecked Japan will simply destroy both and then move on you. It might take a decade or more, but it's inevitable. If America is weakened too much by the actions of supernatural agents to intervene, you face exile at best."


  "This is true enough," Sheng nodded. "Chieng, fetch the box wrapped in violet ribbon," he told his son, who silently left the room. "To tell the truth, I have been waiting for one of the western powers to approach me on this matter, and have prepared notes that will be of some help to you in the short term. I have even, quite generously, determined how to modify my processes to work on those not of Chinese ancestry, since I know we all have our prejudices," he grinned in a manner most unsettling.


  Chieng returned with a well-crafted but simple wooden box tied in a ribbon, and handed it to John without a word, then stepped back.


  "You may wonder at my generosity with you, when I have obviously not shared my talents with my own countrymen, yes?" Doctor Sheng leaned back in his throne.


  "The thought did cross my mind," John ventured.


  "I have no love for either the Nationalists or the Communists, and would just as soon they exhaust themselves without my help. Perhaps I will help pick up the pieces when it is all over, perhaps not. But I have even less love for the Axis powers, and do not wish them to be on the winning side. You might say I do not care for the competition," his grin became positively evil. "All I ask from you is detailed results of your work, and the future goodwill of your leaders. Or, at least, their willingness to cast a less than keen eye on my endeavors when the current struggle has passed."


  Silvio Archangeli was certain that he'd just helped make a deal with the devil, and prayed it was the lesser evil this time.


  * * * *


  [July 4, 1938 - Washington D.C.]


  "Back in the 1700s, the Minutemen were citizen-soldiers ready to jump into action at a minute's notice to defend their a'borning nation from tyranny," Senator Williams declared from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. "Of course, today England is our friend, but tyranny still threatens, a cloud looming on the horizon. And there are threats that our armies and the vastness of the ocean cannot protect us against, requiring a new kind of soldier who can jump to our defense, a new kind of Minuteman. I'm sure you've all read the exploits of Beacon, the scientist-detective in the newspapers, but he's just one man. It's time for us to help him out, help him face the threats that can cross the globe to strike at our very hearts. And that help is here today...ladies and gentleman, I give you Minuteman, and his Second Squad!"


  Previously unseen, a quartet of men in modified military uniforms vaulted from the roof of the Memorial. Three, who wore domino masks over their faces, slid to the ground on ropes, but the fourth was far more dramatic. Wearing a shimmering ebon helmet that looked like a black opal, the figure executed a dazzling mid-air flip before landing with the grace of a cat next to the Senator. Straightening up, he waved to the crowd, which erupted in applause as the other three ran up to stand beside him.


  "You may ask why Minuteman wears a mask?" the Senator leaned towards his microphone dramatically. "That's because he could be anyone, any good citizen who wanted to serve. Well, any good citizen willing to be exposed to a secret formula our scientists derived from a meteor from outer space," he chuckled, and the audience laughed along with him. "Who he is under the helmet, and who the Second Squad are behind their masks, aren't important. They're not in this for the accolades or the fame, they just want to serve their country and protect it from all who would harm her. And like the Minutemen of old, you never know which of your fellow citizens might just be ready to take up arms at a moment's notice...as Minuteman!"


  Watching from the crowd, Silvio Archangeli wished he could be as happy and confident as the jubilant people all around him. But how could he, when he knew the truth? The Second Squad wore masks so no one would know when they replaced a fallen member, which was going to happen with depressing regularity. And Minuteman himself? Oh, even the Senator didn't know that little secret....


  * * * *


  [February 15, 1938 - San Francisco, California]


  This was not a part of Chinatown where Silvio could blend in and look like just another slumming tourist, and he was more than a little nervous. But the coded message had insisted the meeting take place here, at one of the countless little medicine shops the area boasted. Fortunately, his Cantonese was up to the task of finding his way around the city's ethnic enclave, even if he did stick out like a sore thumb, to borrow a turn of phrase from Erle Stanley Gardner.


  In fact, the whole thing was feeling like Sil was in some sort of bad detective novel.


  He reached a door painted with the ideogram he sought and raised his hand to knock, but it opened before he could.


  "Come in, Mister Archangeli," a smooth voice intoned, having no trouble with his name despite a fairly strong Chinese accent. Warily, he entered the apothecary.


  "I came alone, as asked, but I don't mind saying I feel like a bit of an ass wandering around Chinatown," Sil said, taking off his fedora.


  "Come now, I doubt you were truly 'wandering,' Mister Archangeli," a wizened old man smiled. His long white mustaches waggled as he talked, and he looked like the shop might have been built around him. Some time around the Civil War. "The resplendent Doctor Sheng has heard your government's reports with a mixture of satisfaction and disappointment. Satisfaction that you are living up to your end of the bargain and reporting honestly. Disappointment that you have not managed to fully solve the problems with the process."


  Silvio shrugged. "Our resident eggheads are more about wires and atoms than biology, unfortunately. We've got some good men working on the process, but they're not inhuman geniuses."


  The old man cackled. "True enough. Few mortal men can equal the great sage Doctor Sheng. And he is not surprised that you have not solved in months what has vexed him for years. He is moderately impressed, in fact, that you have made such progress as you have. The process will work on you foreigners after all, even if it is sadly fatal in the space of...what, nine months?"


  "Ten, we think. But a lot depends on the subject," Silvio admitted. He was no scientist, but he'd been briefed on the latest results just in case Huang's agent wanted an update. Or simply assurances that he wasn't dealing with an ignorant lackey. "We think we can get enough volunteers to create a small reaction squad, useful in backing up an existing 'mysteryman' sort, but nothing on the scale we need."


  The old man nodded ruefully. "Young men willing to throw their lives away for a cause are a valuable resource, but it is important to get good value for those lives. His most celestial majesty Doctor Sheng has provided a solution to that problem, however."


  "He's perfected the process?" Silvio took a step forward, eagerly.


  "Sadly, no. But he has a solution nonetheless. Come," the old man clapped his hands together with surprising vigor.


  A curtain behind the counter was pushed aside, and a vaugely familiar face emerged, that of a young Chinese man.


  "Doctor Sheng, he whose brilliance lights the heavens, has sent his son Chieng to be the man of mystery you require. He is the perfected man, trained in numerous arts of war and the match of any ten warriors. You will find Chieng's command of your language adequate to any task you set before him, although some sort of fully concealing costume may be...advisable."


  * * * *


  [July 4, 1938 - Washington D.C.]


  Sil sighed as he watched Minuteman and the Second Squad demonstrate their acrobatic prowess, the crowd eating it up. The great American hero was actually the son of a Chinese mad scientist. Doctor Sheng no doubt was enjoying the irony right now.


  Plans were underway to find a body double who could appear without the helmet as Minuteman later on, since everyone agreed it was inevitable people would want to see the man behind the mask despite the snappy patter about being an everyman. That's why Chieng was wearing lifts and a padded costume, making the wiry Chinaman seem to have the build of, well, a quarterback maybe. Not a linebacker, though. It'd be easier to find someone with movie star looks and that build than a wiry little guy. Besides, it made his strength seem more plausible, and the padding could help protect the kid some. Lord knows he'll get shot at enough.


  Lord help us all if someone shoots him in the face and breaks the helmet in front of witnesses, though....


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


  And there you have it, Coherent Club Crusaders! The truth behind the origins of some of the biggest names of the First Heroic Age!


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


  Next Issue:


  Why no Lady Lawful story here? That's because her origin's getting Coherent Super Stories #9 all to itself, as written by Andy Burton!


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


  Author's Notes:


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/freedomalliance.JPG for visuals on the members of the Freedom Alliance.


  In keeping with the "1970s reprint" feel of Coherent Super Stories, when I felt the urge to look further back and cover the First Heroic Age, I decided to do it in the tradition of Roy Thomas's Invaders or Gerry Conway's All-Star Squadron, a 70s/80s "modern" retelling of the era, rather than trying to go with either an authentic 40s feel or a more truly modern treatment. I leaned more towards the Thomas style in storytelling, but with an underpinning of Conway's "dark secrets" style. And, of course, one cannot discount the influence of the recent Agents of Atlas series on at least this particular issue. :)


  This was originally going to just be Coherent Super Stories #9, but it quickly grew in size and I decided it merited some sort of "Giant Sized" or "80 Page Giant" treatment. As noted above, Andy's guest shot relating Lady Lawful's origin will take over the CSS #9 slot. She's not included in this issue because, well, LL is Andy's character, and I figured he should get to tell her origin.


  I apologize if anyone's offended by some of the language in this issue, but it's hard to tell a story about WWII heroes without some of the wartime ethnic slurs coming up.


  Coming up with a team name was really hard, since just about every decent name and most of the stupid ones have already been used. Freedom Alliance has probably been used too, but not in a very high profile way, and I wanted something that would sound like it would actually have been used at the time, rather than just picking an unused name just for the sake of having an unused name.


  As for the real world origins of the characters and some story-specific notes, here's the scoop:


  Johnny Angel -


  Johnny Angel was actually deep background for a character in the original Champions campaign of ASH, named Hellbound. Hellbound had been a teleporting, happy-go-lucky mysteryman named Johnny Angel until he helped defeat a powerful sorceror and was banished to hell as payback. Spending about 50 years in torment, he became more than a little demonic himself, but was still a hero when freed by ASH. Claiming to be an actual angel was never part of his origin, but I decided it'd make more sense as a 40s character, especially since I'd decided on the theme of retconned origins.


  The 13th Attack Group is a fictional part of the Army Air Corps, based on the real 17th Attack Group based out of March Field, California. Like them and the 20th Attack Group out of Mather Field CA, the 13th flies the Boeing P-12 biplane: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/P-12 (and no, there was no 13th group or squadron in the AAC, probably due to superstition). Burkhardt Field is equally fictional, and not named after anyone in particular.


  In real life, the OSS did not yet exist in 1940, but its formation in the ASH universe was accelerated by the activities of various mysterymen, and both it and its mysterious Division 13 were formed in 1939.


  Finally, Johnny's use of the phrase "balls to the wall" is a deliberate anachronism on my part. The phrase can only be documented back as far as the 60s, and probably wouldn't even make sense on a P-12 (which I expect only had a single "ball" to push to the wall on the throttle), but it felt right as the sort of thing a 1970s-written story about WWII might say.


  Gauntlet -


  Gauntlet's a basic character design I've had kicking around in one form or another since 1989, most of which have been "Champions Character Design Testbeds". Yet another OIF Multipower, basically. Pretty much everything about this version was created as I went, though, all I kept were the ideas of a gauntlet weapon and the green/brown color scheme.


  I did, however, throw in some references to the Patrol Universe, which was my previous online "serious" fiction universe before ASH. The Green Lantern analogues in that setting used the Gauntlet and worked to spread the precepts of Civilization. :)


  Centurion -


  While I've done centurion-styled characters once or twice before, this was another character made up solely to flesh out the ranks of the Freedom Alliance. I decided that, having come up with all these fake origins to "explain" the powers of those who had been born with 'em, I needed a counterbalancing character who had no powers at all, but faked having an inborn ability.


  I took the Calvano name from one of families in my neighborhood when I was growing up.


  Minuteman -


  Minuteman was actually part of a pitch I made to Danny Sichel when he was trying to start up Haptic Press around 2000. The high concept was "Chinese-American Captain America has lived to the modern day in relative obscurity and now old allies have become enemies", you can see the full treatment at http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Minuteman.


  After toying with how to add a Chinese super-soldier to the ASH setting (since the origin as written originally wouldn't work here), I hit upon the brain storm of just making it a younger Jiang (or Chieng) Sheng. He'd have been physically old enough, and still dutiful enough to do whatever his father told him to...but the experience would start planting the seeds that would one day lead him to rebellion.


  Long-time readers may be wondering about the connection between Minuteman and Third Age hero Black Opal (mentioned in Warden and briefly seen in WarStar), seeing how they're both Chinese martial artists who wear a featureless black helmet. Well, there is a link, but I'm going to leave the details for a future story. :)


  Silvio Archangeli, by the way, is Pino's grandfather. The Anchor gift, while strong in the Archangeli line, is still dependent on the world's need to create "antibodies" against paranormals, and in the time when Silvio was born there was little need. So he's not an Anchor, or if he is his talent is too weak to noticeably mess with John Doe's or Huang Sheng's abilities. And I figured that putting an Archangeli in this story would be a very Roy Thomas sort of thing to do.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #9 - The Secret Origins of Lady Lawful


  Cover shows Lady Lawful 1 and Lady Lawful 2 standing back to back. LL1 has an innocent expression, but whatever she's saying is mortifying LL2 in the sort of way only a mother can embarrass her child. The background is split, a 1940s cityscape in sepiatones behind LL1, and a 1990s gleaming glass and steel city behind LL2.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #9 - The Secret Origins of Lady Lawful


  Featuring Lady Lawful 1 and 2


  copyright 2007 by Andy Burton ____________________________________________________________________________


  [April 13, 1991 - Chicago IL]


  There was a knock at her door and someone was calling her name.


  "Jenny? Hey, Jenny?"


  After a moment, she realized it was Doug, one of the students on her floor. One of the more eccentric students she knew.


  Jennifer took a deep breath and wiped her nose, using the extra moment to compose herself. "Go away, Doug." She inhaled sharply. "I'm not in the mood for...whatever!" Jennifer could hear mumbling outside of her door, which was not what she wanted to hear. What she wanted to hear was him going away.


  Without hesitating, Jennifer sat up in her bed and stormed over to her dorm room door. Once her hand was on the knob, she wrenched the door open and opened her mouth. "Just go away!" It took her a full second to recognize the older woman who was standing next to Doug's scrawny, unshaven form. "Mom?"


  June Hartworth-Blair, unfazed by her daughter's outburst, replied immediately, "But, honey, I came all this way." Jennifer knew "all this way" meant, at worst, an hour. "Have you been crying, Jenny?"


  For a moment, Jennifer felt very small. She almost gave in and started crying again, but caught Doug staring at her out of the corner of her eye. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew she would have to apologize later on, but at that moment she didn't care. "Douglas Greene," she growled, "my mom may not have to go, but you sure as hell do. Go!" Her arm snapped out, pointing.


  "S...sorry," he stammered, backing away. Both blondes watched as he sprinted away down the hall.


  When Doug disappeared around the corner of the hallway, June turned to glare at Jennifer with a half-exasperated look on her face. "Jenny, if you're going to maintain a secret identity, you have to make sure when Lady Lawful's upset, Jennifer isn't as well." Jennifer gave her mother a nonplussed look, which lasted until her mother broke the silence. "So, may I come in?"


  After another moment of stony silence, Jennifer stepped back and cleared the way for her mother. Once Jennifer pushed the door closed, she turned to her mother and crosser her arms. "What do you want, mom?"


  June didn't answer right away. She took a lazy stroll around the dorm room, setting her handbag down as she did. There was a definite difference between Jennifer's side of the room and her roommate's. Jennifer's side was marked by clothes and papers sticking out of dresser drawers, which presented an opportunity for her mother to ignore the question while she tucked the bits of shirts and pants back into place. After a minute of straightening up Jennifer's desk, June turned her attention to the rumpled sheets of her daughter's bed.


  She didn't get too far into her impromptu bed-making before her hand bumped against something hard beneath the sheets. June reached beneath and wrapped her hands around the object. She knew by touch what Jennifer had hidden, and was not surprised in the least when she pulled a familiar golden belt out.


  "Another thing," June added, "if your mother can casually find where you stash your equipment, so can a determined villain." June took a moment to put the belt around her waist. She let out a dejected sigh when the clasp fell a couple of inches short from closing the loop. "It's hard to believe I was ever this thin."


  "Did you just come here to criticize me for taking your belt?" Jennifer asked. Without waiting for an answer she stomped over to her chest and yanked out a drawer. After a bit of digging, she pulled out a red, leather vest and a pair of old welding goggles, both of which she promptly shoved into her mother's arms. "You can have it back! You were right. I'm not cut out for this."


  June carefully juggled the items in her hands until she had a firm hold on them. "I did not come here to criticize you, Jenny," June said in a tone nearing the boiling point. She caught herself and took a breath to give time for her tone to shift. "I saw you on the news last night. I mean, I saw Lady Lawful, but I knew it could only be you." June carefully set the belt, vest, and goggles onto Jennifer's chest of drawers, making sure most of the belt was covered by the vest.


  "I came here today, because I remember my first time out as Lady Lawful," June explained. She stepped closer to Jennifer and wrapped her arms around her daughter, embracing her in a bear hug. "And I remember how much I needed someone to talk to afterwards."


  At first, Jennifer didn't fully grasp what her mother was saying. They'd argued a time or two about her using the Enhancement Belt to carry on the legacy of Lady Lawful, and every time it ended with her mother vowing she'd never let Jennifer risk her life in such a way. Now, though, as the I Told You So's she'd expected were mysteriously absent, Jennifer found herself welcoming her mother's hug. She reached her arms around June's waist and let out a sob as she reciprocated the hug.


  * * * *


  [May 2, 1941 - Chicago IL]


  June Hartworth rapped her knuckles against the smoky glass pane. She could see a light on in the office, but was afraid she might be too late. Tense moments ticked by, and just as she was about to knock again, the door swung open.


  The man behind the door looked exactly as June imaged someone who's office door read "Calvin Kirby, Professional Scientist" would: he was no taller than she was, balding slightly, but made up for the missing hair on his head with a thick, walrus mustache.


  He stepped aside as June barged into his office. "Excuse me, miss, but...." He stopped and made a grumpy coughing noise as June grabbed his coat and hat off of a rack. "Now see here...!" She thrust the coat and hat into his arms. "Madam, please."


  "Mister Kirby, I know you don't know me, but you have to trust me," she pleaded. "There are two very bad men on their way over to abduct you. I tried to call the police, but no one would listen to me. I tried to call you, but your building's operator wouldn't put me through."


  "Yes," Kirby nodded, "I told her to hold all my calls."


  June took a breath. "I promise, sir, I overhead a phone conversation, you're in danger. They'll be here any minute."


  "We're here now," a voice said from one back rooms of the office suite. The man was about as nondescript as June could imagine a person might be. His partner, who was half a head taller, was equally as bland, save for a scar that ran across the bridge of his nose. Both men were wielding pistols, aimed at Doctor Kirby and herself.


  June knew this routine from enough movies. She slowly raised her hands into a surrendering position. Doctor Kirby, who obviously didn't get to the cinema as often, put his fists against his hips. "Now see here, I demand an explanation."


  The shorter of the two men, Boss, smirked at his partner, Scar. "The little lady is right, Doctor. We're here to...appropriate you for the benefit of an interested third party." Boss motioned at Scar, and the taller man moved toward Doctor Kirby. "It would be in both your best interests not to try any funny business."


  June wasn't sure any sort of "funny business" would do much good. She wasn't bullet-proof, and doubted she could run faster than Boss could pull the trigger. Even if both men weren't armed, she doubted a teenage girl and an elderly scientist would stand much of a chance in a fight. She truly doubted it was in her best long-term interests to cooperate, but for the short-term she didn't see any alternative.


  When Scar reached Doctor Kirby, he didn't waste any time before spinning the man around and grabbing both of his arms. With both of Doctor Kirby's arms gripped in one of his vice-like hands, Scar used his other to pull a short length of rope from his jacket. June looked away, feeling even more helpless at the prospect of being even further trapped.


  "Now her," Boss told scar.


  "I only brought enough for the Doc," Scar answered back. "Just go on and shoot her, boss."


  June squeezed her eyes closed. She fully intended to scream for help, but instead she heard herself talking in a rushed, matter-of-fact tone, "If you shoot me, someone will hear. Do you think you'll be able to get out of the building with a bound man if you have to go past everyone who heard a gun shot?"


  June didn't expect the argument to work. It was after five in the evening. The building was probably mostly empty. Her body wouldn't be found until the captors and captive were long gone. She held her breath, waiting to hear Boss's gun go off.


  "Okay, grab her;" Boss told Scar, "I got an idea."


  June realized she wasn't going to be shot when she felt Scar's hands on her shoulders, guiding her along with Boss toward the back room where she first two the two exit only a few minutes before. Upon entering the room, June realized that it was probably Doctor Kirby's main laboratory, which was the impression she got from the work benches with beakers and various machines set out on them.


  "Here we go," Boss said. He stopped in front of a large, metal safe, big enough for a person to walk inside. The safe could have been mistaken for a closet if he had been built into the wall, instead of freestanding as it was against the wall. "In you go," Boss told June.


  Before she could protest, Scar answered for her with a shove that sent her stumbling forward. June caught herself against the back wall of the safe, managing to avoid disrupting the contents of the small built-in shelves too badly. Once steady, June turned around.


  "Not as loud as a gun, but I think you'll agree it's *safe* to say you won't be going anywhere," Boss explained. He and Scar chuckled at his pun as they pushed the door shut, locking June in a manmade cave of complete darkness. One of the two tapped something hard against the safe before they left. After that, she was blind and deaf to everything, save the sound of her own pounding heart.


  * * * *


  [April 13, 1991 - Chicago IL]


  After Jennifer had gotten the tears out of her system, June had insisted she go find and apologize for yelling at the young man who'd been kind enough to show her to Jennifer's room. A stern look from June had cut short any thoughts of protest or procrastination. She slouched out of the room in search of Doug to apologize.


  While she was alone, June made herself as comfortable as she could on Jennifer's bed, leaning back against the wall and a small cushion of pillows she'd arranged. With the bed pushed lengthwise against the wall, she didn't have to worry about falling off, which meant she could slide over a bit to leave Jennifer room when she returned.


  "I apologized," Jennifer huffed as she reentered the room, closing the door behind her. "He said it was fine." She paused for a minute before adding, "He asked if you were married." To that, Jennifer made a face.


  "That's awfully flattering," June replied.


  "Says you," Jennifer said. She shuffled over to her bed, and took a seat next to June. "I happen to find it very creepy, but then..." she paused, "never mind."


  June wrapped an arm around her daughter's shoulder and squeezed. "I'm sure if he knew I was pushing seventy he wouldn't have asked."


  "I'm sorry, mom," Jennifer sighed, "I'm being weird today." She looked June in the eye, trying to figure out how to ask. "How did you get used to everything being so...freaky? I thought it would be fun to put on the belt and the suit. It looks so exciting when the others do it. Even if they do tend to get kicked out of cities every so often for all the property damage," she amended, recalling ASH's recent exile to Milwaukee.


  "Oh, Jenny," June answered, sounding as if she wasn't even sure how she felt on the subject. "I won't lie to you; it can be fun and adventurous at times. It can also be terrifying. The last time I ever went out, I couldn't stop worrying about what if I never got to see you or your father again. The year after I stopped being Lady Lawful, every time I heard about some emergency, I felt my adrenaline rush, getting excited about going out.


  "And don't you dare say anything silly about being sorry, I dealt with your father putting up with me that year. Retiring and getting to watch you grow up is the best thing I ever did," June continued. "But if it hadn't been for Lady Lawful, I would never have met your father, never had you."


  Jennifer raised a curious eyebrow, "So...what are you saying."


  June let out a small sigh, "I'm saying...you learn to deal with the freakiness of it all, because while there is bad to this business, there's a lot of good to it as well." June let her answer hang for a minute, taking time to digest what she's said. After a moment, she continued, "Tell me about that thug you took out last night? The news didn't have many details."


  Jennifer shook her head. "There weren't many details," she admitted in a flat tone. "I was doing patrols...I guess that's what you call them," she continued, "and I saw a couple of police cars surrounding a building. Then I heard gun shots. It's all kind of a blur after that. I saw him shooting at the police, so I decided to surprise him from above."


  Jennifer went on to describe how she rappelled from the top of the building and crashed through the window. She talked about fighting and disarming the gunman, whose name she never discovered, and how the police used the distraction to raid the building. Then her voice cracked.


  "He was holding these kids hostage," she explained, "He'd been kidnapping them, and kept them locked in this big room. He was going to sac...sacrifice them or something. I didn't notice it when I broke in, but the place smelled like gasoline. He was going to burn them, mom." Jennifer buried her head in her mother's shoulder. "He was going to kill those kids."


  June hugged Jennifer tighter. "You stopped him, though, Jenny. Those kids wouldn't be alive now if it weren't for Lady Lawful...for you."


  Jennifer shook her head again. "I can't do it again."


  * * * *


  [May 2, 1941 - Chicago, IL]


  Time lost all meaning after a while. There was no light, so June couldn't check her watch. At first, after being locked in, she tried counting the seconds, but that only lasted until the first time she thought she heard a noise and called for help. After that count was lost, she didn't much see the point of trying to keep up.


  She did know she had been locked in the safe for a while. A long enough time had passed that she could feel the air in the safe growing stale, which might not have been that long. It was impossible to tell, something that made the situation even more unnerving.


  "Just stay calm," June told herself, not speaking aloud for fear of wasting what little air was left. "There must be an emergency lever or something, in cases where people get them selves locked in.


  Slowly and methodically, June began to feel her way around the safe. There was nothing lever- or knob-like on the front door. "But that doesn't mean anything," she told herself, "I've got three more walls to check."


  It was as she began to examine the second wall that her hand brushed against something laying on the shelf. It wouldn't have been very noticeable in the light of day, but as her hand touched the solid object, it began to glow faintly, giving off a slight pulsating aura. It was just enough light so June could make out the shape of the object; it was some kind of belt.


  The belt, golden in color, seemed to...like...June touching it. It glowed brighter as she ran her hands along its length, giving her enough light better examine the wall. Unfortunately, it seemed to dim whenever she let go of it to feel around.


  Picking up the belt wasn't a difficult choice to make. She needed the light if she was going to escape. However, trying to maximize contact with the belt and feel for a release switch became awkward. The belt both was too thick to completely wrap around her arm and too stiff to wad up in her palm. The next best thing she knew to try was putting the belt around her waist, and hoping that would maximize its glow.


  As June snapped the clasp on the belt, she nodded her approval as it kept glowing. It seemed to like being around her waist, at least as much as it liked her holding it.


  After that, it didn't take much longer for June to finish her search of the innards of the safe. There was no emergency lever. No escape switches to release her. Fear and panic set in as June realized she was utterly trapped in the safe.


  "I don't want to die!" she sobbed. In desperation, June beat her fist against the safe door, hoping someone would hear her. She pounded on the metal as hard as she could, which to her surprise, seemed to be enough to bend the door a bit.


  June gaped at the indentation for a long second. She knew the air was thinning, but it wasn't to the point of hallucinations...was it? June shook her head, and touched the warped door. No, it was real.


  Maybe her situation wasn't as hopeless as she feared.


  No one heard the sound of warping metal as the door to Doctor Kirby's safe groaned. Likewise, no one heard the resounding "sprang" as the hinges and locking mechanism gave way. Even the crashing thud, as the door fell forward onto the floor went unnoticed by anyone, save for the person who caused it.


  June was still a bit flabbergasted as she stood up from the floor of the safe. It had taken every ounce of her mysterious, new super-strength, not to mention positioning herself in a rather unladylike manner, to open the safe door. In the end, it had opened for her. With enough pushing and kicking, she'd escaped from her steel prison.


  "It's the belt," a voice inside June's mind whispered. She couldn't disagree either. Up until being trapped, she never knew herself to be even remotely strong enough to bend metal. She heard stories of people in life- threatening situations gaining extra strength, but even that seemed unlikely given the durability of the safe. Even Minuteman, the perfected human, didn't have that kind of strength. June told herself to ask Doctor Kirby when she...


  "Doctor Kirby!" she cried.


  In her panic and later escape, the poor doctor'd slipped her mind. As she began to pace around his lab, it all started coming back. The phone call she'd overheard down at her station on the switchboard. Someone in the penthouse wanted a private audience with Doctor Kirby, the same someone whose thugs had kidnapped him and tried to kill her.


  June snuck a peek at her watch, and was surprised to find less than half an hour had passed between her being captured and her astonishing escape. Doctor Kirby might still be in the building, and if he wasn't she still knew where he was being taken. She fretted for a moment, trying to think who else to try alerting. The police had already turned her away once, and by the time she could summon them to the lab and explain everything, Doctor Kirby might be lost forever.


  Incredibly, June found herself thinking about saving Doctor Kirby by herself. Maybe...if she could pry open a safe, she might stand a chance in a fight against Boss and Scar. It was a crazy idea, one that seemed to go beyond the bounds of foolhardiness. However, the notion that June Hartworth could extricate herself from a safe had seemed just as impossible a few minutes before.


  June's pacing slowed as the idea sunk in. Maybe it wasn't so crazy. If she called the police and let them know there was a fight going on, then all she would need to do is hold the criminals in the penthouse long enough for the police to arrive, and maybe cause enough of a stir to have someone corroborate her story. Even if they were gone, she could still show the police Doctor Kirby's lab.


  It wasn't a good plan, it might not have even been a sane plan, but it was the only thing she could think of that might save Doctor Kirby.


  June resigned herself to the plan and briskly headed to find Doctor Kirby's telephone. As she was stepping though the laboratory, her eyes fell on a pair of welding goggles. They were the kind that looked like a pair of diving goggles with a dark, hinged cover on the front. Instinctively, she picked them up as she went, looking them over she continued for the phone.


  "Well," she decided, "it couldn't hurt to wear a mask. Maybe no one will recognize me."


  * * * *


  [May 2, 1991 - Chicago IL]


  "You shouldn't give up so easily, Jenny," June said after Jennifer calmed a bit. She felt Jennifer's head rising up off her shoulder. "Hear me out, okay. It's your decision, but just let me say this."


  Jennifer nodded slowly, and June slowly maneuvered until she was on the edge of the bed, within arm lengths of her purse.


  "Ever since you were a little girl, and we learned just how special you were, I was always afraid you'd try to be a super-hero." June paused, thinking back to the first time Jennifer fell out of a tree without injuring herself. It had been a miracle, but even then she suspected Jenny was blessed, or cursed, with some form of powers. "So it's not easy, and I imagine a bit confusing...I'm confused, and I'm saying it...for me to say that I think you should be Lady Lawful."


  "You certainly have the natural gifts for it. According to your father, as a baseline you're as strong and invulnerable as I ever was wearing the belt...and with it, even stronger. You're smart too, Jenny, which is something that's in short supply with some of these modern heroes. You're a natural at it, honey."


  Jennifer shook her head. "I can't, mom. It's too much."


  June paused from searching through her bag. "It is now, but this was your first time. I was a mess my first time, and believe me the men I faced weren't trying to sacrifice children." June paused, and looked in Jennifer's eyes. "Don't go back out tomorrow, and if you decide not to do it again, you won't have anything to be ashamed about. You've already done more good than most people do in their entire lives.


  "In a couple of days, though, if you change your mind, then give it another try. The next time won't be as bad. The time after that won't be either. In time, Jenny, I think you're going to remember why you stole my belt in the first place." June smiled and reached into her purse.


  Jennifer mumbled a half-hearted, "Maybe."


  "And, if you go out again, I want you to have this." June pulled a small bundle from her purse. It was wrapped in brown paper and tied with string; it looked big enough to hold a thick book, maybe. Jennifer took the package from her mother, and slowly began to unwrap it. At the first sign of red fabric, Jennifer abandoned all patience, and tore into the bag.


  It was a costume. There was a blue mask stuck down with a rolled up piece of tape, but aside from that, the costume was one piece. Most of the costume was red, from the stirrups on the leggings to the peak of the triangle that ended where her chest would fit. From there up, and out to the finger tips, it was a light, navy blue. The only other color was the white logo in the middle of chest, a pair of scales, which Jennifer recognized as the unofficial logo for Lady Lawful.


  "Mom?" Jennifer asked slowly, "when did you..."


  June smiled, feeling her face turn a bit red. "When I realized you took the belt a couple of weeks ago, I remembered an old design I'd drawn up for myself, right before I retired. I'm not sure if it looks modern or not, and you'll want to get some boots you're comfortable in," June was almost babbling, "but...I knew how stubborn you could be, and didn't want you being the new Lady Lawful just wearing my old things." June sniffed, wiping away a little moisture from her eye.


  "If my little girl is going to be a hero, she's going to do it in style."


  * * * *


  [May 3, 1941 - Chicago IL]


  The headline read: LADY LAWFUL SAVES SCIENTIST!


  The picture below the large, bold font showed June standing with Doctor Kirby. "Cosmo" Kirby, as the caption called him...clearly a tale hung upon that nickname. She was wearing the embarrassingly rural blue jeans she'd brought to change into after work that day, the golden belt, a leather vest she borrowed from Doctor Kirby's lab, as well as a pair of his gloves, and the welding goggles, minus their darkened lenses. Doctor Kirby looked a bit ruffled, but the photographer had caught June when she was smiling and patting him on the back. In a strange way, it made her look almost heroic...or at least not as frightened as she felt after surviving the gunmen holding Doctor Kirby hostage.


  "I must ask," Doctor Kirby said, setting down the newspaper he was holding up for June's benefit, "When did you name yourself Lady Lawful, Miss Hartworth?"


  June half smiled. "I didn't. That was what the papers came up with...a mysteryman, or woman, needs a colorful moniker, I suppose. But as far as I'm concerned, there is no more 'Lady Lawful.' Now that you're safe, I can give you your belt back and..." she offered the golden belt back to Doctor Kirby, but he refused to accept it.


  "Miss Hartworth, I would like to talk to you about your borrowing my experimental Enhancement Belt."


  "I'm sorry about taking it without asking, Doctor Kirby," June apologized.


  "Nonsense," he interrupted. "There is nothing for which you need apologize. I am in your debt, which makes it all the more awkward for me to ask...Miss Hartworth."


  "June, please."


  Doctor Kirby nodded, "Very well, but in turn you must call me Calvin." June nodded. "June, I have a favor to ask of you. Would you continue wearing the Enhancement Belt, at least long enough for me to conduct a few tests? You are the first person who the belt has given strength or any other ability, despite my research saying it should be capable of so much. I would like to study it...and you...to find out why. I'm afraid I cannot offer you much in the way of compensation, but..."


  "I'll do it," June blurted out. "I mean...I'll help you with the experiments, that is." She blushed slightly. "I don't think I'll be dressing up like that 'Lady Lawful' again, but I got a real kick out of being a strong-woman."


  Doctor Kirby chuckled. "I can only imagine."


  June smiled, her thoughts drifting off, thinking about "Lady Lawful," which she kind of thought was a silly name. It had a nice ring to it. "Not that I ever plan on becoming a hero again," she told herself, "Imagine, me, as Lady Lawful. What a notion."


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


  Next Issue:


  Back to Dave! He's got a few ideas for #10, but hasn't settled on one quite yet, but it'll involve the First Age...in one way or another.


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


  Author's Note:


  The Secret Origins of both Lady Lawfuls have now been told. We return you to the domestic bliss four years hence [over in LL&DD - Ed.]. Douglas Greene is Utilitarian making a secret cameo appearance. You'll never see him again. [Is it really that secret if you admit to it? - Ed.]


  Editor's Note:


  The cover is based on a piece of art Andy commissioned recently: http://profnano.org/andy/misc/img/LadyLawfuls.jpg (albeit with a different background and no speech bubble).


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #10 - Aunt Jane's Bible


  The cover shows a wooden tabletop up close, and on the table is a small blue booklet, about 3" tall by 4" wide to judge by the nearby items on the table. The cover shows a grainily-reproduced line drawing of a winking mysterywoman. An errant wind is starting to blow the cover open.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #10 - Aunt Jane's Bible


  Featuring Red Widow copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [Editor's Note: The subject matter of this story will drift into areas of prurient interest. While not graphically presented, certain parts may be inappropriate for minors or those of sensitive dispositions. One scene in particular, presented in script format, may bother some readers, who are invited to skip over it. While important to the plot, everything in that part that's vital should be summarized in the following scene.] ____________________________________________________________________________


  [August 31, 1946 - Miami, Florida]


  Laverne strolled casually down the space between tables at the swap meet as the usual house-sized mosquitos flitted through the humid late summer air. She might've moved to Florida as a kid, but she didn't think she'd ever really get used to the way August went so muggy. Not a proper dry heat, like West Texas.


  Still, it was good to stretch her legs after a few hours behind her own table. Bill was watching the stuff for now, hopefully he wouldn't make too many bad deals. Laverne dearly loved her fiancee, but a ten-year-old could out-haggle the man.


  "Hey, Howie," she nodded as she passed a booth dominated by alligator leather goods. Probably obtained under shady circumstances, but she was hardly in a position to be ratting her fellow swappers out to the law.


  "Hey, Miz Bishop," the gator-tanner waved with a slightly gap-toothed smile almost hidden behind a bushy gray beard. Unlike a lot of the oldtimers at the swap, he'd never tried to put the moves on Laverne, something she appreciated. She never got unwanted attention twice from the same guy, but it was easier to work the swap meets when half the men in attendance *didn't* have old bruises and old grudges thanks to her. "Seen the new book guy?" he asked as she moved past.


  "Hm? Someone here got literary pretentions?" she asked.


  "Nah, he don't got any of that in stock, far as I can tell. Mostly funnybooks, old Geographics, a bunch of that scientifiction junk," Howie replied. She wasn't quite sure if he was joking about the first part, or if she'd simply been talking over the old-timer's head.


  Laverne chuckled, tossing her mane of red hair. "Thanks, I'll give it a look. Maybe find a little nostalgia."


  A few minutes later, she'd found the table Howie must've been talking about. Stacks of newsprint and magazines, cheaply bound paperbacks, and the usual assortment of random "out of theme" stuff that anyone who worked the swaps tended to pick up. It was a swap meet, after all, not a cash market. Some money changed hands, but most of the deals were barter. And almost no one stuck to just trading for what they wanted themselves...three, four or even seven-deep trades happened every day, eventually most of the stuff ended up with someone who wanted it, even if the original owner and the final owner never saw each other.


  Unsurprisingly, most of the people around the table were young men, jabbering about old stories and arguments about who was stronger, that sort of thing. Then something caught her eye.


  "The Red Widow - Bound For Trouble!" screamed the cover. Unlike most of the other books, it wasn't in color, or even very large. It looked like a couple pieces of typing paper run through a mimeo, cut in quarters and stapled together. Like a kid might make because he couldn't afford the dime for a real comic. Genuinely curious, she picked it up.


  "Whoa, who left that out?" the table's owner tried to snatch it away from Laverne, but she was too quick for him. She still had the touch.


  "I didn't know Red Widow made enough of a splash to rate a comic," Laverne smiled. "Although I guess it's just somethin' a local put together, or it'd be in color."


  One of the customers chuckled. "Oh, she made a splash," he leered.


  "Seriously, lady...you don't want to read that."


  "Why not? The art looks pretty bad, but no worse than any of the other stuff on your table. And pa always did call me a tomboy, it's not like I'm worried it's unlady...like...."


  Under her summer tan, her face went totally pale.


  "Um, I warned you," the owner muttered.


  "What. Is. This?" she demanded.


  "It's, um, called a Tijuana Bible. Guys make these under the counter, they're kinda illegal in most places."


  "It's disgusting!" Laverne sputtered.


  "And how!" another customer grinned.


  "I'm sorry, lady, but I warned ya. And it's pretty tame as those things go, it's mostly tyin' up with her lariat and stuff. Whatcha so steamed about?"


  "Because that," she shook the pamphlet, "is ME!"


  It was like a bubble of silence formed in the middle of the noisy swap meet. A long moment stretched out, no one quite sure what to say.


  Finally, as such things always are, it broke.


  "Um, would you autograph it?" the stall owner asked.


  * * * *


  "Yes, I had to buy it," Laverne sighed. "Paid cash, even. Had to get it out of circulation."


  "Now what?" Bill asked as he helped pack the day's trades into the back of the truck. "Gonna burn it?"


  "I was gonna, but I realized when I cooled down that this is just a copy, burnin' it won't stop 'em from tradin' other copies. I wanna find the original artist and see if I can teach him a lesson about usin' someone's image and good name without permission."


  "The Red Widow rides again?" Bill smiled. "And here I thought I was gonna be the only guy to see you in that outfit anymore...."


  * * * *


  [September 3, 1946 - Miami, Florida]


  Laverne licked the envelope and smoothed the flap closed, then reached for the stampbook.


  "Paying the bills, honey?" Bill asked as he got ready to leave for work. Strictly speaking, the couple was living in sin since they weren't married yet, but they both figured that being engaged was good enough, and while two couldn't really live as cheaply as one, it did save money they'd need to buy a house big enough to have kids in.


  Laverne shook her head. "Writin' a letter to Lady Lawful, care of, um, the War Department. So who knows when it'll actually get to her?"


  "Other leads on your artist fan going that dry, then?"


  Laverne sighed and nodded. "Turns out 8-pager artists don't really want anyone knowin' who they are, given how this kind of stuff can get you tossed in jail most places," she patted a short stack of Tijuana Bibles. "I did some askin' around and found that, whoever the perv was, he only did Malscripto books, and stopped right after makin' the one with me in it."


  "So, you have the complete works there?" Bill grinned, reaching for the stack, only to have his hand swatted away.


  "Yes, and hands off. Lady Lawful's the one Malscripto goes after in all the other ones, and if I don't want you seein' *me* drawn naked, I sure don't want you seein' HER! Anyway, her bein' the usual star makes 'Bound for Trouble' even odder. I'm writin' Lady Lawful to see if she knows anyone close to Malscripto who might've made these. And, um, to warn her about the horrid little things in case she didn't know about 'em herself. No sense in lettin' a fellow hero have her own 'swap meet moment' like I did," she frowned.


  Bill scratched his head. "You know, if someone close to a guy like Malscripto was making these, and Malscripto found out..."


  "...that'd explain the sudden stop, yeah," Laverne nodded. "That's one of the things I asked ell-ell about. Did he have any henchmen who he offed personal-like."


  "Which, at least, would save you the bother of teaching him a lesson, I guess," Bill shrugged.


  * * * *


  [September 9, 1946 - Miami, Florida]


  The short stack of bluebooks stared back at Laverne from the kitchen table as she fussed over dinner preparations. She hadn't gotten anywhere on the mystery in nearly a week, and it was starting to bug her more and more.


  "I'm gonna have ta read you, ain't I?" she sighed, closing the oven on the roast. So far, she'd only skimmed the little booklets in search of a signature, or a publisher, or something she could use to track down the artist, avoiding as much as possible the actual "story" inside.


  Frowning, she sat down, mentally gritting her teeth and bracing for the task ahead.


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


  [Tijuana Bible - Cover and 8 single-panel pages - This is the scene we


  warned you about]


  Cover: Head and shoulders of Red Widow on a white background with a black triangle along the lower right that covers part of the figure. Title reads, "Bound for Trouble!" in the upper left. In the lower right is a random scribble in the place of a creator's name.


  1. Red Widow enters a strangely-lit warehouse, pistol at the ready and lariat coiled at her hip. Her costume is a bit skimpier than what the real Red Widow wore.


  SPEECH 1 (Red Widow): Okay, Malscripto, time to ring down the curtain!


  SPEECH 2 (off panel): Now, my players! Enter stage right!


  2. A trio of thugs swarms Red Widow, taking away her pistol and lariat. Her costume tears, revealing her left breast.


  SPEECH 1 (Red Widow): Oh!


  SPEECH 2 (Thug): Time for the casting couch, boss?


  3. Malscripto stands before a tied-up Red Widow, apparently bound in her own lariat. Her costume is even more torn now, but her mask and boots remain in place. Malscripto is dressed in Shakespearean garb, but without pants.


  SPEECH 1 (Malscripto): The PEN IS mightier than the sword, my dear!


  SPEECH 2 (Red Widow): And me without my pen knife.


  4. Red Widow is orally servicing Malscripto, still bound, although her hands seem to be struggling with the knots.


  SPEECH 1 (Malscripto): Crack winds, and BLOW thou HURICANOS!


  SFX 2 (Red Widow): glub


  SPEECH 3 (Thug): Looks like the boss is in the eye of the hurricane.


  5. Red Widow's costume is now completely gone other than mask and boots, and she's been draped over a chair with an elaborate pattern in the upholstery that barely reproduces in the cheap mimeograph. Malscripto approaches her from behind.


  SPEECH 1 (Malscripto): I think I shall dip my pen in your inkpot!


  SPEECH 2 (Red Widow): Fair enough, I took a dirt road to get here too.


  6. Red Widow gets loose from the ropes, posing dramatically to show off her well-toned body. The thugs gasp, mostly in fear.


  SPEECH 1 (Red Widow): You don't use ropes as long as I have without learning a few tricks, boys!


  SPEECH 2 (Malscripto): She's slipped the surly bonds!


  7. Thugs run as Red Widow (still essentially naked) recovers her pistol and fires at them. Malscripto starts moving to sneak away.


  SPEECH 1 (Red Widow): Come on boys, the party's just getting started!


  SPEECH 2 (Thug): Z-Man didn't pay us enough for this job!


  8. Malscripto is hanging by a rope from the rafters, the rope being connected to his privates. Red Widow is winking at the reader.


  SPEECH 1 (Red Widow): That about ties things up here!


  SPEECH 2 (Malscripto): Hoist by my own petard!


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


  She was still puzzling over the odd choices of phrasing and design when the phone rang.


  "Hello?" she asked, putting the receiver to her ear.


  "Collect long distance call from...Lady Lawful," the operator said, more than a touch of disbelief in her voice. "Do you accept?"


  "Yes!" Laverne agreed. This was getting to be an expensive little investigation, but in for a penny and all that.


  "Connecting now."


  "Miss Bishop?"


  "Speaking," Laverne nodded, carefully enunciating the "g" that she normally clipped. "Thank you for getting back to me so quickly. I wasn't sure my letter would even get to you."


  Lady Lawful laughed. "It might not have, but the mailroom boy at the Pentagon is a fan of Mysterymen, and happened to recognize your name from the return address."


  "Wow, I sure made a big impact on people, considering I was only running around in that bathing suit for three months," Laverne goggled. "This has certainly been the month for finding delayed fame."


  "It might have had something to do with the bathing suit. But this is your dime, how's the hunt for your mystery artist going?"


  "I haven't really gotten anywhere since what I wrote in the letter. I was just buckling down and reading the awful little thing when you called, to see if I could find any clues in the, um, story. Did Malscripto have any henchmen who might've been the creator?"


  "He had a number of artistically inclined thugs, mostly to help him with set dressing and the like. Malscripto has a tremendous ego, but knows his craft, I'll give him that. And he knows that part of it is having professionals to help with the visuals. But there's one who might be your man, he went by the nom du crime of 'The Scribbler'. He did newspaper funnies, if you can believe that, and was sort of a spy in the newsroom for Malscripto for a while. Then he just vanished...I figured at the time that he might have tried to take over the gang and found that Malscripto wasn't quite as out of ink as he seemed."


  "Written out of reality? Brrr."


  "Exactly," Lady Lawful concurred. "It's a good thing for me that he's always been obsessed with besting or humiliating me, rather than killing me. With his ability to rewrite reality, he could be truly frightening if he didn't have some rudimentary code of ethics and fair play. But I suppose he wasn't so fussy about morality with underlings who tried to cross him. Come to think of it, though, it's sounding more like he found out about the Scribbler's little sideline, rather than fending off a power play. Being featured in an endless succession of smutty books would probably outrage Malscripto's authorial sensibilities to the point he'd use his powers to kill."


  "Well, not really endless," Laverne eyed the small stack on the kitchen table. "Five in total. Although I'm told they've been recopied quite a bit, since the quality is a lot higher than usually seen in an 8-pager."


  "Not about to do some comparison for yourself, I hope!"


  "Heavens, no!" Laverne gasped.


  "So, any clues in the story itself?"


  "I think so. There's at least one obvious one...a background thug says that Z-Man isn't payin' them enough for this job, but Z-Man doesn't show up anywhere else in the story, and I don't remember him ever tryin' anything down here in Florida. Then again, I don't remember seeing Malscripto around either."


  "Hmm," Lady Lawful pondered. "I know Malscripto takes on occasional jobs for whoever will pay him enough, or supply him with the rare ingredients he needs for his magic ink. Usually little things, altering reality in stable ways that will benefit the person hiring him. He tends to stick with helping crime bosses rig the ponies, simple things where he doesn't need to use a lot of ink to make the necessary change. But he's never been particularly patriotic, and I suppose taking Nazi money would have been another way to poke me in the eye. But I can't remember Z-Man ever benefiting from any sort of reality rewrite. Anything else about the job? Was it about kidnapping you?"


  "Nope. Near as I can figure, the story starts with me having figured out the job off-screen and bustin' in to arrest him. They get the drop on me, tie me up, and, well...after a bit I break loose and leave Malscripto hangin'. Lemme pry off these staples and lay out the whole thing, see if I can pick up any patterns."


  "You might have to look pretty carefully," Lady Lawful cautioned. "Thinking back, I seem to recall the Scribbler was notable for hiding lots of little details in his newspaper cartoons, background jokes and the like."


  Laverne laid the pages out in a single long strip across the table. "I dunno. The printing quality's pretty bad, if the hidden...wait, something about the shadows. Lemme rearrange...oh my God."


  "What?"


  "I just put the cover and the eight pages in a three by three, and the shadows in the backgrounds make a big swastika. And some of the other details make an outline of Florida, as if the swastika is striking Miami!"


  "Like a hurricane?"


  "Oh, hell, that's exactly what it is. In the middle page, Malscripto's quoting that line from King Lear about huricanos, *and* the background thug is talking about the eye of the hurricane. Could Malscripto have written about a hurricane hitting Florida, and the Scribbler wanted to warn me?"


  "Maybe...but his powers don't work like that, not so far in advance. He could, I suppose, have made a hurricane happen at the time, but he has to concentrate on big things like that, and he's in jail at the moment, without his ink. If this is meant to be a warning, it'd have to be something you'd have a chance of stopping, or the Scribbler wouldn't have taken such a roundabout way of sending the warning. And, no offense, he probably would have contacted me or one of the other Mysterymen with powers."


  "No offense taken. I could barely keep up with unpowered criminals and Nazi spies, that's why I hung up the mask. Y'know, you might have a point about the small details thing, too. There's some weird upholstery on a chair in the fifth page, looks almost like a section of map. And there's a reference to a dirt road in that panel, so maybe it *is* a map. I'll need to do some checkin', get my hands on some road maps at the gas station or somethin'...I don't think I wanna bring this into the library to check the county maps."


  Lady Lawful laughed. "No, I imagine you don't."


  "Where can I call you later, once I find out more?" Laverne asked.


  "I'm not currently in a position to give you a number, sorry. I'll call back tomorrow, same time, is that okay?"


  "Should be."


  * * * *


  [September 10, 1946 - Everglades, Florida]


  Of course, it turned out not to be okay.


  The map had been a quick hit, copied from a section of a 1939 map of roads in the Everglades near Miami. But while she'd been out getting maps, she'd heard a hurricane warning.


  Sure, it was hurricane season. These things happened. But reports were coming in on the radio that this was a big one. Really big. And moving weirdly, to boot, as far as maritime spotters could tell.


  It was just too much of a coincidence. Maybe Lady Lawful was wrong about how Malscripto's powers worked, but Laverne had gotten a brainstorm: Z-Man was into all that weird future science stuff. What if he had a device that could act like a hurricane magnet? And just hired Malscripto to hide it in Florida? That would be the sort of threat the Red Widow could be trusted to handle...find a dingus and break it before it could do more damage.


  So, here she was, in costume and riding the old motorcycle down a rutted dirt road at the edge of the big swamp, ahead of what looked like it might be the biggest hurricane to hit Florida in years.


  "I am a total idiot," she muttered to herself for what had to be the tenth time that morning. Bill hadn't been around to restrain her burst of enthusiasm, and she didn't want to wait for Lady Lawful to call back. No, she'd dug out the costume, done a quick gassing up on the Indian, and headed out for adventure. Well, she'd left a note on the table for Bill, including the map, but that wouldn't help much if she were caught out when the storm hit!


  Nor did it really help that the clue in the Tijuana Bible only narrowed things down to a few acres, she still had to search those herself in the hours or maybe even minutes remaining....


  * * * *


  "Nice handbags..." Red Widow said in her most "good doggy" tone as she slowly edged past the nest of gators. On the one hand, they could apparently sense the storm coming and were just looking for a bolthole. On the other hand (the hand in danger of being bitten off by a territorial alligator), Malscripto had written the hurricane magnet's location into the middle of their favorite bolthole. So, while not really looking for trouble, the gators didn't really want her going where she needed to go, either.


  The first drops of rain started to fall as she eased her .38 revolver out of its holster. "Just let me past, boys, I don't wanna get violent. I just need to get to that hatch over there." Her boots squelched in the boggy ground, and she knew they were pretty much goners at this point. Red patent leather didn't really care for swampwater.


  In response, one of the alligators hissed and snapped its jaws open and shut.


  Red Widow glanced at the branches overhead. They seemed sturdy enough to let her get a rope around one and just swing over the gators, but even if the dogged-down hatch wasn't locked somehow, it'd take her several seconds to open it, seconds that would be more than enough for an angry gator to come have toothy words with her. She might have to just start shooting and hope there were no more than six gators lurking in the area...she wouldn't have time to reload.


  Wind plucked at her sweat-damped hair, mixing in the increasingly heavy rain and turning it into a sodden, unruly mop. Any more rain, and the road flares she'd brought along wouldn't help deter the scalies. She inched a little closer to the hatch, the only thing she'd seen in the whole area of the hidden map that might conceal a Nazi vengeance weapon.


  "Come to think of it, you boys look pretty lean and hungry," she muttered under her breath. "Did Malscripto write it so you'd have to hang around here and protect the entrance, so you couldn't go huntin' anywhere else? Wow...what a jerk!"


  Almost there. The gators hissed their warnings even more loudly, but she couldn't turn back now. If things were getting this bad here, miles inland, the shore must be getting pounded by storm surge already.


  One last step....


  And then she was atop the concrete cap, a good foot above the water of the swamp. But once the surge made it inland, the whole thing would probably be underwater for hours or even days. Maybe. She didn't really know exactly how the swamp reacted to hurricanes, she had the sense to stay indoors during Mother Nature's hissy fits.


  Well, she *usually* had the sense to do that.


  A gator made a half-hearted lunge, but didn't get within range of a booted kick.


  "A lock. Of course," Red Widow sighed, holstering her gun. She'd tried shooting a lock off once, and the ricochet had nearly hit her. Fortunately, the hairpin trick worked a lot more like in the movies than the gun trick did, and she fished a pin out of her now-soaked hair. A minute or so of cursing and fiddling as visibility dropped and the wind threatened to hurl her into the gators, and she had the padlock open. Then, with a wrenching against the rusted mechanisms, she had the hatch open and dropped inside, closing it behind her and sealing it. She didn't need a gator deciding to follow!


  It was dark, naturally. Pulling a flare out of the oilskin bag hooked to her gunbelt, she snapped it open before continuing down the ladder, and saw that the bunker was small and shallow, the ladder only going down about ten feet to hit floor level.


  When she reached the bottom, the flickering red light revealed a strange, humming device connected to some sort of lead box. Maybe it was powered by one of those atomic piles she'd read about...made sense, really. If you wanted a vengeance weapon to operate undetectably, hooking it into the city power mains wasn't a great idea, and a gas-powered generator would run out too quickly. Batteries went flat, but atomics kept on going. Of course, that also meant it might go up like an atom bomb if she did anything wrong.


  "Terrific," she sighed, then started examining the device more closely, hoping to find an obvious switch or dial or something.


  Then something hit her. Other than the rain she'd brought in with her, it was awfully dry in here. Even concrete or cinderblock usually let in a little moisture, especially in a swamp like this. But it was bone dry, to the point that her skin was no longer damp after only a few minutes inside. Maybe they needed to keep the machine dry, or it'd break?


  She climbed back up the ladder and undogged the hatch. It felt sluggish, though, and when she tried pushing it open she met resistance.


  "Ah, hellfire and damnation," she swore. "I guess storm surge does effect the swamp, at least today. Underwater already."


  For Lady Lawful, this wouldn't be a problem. She could shift a ton or more, and the water couldn't be so high yet that it'd be heavier than that. But heavy enough to give the Red Widow a problem? Sure, easy.


  Worse, the systems that kept the place dry probably didn't care about keeping the air breathable, so she could suffocate in here even if she found another way to turn the thing off and save the day.


  She tried again, bracing against the ladder. "There!" she gasped, as it opened a crack. Water only trickled in, rather than flooding, so the hatch wasn't underwater. No, it must have been under-GATOR.


  "Move it, suitcase!" she shouted through the crack, hammering on it with the butt of her pistol. There was an angry hissing and growling, but then she felt the burden ease and shoved the hatch open. Rain started to cascade down the hole, and the flare she'd left on the floor hissed and spat as angrily as any gator as the water came in.


  "Now I just have to avoid being drowned or eaten and hope the damn thing doesn't explode like a Hiroshima bomb...."


  * * * *


  [September 11, 1946 - Miami, Florida]


  It has been a very unpleasant midday out in the swamp, and at the worst of the storm she'd been forced to tie herself to a tree to keep from being blown away by the winds, but unpleasant was all it had been. The gators had actually crawled into the bunker to get out of the storm, and then been electrocuted for their troubles when the water finally rose high enough to short out the device. No earth-shattering kaboom, though, and the wind was enough to keep the stink of roast gator away.


  The Indian had been a loss, smashed against a tree by the storm, so Laverne had been forced to hoof it back to a main road, where she hitched a ride back into Miami. Being soaking wet and dressed in a torn bathing suit probably helped her hitch that ride.


  She'd briefly told Bill about what had happened, then collapsed into bed.


  Now morning had come and almost gone, and there was a knock at the door.


  "I've got it," Bill called out from elsewhere in the house. Laverne groaned and sat up in bed, feeling all sorts of aches and pains she knew would take a couple of days to fade. Normally, he'd be at work on a Wednesday, but either the storm closed down the shop, or he took the day off to keep an eye on her...how sweet.


  "Is Miss Bishop in?" an unfamiliar male voice asked.


  "I'm afraid she had a rough day yesterday, got caught out in the hurricane. She's still in bed," Bill demurred.


  "No, I've slept in enough," Laverne called back. "Gimme a minute to get decent!"


  She could hear Bill leading the visitor into the living room while she stripped off the remains of her costume, giving a wry smile to the thought that it had stood up to a lot more abuse without completely falling apart than the Scribbler had given it credit for. She grabbed a clean slip and a housedress out of the closet, slid on some slippers, and headed out. Her hair was a total wreck, so she just wrestled it back into a sort of bun while she walked.


  Bill was sitting with a nondescript man who she felt she'd seen before, but maybe he just had that kind of face. "Good day, Mister...?" she extended a hand.


  "Doe. John Doe," he replied, taking her hand and nodding over it, but not going all old fashioned and kissing it. "I'm here about yesterday's events."


  "You with the weather bureau?" she asked.


  "Not exactly. To be more specific, I'm here about the hurricane magnet that you managed to disable, Red Widow." His use of her codename was totally matter of fact. Of course, she'd let any number of people know who she was back when she officially retired, but aside from things like the other day at the swap meet, she didn't generally noise it around. "I'm currently attached to a top secret project devoted to studying superhuman powers and advanced technologies for the government, and we're interested in having a look at that machine now that it's no longer calling a chain of hurricanes to the peninsula."


  Laverne blinked. "A chain?"


  Doe nodded. "Spotter planes out of Fort Lauderdale identified at least three more hurricanes, easily as strong as yesterday's, forming in the Atlantic and lining up to strike Miami. But today they're either losing strength or drifting off on other courses. You probably saved southern Florida from annihilation, Miss Bishop."


  "Wow," she sat down with a thump on the sofa. "Those Nazis don't kid around."


  "Indeed. After Lady Lawful contacted me two days ago, we interrogated Malscripto and found that he'd been hired to use his powers to hide a vengeance weapon. It was expected to take two years or so to build enough power to go into operation, and Hitler felt that that if he hadn't turned the tide and conquered America by then, he wanted no one to have Florida. Malscripto didn't particularly care, being based in the Chicago area and paid quite well in money and materials for his work. In any case, could you lead me to the machine?"


  Laverne let out the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. "Whoof. I don't know, really. I could get us in the right general area, but the storm's bound to have messed up a lot of landmarks. And it'd be underwater now anyway...I stopped it by just lettin' the swamp in to flood it. They didn't provide a convenient 'OFF' button. Oh, and there's probably some alligators down there with it."


  "Hm. Not a rush, then, if it's already as disabled as it's going to get. It can wait until you're more fully recovered," Doe shrugged. "Oh, and I have one other thing to ask of you. I know you haven't exhibited any superhuman powers, but would you be interested in coming to work with my organization? We've been trying to recruit retired Mysterymen to help us try to understand how the whole phenomenon worked."


  Laverne shook her head. "I'd say I was hangin' my costume up for good, but I think it's just going to have to go in the trash after yesterday. I never fought anythin' too weird, and you're right about me havin' no powers. Frankly, I hadn't even thought about the whole Mysteryman thing until it got dropped in my lap last month...I'd rather just lead a normal life."


  Doe stood. "Very well. But the offer remains open in case things drop in your lap again," he pulled out a business card and laid it on an end table. "I'll be in touch some time later in the month to see about that little tour of the swamp. Good day."


  Bill stood as well, and showed the government agent out. When he returned, he found Laverne slumped back in the sofa.


  "So, you really gonna toss the suit in the trash? With the hurricane damage, it was starting to get really interesting," Bill grinned.


  "Tell ya what, sport," Laverne winked. "If you can figure out how to get the swamp stink out of it, maybe I'll wear it on our honeymoon...."


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


  Next Issue:


  A hero of the First Age inspires one who felt the call to action in the interval between the Second and Third, in "Minutes of the Man"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  You know, I originally conceived of this as a backup story, something of about 100 lines to tack onto another piece. I didn't expect it to hit 530+ lines on its own...but that just sort of happened as I looked for ways to make it more than just "Heroine finds Tijuana Bible, is shocked".


  The red widow spider's taxonomic name is Latrodectus bishopi, making Laverne Bishop a typically punnish name. There's plenty of widow-spider- themed golden age heroines (Black Widow, Spider Widow), so what's one more? The red widow is native to Florida, hence Laverne's choice. It doesn't actually have an hourglass pattern, but her costume does anyway.


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/redwidow.JPG shows our heroine. *In* costume, of course.


  Contrary to the name, Tijuana Bibles were not generally from Tijuana, odds are the term was just an association with the kind of vice commonly found in border towns. _Tijuana Bibles_ by Bob Adelman (1997) is a good primer on the little 8-page feeelthy comics, with an educational introduction by Art Spiegelman. It has the looks of a coffee table book, although not a lot of coffee tables *I* know of would display it. :) It cheerfully admits that while scholarly validity is all well and good (and it does have a fair amount of that), sometimes "appealing to the prurient interest *is* a socially redeeming value" (as Spiegelman quotes Paul Krassner).


  Tijuana Bibles largely died out in the 50s and 60s, although I can attest to the fact that they lived on as a fannish underground minicomic thing well into the 1990s (i.e. the somewhat skeevy comic shop I went to early in grad school had plenty, starring both American charcacters and anime/manga stars, plus I'd see 'em at conventions every so often), blending seamlessly into the seamier side of doujinshi. These days, though, people just go straight to the webcomic format when they want to create slash or 'ship of a visual and explicit sort. But if you think slash is relatively new, keep in mind that the Tijuana Bibles back in the 1930s had things like a threesome with Popeye, Olive Oyl and J. Wellington Wimpy....


  And yes, I will cop to some inspiration from the denounment of Watchmen here. I'm pretty sure Watchmen was my first exposure to the term (and idea of a) "Tijuana Bible," in fact.


  Finally, I don't plan to actually draw "Bound for Trouble!" and I hope none of you do either. Pervects.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #11 - Minutes of the Man


  The cover is dominated by a featureless glossy black oval of a helmet, and is otherwise split down the middle. The left side has the helmet's wearer in a stylized army uniform, with a U.S. flag waving in the background. The right side of the man's costume is matte black and utilitarian. Behind him on the right is a city at night.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #11 - Minutes of the Man


  Featuring Minuteman and Black Opal copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [September 12, 1983 - Manhattan, New York]


  One hundred fifty-seven thousand minutes, give or take. From the official ceremony on July 4, 1938 until the last day that the real man behind the mask served a country not his own, on September 3, 1945. The official career of the Minuteman dragged on for another two years, with a succession of doomed men behind the ebon helm, and none but a select few knowing the true face of their great patriotic hero.


  Back in April of this year, his true face finally came out. Some disgruntled bureaucrat with more access to official secrets than he should've had, an agenda he should have given more thought to and a friend at a newspaper "leaked" the information. Jiang Sheng, son of the infamous Doctor Huang Sheng, was the real man in the Minuteman costume.


  To give the nation some credit, the racism-based howls were fairly isolated and came from people that almost no one took seriously anymore. But the real concerns, or at least the ones that anyone would admit to having lest they not be taken seriously, revolved around how our great patriotic hero had been a fraud. A servant of evil. The result of an alliance worse than bedding down with Joe Stalin.


  Not that Jiang was really evil, as he proved over and over again in the past fifteen years or so. It just took him a while to wake up. And now he's gone into seclusion, stating that he'd rather not feed the fires of publicity rising up around the matter.


  Yeah, like that ever works.


  But, whatever else happens, however angry or disappointed or fearful some people might be at the revelation, some of us are glad it happened. Maybe Jiang Sheng had to serve humanity behind a mask that didn't even let us know he was Chinese, but he served. He set an example for others like him, those who wanted to protect the weak and don't care so much if we get praise for it. Like a butt-kicking Buddha.


  Most of the time, I go by Robert Chin. My father named me Chin Tseng, although I suppose these days it'd be more correct to spell it Qin Zeng. But, like Jiang Sheng, tonight I'm taking on a new name.


  Tonight I become the Black Opal.


  * * * *


  [Minuteman #1, October 1938 cover date]


  PAGE 1


  Splash page. Minuteman, in helmet and uniform, is front and center, walking out of the darkness into a spotlight. Behind him in various levels of shadow are members of the Second Squad, in modified military uniforms and domino masks of different solid colors: Corporal Red, Private Green, Private Yellow and Private Blue. They seem to be bursting into somewhere, guns drawn. Caption 1 and the logo are at the top, caption 5 is in the bottom right.


  CAPTION 1: Brought to the peak of human ability by strange chemicals from


  a space rock, these are....


  LOGO 2: MINUTEMAN AND THE SECOND SQUAD!


  BURST 3 (MINUTEMAN): Fan out, everyone! Boss Cravat's men have got to be


  in here somewhere! Corporal Red, be sure they don't sneak up behind


  us!


  SPEECH 4 (CORPORAL RED): Yessir!


  CAPTION 5: But exactly how did Minuteman and the Second Squad come to serve


  their nation? More specifically, what brought them into the lair of


  Boss Cravat? Turn the page and find out!


  * * * *


  [August 3, 1938 - Brooklyn, New York]


  "Sarge, permission to remove this stupid mask?" one of the supersoldiers hissed as the Second Squad crept through the darkened warehouse. "It's killin' my side vision."


  "Sorry, Private Blue, we have orders. Don't worry, this should be a cakewalk, the point is to be seen in our party outfits," Sergeant "Red" replied. Part of his own "party outfit" was the false rank of Corporal, something that rankled him a little bit. Sure, he was really in charge of the mission, but for public consumption the helmed hero Minuteman was the squad leader. The fact that his actual paygrade was closer to a full bird Colonel helped ease the irritation a bit, though. "Minuteman, you okay on sight?" he finally thought to ask. If these flimsy little domino masks were causing problems, a smoked glass fishbowl wasn't gonna help much either.


  "My eyesight has adjusted, Corporal Red. I shall be unhindered."


  Typical. The kid was fully into role, and sounded like he was in a school play. His English might be textbook great, but they were gonna have ta work on helping him sound like someone who might actually be an American.


  "I'm startin' ta think this was a bust," Private Green hissed. "Ain't jack-all here."


  Sergeant Red shook his head. "Nah, this Cravat creep just ain't got a pot ta piss in right now. Limey bastard was hot back in '36, maybe, but Beacon busted up his operations good. He got away, but he never really got his bankroll back. Only reason we're even after him now is because there's rumors he might be looking for Nazi backing, and he's got enough of a rap sheet that we can get some good press for haulin' him in. He ain't supposed ta have more'n three or four goons."


  "Treat no enemy as small, and no enemy shall be too large to fight," Minuteman warned.


  Sergeant Red stifled a groan.


  * * * *


  [September 12, 1983 - Manhattan, New York]


  My suit had been ready for a week. The textbooks said that some of the things I did to make the silk as strong as steel shouldn't have worked, and I'm sure my M.S. advisor in Chemical Engineering would have had a screaming fit at some of the safety protocols I ignored, but it came out perfectly. Probably more than a little of that paranormal "cheating" I've read about in papers by Baines and Blair. I'm not sure I like the term "Violation Physics," though...sounds like the mechanics of rape.


  Now I just needed to make a good first impression, like Minuteman had. Find someone who needed stopping, was reasonably high profile, but hopefully an easy target. Getting killed on my first outing wouldn't help my reputation any, after all. And Ling'd kill me if I got myself murdered, leaving her to raise Jake and run the store all by herself.


  Well, okay, she wouldn't actually track me to the afterlife and kill me again, but she'd probably write some very scathing letters on the ghost money she'd burn for me. Something about how she and Jake only got mugged, but I managed to get myself killed like an idiot.


  In the end, I'd settled on Freddy Ascot, a small time pusher who liked to dress like a character from an old kids' show. It made him stand out around Chinatown, especially the way he bleached his hair a sort of orangey blond (he didn't have the patience to do it right) and kept a bunch of big dogs around. But aside from the dogs themselves, he wasn't that dangerous. He only had a small crew, and they were generally too busy working his tiny territory to actually protect him.


  So, there I was skulking along a back alley, all in black. My helmet was another homage to Minuteman, but I'd improved it with some lowlight optics and other treatments to make it so I could see out just fine, even if no one could see in.


  Yep, it should have been an easy first case.


  * * * *


  [Minuteman #1]


  PAGE SEVEN


  Four panels in a two-by-two grid.


  Panel 1: Minuteman is holding a stunned goon by the collar, as little "stars and birdies" swirl around the goon's head. He points off panel.


  BURST 1 (MINUTEMAN): Alright, Boss Cravat, we've taken the starch out of


  your hired muscle, now let's see what you've got!


  Panel 2: Boss Cravat, dressed like a Victorian gentleman complete with trademark cravat and a monocle, points his cane at the reader. Ominous energy crackles at its tip.


  SPEECH 2 (BOSS CRAVAT): Oh, I've 'got' plenty, Yank. You should see the


  science being done on the Continent, it's really quite --


  Panel 3: Boss Cravat fires an energy blast from his cane at Minuteman, who is mostly obscured by the crackle, and it shouldn't be certain from the art whether he dodged or was struck.


  BURST 4 (BOSS CRAVAT): -- STUNNING!


  SFX 5: ZZZZZZZX!


  Panel 4: Boss Cravat stands over a scorch mark on the floor. His head is out of panel, we're looking at his legs and maybe lower torso. The smoking cane should be in shot as well.


  SPEECH 6 (BOSS CRAVAT, OFF): Hm. A bit more powerful than I thought, it


  didn't even leave a corpse.


  * * * *


  [August 3, 1938 - Manhattan, NY]


  "You okay, Private Green?" Sergeant Red asked as he finished putting a bullet into the last of the thugs. His orders had been to try to take them all nonlethally if possible, but the agency did have a few other actors ready to play the part of "captured villains" if things went south. Which they had, when it turned out the thugs had tommyguns.


  "Yeah, I'll be okay. Padding stopped the worst of it," the Second Squadder mumbled. "Still hurts like hell, but I don't think anything's broken or bleeding."


  "Good," Red nodded. "That's today's lesson, boys. We're tougher than most humans, but we're not bulletproof. Not even Minuteman," he shot his "leader" a glance. The young man was padding about on the balls of his feet, as if expecting another attack any second. At least the helmet probably preserved his hearing somewhat from all the gunfire that had just gone down.


  "Cravat is in there," Minuteman pointed to an office door. Granted, there weren't a lot of places the guy could have been in the warehouse at this point, but he might have lammed it during the brief battle. Boss Cravat wasn't noted for his courage.


  "If you say so," Red replied. "Okay, Blue, keep an eye on Green. Yellow, take the window on the right," he pointed to the observation window, currently blocked by roller blinds, "make sure he doesn't come out or try taking a shot at us. Minuteman, kick in the door and then get down to give me a clear shot." Red didn't say that he had no intention of actually being visible in the doorway during that instant...he wasn't any more bulletproof than Private Green.


  "As you command," Minuteman bowed, then stalked towards the office door. With economy of motion, he kicked it clean off its hinges, dropping flat to the ground before the door had smashed against the far wall. Red waited a heartbeat and then swung out from cover and leveled his automatic at the room inside.


  "Help me..." came a weak voice from under the broken door.


  "Well, that's a whatchacallit, anticlimax," Private Yellow smirked. "Doesn't even look like he had a gun out," he added, peering through the doorway.


  "Don't worry, we brought one for him to be found with, just in case," Red replied, drawing a 9mm Luger from one of the pouches on his uniform and stepping forward to press it briefly in the stunned hand of the British criminal before knocking it aside to fall somewhere believable. "Makes better newspapers if he was fighting back instead of just hiding in here crapping his pants...."


  * * * *


  [September 12, 1983 - Manhattan, New York]


  I staggered back. The silksteel had held, and I was a lot tougher than I looked, but the three shots to the center of my chest by Freddy's .41 Magnum still felt like a mule kick to the chest. Contrary to what you might see in the movies, it didn't actually blow me over or anything, but the natural "get the hell away from the thing that hurts" reflex accomplished the same trick, sending me reeling into a stack of overfull garbage cans.


  "I said, back off, you gimp freak!" Freddy Ascot shrieked over the barking of his ever-present trio of large dogs, deafened by his own shots and having no idea how stupid he sounded. If I hadn't built baffles into the helmet, I probably wouldn't have any idea either.


  Banter. Had to do some banter, regain the psychological upper hand and prove he hadn't really hurt me (even if he had...I think a rib broke on one of those impacts). I tapped my helmet. "Nah, Freddy, gimps wear leather masks, with zippers. Don't you study any history? Don't recognize the fashion statement I'm making here?" I was still a bit unsteady on my feet, but he was one of those stupid pushers who sampled his own wares, so he probably didn't notice my weakness.


  "The only history I care about is the history you're gonna be," Freddy snarled, letting go of the bundle of leashes he held. "Tear him apart, Scoobies!" he shouted to his "pets". Calling the dogs pets, though, was like calling a bazooka a tool...sure, it was by strict definition, but that didn't really encompass the level of menace it represented.


  I jumped up and grabbed the fire escape, then dropped the special smokebomb I'd brought. More than just smoke, it contained a number of chemicals that dogs really REALLY didn't get along with. I may never have been a Boy Scout, but "be prepared" is a great motto for someone in my line of work.


  Almost instantly, the barking was replaced by whining and retching, although some of the retching was Freddy's. He started shooting blind, and wouldn't you know it, he got lucky....


  * * * *


  [Minuteman #1]


  PAGE 8


  Large panel dominates the top two thirds of the page, the bottom third is split into two smaller panels.


  Panel 1: Minuteman is dropping down on Boss Cravat, his boots smashing into Cravat's back and sending the villain sprawling. His cane flies off to one side.


  SPEECH 1 (MINUTEMAN): You know what they say, Cravat --


  BURST 2 (MINUTEMAN, connected to SPEECH 1): No body, no kill!


  SFX 3: WHACK!


  BURST 4 (BOSS CRAVAT): UNNH!


  Panel 2: Minuteman is backhanding Cravat for good measure, but the fight has clearly gone out of him.


  SPEECH 5 (MINUTEMAN): Maybe this'll teach you that Uncle Adolf isn't the


  guy you want to take gifts from!


  SFX 6: THOK!


  Panel 3: Long shot of the entry of the warehouse, with Cravat and his goons being led out to the paddy wagons in handcuffs. Caption 6 is at upper left, Caption 7 at lower right.


  CAPTION 6: And so, justice was done, by Minuteman and the Second Squad!


  CAPTION 7: Now, turn the page for another exciting story!


  * * * *


  [August 3, 1938 - Manhattan, NY]


  "Regrettably, one of the hired thugs was hit by the crossfire of his fellows as we dodged the bullets," Minuteman explained to the gathered reporters. With only one actual death, they'd decided to go with Cover Story C and keep the actors in reserve. "But these secret documents found in the warehouse office reveal that Boss Cravat had started taking orders from unfriendly foreign powers, and could have done far worse than one person killed if we hadn't stopped him in time."


  The documents were real, surprise of surprises. Yellow had found them in the half-crushed desk after they'd cleared Cravat out. Nothing too impressive, just some vague promises from Fritz Kuhn to funnel some Bund money to Cravat in exchange for doing some dirty work. No Nazi superscience or secret bombing plots, just protection racket level stuff.


  Impressive or not, though, they'd certainly help take some wind out of Kuhn's sails, and that made it a good day as far as Sergeant Levi Mankowitz, AKA "Sergeant Red", was concerned....


  * * * *


  [September 12, 1983 - Manhattan, New York]


  One hundred fifty seven thousand minutes, the length of Minuteman's true career.


  Black Opal just managed to survive about thirty five minutes, getting out with just a cracked rib and a bruised hand where Freddy's lucky shot hit. Freddy and a pile of his goods were tied to a lamppost in front of the precinct house...even if no charges got pressed, the blow to his rep would effectively put him out of business.


  Not bad for 35 minutes' work.


  But...keep it up for one hundred fifty seven thousand minutes?


  I've got a long way to go....


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


  Next Issue:


  No solid plans at the moment.


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


  Author's Notes:


  I'm pretty sure the fact that both Black Opal and Minuteman were designed with featureless glassy black helmets was coincidental. However, I did use Black Opal in WarStar the same year that I came up with Minuteman, so maybe I did borrow from him to make Minuteman.


  Black Opal was created by Matt Rossi in 1999 as part of the backstory for Warden's supporting cast member, Maddie Chin. He was meant to be more of a 1930s Batman homage who just happened to have been active in the 1990s, complete with a souped-up Deusenberg and an underground lair full of weird trophies. I upped his power level a little in WarStar so he'd be a credible threat without resorting to the "Batman always wins" cliche stuff, but otherwise tried to stick with the original concept.


  In Warden #10, Black Opal's first mention, his career was cited as lasting from 1976-1998, something I forgot when I was working up my Dragonfly story. It now officially ran from 1983-1998, just chalk it up to a "typo". :) However, I don't want to retcon him from being Maddie's grandfather into being her father, so he simply started his active career at a later age.


  If anyone's really curious, I figure pages 2-4 of the eight page (but not Eight Pager) Minuteman #1 story recapped the fake origin story in a little more detail, page 5 had the team run into the goons and start fighting, and page 6 was more fight scene. Shorter stories were the norm in Golden Age comics, with a full issue being made up of many stories (often featuring different characters) strung together. As opposed to the modern style, in which several issues are strung together to make one story.


  And yes, Freddy Ascot is a Chinese guy who dresses up like Fred from Scooby Doo. Well, *I* find it amusing.


  Part of why I'm not sure what's coming next is that I've relaunched my Superguy writing with New Exarchs, and wrote 4 episodes of that between rough outlining CSS #11 and actually writing this issue. Odds are good I'll be at least a little distracted by New Exarchs for the rest of the month, but I do hope to get at least one ASH-universe piece written for December. I still have a few CSS story seeds I want to mess with, including the first and last missions of the Freedom Alliance, and the many deaths of Centurion.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #12 - Legend of the White Hat


  Cover shows a movie-style cowboy in a white hat, stepping across a landscape that's slowly transitioning from daguerrotype badlands through black and white movie lot western town to four-color cityscape.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #12 - Legend of the White Hat


  Featuring The White Hat


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  CARD:


  LEGEND OF THE WHITE HAT


  STARRING: CLAYTON GRANGER


  DIRECTED BY: GUS RIDER


  copyright Rider Studios MCMXIV


  CARD:


  The year was 1893,


  and the West was


  still wild...


  [Abe Landon is on horseback, galloping hell bent for leather through the Arizona badlands. Well, a revolving painting of them. Wind from a fan off-camera blows at his hair and nearly whips off his white ten-gallon hat.]


  CARD:


  "They're still


  behind me!"


  [Several bandits in black hats are on horseback in front of the same background, firing their pistols with exaggerated bursts of black powder smoke. Camera switches back to Abe, who ducks under one of the shots. Cut back to the bandits, whose leader shouts something.]


  CARD:


  "He's headed for


  a box canyon,


  boys!"


  [Abe pulls his horse up short against a wall painted to look like a cliff face. He wheels the horse around and looks about in panic.]


  CARD:


  No way out!


  [The bandits form a semicircle around Abe, pointing their pistols at him. The leader addresses him.]


  CARD:


  "I'll be taking


  the deed to the


  Bar-K Ranch, now!"


  [Abe, in a closeup, shouts back defiantly.]


  CARD:


  "Over my dead


  body, Rogers!"


  [The bandits open fire, and Abe falls off his horse, dramatically clutching his heart. Close up on the leering bandit leader, Rogers.]


  CARD:


  "Guess I'll oblige


  you, Abe. Now the


  Bar-K is mine!"


  [Rogers pulls a rumpled piece of paper out of Abe's saddlebag, then hands Abe's horse off to one of his men. They ride off laughing. Iris out.]


  CARD:


  Two years pass ~


  [Dirk Landon is riding through the badlands, when he does an exaggerated take, indicating he's spotted something interesting. He urges his horse to pick up the pace, and in moments is dismounting next to where a white hat hangs from a low cactus.]


  CARD:


  "That looks like


  uncle Abe's hat!"


  [Medium shot as Dirk picks the hat up from the cactus and brushes off some of the trail dust.]


  CARD:


  "No one ever knew


  where he went!"


  [Siezed by a fit of whimsy, Dirk doffs his own battered hat and puts on the strangely pristine white hat. His eyes go wide with shock. In a very crude splitscreen, a half-strength ghostly Abe appears next to Dirk. The ghost speaks.]


  CARD:


  "Jack Rogers


  killed me!


  Avenge your


  family, Dirk!"


  [Dirk's expression becomes one of grim determination. He addresses the ghost.]


  CARD:


  "Worse than that,


  he took over the


  ranch and married


  your widowed wife!"


  [The ghost looks horrified. He points imperiously.]


  CARD:


  "AVENGE ME!"


  [Iris out.]


  CARD:


  But Jack Rogers was a


  powerful man in Arizona


  now, and not so easy


  to accuse of murder ~


  [Iris in. Dirk is being given the bum's rush out of a saloon by several burly thugs, recognizable as part of the gang that killed Abe. One taunts Dirk as the man in the white hat picks himself up from the dust.]


  CARD:


  "And STAY out!"


  [Abe's ghost appears and takes a swing at the thug, but in a fairly impressive special effect for 1914, his fist passes through to no effect. Dirk frowns and walks away, Abe catching up and trying to convince him to return to the saloon, but Dirk waves him off. After a few repeats of this, Dirk turns to Abe and explains.]


  CARD:


  "Unless you got some


  special ghost powers,


  the direct approach


  isn't going to work."


  [Closeup on a pondering Dirk.]


  CARD:


  "What we need is to


  trick him into


  confessing to the


  dirty deed ~"


  [End of reel.]


  * * * *


  CARD:


  White Hat versus the


  M O O N O I D S !


  Starring Clayton Granger


  as


  The White Hat


  copyright MCMXXXIX


  CARD:


  PART 5 - Rocket To The Moon!


  ~ The White Hat had been getting


  ready for a little performance at


  the old Bar-K Ranch when his old


  enemy, Jack Rogers, showed up


  looking to settle old scores. But


  Rogers was backed up by strange


  mechanical men, and captured Eddie!


  The White Hat was able to rescue


  Eddie, but discovered that Rogers


  was in league with strange aliens


  from outer space ~ the Moonoids!


  Now he must find a way to chase


  Rogers all the way to the Moon ~


  [White Hat (Dirk Landon) is in a generic scientific laboratory, full of various sciencey props. He's talking to Doctor Phillips, last seen in "The White Hat and the Underground Empire".]


  WHITE HAT


  Doc, I just gotta go to the Moon! Jack Rogers is in cahoots with some evil Moonoids, and if I can't find a way to stop him, there might be a full-on alien invasion!


  DOCTOR PHILLIPS


  (fiddling with dials) White Hat, I understand the gravity of this situation all too well. I've been tracking the activities of the Moonoids for some time, and I would have been calling you soon to ask you to go there myself.


  WHITE HAT


  Great! When do we leave?


  DOCTOR PHILLIPS


  As soon as I get the last shipment of fuel, my rocket will be ready to take off. Come on, I'll show you around so you can familiarize yourself with the controls.


  [Wipe to an underground lair with papier mache stone walls. Jack Rogers is standing around looking nervous, surrounded by mechanical men that look like actors wearing cardboard cylinders painted silver. A viewscreen on one wall hums to life, revealing the Moonoid Leader, a man in a black skullcap and Fu Manchu mustache, wearing a vaguely silly robe festooned with lightning bolt patterns.]


  MOONOID LEADER


  Report, Earthman! What is the status of your preparations?


  JACK ROGERS


  I've found a source of Uranium, my lord. It's right under the Bar-K Ranch, I just need to eliminate the White Hat and it's all ours.


  MOONOID LEADER


  What? You haven't eliminated that interloper yet? I gave you an army of mechanical men, Moonoid science beyond anything your primitive world can create, and a single man still eludes your grasp? Do you have any other bad news to report?


  JACK ROGERS


  (nervous) Uh, yes, dire leader. The White Hat has found out about the Moonoid invasion plans, and I think he's going to try to go to the Moon. He must think I'm up there with you, my liege. But don't worry! I have a plan to kill the White Hat and everyone who might know about the invasion, in one blow!


  MOONOID LEADER


  (furious) It had better work, Earthman! Or my mechanical men may just dismantle you for spare parts and then seek out a more effective agent! Communications out!


  [The screen goes black. Jack Rogers points to two of the mechanical men.]


  JACK ROGERS


  You, you! Come with me. We have a rocket to blow up!


  [Wipe to the interior of the rocketship, which looks like the inside of an airplane cockpit but with more dials and flashing lights. White Hat is wearing a bubble-helmeted silver space suit, with his trademark hat resting jauntily atop the helmet. Eddie, a tow-headed teenager, is in a similar suit in the copilot's seat. Abe's ghost fades into view standing behind the White Hat. Oddly, he's also in a spacesuit.]


  EDDIE


  Gee, White Hat! I never thought I'd ever be inside a real live rocketship! The other kids are gonna be so green about it!


  WHITE HAT


  (smiling) Well, Rogers did kidnap you, it's only fair you get a shot at capturing him right back. You okay back there, Uncle Abe?


  ABE'S GHOST


  They never had a contraption like this back in my day, I tell ya. And ya look like a durned fool wearing my hat on top of that fishbowl.


  WHITE HAT


  Well, when I tried wearing it under the helmet, you said you felt like you were being crumpled up into a coffin, would you rather I go back to that?


  EDDIE


  (confused look) I sure wish I could hear the other side of the conversation when you talk to yer uncle's ghost, White Hat.


  WHITE HAT


  (laughing) Oh, you're not missing much, Eddie. At least you don't think I'm crazy anymore.


  ABE'S GHOST


  (sticking out tongue) Oh, yer crazy all right, but it's not MY fault.


  DOCTOR PHILLIPS


  (off screen, as if over radio link) How are you settling in, White Hat?


  WHITE HAT


  (leans in towards a microphone) Everything's checking out, Doc. How are we on fuel?


  DOCTOR PHILLIPS


  (radio) Almost topped off, but I'd rather wait for the last truck to get here. You have enough to get to the Moon, but might not have enough to get back. Better safe than sorry.


  [Wipe to a back road. A tanker truck is trundling along past a stand of trees. Suddenly a black sedan pulls out from behind the trees and comes alongside the truck.]


  DRIVER


  Hey, buddy! Watch where you're driving! I got rocket fuel here!


  [Switch to a rear-projection shot with a static truck in closeup and scenery moving past on the other side. A mechanical man is clambering up onto the truck's running board, and reaches into the cabin, clamping his vise-like hand onto the driver's throat.]


  DRIVER


  AAAACK! (dies)


  [Wider shot, truck with mechanical man clinging to the side slows to a stop. The sedan pulls up next to it. Rogers and another mechanical man emerge from the sedan and walk over to the truck. The first mechanical man pulls the dead driver from the cabin and shoves him away.]


  JACK ROGERS


  Number fifty-three, you will drive this truck to the airstrip and crash it into the rocket, understood? Good. Number thirty-seven and I will follow, you are to rejoin us after the explosion, if you survive.


  [The first mechanical man gets into the truck and drives it off. Rogers and the other mechanical man walk towards the sedan. Wipe to the rocket cockpit.]


  WHITE HAT


  (leaning in to the radio) Hey, Doc, I think I see the fuel truck coming. Seems to be in an awful hurry. Guess he wants to drop off his dangerous load and go home, heh.


  EDDIE


  (worried) White Hat, doesn't the driver look a little strange to you?


  ABE'S GHOST


  It's one of those clockwork owlhoots!


  [Cut to the truck bearing down on the rocket. There's a tremendous explosion!]


  CARD:


  BE HERE NEXT WEEK FOR PART SIX ~


  "Explosive Force!"


  * * * *


  The old man chuckled and got up from his seat. "Excuse me, this is where I came in," he apologized to the couple between him and the aisle.


  "What a load of nonsense," he muttered under his breath as he headed for the exit. "Moonoids. Uranium under the Bar-K. Hah. And he really *does* look like a fool in that spacesuit. Guess the studio fellas wanted to compete against all those new Mysterymen," he coughed, pushing open the door and stepping out into the Saturday afternoon sunlight.


  "Jack Rogers," a weathered voice croaked.


  The old man turned, shocked, to see a man nearly as old as he was, wearing a pristine white ten-gallon hat.


  "Dirk?" the old man's jaw dropped.


  The real man who had been played on the screen by Clayton Granger for over twenty years stared at Jack with eyes full of cold anger. "It's time for a reckoning, Rogers."


  "Damn it, Dick, it's been over for years. You got your revenge with all these damned movies. Maybe I never did jail time, but you managed to put away all my old friends, and ruined me financially. And then you made me into a laughingstock," the old man gestured at the "White Hat" movie poster behind him. "I couldn't even sue you for libel, you somehow managed to dig up just enough evidence to create reasonable doubt, even if it wasn't enough to indict me. I suppose your dead uncle's ghost had something to do with that?" Rogers sneered.


  "You never believed Abe's restless spirit was haunting me, Rogers. But his voice just gets louder every year. He's not like the friendly spirit the Hollywood fellas came up with, either. He's all blood and screams and damnation every minute of every day. I can't even get rid of the hat, it finds its way back to me, screaming for your blood. Fine. I may spend the rest of my years in jail for this, but they'll be *quiet* years."


  "Wait, no..." Rogers protested as Dirk cocked the hammer on his revolver. "Don't kill me, I'll confess..."


  BLAM!


  "Not good enough for Abe, I'm afraid," Dirk sighed, holstering the pistol. "I hope you two are good company for each other in hell."


  Rogers gurgled, blood filling his lungs, as he collapsed onto the sidewalk. Funny, he thought, it was a lot messier than in the movies.


  His vision went black as he felt something land on his face. That damned hat.


  "Maybe now you'll let me rest, Uncle Abe," Dirk said.


  And Jack Rogers died then, as the unholy laughter of a man he'd shot over forty years ago echoed in his ears....


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


  Next Issue:


  Still no actual plans. Not that this one was planned either. :)


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


  Author's Notes:


  This is one of those cases where I get a sudden inspiration and it turns into a full story with very little effort...fortunately I had the morning more or less free to write it, or it might have driven me nuts. :)


  Anyway, while doing my morning walk, I was pondering what holes there might be in the First Age that I could try plugging with a story, and my thoughts turned to the recent issue of Welcome to Tranquility, with its horror western elements. I really had no cowboy hero types, although there was a sort of vague implication that there were some fantastic elements running around in Victorian/Wild West times. A few minutes of turning the idea over in my head, and I decided I didn't want to actually write a story necessarily set in the late 1800s, but there was also the whole Gene Autry sort of thing floating around I could draw on. And by doing most of the story as movie scripts, I could meet the "experimental format" goal I had set for Coherent Super-Stories.


  The silent film section is actually an oater version of Hamlet, in case it wasn't obvious. And the Saturday Serial chapter took its inspiration from things like "The Undersea Kingdom" with Crash Corrigan mixed with all those singing cowboy movies Gene Autry did. I don't think Gene himself ever battled those walking trashcans that appeared in every third or fourth serial, but I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he did. :)


  Clayton Granger is, of course, a reference to Clayton Moore, the most famous portrayer of the Lone Ranger. Abe and Dirk Landon as well as Jack Rogers were names more or less pulled out of thin air, although Michael Landon (Little House on the Prairie) probably had some influence. The whole ghost schtick appears a lot in western-themed comics (Ghost/Night Rider, for instance), as do the Significant Object and the Stolen Property. I'm not really a big aficionado of the genre, but I know enough to get by.


  As far as most people in the ASH Universe know, the White Hat is purely fictional, a sort of poor man's Lone Ranger. The majority of his adventures took place in the late 1890s and the first few years of the 1900s, and the early movies were based on those real adventures (although he was generally more successful against the fictional Jack Rogers than the real one). The more bizarre stories of the serial age were pure Hollywood, though, as Dirk had largely retired and was trying (ultimately without success) to ignore Abe's howls. I haven't decided yet what happened to Dirk after he killed Jack, in part to leave open the possibility of further stories (for me, or for other writers). It strikes me that if he did go on trial, that's the sort of thing that deserves a story of its own, not simply a summary.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #13 - The Murders On Mail Street


  The cover shows the White Hat flanked by three beautiful young women. All four reel back in shock from the shadowy cloaked figure in the foreground, who seems larger than humanly possible. Cover copy proclaims, "The White Hat's strangest tale ever! WHO IS PROFESSOR PANDEMONIUM?"


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #13 - The Murders On Main Street


  Featuring White Hat


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [September 1, 1896 - Laramie, WY]


  Dirk Landon tied his horse to the post outside the saloon on the south side of the small mountain-flanked city. It had been a long two weeks since Denver, stopping in every one-horse town along the way. "Glad to see something like civilization," he sighed, stepping into the saloon.


  "Just don't forget the mission," Abe's ghost frowned as it walked along beside him. Abe didn't seem bothered by the fact that the swinging door swung right through him...a year as a vengeful spirit had given him time to get used to his new condition.


  Dirk sighed again, and stepped up to the bar. "Somethin' wet, please, but not too strong. I got the feelin' I've got a long day still ahead a' me," he told the barkeep.


  "Small beer do?" the man asked, pulling a glass off the shelf and giving it a quick wipe with his cloth. When Dirk nodded, he poured a serving of the weak brew, probably made out back like most beers still were out West. Dirk'd heard tell of big factory beers shipping by rail, but Wyoming was still raw enough that it was likely all local.


  "Tell me, have you seen a man come through recently...bald, with a big scar over his left eye?" Dirk indicated a jagged line over his own face with one finger. "Goes by Lefty Atchison."


  "He owe you money?" the barkeep smirked, pushing the brew forward and holding out a hand.


  Dirk shook his head, then dug out a few coins and paid for his drink. "He killed a man. Probably a lot of men, actually. He has rich friends who kept him from the noose, but they had a falling out recently and he ran. I aim t' stop him runnin'." In fact, Dirk and Abe had engineered that "falling out" specifically so that Lefty would be unprotected. Too bad he'd been smarter than Dirk gave him credit for and ran before the sheriff could get to him.


  The man behind the bar shrugged. "Can't say as I recall seeing someone like that, but Laramie's a pretty big place these days. And he mighta just gone around entirely...we got the telegraph, after all, any fool can see the lines running in along the Union tracks. Too much chance someone wired ahead a warning or even a bounty. Still, your Lefty might be a particularly big fool, you might check to see if he's already in jail. Or..."


  "Why, hello gentlemen," an attractive octoroon woman sidled up, a charming and almost innocent smile on her face. "You new in town?"


  "Now you be careful, Beatrice," the barkeep chuckled. "You might get people to thinkin' the rumors about you Newton girls are true if you keep that up."


  Beatrice giggled. "Why, Joseph, you positively scandalize me."


  Another woman, this a dark-haired and slender figure of olive complexion, suddenly loomed over Beatrice. "Come on, sister, no sense in talking to another doomed stranger," she said, taking Beatrice's hand and pulling her out of the saloon.


  Dirk quirked an eyebrow, causing his white hat to lift a bit. "What was that all about?"


  "Newton sisters. The Italian one is Belladonna Newton. Then there's Brigit, she's Irish. They say they're sisters, but obviously can't be more'n half-sisters, probably not even that. Belladonna's a rough one, I've seen her deck a man twice her size. They claim t'be spiritualists, and they do a salon up at the Ivinson place, but word gets around...they used t'be a lot less respectable, if y'catch my drift."


  Dirk nodded. Of course, the label of "whore" tended to stick to any unmarried woman of marriageable age, even in these more enlightened times. Why, here in Wyoming, women were even supposed to be able to vote. Made it a good place for a trio of "sisters" to try to make it on their own without making it on their backs, Dirk figured.


  "Okay, but what about that doomed thing? Laramie not friendly t' strangers?" Dirk asked, sipping his beer.


  The barkeep shook his head sadly. "Oh, we're friendly enough, and the way things are going we get new strangers allatime, what with the university and all the new building goin' on. But we've had a series of brutal murders lately, all of newcomers. That's what I was gonna say before Beatrice introduced herself."


  "When did they start? It might be the man I'm after," Dirk suggested.


  The barkeep laughed bitterly. "Not unless your Lefty can fold a man in half and shove him up a brick chimney as easy as a man shoves a leaf in his pipe."


  "Nnnno," Dirk admitted. "Lefty's a big'un, but I don't think he's that strong."


  "So far, all the victims have been killed in hotels, usually the top floor, their doors still barred from the inside when the poor souls thought to do that in the first place. People are stayin' five to a room on the ground floor since then, no one's cruel enough to even rent to a lone traveller. Another reason I'd guess Lefty ain't around...although I suppose you could check with the sheriff to see if any of the dead match Lefty's description, come t'think of it."


  "I guess I'll have to be careful if I stay the night, then. Thanks," Dirk finished his beer. "I'll go have a talk with the sheriff now, I think."


  "Good luck, stranger."


  As Dirk left the saloon and started to untie his horse, Abe finally spoke up. "That Beatrice woman looked right at me when she greeted you. I think she could see me."


  * * * *


  "So, th' sheriff wa' nae help?" a lyrical feminine brogue asked from off to Dirk's left as he stepped out onto the street.


  "I'm not sure how it's any matter to you, ma'am," Dirk turned as he replied. The speaker was a a red-headed Irish woman, pretty in a somewhat hard way. Oh, her features were soft enough, but there was an iron to her that told him her fine clothing was not the sort of thing she'd grown up being used to. She was a woman used to not getting her own way, but neither used to giving up...a woman who seemed to have finally clawed her way out of the abyss.


  "Directly? Nae, I ha'n't a stake in it, I'll admit. But my sisters and I, we can help you more than the sheriff could, if ye could but help with a problem we've been having."


  Dirk stepped out of the direct line of the doorway, but stayed more than an arm's length away. "And what might that be, Miss..."


  "Newton. Brigit Newton. And while most would think me daft to say so, th' spirits ha' told me ye can solve the terrible murders being visited 'pon Laramie."


  "Feh, just a distraction, another charlatan preying on fools, like that dandy back in Denver. We should be on the road again," Abe sneered, becoming visible next to Brigit. He'd stayed behind to poke around the jail for any evidence Lefty had been around, but Dirk figured his uncle's shade hadn't found anything useful. "The spirits told her you were needed? Spirits, my insubstantial hindquarters!"


  Brigit then turned and looked Abe up and down, replying with a wink, "Oh, they're not *that* insubstantial, sir."


  "Miss Newton, I think it might be best for us to retire to something a little less open than the street if we're to discuss this further," Dirk said, perhaps more stiffly than he'd intended.


  "Of course," she nodded mock-demurely. "My salon is this way, gentlemen," she added just a little emphasis to the last word as she dropped the brogue entirely.


  * * * *


  "And don't be knockin' on the wardrobe lookin' for a little somethin'- somethin' either," Belladonna Newton warned as she shut the door to the wardrobe behind her. It was only the fifth...sixth?...time the brunette Newton sister had made some variant of the warning that she was along purely for assistance should a struggle break out, and not "to warm your sheets!" And she'd punctuated three of those warnings with a wave of her Colt Peacemaker. A big gun for a lady, but she held it with the casual ease of long familiarity.


  Turned out all three Newton sisters were spiritualists of the real variety, a rarity to be sure. The overwhelming majority of mediums were frauds, but just enough were real to keep people wondering. And, of course, Dirk had had more than enough personal experience to convince him that spiritualism was plausible. Assuming he wasn't just crazy, but he'd given up on that particular hope months ago. If he was mad, the world was too, because it obligingly went along with his delusions.


  Now he rested uneasily in a room at the top of one of the hotels on Main Street. The owner had been reluctant to rent it to him, what with the whole "murdered tenants" issue, but Beatrice had been very...persuasive. A strange and contradictory bundle of seduction and innocence that one was.


  The sisters were individually able to do some small tricks, mainly communication with spirits who happened to be wandering by, like Abe. Together, however, they could not only compel spirits to appear, they claimed to have some small talent as seers. If he helped them solve the murders on Main Street, they'd help him find Lefty. Even Abe was willing to go along with that, so long as it didn't take too long.


  Darkness had fallen a while ago, and Dirk fumbled with the switch that turned out the hotel's fancy electrical lighting. He waited a moment for his eyes to adjust, then found his way into the bed by the faint city lights coming in through the window.


  "Now don't go falling asleep, boy," Abe warned as Dirk settled into the rather comfortable bed. "Just because you're not on a bedroll under the stars for the first time in a few days is no reason to go soft."


  Dirk suppressed a chuckle. "Unc," he thought, knowing that he no longer had to speak aloud for Abe to "hear" him, "the killer has to think I'm a nice helpless victim, or I'll be lying in this nice soft bed all night with a pretty lady in the same room for nothing."


  "Bah, that hoyden's no lady," Abe snarled.


  "I heard that," Belladonna muttered from inside the wardrobe.


  * * * *


  Dirk must have dozed off a little after all, because the next thing he knew Abe was practically shouting in his ear.


  "Someone's at the window!"


  Nighttime was a bit chilly in September up in Wyoming, so he'd left the window closed, but unlocked. No sense in baiting a trap and then keeping the prey out of it.


  Before Dirk could shake the fuzz out of his brain and think to go for the light switch, the window burst inward! A hulking figure in flowing robes blocked what little light could come in from the now-cloudy night outside, so Dirk couldn't make him out clearly.


  "Who's there?" he demanded, trying to act the part of surprised traveler.


  "Death comes," a guttural voice replied. "I am your death who is here to kill you." The accent was strange, like nothing Dirk could recall hearing, even among the motley mix of immigrants in the silver fields of Colorado.


  Dirk reached for his gun, but the killer was incredibly fast and swatted it out of Dirk's hand almost before it cleared the holster. Dirk then found himself grappling with someone far stronger than any man he'd ever met, and since becoming haunted by uncle Abe, Dirk had gotten pretty strong himself.


  The wardrobe burst open. "Back off, y'mug!" Belladonna shouted.


  "Wait your turn," the killer muttered, his voice showing no more strain than it had before entering combat. Dirk realized he was being toyed with, that the brute could crush him at any time.


  "What...are you?" Dirk gasped.


  "I can't make out anything in those robes," Abe scowled, clenching his fists in helplessness.


  The report of the .45 in the close space was deafening, and the muzzle flash briefly let Dirk see his assailant's face in harsh relief. Few details were visible because of the angle, but the man had to be DAMNED ugly.


  The brute grunted in surprise and pain, and in a flash was headed for the window. Dirk grabbed at his robes, but the cloth parted as the killer shrugged away from him.


  Belladonna and Dirk rushed for the window, but when they looked outside there was no sign of anyone, either hanging from the sill or landing on the ground below.


  "A little risky, shootin' like that," Dirk frowned.


  "Eh, the first one's always a blank. At this range the paper wad might hurt a little, but it won't killya," she shrugged. "Whatcha got there?" she pointed to Dirk's hand.


  Dirk held up the piece of cloth, then walked over and turned on the room's electric lighting. "Looks like part of a professor's robes. Look, a little 'UW' embroidered here. Looks like a professor's behind this pandemonium...."


  * * * *


  [September 2, 1896 - Laramie, Wyoming]


  Even in a bustling and rapidly growing town like Laramie, it wasn't hard to find the University of Wyoming. The Main Building still stood out as the largest building on the east end of town, flanked by the smaller but slightly newer Mechanical Building.


  "My sisters and I aren't exactly in good odor here," Brigit explained as she led Dirk in thr front door. "Men of Science," you could hear the mocking capitalization in her tone, "don't care much for spiritualists. Even real ones," she smiled. "But there's a new Professor of English who I was introduced to at the Ivinsons who seemed a little more open-minded, and might be able to help. His office is up this way," she gestured to the main stairway.


  Even early in the morning, the building was abuzz with activity, and the pair had to dodge around students and faculty alike. The other two sisters were still abed, though. Belladonna hadn't dozed off during the wait the night before, and needed her rest. Beatrice had...business of a personal nature.


  "Here we are," Brigit announced, rapping on the door. "Professor Nelson?"


  "Come in, come in," replied a muffled voice.


  A dark-haired and slender young man sat at a roll-top desk, scribbling away with a fountain pen at some manuscript. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, and his robes hung somewhat sloppily from a hat rack in one corner. Dirk's eyes immediately went to them, noting the lack of a sash.


  "Oh, good day Miss Newton," he stood up and took her offered hand, bowing slightly. "What brings you to these not-yet-very-hallowed halls this morning?"


  "Professor, this is Dirk Landon," she retrieved her hand and gestured to the man already coming to be known as The White Hat. "He's been helping me with the mystery of the terrible murders that have plagued our fair town of late." The fact that Brigit wasn't affecting a brogue told Dirk she was on familiar enough terms with Nelson to be herself. Or at least wear a different mask...in the short time he'd known her, Brigit didn't strike Dirk as the sort of person to really "be herself" even *to* herself.


  "Oh?" Nelson cocked an eyebrow. "A consulting detective, perhaps, like in the penny dreadfuls?"


  "I've been called dreadful a few times, perfesser," Dirk smirked, "but the goin' rate's more'n a penny. I'm on a mission a' my own, but the Newtons have offered to help me if I helped them with this." At that, he pulled the torn sash from the pouch at his side. "Does this look...familiar?"


  Now both of Professor Nelson's eyebrows went up. "Yes, it's from one of the faculty here...it looks like someone who has the rank of a full professor, in fact. Unlike me," he smiled a little self-deprecatingly. "Are you saying one of our own is responsible for the killings?"


  "That depends," Dirk put the sash back in his pouch. "Do you have any professors about yay high," he held a hand up a few inches above the top of his own head, "and built like a locomotive? Funny accent, too."


  "I'm sad to say, most of our faculty looks more like me than like what you describe. And the ones that aren't thin tend towards the short and stout. I don't think I've even seen a student as large as you propose, although I must admit I don't get to the Mechanical Building very often, one of our more industrious types might be a match. Oh," he suddenly realized, "we have that new agricultural experiment station a ways out of town, I hardly see anyone from there, since there's not much call for sonnets in the animal pens. Professor Morrow would be the best one to ask, if he's in Main at the moment. He's been setting up a temporary lab there for his experiments, until we can get a new science building constructed on the campus proper. There may even be workmen fitting your description, helping him construct pens or whatever it is he needs."


  "But he's not a big man himself? Or with a strange accent?" Brigit asked.


  "No, no...he's smaller than I am!" Nelson laughed. "As for strange, he is British, would that be it?"


  Dirk shook his head. "No, the voice I heard weren't no Brit. I've known a few a' those."


  "Well, thank you, Aven," Brigit nodded. "Hopefully we can find this 'Professor Pandemonium' before he...or it...strikes again."


  * * * *


  "It's a damned nuisance is what it is, by Jove," Professor Morrow snarled. "I'm having a home built closer to the University, and I had been hoping to rent rooms until it was done, but these killings mean there's no space for a gentleman. And no, I'm no madman to tempt death by staying in an upper room either."


  The man was as small as Nelson had indicated, but he had a sort of manic energy that filled the office nonetheless.


  "Can you offer us any clues to the identity of the killer, Professor?" Brigit asked, her accent adjusting slightly to match Morrow's own.


  "Well, I've employed some workmen, as Aven said, but none are of exceptional size or build," Morrow shrugged. "Nor are any of my students outstanding physical specimens. But that sash you hold may well be mine, one of my spare sets of robes went missing at the laundry a few weeks ago. Incompetent ch..." he bit back the rest of the word, then composed himself.


  "How many sets of robes do you own?" Dirk asked, head tilting to one side. "I mean, you wear them over regular clothing, so why would you even need so many?"


  "He's a prissy limey, nephew," Abe smirked. "Probably has a closet full."


  "You *have* been outside, yes?" Morrow scowled, oblivious to Abe's commentary. "The streets are paved with horse dung and dust. And while I am willing to accept certain compromises in this hinterland in exchange for the funding and freedom to conduct my research, I will not look the part of a poor cousin in stained robes! But, there, you have one clue. Your killer may well be a laundryman, who stole my robes when they struck his fancy. A man who kills will hardly think twice about stealing!"


  "Your research," Brigit had a calculating look in her eye. "What is the nature of it?"


  "Have you heard of the work of Charles Darwin?" Professor Morrow asked.


  "It may have come up in a salon once or twice, yes," Brigit nodded.


  "The Ascent of Man, right?" Dirk asked.


  Morrow sighed. "Descent. From lower species, so I can see how one might confuse the direction," he added in a condescending tone. "I have been studing his theories of descent with modification, crafting special environments for my subjects in the hopes of altering their natures. I suppose you could consider it a more indirect form of animal husbandry, but rather than pick the breeding pairs I simply create environments that I hope will favor the survival and breeding of those with traits I desire. Most of my subjects are mice, for the obvious reason I haven't the space for populations of larger animals, nor time to wait for longer-lived subjects to go through the numerous generations required," he added, with a slightly wistful tone.


  "He's playin' at bein' God," Abe frowned. "Mebbe he's like Doctor Jerkel from that story I read before I got murdered. Not jest playin' with the mice, but with himself. Only getting all big an' ugly instead a' little an' ugly."


  "I don't suppose any of your subjects has acquired the traits of being really big and strong, and talkin'?" Dirk asked, half-joking.


  Morrow barked a nervous laugh. "I think if any of my mice underwent such a radical transformation, I'd be the first one they'd seek to kill, yes? After all, can you even conceive of the kind of horrifying environmental stress that I'd have to apply to create such a monster? It would certainly hate me for it, and rightly so! No, I expect nothing more revolutionary than better night vision or perhaps slightly stronger claws for digging. But, trust me, even such seemingly modest results will put my name in the history books alongside Darwin or Linnaeus."


  "Or Jack the Ripper," Dirk thought in Abe's direction.


  * * * *


  "So, why are we all going to see the mice?" Beatrice asked as she accompanied Dirk and her two sisters to the agricultural station. "You don't seriously think he really made a man out of a mouse, do you?"


  Belladonna laughed. "All that takes is a sixgun and a shot of whiskey, dear sister. I've seen it happen enough times, and had to reverse that particular transmogrification the hard way."


  "Really?" Beatrice's eyes went wide.


  "She's being metaphorical," Brigit sighed. "But Morrow is definitely hiding something, and even if it's unrelated to Professor Pandemonium, attempting to cover it up could have the unfortunate side effect of covering up for the killer as well. So we don't want to announce ourselves, rather drop by for an unexpected visit before he has time to do too much damage to what evidence may exist."


  "He also said he *mostly* worked with mice," Dirk pointed out. "That implies there's somethin' else there. What if he's been subjectin' a human being to those 'environmental stressors' of his? That might well make a monster."


  "Well, there's definitely plenty of cattle here," Belladonna wrinkled her nose. "He could be working with some of those."


  "Ewwwww," Beatrice added. "I like cows, but mainly from far away. I hope I don't step in anything, these shoes are almost new!"


  It was mid-day, and most of the workers were gathered at one end of the building for mealtime. "Let's go in here," Dirk suggested, pointing at the other end of the station. "I dunno where anythin's supposed ta be, but the people're at the other end, so we can get a better look-around before havin' t'splain ourselves."


  The noontime Sun illuminated the interior well, but one room had blacked windows and a clearly locked door. Abe simply walked through it and then came back a moment later. "It's pitch black in there, couldn't see a thing."


  "Allow me," Belladonna extracted a long pin from her hair, then inserted it into the lock. "Sometimes a spiritualist needs to be an escape artist too," she grinned.


  With a satisfying click, the lock opened, followed immediately by the door. Light flooded a room full of cages, most of them further shrouded by tarps, but some open and lit by a curious electrical lamp that flickered to life as soon as the door opened, as if connected by a circuit to the door.


  "Ooo, mice!" Beatrice cooed, stepping over to one of the uncovered cages. "Aren't they cuuuute?"


  "Adorable," Belladonna snarked. "Come on, we don't have too long before someone comes by and sees the door's open, and I bet if we close it the lights'll go back out."


  Brigit headed straight for the largest of the covered cages. "This one looks a bit large for mice, aye?"


  Dirk joined her. "Give me a hand with this tarp," he started pulling at it. The cloth fell away easily.


  Inside was a sight that made all five present gasp in surprise and horror!


  "It's...a twisted, hairy man!" Belladonna was the first to recover her voice. "What kind of monster is Morrow, to do that to someone?"


  "Troglodytes gorilla," came a voice from the doorway. "And that's how he's supposed to look, Miss Newton."


  Everyone tore their eyes from the gorilla to see Professor Morrow standing in the hall.


  "I'll thank you to leave my laboratory before you damage any more of my experiments. Or do I have to summon what passes for a constabulary in this hamlet?" Morrow snarled.


  "Professor Morrow," Dirk narrowed his eyes. "This here trog looks just about the right size to be Professor Pandemonium. I think mebbe we need to have a little talk before gettin' the 'constabulary' involved."


  "Him? A killer? Nonsense!" Morrow laughed. "Gorillas are primarily plant-eaters, although they'll eat insects as well. They look fearsome, but are only dangerous when threatened."


  "Could your experiments have possibly changed his nature?" Brigit suggested.


  Morrow sighed. "He is a reminder of the folly of my early research. I performed many experiments on him in the past, but to no effect. He is still as God made him, not as I tried to change him. And my current experiments apply to entire breeding populations, as I mentioned earlier today...a single gorilla is not suspectible to them. He is merely an ape."


  "An ape with powder burns on his shoulder," Belladonna eyed the passive gorilla warily. "And a welt that looks an awful lot like whatcha get from a blank fired at close range."


  In a flash, the gorilla hurled open the door to his cage, sending Belladonna flying into the far wall, where she slumped, stunned.


  "You are clever, too clever," the gorilla snarled as he batted Dirk's gun out of his hand for the second time that day. "I do like the title of Professor Pandemonium, though. It is a title of distinction that I appreciate."


  "But...how?" Morrow gaped like a fish. "My experiments were failures!"


  Pandemonium bared his teeth in an aggressive smile. "No, you succeeded well enough that I was wise enough to know better than to show my new mind, you made me too smart to be your unwitting subject," he grunted, the strange accent clearly a product of how his simian mouth wasn't well-suited to making human sounds.


  "But stupid enough to go around killing people and think no one would notice?" Dirk countered.


  "Bah," Pandemonium snarled, grabbing Dirk in one powerful hand and Brigit in the other, then holding them both up off the ground. "They had no clan, no one to care if they lived or died, no homes, no one to miss them. This is my place now, and if I wish to slay intruders who come into my place unbidden, I will. Just as I will now slay you intruders!"


  "No!" Morrow shouted, rushing forward to face his creation. "This is *my* place, you will obey me! Yes, these people need to be disposed of, but not here...you'll destroy my experiments!"


  "You value mice, you *are* a mouse, 'father,'" Pandemonium spoke the last word as mockingly as his inhuman mouth could manage. "I will kill when and how I wish," he slammed Dirk into one of the cages for emphasis, breaking it open and sending mice scurrying for the exit.


  "Group five! No!" Morrow started to bend down to pick up Dirk's gun, but Pandemonium was faster than that, discarding both Brigit and Dirk and taking Morrow in a savage two-handed grip. Morrow's next screams weren't even remotely recognizable as words...they were barely recognizable as human.


  And then they abruptly stopped with a sickening wrench as Morrow's head was pulled from his shoulders.


  The sound of tearing flesh was immediately followed by the loud report of Belladonna's Colt Peacemaker, held in Beatrice's inhumanly steady grip. Pandemonium roared with pain and clutched the back of his head.


  "Don't tell me he's bulletproof too?" Beatrice gasped.


  "Fir' one a' blank," the dazed Belladonna mumbled.


  Before Beatrice could process that and fire again, Pandemonium was on her, ripping the weapon from her hand. He seemed almost surprised that he didn't immediately overwhelm the woman with his superhuman strength, but she was clearly on the losing side of the grapple as Pandemonium became less professor and more primal primate, howling his anger and nearly blind to the rest of the world. She clearly wouldn't last more than a few more heartbeats.


  But she wouldn't need to.


  Dirk placed the barrel of his pistol against the side of Pandemonium's head and pulled the trigger, splattering his enhanced brains against one of the cage tarps before the gorilla could break out of his blood frenzy.


  "I suppose I got t' do *some* avengin' today," Dirk said to Abe.


  * * * *


  [September 3, 1896 - Laramie, Wyoming]


  "Is this it?" Dirk asked. "You three just sit together and concentrate, no darkened room, moving tables, anything?" The four were sitting in a reasonably well-appointed salon, part of the rooms the sisters rented for both lodging and work, although he got the feeling the big money came from visiting the local nabobs in their own homes.


  Brigit smiled sweetly. "Mister Landon, those trappings are for the paying customers, who expect a certain amount of showmanship...much like the accent I put on sometimes. A darkened room truly helps sometimes, but the presence of your uncle should be more than enough to let us pierce the veil today."


  "Nice t' be of some use t' a woman again," Abe smirked. He seemed to be in a better mood than usual today, which was good.


  The Newton sisters joined hands and closed their eyes. A few moments later, they opened their eyes again, but with somewhat saddened expressions.


  "Bad news?" Dirk asked, concern in his voice.


  Brigit shrugged. "For you, not particularly. Lefty never made it this far north, he laid a false trail and headed for the Black Hills. He's hiding in the Six Grandfathers...although I believe the maps call it Mount Rushmore now. No, the bad news is for me and my sisters. It's time to move on, it seems."


  "Why, is something worse gonna happen here than a killer gorilla?" Dirk asked.


  "Only if we stay here," Beatrice sighed. "And I really like Wyoming, too. You think we can just go as far as Cheyenne?"


  "This stinks," Belladonna fumed.


  "Mister Landon, our spiritual abilities come with more than one price," Brigit explained. "The most obvious is that we must stay together to use the most potent of our talents. But the future does not like to be seen, it is against the natural law. And the more we use that talent, the more we bring doom upon the place where we live. Thus, every so often we have to either give up using our abilities, or move elsewhere, racing ahead of destruction. If we stay, things will only get more bizarre and more dangerous, Professor Pandemonium was merely a taste of what would come. So we move on, and the doom hanging over Laramie dissipates."


  "Kinda hard to settle down and raise a family, I expect," Dirk nodded sympathetically.


  "And there's the other price," Belladonna shrugged. "Although I can live with it. Any person we stay with for too long'll be doomed too, if they follow us when we move. Visions of their messy demise'll start creeping in any time we use our second sight, and we've learned the hard way that these futures DO come to pass."


  "One day, the spirits will release us from our responsibilities, I hope," Brigit said ruefully. "Until then, we each cope in our own ways," she cast a look at Beatrice, who giggled. Dirk already had a pretty good idea that Beatrice's coping mechanism was "a different fella every night so none of them gets too much doom".


  "I can certainly sympathize on the responsibility part," Dirk touched the brim of his gleaming white hat....


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


  Author's Notes:


  You know, I should almost get Jess Nevins to write annotations for this one, there's probably references in here that I'm not even aware of. :)


  Here's the original inspiration, though. I was poking around the English Department's webpage for Kansas State after having heard that they'd done some research on Science Fiction. I found an entry for Donna Potts, and a short listing of her work that read, "Positive Female Media Images in Power Puff Girls; pigs in Irish Literature and Culture; Prostitution in Depression- Era Fort Worth." Me being who I am, I immediately thought, "The Powerpuff Girls as Depression-Era prostitutes!" Of course, even *I* am not twisted enough to write that exact story, but the wheels started turning, and soon I had the seed of a story involving Powerpuff Girls analogues as former Victorian-Era prostitutes interacting with White Hat. I wasn't really planning to go back to Dirk so soon, if ever, but he seemed a good fit with the girls.


  The actual plot is inspired by a mix of Poe's "The Murders In The Rue Morgue" (from which the title of the issue comes) and "The Island of Doctor Moreau" by H.G. Wells (who in the ASH universe may well have been inspired by the "real" Doctor Morrow!).


  As for other character mapping, Newton comes from Utonium, Brigit is Blossom, Belladonna is Buttercup, Beatrice is Bubbles (who is HARDCORE in the fight scene, as you've now seen) and Professor Pandemonium is Mojo Jojo with a dash of Dial M for Monkey. Lefty is Lefty...he's just an excuse to have White Hat wandering up into Wyoming. :)


  A few other things bear explaining before I go on. Firstly, an "octoroon" is a racially-descriptive term for someone who has one African or African-American great-grandparent with the rest being of European descent (usually). If I recall correctly, Lady Marmalade from the song of the same name was an octoroon (or maybe a quadroon). As race-based terms go, it's pretty mild. I tried to avoid any of the other terms in likely use at the time (aside from Morrow's bitten-off epithet), since I'm more or less pretending to be writing this story from the standpoint of having been told in the 1970s, as with a lot of the CSS tales. Twain may have used rougher language, but Gerry Conway and Roy Thomas tended not to. ;)


  Morrow's approach to what would later be commonly called evolution is more or less correct, in that it works on populations. Whatever he did to that poor gorilla before moving to mice was non-Darwinian, though. Also, note that in the original story of Jekyll (not "Jerkel") and Hyde, Hyde was actually smaller than most men...the hulking brute is a more modern reimagining (something I learned form League of Extraordinary Gentlemen and Jess's annotations thereof).


  Aven Nelson is a real person who taught at University of Wyoming for a really long time. Like, 1893 through the 1960s. Yes, I did a lot of googling before writing this story.


  Mount Rushmore was renamed in 1885 (more googling), although carving obviously didn't start until the 20th Century. And a "small beer" isn't a reference to the size of the glass, it refers to beer brewed with re-used mash, significantly lower in alcohol than regular beer but still safer than water because the brewing process kills bacteria.


  Hm, too bad I didn't have this idea a month later so I could post it as part of Ape Month, but I'm not going to sit on it for four weeks. Ape Month on RACC can start early this year! ;) Well, that, and posting it as an Ape Month story would kinda give away the twist.


  Now, here's some of the notes I wrote to myself before starting the actual story, to give some insight into the kind of prep I put into stories when I've a mind to. :) Some of the notes on characters were part of the story outline itself, though, and a few things got changed along the way as well.


  Characters:


  Newton Girls/Newton Sisters - They claim to be sisters, and grew up together, but all three are orphans and most likely children of different mothers (although maybe the same father). Soiled doves, as it were, while working in a brothel they discovered that when together they can commune with spirits and get glimpses of the future. Individually they also have minor "medium" abilities, and they share the usual vitality and strength of paranormals (so they're not riddled with STDs, still have most of their teeth, etc).


  Whenever they consider settling down with some men willing to overlook their unsavory backgrounds, they tend to get visions of disaster for them and their beaus, and they usually end up moving on soon after. Laramie suits them well, but they're starting to wonder if the spirits are going to tell them it's time to go again.


  Brigit - De facto leader of the sisters, a redheaded irishwoman with an even temper (usually) and a clear business sense. She tends to run the seances and such.


  Belladonna - Italian brunette with a really short fuse and a mean left hook. She's the only one with significant tooth-loss (due to brawls), but since she rarely smiles it doesn't really become an issue.


  Beatrice - Blond(ish) octaroon, very genial if a bit dim at times. While Brigit runs things, Beatrice often fronts them, due to her slightly exotic looks and natural charm.


  Setting notes:


  Laramie in 1896 is pretty forward-thinking as Old West towns go. It has University of Wyoming, which is rapidly expanding, and even has had electricity for a decade. Wyoming gives women the franchise, although the Newton sisters are probably still not thought of as "respectable" in any meaningful way (although they may have gotten into some salons with their medium schtick).


  Mountains rise dramatically in the vicinity, but it's still part of the High Plains. The Ivinsons (Edward and Jane) are big movers and shakers in town, and finished a new mansion in 1893. Wyoming had been a state since 1890.


  http://www.laramiemuseum.org/images/2ndStr_1890.jpg for a street view.


  UWyo is at the eastern edge of town in 1896. Aven Nelson has been teaching there since 1893 and will continue to do so into the 1960s!


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #14 - The Idiot Plot


  The cover shows a bewildered Brightsword standing in the middle of a group of old men in lab coats. The men are riding tricycles, playing with toys and otherwise acting like little kids. He's thinking, "I've heard of going through a second childhood, but THIS is RIDICULOUS!" Burst at the bottom right says, "This issue: The Idiot Plot! The Clockwork Ibis! A map of Brightsword's stomping grounds!"


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #14 - The Idiot Plot


  Featuring Brightsword copyright 2008 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  Coherent Comics is proud to present another Script Book Special, featuring the lead story from Brightsword #26, cover dated November, 1970! Only "The Idiot Plot" will be presented at this time, the Clockwork Ibis story will have to wait for another day. :)


  GENERAL ART NOTES: This should look like solid Steve Ditko (get Ditko if possible!), with a special emphasis on some of the more extreme facial expressions he's known for (i.e. looks of stunned disbelief, mocking anger, etc.). In general, Brightsword should come across visually as a bit clueless at times, but don't go overboard and make him a buffoon.


  PAGE 1


  Splash page. There's one caption in the upper left, with the big title burst below it. Brightsword is standing in a confused pose, perhaps shrugging helplessly, and dominates the page. Around him are your standard floating Ditko heads, each of an older man (maybe a woman or two) looking, well, as stupid as possible for people who normally look smart. Not zombie-like, instead like little kids. Credits at the bottom, to be determined.


  CAPTION 1: Brightsword's strong arms and blazing sword are usually enough


  to get this patriotic hero through the day, but will they do him any


  good when he faces...


  TITLE 2: ...THE IDIOT PLOT?


  PAGE 2


  4 panels in a 2 by 2 grid.


  Panel 1: Brightsword is bounding across rooftops, making superhuman leaps along the San Francisco skyline. Think "raw power" more than "inhuman grace" in his leaps.


  CAPTION 1: Near Golden Gate University --


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): I hope Professor Zeemon is okay. His phone call sounded a bit --


  Panel 2: Brightsword has landed on top of an academic building, near a roof access door.


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): -- odd.


  Panel 3: Brightsword is heading down the stairs from the roof, lit mainly from the slowly-closing door behind him. Shoot for "spooky" atmospherics here.


  SPEECH 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): I hope nothing's happened to the professor. No one else at GGU takes me seriously.


  Panel 4: Seen from inside Professor Zeemon's office, Brightsword is opening the door and looking at something in shock! In the foreground should be the silhouette of a slumped-over figure.


  BURST 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): PROFESSOR ZEEMON!
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  3 panels. Panel 1 takes up the top half of the page, panels 2 and 3 split the remainder.


  Panel 1: An over-the-shoulder shot from Brightsword's perspective. Professor Zeemon is slumped over behind his desk, a stupid grin on his face. Try to make sure he doesn't look dead so much as stupefied. The office is in disarray, but should look more like it's always messy, rather than looking like it's been ransacked.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): Professor, what happened?


  Panel 2: Brightsword is shaking the professor lightly, but it doesn't seem to be helping much. Maybe add some swirly toon lines around Zeemon's head. SPEECH 3 should be all wobbly.


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Professor, snap out of it!


  SPEECH 3 (ZEEMON): Whu? Glbrx --


  Panel 3: Zeemon is a little more clear here, but still has a blank expression. Brightsword has stepped back "to give him some air" as it were.


  SPEECH 4 (ZEEMON): Brain -- no worky.
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  Six panel grid, 2 across by 3 down.


  Panel 1: Medium-close shot of Brightsword, with a look of shocked realization.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): HOLY HANNAH!


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): They've taken your mind!


  Panel 2: Over-the-shoulder look at Zeemon, who's back to smiling.


  SPEECH 3 (ZEEMON): A mind is a terrible thing to taste.


  Panel 3: Shot from the side, Brightsword's putting his hands on Zeemon's shoulders and speaking earnestly to him.


  SPEECH 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): Professor, who did this to you? Was it the aliens who experimented on me?


  Panel 4: Same pose as panel 3, but now Zeemon is talking.


  SPEECH 5 (ZEEMON): Aliens! Yes, you like aliens --


  Panel 5: Brightsword is slinging Zeemon over his shoulder and moving towards the door.


  SPEECH 6 (BRIGHTSWORD): I need to get you to medical attention, FAST! UCSF's medical center's not too far from GGU --


  SPEECH 7 (ZEEMON): Wheee!


  Panel 6: Brightsword is leaping across rooftops, Professor Zeemon over his shoulder. The caption is in the lower right.


  SPEECH 8 (ZEEMON): Hahahahaha!


  CAPTION 9: And so, our hero bounds off to the west on a mission of mercy!
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  6 panels. A row of three smaller panels across the top tier, two panels in the middle tier, and the bottom third is one wide panel.


  Panel 1: Brightsword is outside a hospital ward, talking to a pair of policemen. One is uniformed, and seems to be standing guard over the door, while the other is a plainclothes detective, Detective Rich.


  SPEECH 1 (RICH): The third case this week, damnedest thing.


  Panel 2: Closeup of Detective Rich, leave space for large dialogue balloon.


  SPEECH 2 (RICH): Professor Cleveland over at SFSU, and a visiting researcher name of Doctor Kumarappan here at UCSF, both got the same brain whammy.


  Panel 3: Cut to Brightsword.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Is there any common thread?


  SPEECH 4 (RICH, OFF-CAMERA): Yeah --


  Panel 4: Medium shot on Brightsword and Detective Rich. The uniformed officer may be visible at the edge. Footnote caption at the bottom.


  SPEECH 5 (RICH): All three were atomic scientists, with top secret clearances. In fact, the AEC * is sending someone over today.


  CAPTION 6: * Atomic Energy Commission, the people in charge of our atomic research! - Ed.


  Panel 5: Over the shoulder shot of Detective Rich from Brightsword's perspective. Another caption at the bottom. Detective Rich is rolling his eyes.


  SPEECH 7 (BRIGHTSWORD): What about SETI? *


  SPEECH 8 (RICH): No, only Zeemon was into aliens.


  CAPTION 9: * The Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence -- in other words, aliens. Started in 1961. - Ed.


  Panel 6: Brightsword is leaping off into action. Detective Rich has a sort of long-suffering expression.


  THOUGHT 10 (BRIGHTSWORD): The other two must have been more careful about letting people know they were involved with alien research --


  SPEECH 11 (BRIGHTSWORD): Thank you, officer, I'll be in touch!


  PAGE 6


  4 panels. The page is divided into thirds again, with panels 1 and 4 being the top and bottom third. The middle third is split into panels 2 and 3.


  Panel 1: Caption at upper left. We're in another academic office, similar to Professor Zeemon's, but this one belongs to Professor Walters. It is VERY tidy. Professor Walters looks like he's not happy to see Brightsword. He is, in fact, NEVER happy to see Brightsword. He's an astrophysicist, but doesn't believe in space aliens. He's got short-cropped gray hair and dresses like a stereotypical academic, down to the suede elbow patches on his jacket.


  SPEECH 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): Look, Walters, I know we don't get along, but you're in danger.


  SPEECH 2 (WALTERS): From your so-called ALIENS?


  Panel 2: Brightsword medium shot, he's shrugging. Be sure to leave lots of room for the speech bubble. He should be facing slightly to the right (to panel 3).


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): I think so. But even if I'm wrong, there's three brain-drained atomic scientists in the hospital, and you could be fourth. You've worked with the AEC, right?


  Panel 3: Same sort of shot, on Walters, who looks skeptical but willing to listen. Enlightened self-interest, if you can pull off the expression. Should be facing slightly to the left (to panel 2).


  SPEECH 4 (WALTERS): Yes, on that atomic rocket project. And I still have the clearances. I suppose I could be on the shopping list of this "Brain Thief" of yours, alien or human.


  Panel 4: Medium shot of the two standing face to face. Walters is a little more on the "middle aged spread" side, but otherwise the two have very similar statures. He has your basic "played college football at a small enough school where you had to be good at academics too" body type. Brightsword should be on the right...be careful to watch the backgrounds from panels 2 and 3, keep in mind that those two shots and this one form the sides of a triangle, so each should have different backgrounds. Place the speech bubbles between the two.


  SPEECH 5 (WALTERS): So, what do I do?


  SPEECH 6 (BRIGHTSWORD): Take a vacation, don't tell anyone you're going. And lend me some of your clothes, I'll play YOU and set a trap!
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  Another three-tiered layout, but the top tier is about one quarter of the page, as is the bottom tier. Panel 1 is 2/3 of the width of its tier, with panel 2's closeup being the rest. Panel 3 is essentially a half-page spread. Panel 4 is 3/4 or more of the bottom tier, with panel 5 a thin slice on the right.


  Panel 1: Caption at upper left. Brightsword is in Professor Walters's clothing from page 6 (the guy has a monotonous wardrobe), maybe with a different tie. He's dyed his hair to more or less match Walters's as well. Try to make him look not quite like Walters, but close enough that it's at least not a TOTALLY stupid disguise. Brightsword is looking at a paper from a neat stack on the desk, a puzzled expression on his face.


  CAPTION 1: Day three of the ruse --


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): What's a Christoffel symbol? I feel like the aliens already drained my brain!


  Panel 2: Close-up, Brightsword is turning suspiciously as he hears a noise from off-panel.


  SFX 3: CREEAAK!


  BURST 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): Who's there?!


  Panel 3: A shadowy form, man-shaped but big and bulky, fades into sight slightly (it's under a stealth cloak, but has to become partly visible to fire) and hits Brightsword with an energy stunner. It blows away part of his borrowed sportscoat, so in the next panel his costume should be partially visible.


  SFX 5: VRRRM!


  BURST 6 (BRIGHTSWORD): UNH!


  Panel 4: Brightsword is trying to stand, a bit woozy. He dominates the panel, crouched down. The legs of Darkshield should be clearly visible on the left side of the panel. Brightsword's speech bubble needs to be wobbly, indicating he's stunned.


  SPEECH 7 (BRIGHTSWORD): It'll take...more than that --


  Panel 5: This one is just SFX vertically filling a narrow panel, with a caption at the bottom. The background of the panel should be black.


  SFX 8: VZZZT


  CAPTION 9: -- but not a lot more.
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  Three tiers again, roughly an H shape going on, although panel 3 might be best at a bit bigger than 1/3 of the page. Panel 5 probably needs a bit more space for text than panel 4 does.


  Panel 1: Fades from dark on the left to half of Brightsword's face on the right. There's a caption in the dark section, and a wobbly speech bubble below it.


  CAPTION 1: Consciousness returns painfully --


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Uhhnn. I know that hangover --


  Panel 2: Pull back to reveal Brightsword strapped to a standard issue Mad Scientist Table. His professorial outfit is in tatters, revealing his costume, but his mask is not on, and his hair is still dyed gray. Don't show where his laser sword is yet, but make sure that one of his legs is still mostly covered by the ruined trousers. Have one of Darkshield's gauntlets in the foreground, as if we're looking from a position seated next to where the villain stands.


  BURST 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Darkshield's stunner!


  SPEECH 4 (DARKSHIELD, OFF): Indeed, Yankee Doodler. It appears my trap trumped your trap.


  Panel 3: Same scene, but an angle that shows both figures fully. Brightsword on the left, so his speech bubbles read first. He seems to be wiggling his legs, struggling to free himself.


  SPEECH 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): We'll see who's trap trumps which, chump!


  SPEECH 6 (DARKSHIELD): I see you've improved your reading level to Dr. Seuss, my nemesis. I'd knock you back down with the Brain Sifter, but --


  Panel 4: Closeup on Brightsword.


  BURST 7 (BRIGHTSWORD): You're in league with the brain-sucking aliens?


  Panel 5: Closeup on Darkshield. Do a cutaway of his helmet so the reader can see his calculating expression. Caption at the bottom.


  THOUGHT 8 (DARKSHIELD): What is that fool on about now? Oh well, I'll play along, as long as he doesn't suspect the truth *, all for the better, da?


  CAPTION 9: * Darkshield is actually a Soviet agent pretending to be a regular supervillain, as any good member of the Coherent Collectors' Crew knows! - Ed.
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  Weird layout. Panels 1 and 3 are insets, about 1/6 of the page each in the upper left and lower right corners. Panel 2 fills the remaining 2/3 of the page in a zigzag.


  Panel 1: Darkshield is standing boastfully in front of Brightsword, while the hero has almost got his leg where he wants it. He's reaching for his boot with one hand, as if there's something under the tattered dress slacks.


  BURST 1 (DARKSHIELD): And when they conquer the Earth, they will give me America to rule! MUAHAHA!


  THOUGHT 2 (DARKSHIELD): Now for the rest of this charade, I see he's almost reached his sword --


  BURST 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): YOU FIEND!


  THOUGHT 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): He didn't take my sword! Almost...got it --


  Panel 2: Brightsword grabs the sword and ignites it, the energy beam slicing through the table and freeing him. Darkshield recoils in fear. Lots of energy effects and the like.


  SFX 5 (LASER SWORD): FSSSHH!


  BURST 6 (BRIGHTSWORD): GOT IT!


  BURST 7 (DARKSHIELD): He's free! Stop him! Protect the Brain Sifter!


  Panel 3: A trio of figures in armor similar to Darkshield's, but not as bulky or powerful, rushes in towards the camera.


  SFX 8 (ARMOR): KLANK KLANK KLANK
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  Splash page. Three armored goons are trying to pile on Brightsword (they don't have zappy weapons), while Darkshield lurks in the lower left corner of the page, thinking to himself.


  SPEECH 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): I don't know why you keep throwing these tin cans at me, Darkshield -- they never beat me. And now that I'm ready for it, your little stunner won't work either!


  SFX 2: various laser-on-armor noises where relevant.


  THOUGHT 3 (DARKSHIELD): No, they never do. But that's not their job. They're expendable, so long as your attention is kept away from the important things!
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  4 panels, in a 2 by 2 grid.


  Panel 1: One of the armored goons is thrown into a rack holding some complicated but clearly portable apparatus (the Brain Sifter), which is crushed in a shower of Kirby Krackle. Darkshield should be partially visible at the edge of the panel, and maybe Brightsword's throwing arm is on-panel as well.


  SFX 1: CRASH!


  BURST 2 (DARKSHIELD): The Brain Sifter, NO!


  THOUGHT 3 (DARKSHIELD): More of a Brain SCRAMBLER, but maybe if its inventor hasn't already been purged he'll fix that problem next time.


  Panel 2: The remaining two goons seem to have Brightsword almost pinned against a table, but he's clearly just about to retake the upper hand. He's put his mask back on by this point.


  BURST 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): You're not getting away this time!


  Panel 3: Darkshield is ducking through a hidden exit at the right of the panel as both of his remaining goons fly across the top of the panel. Be sure to leave room for the extended thought bubble so the flung goons aren't covered.


  BURST 5 (DARKSHIELD): Wrong, Earth-man! I always get away!


  THOUGHT 6 (DARKSHIELD): I will report to the Kremlin that the Brain Sifter doesn't work, so its destruction is no great loss. And now I have a new game to play with this capitalist lackey! I wonder if we have any flying saucers being built in the Science Cities?


  Panel 4: Brightsword slams his fists against the closed exit (which is to the left in this panel, so it looks like he's trying to break through the panel border to get at Darkshield), but it doesn't budge.


  SFX 7: THOOM!


  BURST 8 (BRIGHTSWORD): BLAST IT ALL!
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  Panel 1: Caption in upper left. Exterior shot of a police precinct house. A trio of guys in skivvies (the armored goons, sans armor) is being led up the steps in chains, and a cart with black armor bits is being wheeled off to a service entrance.


  CAPTION 1: Later, down at the precinct house --


  Panel 2: Interior, Detective Rich's office. He's sitting behind his desk, Brightsword (in full costume, with the tatters of the "disguise" gone) standing on the other side.


  SPEECH 2 (RICH): Too bad Darkshield got away again, but the three guys you did bring in have a list of priors as long as my arm, mainly working for supervillains.


  Panel 3: Same scene as panel 2, but now Detective Rich is looking in a folder.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): What about Professor Zeemon?


  SPEECH 4 (RICH): The doctors are hopeful. The first victim's already recovering his wits, so it's probably only temporary.


  Panel 4: Closeup on Brightsword, but leave plenty of room for his closing monologue. Caption at lower right.


  SPEECH 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): Hopefully, when they recover, they'll remember more about what happened -- but with the aliens using Darkshield as a pawn, that's probably a dead end. I just hope I can stop their fiendish plans before it's TOO LATE!


  CAPTION: WILL BRIGHTSWORD EVER FIND OUT THE TRUTH? KEEP READING!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This story was written over the course of two days during which I wasn't getting enough sleep and had a work schedule of the "half an hour frantic alternating with an hour of nothing" variety, so I was a bit more scatterbrained than usual, making the Brain Sifter's effects applicable to the writer as well as the characters. ;) The "classic reprints" conceit is in full force, of course...there wasn't really a Brightsword comic in 1970, given that to make a November cover date I would need to have written it the day I was born. I was a precocious kid, but not THAT precocious.


  This all started with Tom Russell claiming, in a review of ASH #84, that you'd never see me using the "Idiot Plot", which moves along solely because everyone involved (or, at least, the protagonist) is an idiot. I took that as a challenge, naturally. :) Brightsword does some pretty stupid things, and only "wins" because his opponent's job is to be a distraction and he's willing to play along with Brightsword's foolishness. So this is an Idiot Plot of the limited "protagonist is stupid" form...the dumb things Darkshield does (like leaving Brightsword armed) are done for smart reasons. Okay, so I cheat a little on this being a proper Idiot Plot. But the story's so short there's not a lot of opportunities for Brightsword to really shine as an idiot, and I had no desire to pad it out.


  Darkshield the first was never a "serious" supervillain, his operations were often timed to distract from real covert ops elsewhere in the area, although once in a while he'd be given some piece of Soviet super-science to test out (as with the Brain Sifter). If no one else could get a gizmo to work, they'd hand it to Darkshield and see if he could find a use for it. His son, however, would become a real supervillain as Darkshield II in the Third Age.


  Now, Brightsword isn't exactly an idiot, but neither is he terribly bright, and he does tend to jump to a conclusion and then stick to it. It's likely he never found out that the insidious Doctor Sheng was behind the incident that led to his powers erupting (CSS #5), although by the mid-70s he at least knew the origins of his laser sword (a Santari cutting torch) and by the 1980s he was likely told by Delta Rose that no known alien race was responsible, but she wouldn't have been able to rule out rogue Pranir or Scytharian interests.


  Eventually Brightsword did discover that Darkshield was a communist agent, so that puts this story in the early part of their clash. As far as their "relationship" goes, it's only important to know that the two have clashed a few times before, and that Brightsword has a reputation in San Francisco (mostly positive, but some eye-rolling at times). Against most foes, Brightsword has had clear-cut victories, but since Darkshield's whole MO is "distract then escape" and Darkshield is a highly trained Soviet spy, he tends to get away even if it looks like he lost. Readers of the Brightsword comics, however, would know he actually won...according to his own goals, anyway...most of the time. Sort of like Norman Osborn may have been thwarted as the Green Goblin, but for a long time he evaded capture and continued to be a force in Peter Parker's life. Except, of course, that back then Peter wasn't stupid, so Norman's job was a bit harder.


  Anyway, this was a one-shot "inspiration to execution in three days" sort of thing and I don't have plans for #15 yet, hence the lack of a "Next Issue" box. Gonna get back to ASH #85 now. :)


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #15 - Mixed Media


  The cover shows a silhouette of a woman with long hair in a bodysuit, backlit by the moon as she stands atop a building. There's some hints of blue and red at the edges of her silhouette, and just enough moonlight shines through her hair to suggest it's blond. Cover copy, "Who's that girl?"


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #15 - Mixed Media


  Featuring Brightsword


  copyright 2008 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [Answering Machine Message on the telephone of Jim Jackson, Tuesday November 17, 1994]


  Hey, daddy...I met with that old war buddy of yours, about the rumors our competitors were expanding into Chicago? Turns out the CEO was just in town for a retirement party for one of his dad's old associates. I decided to leave well enough alone, crashing the party would be rude, and most of these guys have been out of the business so long there's nothing I'd be able to get from schmoozing.


  So, anyway, I booked a flight back to SFO for Monday. Cheaper tickets if I stay over the weekend, and it'll let me do the touristy thing. ASH may not be in town anymore, but there's still lots to see, and I hear the night life's been on the upswing again lately. I might even get a chance to wear that new outfit I packed. Who knows, there might even be some clients to work here, mix a little business with pleasure.


  Talk to you soon, hopefully I don't just get the machine again. You really should get a cellphone, you know. They *do* make 'em sturdy enough you won't accidentally break one. Love you, daddy, bye!


  * * * *


  chi.superheroes #64271 (1 + 4 more) From: Carl_G_Winton <dabearsrule23@aol.com> Newsgroups: chi.superheroes,soc.superhuman.superheroes Subject: Lady Lawful new costume? Date: Fri Nov 18 06:20:53 CDT 1994 Organization: America Online Lines: 15 Mime-Version: 1.0 Content-Type: text/plain; charset=ISO-8859-1 Content-Transfer-Encoding: 7bit


  I think I saw Lady Lawful last nite!!!!


  She was jumping around hte Loop, no mistaking that bod or that blond hair. But I think she's gotten a new costume, she was in a white bodysuit with some sort of red details I couldn't make out, plus blue boots and gloves. I think she also changed her belt to red, but she was moving really fast.


  NE1 know if there's any pictures out there of her new outfit?


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


  ___ DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE ___


  / ` DA BEARS RULE dabearsrule23@aol.com DA BEARS RULE / `


  \___, DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE \___,


  DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE DA BEARS RULE ============================================================================


  chi.superheroes #64273 (1 + 3 more) From: ASH Fan 1 <rde332@uchicago.edu> Newsgroups: chi.superheroes,soc.superhuman.superheroes Subject: Re: Lady Lawful new costume? Date: Fri Nov 18 08:23:12 CDT 1994 Organization: University of Chicago Lines: 9 Mime-Version: 1.0 Content-Type: text/plain; charset=ISO-8859-1 Content-Transfer-Encoding: 7bit


  I'm pretty sure she's still in the red and blues, Carl. That, or she's trying out a new costume on a temp basis, since there was a sighting down on Lake Shore Drive last night, in her old outfit. I think she was spotted at about 1AM, when did you see her?


  Rob Evans


  -- I do not have a sig.file.


  * * * *


  [Chicago Sun-Times, "Super-Beat" column, November 18, 1994]


  BUSY NIGHT FOR LL?


  According to police reports, Chicago's own Lady Lawful broke up a high stakes art theft ring last night, as they were breaking into the Field Museum in search of some rare paleolithic carvings.


  The thieves were purely normals, although unconfirmed eyewitness comments suggest they were equipped with either low-level supertech or perhaps alien technology to help them in their work. This equipment included at least one "blaster" of unknown style, which is said to have "scorched Lady Lawful a little."


  Lady Lawful did not linger after giving her reports to the arresting officers, and it's possible she went home to change into an undamaged new costume, because several eyewitnesses place her at various points downtown in the early morning hours, but wearing a mostly white outfit.


  "She musta been really busy, though," said Javier Ibanez of Harvey. "I shouted her name and she didn't even look down."


  * * * *


  [Excerpt from Doctor Developer's Greatest Hits, volume 1: 1993-1997]


  A fixed camera view shows a woman in a skintight uniform held down to a concrete floor by thick wrought iron staples driven into the floor. The uniform is mostly white with a red sword insignia down the center of the torso and some red stripes on the arms and legs. Her hands are covered in leather bags, as are her feet, although a pair of blue boots and matching blue gloves can just be seen at the edge of the viewing range. A blue domino mask covers her eyes, and her long pale blond hair spreads out in a halo around her head. Connected to the bags on her extremities are slender but taut ropes, which lead off-screen.


  The woman starts to stir.


  "Uhn," she moans. Then, with slightly more coherence, "What the hell hit me?"


  "Good morning," a male voice can be heard. No speaker is visible on the screen. "Or good evening, I suppose. It depends on how long the stunner net's effects lasted. To be honest, I was expecting someone else...oh, and I should warn you not to move until I have a chance to explain your situation."


  "Who are you? Where am I?" the woman demands. However, aside from some slight straining, she heeds the warning to remain still.


  "If you'll look up, you'll see your own laser torch, suspended from a very sensitive latticework of threads. Each of your limbs is connected to that lattice by a rope...if you move too quickly, you'll snap one of the ropes and your own...ignited...weapon will plunge towards your heart. I've done some research on you while you were stunned, Brightsword, and I'm fairly confident that your own weapon can hurt you, maybe even kill you."


  Brightsword turned carefully, looking at the bonds that held her.


  "I was tempted to keep your weapon, actually. It looks to be normaltech, probably of alien manufacture, and that makes it particularly useful to me, since I'm a normal. Well, in a technical, Violation Physics sense of the word, anyway," he admits, a bit sheepishly. "I took enough pictures of it that I should be able to track down a copy through the Pranir markets, assuming it's alien."


  She starts to flex one of her hands within the leather mitten. The way it moves suggests it's been wrapped around something unyielding, to minimize range of motion.


  "Now, I suppose you could wait for the power cell in your sword to run out. I've rigged it to be turned on when motion detectors pick up your return to consciousness, but I don't know how long it can stay on. And I don't have hard numbers on your strength...those staples would hold my intended target, but, well...one makes do. There's a lot of information available about your predecessor from the Second Heroic Age, but you've only been active a few months, so there's not a lot of data available. There are, oddly, a lot of stories written about you online. In fact, I first heard about you when looking for, um, information about the local patriotic superheroine here in Chicago. There's a few pretty enthusiastics fans of yours online, although you might want to talk to a lawyer about some of the stories. I think the technical term for them is 'femmeslash'. Anyway, my apologies for the simplicity of this predicament, but I've only been in the Windy City for a few weeks now, and truly artistic traps require a little more time than I've had. In fact, if you hadn't all but blundered into something I was testing, you wouldn't be here."


  However, the apology was wasted on a room empty of anything except for smoke and twisted metal. Brightsword was gone.


  * * * *


  chi.superheroes #64291 (1 + 0 more) From: John Smith <thedoctor3@webtv.com> Newsgroups: chi.superheroes,soc.superhuman.superheroes Subject: Re: Lady Lawful new costume? Date: Sun Nov 20 13:47:32 EDT 1994 Organization: WebTV Lines: 27 Mime-Version: 1.0 Content-Type: text/plain; charset=ISO-8859-1 Content-Transfer-Encoding: 7bit


  In case anyone's still wondering, the "white costume Lady Lawful" is actually San Francisco-based hero Brightsword, another "legacy" hero, so she's sort of like Lady Lawful. She's also superficially similar in appearance and powers, but she seems to be stronger and significantly more invulnerable than Lady Lawful, if not as fast. She's using the laser torch weapon of the original Brightsword, I couldn't say is she has any particular skill at swordplay, though. She's definitely tough enough to survive a strike from her own weapon, but a strong enough electrical jolt will still stun her.


  Oh, and one thing of interest to trivia buffs with an interest in dogooders. Brightsword's fingernails are as invulnerable as the rest of her, and she's sharpened at least one of them to a scalpel-like edge, then painted it over with regular nail polish so it's not immediately obvious that it's been sharpened. In a pinch, she can saw through wrought iron with that nail. I wonder how many other invulnerable female supers have thought of that trick?


  I think I still like Lady Lawful better, though. Brightsword's a little too...reckless for my tastes. Much like her predecessor, I suppose. He had a reputation as a bull in the china shop, and I suppose it would make sense to pass the baton (or sword) to a like-minded individual.


  Anyway, check out alt.binaries.superheroines, I uploaded some clear shots of Brightsword if anyone's interested. I might mirror them on the web, too, but I just moved and I don't have a reliable local ISP yet, hence the webtv.com account.


  -- The Doctor is out.


  * * * *


  [Answering Machine Message on the telephone of Jim Jackson, Monday November 21, 1994]


  Daddy, I don't think I like Chicago's nightlife. This one guy picked me up and took me back to his place, but he was into some really messed up kink, and I stormed out.


  I thought about going back to give him a piece of my mind once I'd cooled down a bit, but he'd cleaned out and didn't leave a forwarding address. I kinda worry about the other gals in town, I think he's stalking someone who he mistook me for, but I just gave what I knew to the cops and went back to my own hotel for a looooong shower. I don't think I really wanna get in the middle of this.


  Seriously, daddy...I'll take the San Francisco weirdos over this guy any day. See you tonight, can't wait to get home! Oh, and could you talk to our legal people about internet libel? My 'date' mentioned something that makes me think we need to get them looking into some things....


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


  Author's Notes:


  For those who aren't following ASH with a laser-like intensity, Jim Jackson is the original Brightsword. His daughter, Gloria, is leaving a message in the first scene to tell him that the lead on Darkshield in Chicago didn't pan out, while Tobias Raven was indeed in town, it was just to visit an old partner-in-crime of the original Darkshield for social purposes. Nothing illegal she could catch him on, nor any likelihood of a plot she'd have to stop. Not really important to the story, but I figured I'd let you know what was going on. The "legal people" mentioned in the last scene are DSHA's promotions office.


  In case you're curious, here's how Brightsword got out of Doctor Developer's trap. She deliberately dropped the sword on herself, since she knew she COULD survive the hit (her father did in CSS #5, after all, and she's at least as tough as he is). Then she sawed her left hand out of the bindings as per the sharpened nail Deedee mentioned and used it to cut the manacle enough to free her left arm (she's stronger than Lady Lawful, but not enough stronger to have simply ripped free) and used her sword to cut the remaining bonds.


  There really is a chi.* Usenet hierarchy, and it makes sense that it would have had a superheroes group in the ASH universe. Soc.superhuman.* is a pretty big second-level hierarchy, and by 1994 it had several third level groups under it and there was even agitation to break out a fourth level. I wonder if the inclusion of fake headers here will screw up Google Groups when it archives this post? ;)


  (Note added after initial posting) In case you're wondering about the other two posts in that thread, they weren't helpful (useless posts on Usenet? Shock, surprise!). One just quoted the entire original post and added "Pix plz?" The other was an anti-Lady Lawful boilerplate dropped by a well-known board troll who had a hate-on for legacy heroes. Ironically, he knew all about Brightsword II, but he didn't bother to say anything. Brightsword II had a pretty extensive, if mostly local to California, "product launch" from DSHA when she debuted (hence Unbeatable being able to get a fake Brightsword costume to modify), but people in s.s.s who knew about her generally didn't read Lady Lawful threads, the troll aside.


  Oh, and you'd have to be blind to mistake Brightsword for Lady Lawful. They're totally different! See?


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


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/brightsword08.JPG


  I'm toying with the idea of a running gag that Lady Lawful II and Brightsword II never meet, but keep crossing paths like ships in the night, occasionally getting mistaken for each other by their respective rogues' galleries.


  Now, a short digression that I probably should have put on the end of Derek Radner's Private Journal #5, but it's appropriate enough here. Brightsword and Lady Lawful are really the only non-military American patriotic heroes (aka "flagsuits") of the Third Age. There's also the Elite Brigade, with the Colonel (Army), Strafe IV (Air Force), Barrage (Navy) and a few others who haven't been named. The First Age is pretty much just Minuteman, with Lady Lawful I becoming sort of a flagsuit by default in the Second Age due to her background. Brightsword I was the other flagsuit of the Second Age. Outside of America, the Rechtigkeits wore the black, yellow and red of Germany's flag, and Commander Force had a Canadian flag worked into his helmet.


  So...why so few overtly patriotically-named Western supers? Why is Minuteman the only one with a codename even remotely in the same "namespace" as things like Captain America or Union Jack?


  Well, out-of-story it's because all the good names have been taken, all the okay names have been taken, and most of the crappy names have been taken. Heck, Roy Thomas singlehandedly devoured a good chunk of this namespace.


  Back in 1992, when I was taking my first steps at stripping Other People's Trademarks out of my ASH setting to use it in my "Avengers of Justice"/"Modern Knights" RPG setting, I wanted to make sure I wouldn't get in trouble with trademark owners, so I stripped out all of the stuff I'd "borrowed" from other sources, including most of the flagsuits. But I didn't want the setting to have *no* patriotic heroes, so I was left with two choices: I could either avoid the namespace entirely, or I could pick one of the unclaimed cruddy names and then try to explain why, in-setting, anyone would actually let themselves be called that.


  I don't really like the second option, to be frank. Even if you posit that Marvel and DC exist in-setting and jealously guard their trademarks, it makes no sense to not have Marvel license out a few of their properties to trustworthy supers. And with that possibility open, why would someone go by Lieutenant Justice or The Continental Congressman? So I just try to sidestep the matter by not having anyone take flagsuit-ish names of any kind, good or lame.


  That, of course, doesn't really answer the in-story question. If Marvel exists, why DON'T they hire some guy to be Captain America, even if it ends disastrously? If Marvel and DC don't exist, why wouldn't anyone think to call themselves Captain America or Spirit of 76 or The Patriot or the Star- Spangled Kid?


  While I haven't really explored it in depth, I think the answer to that is that in the ASH Universe, the idea of calling yourself something like "Captain (insert nation or city here)" was poisoned by the Ubermenschen and Bakajin, artificial superhumans of the Axis powers, who all bore names of that sort. By the time anyone thought to pick one of the more obvious patriotic names in America, the public associated bombastic flagsuit names with Nazis and Imperial Japanese...box office poison. The Soviets might have had patriotically named members of their Bogatyr, but that wouldn't necessarily make the practice any more attractive to Americans or Brits.


  The Second Age may have been far enough down the line to let that reason fade a bit, but then you get the whole counterculture/Vietnam backlash thing. You had a few patriotic types like Lady Lawful and Brightsword, but those looking to embody a group tended to pick non-national ideas, such as Union Label or Flower Power. As for the Third Age, the Elite Brigade's existence (starting around 1990) tended to skew perception of what flagsuiting meant, but there were still probably a lot of "crappy name" types in 1997-8 during the superhuman explosion accompanying the Godmarket. Literal flagsuits also continued to get a bad rap, with Onslaught wearing a uniform based on Khadam's flag.


  The Fourth Age and its supra-national polities have rendered the concept a little quaint, with government-sponsored teams tending to deliberately steer clear of flagsuit-style branding.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #16 - Confessions of a D-Lister


  The cover shows a man in a leather jacket, his face hidden in shadows. He's whistling and counting a wad of money as he walks towards the camera. In the far background, Lady Lawful II is fighting a giant mutated cactus.


  



  COHERENT 


  SUPER STORIES #16 - Confessions of a D-Lister


  Featuring a D-Lister


  copyright 2009 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  My name really isn't important. It wouldn't mean anything to you, even if you're a total para geek. You might have heard of the codename I ran under in 1991, but I doubt it. I was, and am, a total D-Lister paranormal.


  My powers are nothing special, for the most part. I've got superhuman strength, and if I'm really careful I can lift a small car. But I don't have that funky secondary power the real strongguys have that holds stuff together when I lift it, so odds are I'd just rip off the door or the bumper or something. I'm lightly bulletproof, but if a bunch of guys with .38's all shoot at me I'll probably go down, from the pain even if none of the shots break skin. I can leap tall buildings in a single bound, if by "tall" you mean "two or three stories". I've got one or two little powers I'd rather not discuss right now, but trust me, they won't help me in a fight.


  If I'd been around in the 1940s with these powers, they'd have made ME the guy in the Minuteman suit. Even in the 1970s, my power set would have made me a solid B-lister. I mean, the original Brightsword would have handed me my head, but if I could've found a decent weapon like his it'd've been almost even.


  People with my power level are a lot more common than you'd think, even ignoring the fact that some guys calling themselves gods have started handing out powers lately. You just don't hear about us because we don't last very long in the public eye.


  Seriously. If you're on my level and you want to play with the big boys, one of three things is gonna happen:


  1) You train like a madman and become as good as any normal human martial arts master, on top of your powers.


  2) You find some sort of gimmick or gadget. Sometimes a mad scientist comes up with a super thingy that kills any normal person who uses it, but being a little bit invulnerable lets you survive turning it on.


  3) You die. Or at least get hurt so bad you retire immediately.


  The A-list supers, they can toss buses around, blow holes in battleship armor, take a howitzer shell to the face and get back up. Maybe not all of those things in one person, but that's the scale we're talking about. A shot that's aimed at Set or Panzer and hits me by mistake isn't gonna care that I'm bulletproof, it just means they can recover my remains with a shovel instead of a wetvac. I don't have to tell you who the A-list are, if you've heard of a super and they're not local to you, they're A-list. Just like celebrities, only slightly less likely to have drug problems.


  B-list is a weird spot. These are the people who are almost there. They may even be on a team of A-listers, thanks to some oddball utility power or simple gumption. Or they form up their own B-list teams, like the St. Louis Cavaliers, or they're solo acts in towns where there's not a lot of activity.


  C-list? Eh. Unless you're a total geek, no one even really knows what makes someone C-list instead of B or even D.


  But everyone can tell a D-lister. Most of us are so lame that our powers are party tricks, used to win bar bets and that's about it. A few of us try to play neighborhood protector, dealing with the "street level" crime that slips under the radar of the regular capes. I tried that when I first discovered my powers, and it's why I know that a bunch of guys with pistols will take me down. Short, lame career. Maybe I helped a few people, made the neighborhood a little better, but eh. Nothing like a bullet to the forehead to smack the naive idealism outta someone. I took a job in the private sector where being strong and tough is an asset, but no one shoots at you.


  Still, having a record as a hero, even a lame and failed one, cuts you a lot of slack with the government. They kinda treat it as jury duty...use your powers for the Public Good at least for a little while, and so long as you don't do any obvious crime after that, they don't bother you.


  And that brings me to the real point of this little confession.


  Y'see, I'm retiring from my second career now. No, not that job I mentioned earlier, I mean my night job. Yeah, the illegal kind of night job. I've made my pile, I'm smart enough to know I've gotten lucky too often to push it any further. But maybe that bullet didn't knock all the stupid outta me, and I'd like to leave a warning about us D-listers. Oh, it's not gonna be read by anyone but me until after I die, so maybe you're not reading this until 2055 or something. Or maybe my luck already ran out and someone's gunning for me right now.


  The thing people tend to forget about us D-list paranormals is that, well, we're still outside of what humans can do or be. Maybe I can't fly, but I can sure jump any fence you care to put up. I can't toss trucks around, but I can certainly snap a padlock in my bare hands. And while being "only" bulletproof isn't too impressive against someone like Devastator, it's more than enough to handle a lone rent-a-cop if things go south on a job.


  Yeah, I'm a thief. A good one, too. Skilled-good, not ethically good, although I try to avoid taking any jobs that are too scummy. Partly so I can sleep at night, but mainly because doing things like stealing medicines intended for orphans or whatever tends to attract the attention of the A-list. If it makes the front page of the paper, it's probably too big to be safe for guys like me.


  Here's the thing. There's loads of security systems designed to stop superhumans. Field-detectors that will nail a flyer. Active restraints that can hold a rhino without being so dangerous to normals that the law would ban 'em. Collapsinum-reinforced locks on titanium doors thick enough that I'd never get through in a million years. But all of these things are *expensive*. And no one's going to pay for these measures if they're only protecting a target worth a few hundred thou.


  So site security tends to come in two flavors. The A-list security that might slow down serious supervill action long enough for the heroes to arrive, and stuff that's really only built to stop a normal. Fences, padlocks, tasers, handguns...things that won't stop a D-lister like me, but still get used to protect targets worth enough that people will hire me to go in.


  Oh, yeah. It's all contract work. I don't have any super-casing-the- joint abilities to speak of, and I don't want to assume that a lab has no super-defenses just because it looks normal from outside. For all I know, they're playing the Hide In Plain Sight plan, but there's something nasty at that last door. Of course, I know a few D-listers who have nothing *but* case-the-joint powers, like vision powers or low-level teeps. They're good guys to know in my night job. And then there's the guy with, I kid you not, Super Accounting powers...he's why I'm going to be able to retire on my ill- gotten gains without worrying about the IRS.


  There's a lot of us D-listers who have decided that crime pays if you're smart about it. No tights, no fights. Most of us look like crap in tights anyway, that's another of those funky secondary powers reserved to the A-listers. And most of the B-listers. And maybe that's where the line between C-list and D-list is...they're not any more powerful than we are, but they look good in spandex. Whatever.


  The closest I've ever come to a superhero was back in 96, I had a job stealing something from the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago. Yeah, normally I steer clear of the bigger cities. Even with ASH long gone, there's just too many people in Chicago to trust it to not have a new B-lister that I can't plan around. Plus, Chicago used to be a hotbed, so a lot of places had leftover anti-supers systems even though nothing more impressive than Lady Lawful's dance partners had been active in town lately.


  Well, long story short, I was having to do a little of my own ground work, but since the museum's open to the public I figured no problem.


  I saw the robot first.


  Clunky, slow, ugly. I already knew there wasn't a robotics exhibit at the museum that week, but even if I'd been tempted to write it off as something being moved in for later, the distracted-looking guy with the robot cinched it.


  Doctor Developer, late of Detroit, now rumored to be part of some special team that went after the kinds of things the A-listers let slip through the cracks. Things like me and my buddies.


  Needless to say, I got out before he could notice me, called the client, told him there was superhero interference and I was out. I always have a clause in my contract saying I can call a job off if it looks like big guns are getting involved, makes life a lot easier.


  No, I'm not worried about being sued for breach of contract, are you stupid? That's like calling the cops to complain that your drug dealer ripped you off and cut the cocaine with flour. But despite the adage there's at least some honor among thieves, and a good contract can keep you from getting a visit from a B-list legbreaker if you have to bail on a job.


  Anyway, that was my brush with superdom, the only time I even came close to running into security that I couldn't breeze through.


  The lesson here, to whoever reads this? Don't dismiss us D-list guys. Maybe we can't punch out an elephant, but we can probably rob your payroll pretty easy. So think about ways to at least make our jobs harder, eh? Even if you can't afford force fields and stun nets, there's always a few things you can change if you just think about it a little, and assume that someone like me is out there trying to get my hands on your stuff.


  Because we might be.


  Just not me anymore, I'm off to...well, someplace a lot nicer than Chicago. But for ever A-lister you see on the news, there's dozens of D-listers, and not all of us are content to make an honest living....


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


  Author's Notes:


  Sometimes the weirdest things inspire a story (or vignette, or whatever you want to call this thing). In this case, I was driving past the National Guard property in Topeka and looked at the fence they added during the post-9/11 round of "make everything look more secure" in 2003 or thereabouts. It occurred to me that even a low-level paranormal could probably leap that fence and any electronic defenses built into the perimeter, assuming he had a reason to get in. And from there I tinkered with the idea more, realizing that there was a whole niche for D-list paranormal crime, all of those places that couldn't afford the anti-supers security but were still tempting targets.


  The near-meeting between the D-lister and Doctor Developer takes place during the 1996 scene of CSV Annual #2. The point of view for the D-lister is probably mid-1997.


  This story was actually written between the commercials during Super Bowl XLIII. :) And the style "experiment" for the issue is "rambling first person confessional". Not something I do a lot of, probably for a number of good reasons.


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


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


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


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


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


  #17 - Dear Diary


  The cover shows a woman's diary open to a page on which the writing is fading rapidly, while the shadow of a gun starts to cross it.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #17 - Dear Diary


  Featuring the Forgotten Man


  copyright 2009 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [The following is a text-only reprint of a piece from Incoherent Mystery Tales, September 1935 issue. The original title is "The Most Mysterious Mysteryman!"]


  Gentle readers, the story you are about to read is true, taken from the diary of a woman whose identity we are shielding for her protection. We found it to be a memorable story...but will you? CAN you? - The Editors


  * * * *


  June 12, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  I met a rather odd fellow today at Jake's. I was eating dinner at the diner after work, and he just sat down at the counter next to me, acting like we were old acquaintances. He asked if I worked the jewelry counter at Foxx and Sons on Fiftieth, which I do, and I asked why he wanted to know.


  "Name's Colin Surrey, I'm a private detective," he said, as if that explained everything, which it DIDN'T and I told him so.


  He laughed, a sort of sad, "I get that a lot" kind of laugh.


  "I'm working for Foxx's insurance company," he added. "They think this guy might be casing the store...ah, trying to figure out how to best steal from you." He had this photo of a rough looking customer, but I didn't know the guy, and I said so.


  I also wondered why anyone'd go to the trouble. We had nice stuff at the jewelry counter, but it was a department store, not a real jewelry store. It was all pretty low-end stuff, the kind of thing a guy buys his wife when he realizes it's their anniversary. Not what you plan a robbery for.


  "I can't say a lot more, client privilege and all that," he said. He sure did sound like a cop, though, not a private dick. "Try to keep an eye out for this man, though."


  I asked how I'd get ahold of him, but he said he'd be in touch.


  Strange fella.


  * * * *


  June 15, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  I met the oddest guy today at work. He made a show of checking out a few rings and a necklace, but I've seen enough husbands and boyfriends pass by the jewelry counter to know he wasn't either. I guess he figured I had his number, since he smiled and pulled a photo out of his jacket.


  He wanted to know if I'd seen the guy in the photo, but I couldn't recall having done. Said he was working for the probation office, trying to check up on one of his "clients" all quiet-like. Guess the guy in the picture was a jewel thief or something, and the parole officer, this Colin Surrey, wanted to make sure he wasn't "window shopping".


  He gave me the photo and wrote a note on the back to remind me to keep an eye out. Strange...I could swear I've seen the photo before, just not the guy in it.


  Surrey said he was in from out of town and the fleabag he was staying at didn't have a phone, so he'd come by later to check.


  * * * *


  The entries for June 16 through June 19 have been omitted, as they have nothing to do with the mysterious Mr. Surrey, and would serve only to potentially identify and embarrass the young lady whose diary this is. - The Editors


  * * * *


  June 20, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  There's this photo in my purse, and I kinda remember being given it by some guy who was with the police, but it slipped my mind for a few days. I guess it was a busy day when he gave it to me. I think I have seen the man in the picture at work, though. If the officer or whoever comes by later, I should tell him. I know, I'll write on the photo that I saw him on the 18th, so I won't forget.


  * * * *


  June 21, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  Someone else came by to ask about the photo today. Said his name was Colin Surrey, but I've never seen him before. He explained one of his colleagues had talked to me the other day, a rather forgettable guy who's useful because he has the sort of face people forget.


  Mr. Surrey, though, has a pretty memorable face. All tan, almost like he's part Mexican or something. And these really sad eyes.


  He seemed worried that I'd seen the guy in the photo. Told me I should try to avoid staying after hours at work for a few days, in case the crook made his move. Insisted I write it down, like I'd FORGET something like that! I asked Mr. Foxx Jr. (he HATES being called that!) about it later in the day, and he said he hadn't heard anything about a criminal checking out the store, but that he'd look into it and consider putting me on an earlier shift if I was really worried.


  * * * *


  June 22, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  I think I'm cracking up!


  Mr. Foxx Jr. asked me more about the reason I asked to not be on late shift, and I couldn't remember the details! I still had a note, in handwriting I didn't recognize, warning me about the danger, but I couldn't put a face to it. Mr. Foxx Jr. said it was probably a prank, and not to worry about it.


  It seemed like the kind of thing I'd have written down in you, Diary, so I checked the last couple of weeks.


  I've met Colin Surrey three times, and can't remember it! And every time I met him before, I didn't remember the previous meetings!


  Am I going totally around the bend? I'm going to leave my diary out on the dressing table, open to this page, and see if I still remember this in the morning. I hope I can get to sleep, wondering about if you're nuts tends to keep a gal up at night!


  * * * *


  June 24, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  I have to write this down now, before I forget it. And then I'm going to put you away in my trunk and start a fresh diary, since I know I will forget all of this...or most of it, anyway...in the morning. And I don't want to torture myself with it.


  I overslept yesterday and had to rush to make it to work, so I ignored the diary left open on my dressing table. And since I was late, I was told I had to work late to make it up. There was stuff in the storeroom that needed sorting, and I could do that for an hour or so to make up the missed time.


  Anyway, when I was in the storeroom, the man from the photo was surprised when I came out from behind some boxes. He had a gun! He tied me to a chair, but he didn't bother to gag me, the storeroom is pretty soundproof. Thick old walls, and all that, it's up against the bank next door. Some other guy, who must've been working for the guy in the photo, dragged someone into the room, then dumped him next to me and seemed to forget about him, not even tying him to a chair. The guy's hands were tied, but -


  Here's the thing. At the time, I didn't recognize the guy they dumped next to me, but it was Colin Surrey! Yeah, the fella from all the days this month that I couldn't remember meeting!


  When he woke up, he apologized to me, and while I didn't realize how badly he needed to apologize at the time, I think I get the idea now that I re-read the last entry. He made me think I was cracking up!


  Anyway, he said he used to be a cop out in Hawaii, a pretty dirty cop at that. Paid off by the plantation owners, and when the workers went on strike he was the one who gave the order to fire on the strikers. Pretty low, if you ask me. He thought so too, not that it stopped him at the time.


  For days after, he could hardly sleep, and wished he'd never been born. Finally, he had this dream, and here's how he described it, as good as I can remember.


  "The faces of the men I'd ordered shot, and the ones I'd shot myself, were all around me, shouting, accusing, saying I needed to face justice. Finally, a new face came out of the mist, someone I didn't recognize. He said he was an old god of the Hawaiians, and he'd come to visit justice on me for what I did. He said that he'd grant my wish to never be born, but not the mercy of ceasing to be. Instead, every morning I'd wake to find that no one remembered me. Records would get lost over time, pictures fade. I'd be a man who never was, who no one could remember. And until I found a way to redeem myself in the eyes of the gods, I'd be cursed. If I died, I'd die unmourned. If I lived, I'd live without friends or family."


  I think I may have cried a little, it was so sad. When he woke from that dream, his landlord threw him out as a squatter, and he ended up drifting for a while. He finally got off Hawaii, but it wasn't easy, since any boat he got on would think he was a stowaway once he went to sleep. At least he'd get let out of jail on land the next day since no one could remember why he was there. In fact, he spends a lotta time in jail because it gives him two hots and a cot and they check him out in the morning with an apology. Or at worst, an assumption that he was in for being a drunk.


  He wasn't a parole officer or an insurance investigator, but you could say he was a private detective. A very private one. He was trying to do enough good to break his curse, but it was hard, since no one could remember him or that they promised to help. He talked to me three times and I still couldn't remember why I was looking for the guy who'd tied me up! In fact, I think he talked to me before the first one I wrote down, I just hadn't written in my diary that day before going to bed.


  By the time he finished his story, he'd worked out of his ropes. He left me tied up, promising to call the police to come get me. But he said that when I forgot him in the morning, the less of my adventure needed him around, the easier it'd be for my brain to fit the pieces together. Sometimes people did go crackers if he spent too much time around them and they lost too much of their memories.


  The cops did come, and I decided to keep quiet about Colin. I hadn't seen who beat up the crooks, officer, it wasn't the boys in blue? As my momma would say, butter couldn't have melted in my mouth, I should of been an actress.


  I'm writing "Do not open unless you remember Colin, I mean it!" on the cover and I'm going to lock it up and stuff it in a trunk. Maybe someday Colin will make those heathen gods happy enough that they'll let people remember him again, and then maybe I can read my own diary without thinking I'm going nuts.


  * * * *


  June 27, 1927


  Dear Diary,


  Ah, a fresh new diary and a fresh new day. Sorry I didn't write the last few days, but I've been busy talking to police and reporters about the whole robbery attempt at Foxx and Sons where I work. Someone was actually trying to break through the wall of our storeroom into the bank next door, like in that one Sherlock Holmes story! I was lucky they didn't want any dead bodies to get the cops angry, I just spent the whole time tied to a chair in the corner. But some mysteryman beat them all up and left them for the police! I think the mysteryman might've been asking around about the criminals beforehand, in disguise. I can remember someone asking me about a guy who looked a lot like the man who tied me up, but, well, it's been hectic.


  Some hero, he didn't even untie me! But the police officer who did untie me was pretty cute, and I think he's even single. His name is Carl O'Brien. Yes, he's Irish, and I'm sure pappa wouldn't approve, but pappa's up in Heaven now and I'm sure he's got plenty of things to be happy about so I won't make him feel bad.


  Cross your fingers, diary. Pages, I guess. I'll let you know if I have any luck with Officer O'Brien!


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


  And there you have it, the first "Forgotten Man" pulp story! Seven more installments would be published before Incoherent Mystery Stories ceased publication in 1937, all of which claimed to be either true stories or based on eyewitness accounts of events that took place in the late 1920s. In the last of them, "The Man Who Remembered," it was claimed by Horatio the Hexbreaker that there was no Hawaiian curse. Rather, Colin's own latent mystic powers had latched onto his overwhelming guilt over the massacre and cast a spell of forgetfulness over the world, a spell renewed when Colin slumbered.


  Since the publisher took the magazine off the schedule in favor of the new comicbooks, we never got to see if Colin ever managed to come to terms with his guilt and let the spell fade, but it's interesting to note that a few years after the events of "The Man Who Remembered," the enigmatic mystic known as John Doe went to work for the government in the tales of Beacon. The same man, or just an eerie coincidence? Only time, and requests from you readers, will tell....


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


  Author's Notes:


  This was written for Tom Russell's "High Concept" contest in June 2009. The high concept in question being the Forgotten Man, a pulp-era hero whose existence is forgotten by the world every 24 hours. I wrapped it in an extra layer of meta with the final scene, casting it as a 1970s reprint piece as the fictional Coherent Comics Group exercised some rights bought up in a bankrupcy sale, much as Marvel and DC were snapping up defunct companies in the 1970s.


  The incident in Colin Surrey's past was the Hanapepe Massacre (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanapepe_Massacre). I just went looking through the date function on Wikipedia for years in the 1920s until something caught my eye, an incident with a horrible outcome caused by someone who might regret it so keenly his Magene would erupt and "wish" himself out of the memories of all around him.


  When I was toying with ideas for how he'd have found out he was the cause of his own problems (the Hexbreaker reference), I briefly considered having him meet the Wanderer, then thought about having him meet John Doe...and then realized he probably WAS John Doe. And therefore, it ties into the existing First Age chronology quite nicely. This does contradict the First Age Sourcebook (which says John Doe is his real name), but I prefer the new explanation at least as a possibility, if not confirmed.


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


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


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


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


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


  #18 - The Black Buddha of Bhutan


  [The cover has a banner in the upper left reading "HIGH CONCEPT #4". The cover art is an homage to pulp style, with an adventurer in a torchlit cavern, fending off shadowy attackers with a torch in one hand and a pistol in the other.]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #18 - The Black Buddha of Bhutan


  Featuring Jack of All Trades


  copyright 2009 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  Dearest brother,


  I'm afraid that the matter of the so-called "Black Buddha of Bhutan" will have to fall on the "or not" side of the fence. As you'll see from the statuette accompanying this letter, it's not actually a Buddha, it's more of a pot-bellied pig demon of some sort. I found it in China rather than in Bhutan, and the thing is no longer black. Still, it's an interesting piece of art, I'm sure you'll find a place for it in that mansion you bought just before I left.


  I've enclosed the relevant pages of my travel journal. I haven't had time to copy them myself, so for heaven's sake don't lose them! You may want to get someone you trust to make copies and send one off to our wheelchair- bound acquaintance in Chicago. This all seems to have been his sort of affair. (It would have been nice to have had his gizmos along!)


  Jack Ripley


  Lhasa, Tibet


  September 12, 1935


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


  June 5, 1935


  The safe-passage from General Eight Ox proved to be well worth the bribes, we haven't been significantly molested by the local bandits. Out here in the Himalayas, the Japanese invasion, the Nationalists, the Communists...they all seem like fairy stories. General Eight Ox is the law of the land, and will remain so until someone is willing to devote the energy to ousting him. Still, for a warlord he's proven fairly honorable.


  Today we reached the village where the "Black Buddha of Bhutan" is reputed to have been removed to shortly before Bhutan's monarchy was put in place in '07. I haven't broached the subject yet, as its dire reputation is likely to tighten lips. Making things more difficult, no one here speaks any of the dialects of Mandarin I've already learned, so we're having to make do with written communications for now.


  I wish handshaking were universal! It would make life so much easier if I could make physical contact with one of these people and pick up their dialect with my "knack". I could listen to their unguarded conversation during that period where they think I can't have learned their tongue yet, and...ah, I guess I'm too greedy. Anyone else would have to learn these things the hard way, like I had to before that incident at that shrine in the Deccan in '25.


  I suppose if I'm being greedy, I should wish that my knack let me take memories and not just skills. Then I wouldn't need to ask questions in the first place.


  * * * *


  June 8, 1935


  I managed to contrive an "accidental" skin to skin contact that avoided giving offense. It wasn't long enough to pick up more than the language, but that will do for now. I expect most of the skills available in this village are things I've already acquired from my porters.


  They're still assuming I don't know how to speak their dialect, and we're communicating via the written word. Based on what they're saying, they seem to have bought our cover story that we're working for a British company that seeks to find a good path overland from Bhutan to China. They know just enough about the outside world to be guessing that we're planning to support those who are fighting the Japanese, and they don't seem to care. The war is rather far off when you're limited to foot travel through mountains, I suppose.


  We've started some general surveying as part of the cover, and we might find some interesting rock formations worth sketching for Robert's books.


  * * * *


  June 9, 1935


  When they think I can't hear them, the villagers sometimes offer blessing in the name of a "dark lady" rather than Buddha.


  Interesting.


  * * * *


  June 11, 1935


  I finally found a way to casually bring up the Black Buddha, and that we'd heard it had come this way. They claimed it had been in their village many years ago, but been taken elsewhere after only a short stay.


  One talent I've never needed to acquire with my knack has been my ability to read people...and the village elder was lying through his few remaining teeth. Hopefully he can't read me as well as I could read him, but I think I have a pretty good poker face. I simply moved on to another topic, as if my interest in the Black Buddha was a passing fancy.


  The glances of the villagers have become somewhat more wary, however. Maybe even a little hostile. I've told my people to not let their guard down. Hopefully it's just my imagination.


  * * * *


  June 13, 1935


  Lost two men to an "accident" on the trail today. Villagers claim to have seen it happen, that the men lacked the skill needed to walk where they were going.


  I know that to be a lie. One of the two was McGinty, and I took my mountaineering skill from him. I could handle that particular section of mountainside easily, so he should have as well. Can't say for sure about the porter with McGinty, but he's a mountain man from Bhutan, so should have had no troubles.


  * * * *


  June 14, 1935


  I confronted the elder, and used my agitation over the deaths of my men as a pretext to grasp his hands long enough to copy all of his skills. I got nowhere overtly, the elder simply suggests that we might seek a safer route for our road.


  Now that I've had the time to assimilate my new skills, there's some very interesting points. For one, he can speak Bhutanese, so it's fairly safe to say he's heard enough from our porters to know we're not actually surveying for a road. For another, he's quite the occultist. I now know a whole raft of rituals regarding the Dark Lady they've been whispering about at the edge of hearing.


  I can't say I LIKE knowing exactly how to best drain the blood from a sacrificial victim. But I like even less the prospect of that particular skill being used on me.


  I expect the next entry in this journal to take place after the matter is resolved, if this isn't to be the last entry ever. Normally, I'd take some precaution to make sure word reaches my brother in the event of my demise, but we're too isolated. If we send a runner back to Bhutan, there's every chance he'll be intercepted and bled out for the Dark Lady.


  * * * *


  June 27, 1935


  Finally able to stop long enough to order my thoughts and put pen to paper. We've been running for nearly two weeks, but finally met up with a unit of General Ox's troops, who obligingly gunned down the last of our pursuers. Apparently the troops were from the area, and had little use for the worshippers of the Dark Lady either, but avoided their village when possible. Something tells me the General knew all about this, but let us blunder into a trap to see if we could deal with the problem for him. My estimate of his sense of honor has dropped slightly, but my estimate of his cleverness has gone up.


  Things reached a head at a ceremonial dinner they threw for us on the 15th. I've acquired enough knowledge of poisons that I recognized the drugs they attempted to feed us, but I was unable to warn more than a handful of the party without forcing the villagers' hand and bringing out more immediately deadly weapons. Isolated, yes. Totally backward, no. Several of them had perfectly functional rifles that looked to be surplus from the Great War, and while we might have won an initial gunfight...well, I doubt the overall outcome would have been in our favor. So I pretended to eat the drugged food and feigned a trance. Jones wasn't a very good actor, and they ended up force-feeding him once everyone else had passed out. That left me with only Owens and Barr conscious as help as they trussed us up and took us to be sacrificed.


  I dared open my eyes only occasionally, but it was enough to tell that we were being taken into a cavern, the entrance of which must have been very cleverly camoflaged, since we hadn't found it in the week of "surveying". They stacked us like cordwood, giving me enough cover that I could observe what happened next.


  One of our porters was chosen to be the first sacrifice, for reasons known only to the elder. He was placed on a short altar in front of a small statue that could only be the fabled Black Buddha. It wasn't merely black like ebony or ink, it drank in light as if it were made of a slice of the night sky. The darkness blurred its outlines, washing out any details there might have been.


  The porter's hands were untied and one was carefully placed on the Black Buddha. I could see that none of the villagers touched it themselves, and in a moment I saw why, as the porter was shocked awake and into a scream! He struggled to pull his hand away from the ebon statuette, and I could see him withering away before my eyes until only a mummified body remained, released by that horrible idol to slump back onto the altar.


  Suddenly, the context of so many of the rituals I had learned made hideous sense. None were necessary in order to feed the Dark Lady, mere contact with her token was enough. And once she had fed sufficiently, the ritual killings would begin, spells to curry her favor and gain specific blessings.


  The porter's corpse was tossed onto a firepit, where the dessicated husk caught fire like so much tinder. A second unconscious Bhutanese was being dragged over to the altar. Now I could see that they were saving the "special" visitors like myself for the rituals. Low-class laborers would serve for the initial feeding.


  All that time I'd been working out of my bonds, thanking the time I'd shook hands with Harry Houdini shortly before his death. I'd also managed to locate the ritual I wanted, and when all eyes were upon the victim I surged from the pile and made my move!


  Hurling the villagers aside with some jujitsu, I grabbed the elder and pushed him against the Black Buddha, shouting out an incantation in words I didn't understand...meaning that the elder hadn't understood them either. They'd been passed down without meaning, perhaps because their meaning was too terrible to contemplate.


  As I'd hoped, the blackness in the elder's own soul clashed with the Buddha's own, and there was a powerful pulse of...un-being is the only way I can describe it. All in the room were stunned, but when I recovered my wits the elder was nowhere to be found and the "Buddha" had lost its shadowy cloak, standing revealed as an ebony carving of some sort of demon. Only the softening effect of the shadows had allowed it to pass as a Buddha.


  The villagers must have been more intimately connected to the power of the statue, for they remained dazed for long enough that Owens, Barr and I could rouse the rest of our party and escape. We took as many of their weapons as we could quickly grab, but it was still a harrowing time fleeing through the mountains with angry villagers on our heels. Gunfire from out of nowhere would sometimes fell one of us, but we got our own back whenever one of them showed his face over an escarpment.


  Now I sit here, as safe as I suppose one can be after having earned the emnity of a dark goddess of some sort. I hope she doesn't look like her idol, though...this is a very ugly pig-demon statue.


  All that effort and all those deaths, and I doubt more than a handful of men alive would even believe it. Robert will, of course, he's seen things equally strange in his own travels to the Orient. A few men in the government would like to know about this, I expect. But rather useless for the old BION, yes? Very much "or not" this time around.


  Of course, if they were all believable, I suppose I'd get bored fairly quickly, and that wouldn't do. After all, once you've mastered all the skills known to man, what's left but to go after the skills NOT known to man?


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


  Author's Notes:


  This story was written for High Concept #4, "the kitbashed superhero" aka "trolling for Dave to write". I decided to go for a subtler effect and write about someone who modified himself by acquiring skills rather than actual powers or physical parts, which in turn suggested a pulp setting where a guy with all sorts of skills could be impressive. I was originally going to title the story "Jack of All Trades" until I remembered that I used the name of the character as part of the Coherent Super Stories logo, so I switched to the story's macguffin as the title. The macguffin itself underwent a slight name change as well, originally being the Black Gold Buddha, but I decided that alliteration of "Black Buddha of Bhutan" worked better for a pulp-style story.


  Jack Ripley is a fictional brother to real life Robert L. Ripley, of "Believe it or Not" fame. In the ASH Universe, Jack Ripley was born in 1903, and made his first serious trip outside of America in 1924-26, a few years after Robert's first round the world voyage. In 1925 he had his origin story in India (the Deccan is part of India), unlocking his paranormal talent. In the decade that followed, he acted as his famous brother's agent in matters where publicity would be counter-productive, seeking out those things at the fringes of the world that might or might not be believable (regardless of whether they were true).


  Robert Ripley died in 1949. Jack Ripley may or may not have survived past that...odds are good that he got rather mixed up in OSS matters during WWII, which would have significantly raised the odds of him predeceasing his older brother.


  General Eight Ox might be the ox spirit who becomes Premier Niu in the 2020s. Early ideas for this story had Eight Ox as the main antagonist, in which case I would have had to make it clear one way or another, but as a background character I can safely leave the question unanswered until such time as I want to use him at center stage. :)


  The wheelchair-bound acquaintance mentioned in the cover letter is Harry Parker, AKA the original Beacon. Beacon's story is mostly told here: http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/history.html (he had largely retired from the costumed phase of his career by 1935, and wouldn't go back into action until the war started, but it's still reasonable to expect Jack would recall him in connection with darkness cultists).


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


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


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


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


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


  #19 - IMP in the ARPANET


  [The cover shows Brightsword I drawn in Ditko style, swimming through a torrent of daffodils while clutching a chocolate bar in one hand. He's thinking, "MUST...REACH OTHER SIDE! OR ELSE...NUCLEAR ARMAGEDDON!"]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #19 - "IMP in the ARPANET"


  Featuring Brightsword I


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  General Art notes: This is Steve Ditko style at his most bizarre and otherworldly, for the most part. Even the flashbacks to "mundane" events are twisted and warped to reflect how the memories are perhaps a bit untrustworthy.
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  Splash page. It's similar to the cover, but where Brightsword's expression was grim determination on the cover, here it's more confused. Despite his strong grip, the chocolate bar he's holding isn't deforming. The series logo is in the upper left, but the story title is part of the final thought bubble. Indicia indicate that this was originally published in Brightsword #21, dated June 1970.


  Brightsword is swimming up and to the right. His first thought bubble is above and to the left, between him and the logo. The second is below and to the right, the last is in the lower right corner.


  THOUGHT 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): Why am I trying to get this chocolate bar to the other side of a sea of daffodils? Why is it so hard to think? To REMEMBER?


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Wait...it's coming back to me. It's all just a bad trip, not just for me, but for the...


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD, logo-style lettering): ...IMP in the ARPANET!
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  The panel borders should be somewhat swirly and overlapping. This isn't a regular memory flashback, it's tinged by the hallucinogenic nature of Brightsword's experiences.


  2 by 2 grid, leave a lot of room for word bubbles.


  Panel 1: Brightsword is entering Professor Zeemon's office, and there's a man in a Colonel's uniform there as well. The eagles on his collar seem to be trying to fly away.


  SPEECH 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): What's the emergency, Prof?


  SPEECH 2 (ZEEMON): Ah, good...Colonel Akers is here from DARPA*, he needs your help.


  CAPTION 3 (FOOTNOTE): DARPA - The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency...who says super spy agencies have a monopoly on acronyms?


  Panel 2: Brightsword's head at the left forefront of the panel, so we're looking over his shoulder at Colonel Akers. Akers has a serious "government spook" look to him.


  SPEECH 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): Got another rogue science project that needs punching?


  SPEECH 5 (AKERS): Actually, we'd rather not punch it, but you're the only superhero we could find on short notice. We were hoping you might have a contact who could help.


  Panel 3: Akers is taking off his sunglasses as he talks. His eyes are swirly.


  SPEECH 6 (AKERS): For the past several years, DARPA has been working on something called ARPANET, a way to let computers talk to each other. Unfortunately, it looks like an alien intelligence has taken over ARPANET!


  Panel 4: Closeup of Brightsword, with question marks dancing around his head.


  BURST 7 (BRIGHTSWORD): Great googly moogly!


  SPEECH 8 (BRIGHTSWORD): But wait, can't you just deprogram or reprogram or unprogram it or something?
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  Another 2 by 2 grid. Near the final panel, order is totally breaking down again, and daffodils are flooding in from the panel gutters.


  Panel 1: Akers is holding up a stack of punchcards while Zeemon looks on in the background.


  SPEECH 1 (AKERS): Good to know you're not completely ignorant of advances in computer science. But there's two ways to tell a computer what to do. The first is programs, like this one.


  Panel 2: A circuit diagram of a computer, with speech bubble over it.


  SPEECH 2 (AKERS, OFF): But for things you want the computer to do a lot of, you build it into the actual machine. We call that hardwiring.


  Panel 3: Nighttime image of a meteor crashing into a farm field. Akers speaks via caption.


  CAPTION 3: "Two years ago, a meteor fell in Idaho with some very interesting metal. It had almost zero electrical resistance at room temperature, something very useful for making computers, since they normally generate a lot of heat. So we've been using it in the ARPANET computers."


  Panel 4: A scientist at work on circuitry, the wires are reaching up at him as he recoils in horror. Akers continues to speak in the caption.


  CAPTION 4: "To our horror, we've discovered that the metal was an alien of some kind. And now that most of it has been hardwired into ARPANET, its mind has taken over the system!"
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  Splash page, more swimming in daffodils, although various strange critters can be glimpsed among the flowers. The view is from high above, so Brightsword is only an inch or so long. His thought bubbles start in the upper left and move to the lower right.


  THOUGHT 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): Hardwired aliens infesting the nation's defenses! Now I remember!


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): And the ARPANET is too well-connected to just turn things off...try anything at one machine, and the alien will detect it and do, um, something nasty at the others. Did Akers say ARPANET had access to nuclear launch codes?


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Um...yeah. I think he did. That's gonna be a problem.


  THOUGHT 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): I wish I could remember what this chocolate bar is for. Did it have something to do with the LSDemon*?


  CAPTION 5 (FOOTNOTE): Last seen in Brightsword #9's immortal tale, "The Red, White and Blue Acid!"


  PAGE 5


  Another 2 by 2 grid. The art should be particularly loose and weird around the LSDemon himself, especially later on.


  Panel 1: A prison meeting room. A man who looks vaguely like Timothy Leary in a prisoner uniform sits opposite Brightsword at the spartan table.


  SPEECH 1 (LSDEMON): No, man, I've been clean six months now. Why you hassling me?


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Because I don't know anyone better at getting inside someone's head than you, LSDemon. And right now I need to go on a strange trip into some alien headspace.


  Panel 2: LSDemon gives Brightsword a "what the heck are you talking about?" look. No dialogue.


  Panel 3: View over LSDemon's shoulder at a hemming and hawing Brightsword.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Um, literally. There's this alien mind I need to get inside so we can disconnect it from...look, just accept that reality is sometimes weirder than any drug trip, okay?


  Panel 4: LSDemon smirks.


  SPEECH 4 (LSDEMON): Groovy. Whatcha need?
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  2 by 2 grid. Find a way to imply the passage of time between pages, since Brightsword laid out the plot for LSDemon off-panel.


  Panel 1: Brightsword leaning forward earnestly, talking to LSDemon, whose prison togs seem to have morphed into something like his "Sergeant Pepper" homage costume last seen in Brightsword #9.


  SPEECH 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): ...and that's the situation. We need to get into that alien mind and find a way to get it out of ARPANET.


  Panel 2: Closeup on LSDemon.


  SPEECH 2 (LSDEMON): No can do. I can help you send the mind on a trip, but I can't permanently separate body and mind. The body is that freaky meteor metal.


  Panel 3: Brightsword looks dismayed.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): So, you're saying you can't help?


  Panel 4: LSDemon stands up and gestures grandly.


  SPEECH 4 (LSDEMON): Of course I can help! But I can only take you part of the way, send that alien dude on the trip of his life, if you can help out on it. Then you'll have time to figure out a more, like, permanent solution.
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  Splash page, much closer to the swimming Brightsword, with the chocolate bar in his hand at the center of the frame. Many flowers drift up closer to the viewer.


  THOUGHT 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): That's IT! I'm in LSDemon's acid trip world, and so is the alien!


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): I just need to get to the alien and feed him this symbolic chocolate bar, and it'll keep the trip going even when LSDemon stops using his power.


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): And then the science guys will have plenty of time to pick out all those wires and get the alien out of ARPANET!


  THOUGHT 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): Still not sure why it took the form of chocolate. Maybe LSDemon has the munchies....
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  This is a splash page with three panels embedded in it, in the lower left corner, middle right edge and one in between them. Arrows lead from the lower left panel up through to the rightmost one. All the panels are segments of the overall splash scene, but Brightsword is in the middle of each.


  Splash: A sea of daffodils. Rising in the middle top like a volcanic island is a pyramid covered in golden circuitry, a strange alien eye hovering over it. Think a mystical-cyberpunk take on the back of the U.S. dollar bill.


  Inset Panel 1: Brightsword is swimming towards the middle panel.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): My GOD! It's HUGE!


  Inset Panel 2: Brightsword is swimming towards the right most panel.


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Current...trying to...keep me away!


  Inset Panel 3: Brightsword is swimming straight at the pyramid.


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Hey, wait...does this thing even have a mouth to eat the chocolate bar?
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  2 by 2 grid. All the gutters between panels are filled with a mix of daffodils and golden wires.


  Panel 1: Brightsword's hand (the one without the chocolate) is sticking out of the flowers and grasping the edge of the pyramid, as if he's resisting an undertow that wants to pull him underneath the pyramid.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): ALMOST...THERE!


  Panel 2: Brightsword is in a medium shot, running up and to the left up the side of the pyramid, taking a short hop over a golden tendril that has detached from the surface and is trying to grasp him.


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): If there isn't - HUP! - a mouth up there, I guess I'll have to MAKE one!


  Panel 3: At the top, Brightsword stands face to face with the alien eye. It has a very bizarre speech bubble, wreathed in daffodils and wires, like the panel borders.


  SPEECH 3 (ALIEN EYE): Your primitive computer network is a satisfactory home, meat thing. Do not think you can make me leave. Your species will serve mine.


  Panel 4: Closeup of Brightsword's fist, clenched around the chocolate bar, a brown wrapper with yellow name and white company logo. "Choc" can be seen of the name, and "NEST" of the logo.


  BURST 4 (BRIGHTSWORD, OFF): WRONG, alien! It's time you saw the light!
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  Splash page, Brightsword is cramming the candy bar into the center of the eye, a rainbow of psychedelic effects exploding outward from his hand. Shot is medium-long, you can just barely see some of the floral sea behind the pyramid.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): THE CHOCO LITE!
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  Splash page, as many weird LSD trip effects as can be crammed in, with Brightsword being hurled back towards the reader.


  SPEECH 1 (ALIEN EYE, HIDDEN BEHIND EFFECTS): Woooooow....
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  2 by 2 grid, very regular lines, absolutely NO weirdness whatsoever in the art. As straight as the Ditko style allows.


  Panel 1: Closeup on Brightsword, who is groggily coming around on a bench in a government lab somewhere. A few sets of legs are visible, belonging to Zeemon, Akers and LSDemon.


  SPEECH 1 (BRIGHTSWORD, WOBBLY): Uuuuh...anyone get the number of the music festival that hit me?


  Panel 2: Medium shot of all four. LSDemon looks guiltily relieved, as if he kind of hoped Brightsword wouldn't wake up, but knows he'd have been blamed if that happened. Akers is combining "help you up" with "hearty handshake".


  SPEECH 2 (AKERS): No, but the alien intelligence is at a permanent one, thanks to you. While you were out, we were able to confirm that the hardwired alien is neutralized.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): So, when does it come out?


  Panel 3: Akers scratches the back of his head a bit sheepishly.


  SPEECH 4 (AKERS): Well...never. The metal is too useful, and the alien won't ever come back from this bad trip...so why disturb things?


  Panel 4: Medium shot, Brightsword is laughing and the other three look amused.


  SPEECH 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): Well, I'm sure something better will come along to replace the wiring before anything bad happens. And you'd notice it if this ARPANET started spewing acid trip craziness, right? Ha ha ha!


  CAPTION 6: The End!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This was done for the bizarre High Concept Challenge #6, which I assembled as a Mad Lib out of contributions from the two writers who tied in voting for High Concept Challenge #5. The result was "When the Earth becomes infested with hardwired aliens, one Earthling and his/her chocolate respond by swimming."


  Clearly, a hard one to do without cheating somewhere. Especially if I wanted to do it in ASH, a sort of additional limitation I've been placing on my High Concept entries...clearly something this loopy would make more "sense" in the LNH or Superguy. But then I remembered that I've been casting Brightsword I as a sort of "Kirby's Captain America taken over by Steve Ditko at his weirdest," and I knew he was my man for this chocolate-related resistance effort.


  The title is a pun...IMPs are Interface Message Processors, the packet switching nodes used in ARPANET.


  Choco Lite is an actual 1970s-era candy bar from Nestle, ARPANET was in existence by 1970 (specifically, the first message was sent over it in October 1969), and there really is a drugged out alien mind at the core of the Internet. What, don't tell me you never noticed?


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


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


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


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


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


  #20 - Flag Line


  The cover shows a view over the shoulder of a figure in yellow, white and green armor of a woman in red, black and yellow. She carries an axe nearly as tall as she is, and stares defiantly at the armored figure, her blond hair falling over her face as she stands back up from the ruined furniture she'd been knocked into. The shadows falling across her look vaguely like a swastika.


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #20 - Flag Line


  Featuring Rechtigkeit II


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  CODENAME / REAL NAME / POWERS


  Rechtigkeit II / Sofie Rasch / Mystic axe, superhuman physical stats


  Onslaught / Arnold Zugmann / Genetically enhanced, advanced weaponry


  Herr Stark / Unrevealed / Strongest man in the world


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


  [Author's Note: All dialogue in this issue is in German, translated into English (codenames like Rechtigkeit/Justice and Herr Stark/Mr. Strong not translated).]


  [June 14, 1995 - Lower City, Khadam]


  "So, y'gonna tell me where ta find Herr Stark now, punk?" the petite blonde woman hefted the dazed bouncer up as high as she could, barely lifting his feet off the floor. "Or do I hafta get mean?"


  Everyone else in the bar had already been knocked out or run away, testifying that Sofie Rasch's idea of "mean" apparently went beyond the sort of casual violence she had just visited on the watering hole. She carried the name of Rechtigkeit, but had already established herself as a much more violent hero than the man who had worn West Germany's colors during the Second Heroic Age.


  "Why don't y'all set down the nice man and we kin have a chat, all friendly-like?" a new voice asked from the doorway.


  Sofie whirled, hardly noticing how the bouncer swung around like a ragdoll in the process. An impressive figure in form-fitting body armor stood in the damaged doorway, almost gingerly picking his way around the shattered remains of the door itself.


  "Onslaught," she hissed. "About time y'showed yer mug. Ya gotta know sumpin' about Stark," she dropped the bouncer, who did not actually bounce.


  "Oh, I know a lot about Herr Stark, missy. But I also know y'all're violatin' sovereign territ'ry and lowerin' property values. Not that they were all *that* high in this neighborhood, but it's the principle, see?"


  Rechtigkeit suppressed a snicker. Onslaught was trying to come across all suave and highborn, but what Khadam passed off as German made everyone sound like country bumpkins. Came from being founded by a mix of Berbers and...Thuringians, maybe. A bit hard to place, but definitely very rural. To a Berliner like Sofie, it sounded almost comic.


  "Cut th'crap, Zugmann," Sofie snarled, pushing the smile aside. "Word on the street is Stark finally pissed off enough people t'get kicked outta Haven, and he came here since it's about the only place wit'out outstandin' warrants on the murderin' creep. A guy like dat doesn't do anytin' quiet, so even if ya ain't harborin' him on purpose, y'gotta know where I can find him and nail his hide t' a wall."


  "Wellll," Onslaught drawled, starting to make a conscious effort to damp down his accent, "much as I think Herr Stark would serve the world better as wall decor, like I said there's principle to consider. A matter of the law of the land, not some personal idea of justice," he sounded like he was smirking behind the armored helmet. "Supervillains were kicked out years ago, and if Stark is here, it's a mattah for OUR law enforcement. Well, the members of law enforcement willing to face a psychotic murdering demihuman. If'n y'all want t'help, apply at our embassy for an entry visa. Don't just jump the border fence and start beatin' up our hard-workin' barmen."


  Rechtigkeit rolled her eyes, although she'd finally gotten a good enough mask that it hid her eyes from view without obscuring her vision. She felt acutely aware that her costume was still pretty much just workout clothing in patriotic colors with a hand-sewn sash, while Onslaught wore exquisitely worked body armor adorned with the flag of Khadam on the chestplate. She felt like Cinderella after the spell wore off and the dress turned back to rags. But she hid those feelings behind bluster. "Please. That threadbare excuse? Everyone knows Haven's part of Khadam, regardless of any legal fictions ya may got goin'."


  Onslaught chuckled. "Be that as it may, but at least I'm here all official-like. Duly appointed representative of my government, on my home soil. I hear the German government barely tolerates your use of the name, and Ah seriously doubt they gave you sanction t'violate our sovereignty."


  "Justice and law aren't always the same thing. Justice and diplomacy are almost never the same thing," Sofie countered. "But I'm pretty sure that if I serve the needs of justice and bring back Herr Stark's head, the politicians will find a way to forgive me my 'violations' against you."


  "Serving justice, or servin' Rechtigkeit? Ah, never mind that, you patriotic blond legacy heroes are a lot alike, you know? You, the new Lady Lawful, the new Brightsword...draped in the flag and just *oozin'* righteous rage. Hear Brazil's blonde flag lady is more mellow, but Ah also hear she ain' really blonde," Onslaught chuckled. "Be int'restin' t'find out, ah?"


  "Pig," Sofie hissed, swinging her oversized axe in a thrumming arc that would have separated the Khadamite's head from his shoulders had he not leaned back just barely enough. In fact, the very tip caught on the armor of his right shoulderpad due to a slight twist he performed just after it seemed like the miss would be clean. As a result, Rechtigkeit stumbled slightly and flubbed her attempt at a backswing.


  "Verra nice, good power, Ah see y'anticipated a dodge," Onslaught commented as he took advantage of her stumble to fully knock the axe aside. "Consider'n y'ain't been at this much more'n a year, that's pretty good," he added as he kicked her savagely in the midriff, sending the petite Berliner flying across the bar into one of the few tables left unmarred by her earlier activities. Despite it, though, she never lost her grip on the axe.


  Picking herself up, Rechtigkeit said, "Yer strong an' fast, but'cher not para. I c'n keep dis up all day, c'n you?"


  "Oh, I can keep it up as long as y'all like, little lady," Onslaught leered. "Care ta retire t'more private accommodations and see?"


  Sofie hurled the largest of the tabletop pieces at Onslaught, who ducked out of the way. "Are you tryin' t'get me in yer bed?" she asked, incredulously.


  "Bed, livin' room floor, bathtub...whatever works, sweetie. Don't tell me all this roughhousin' in tight-fittin' outfits doesn't get y'blood up."


  Sofie put down the barstool she had been about to throw, a disgusted moue on her face. "Screw this. Screw you...no, UNscrew you. You ain't gettin' in my pants, and if yer gettin' off on fightin' me, I'm outtahere. Y' mebbe can dodge my attacks, but I doubt y'can hurt me either."


  "Fine, fine...if this isn't to end enjoyably, let's let it just end an' go our sep'rit ways," Onslaught held up his hands placatingly. "Stark ain' round here no mo'. We let him 'find out' about a piece of tech held in a lab in Grenada that might be to his likin', and he took off to try to steal it. Hopefully he won't realize that the security's not as light as we let him believe, and someone else will find him more permanent accomodations."


  "I'll be back if you're lying about this," she warned.


  "Oh, on my honor as a gentleman, it's the truth," Onslaught averred. "One moah thing..."


  Without warning, Rechtigkeit's world turned upside down and inside out, like the worst of the drug trips she'd been on before finding the axe. She was faintly aware of a horrible, terrible KEENING sound that bit deep into her brain and turned her nerves to conduits of fire, but the effects vastly overwhelmed the cause. She felt the fire pour out of her belly as Onslaught extended claws through slits in the fingertips of his gloves and raked a hand across her midsection before dropping her with a hammerblow of his other gauntlet.


  "...Ah CAN hurt y'all," Onslaught proclaimed through the shimmering fog that Sofie seemed to be wrapped in. He took off his helmet to reveal a mane of very leonine, tawny hair and a slightly fanged smile. Then he spit on her face. "You would have enjoyed my bed a great deal more than my scorn, little lady. Although I can't guarantee it wouldn't have left you just as dazed and hurt."


  He reseated his helmet and started to walk from the bar, waving away someone outside who was just outside of Sofie's range of vision. Before he too, left her sight, he paused. "By the way, for your sake Ah hope y'all don't find Herr Stark. He's beaten me both times we fought. Y'all wouldn't stand a chance, and sharing *his* bed would leave you worse than dazed."


  "What makes y'think I'd..." Sofie slurred, slowly getting back to her feet and leaning on the haft of her axe. Truthfully, she hadn't been hurt all that much by the savage attack, it had simply been overwhelming at the time and left her stunned. The clawmarks on her now-bare belly were more like scrapes than cuts.


  "What makes *y'all* think Herr Stark asks a lady? Especially one durable enough to last him long enough t'finish his business? Why do y'all think a den of outlaws and villains like Haven would kick out someone so powerful? Try t'put two and two t'gether, Ms. Rasch. Y'all seem like a nice enough blonde flagsuit, and while Ah must admit taking you down a peg right now was quite satisfyin', there's only a very few women Ah'd want t'see attracting Stark's 'romantic' attentions. Y'ain't one a' them."


  The haze was gone now, and Rechtigkeit fell into a fighting stance. "Fine. Warning taken. Round two?" she beckoned with her free hand, lightly holding the massive axe as if it were no heavier than a tennis racket.


  Onslaught shook his head. "This place is surrounded by mah men now, and they're all equipped so's t'fight while Ah scream. Leave now, or we mail you back t'Germany in a box. With airholes, if y'all don't catch an unlucky plasma bolt to th' brainpan."


  Sighing, Rechtigkeit relaxed her stance, but then with lightning swiftness turned and smashed a through the wall, widening a hole that had been started during the earlier "information gathering" session and leaping away across the rooftops of the lower city.


  Heedless of whether any of the troops might be in earshot, Onslaught sighed. "Damn, now Ah got a hankerin' for a blonde who can take a little punishment. Wonder if that clone Unca Hans's been workin' on's ready for a little test drive...?"


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


  Author's Notes:


  Written for High Concept Challenge #8, "Opposites". While both "flagsuits" for German-speaking nations, Onslaught and Rechtigkeit otherwise embody a LOT of oppositions. Male/Female. "Bad German" vs. "Good German". Highly trained officially sanctioned operative on the one hand, enthusiastic amateur operating on her own on the other hand. Cynical, leering opportunist versus idealist. Someone who's always known his role at the top versus someone who found her place only after hitting the bottom. Aristocrat versus commoner, rural versus urban. Normaltech (Onslaught is a mix of alien technology and Doctor Sheng's non-Magene genetic tinkering) versus magic.


  While it's not as obvious as it usually is, I did try to write this as a sort of period piece, as I do most issues of CSS. The period in question, though, was the mid-90s. The days of replacement heroes and Women in Refrigerators. Of casual city-killing brutality to show how edgy a new villain was, that sort of thing. The retro-Silver Age movement was well underway as a reaction to much of this stuff, of course, but I figure that in whatever universe actually printed comics like the Brightsword scripts I've written, there would also have been some stories that embodied the worst trends of the 90s. This is one of them.


  As replacement figures go, Sofie Rasch's Rechtigkeit is probably closest in spirit to Kyle Rayner. She had no connection to the previous holder of the name other than the weapon both use, and the previous hero met a rather ignominious fate. Rather than turning into a supervillain, though, the first Rechtigkeit was killed by his own murderous son, Herr Stark. Herr Stark's costume (http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/herrstark.JPG) is a deliberate riff on Superman's, a comment on various "Dark Superman" characters like Hank Henshaw. It's the same axe in that picture and in http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/rechtigkeit.JPG, which should give you some idea of the size difference between Herr Stark and Sofie.


  Brightsword II is more like a Wally West figure, brought up by the predecessor and encouraged to grow into the role. Lady Lawful II, on the other hand, is more of a Jesse Quick (circa her earliest appearances, anyway), daughter to a legacy but steered away from it as long as possible. I made up the Brazilian flagsuit just to have another example for this story, and I haven't decided who the clone in the last paragraph is a copy of, so there's a few loose ends out there if any other writers would like to pick them up. :)


  In the generation between 1995 and the 2020s, the Khadam accent has shifted significantly, due in part to the influx of refugees from other parts of Africa after 1998's events, as well as the deaths of all the original Nazi soldiers and most of their children due to old age (Arnold's uncle Hans survives as a brain in a jar). The idea to have the Zugmanns speak in "hick Deutsch" comes from the fact that Erwin Rommel was Swabian and his native dialect of German was pretty incomprehensible to Allied translators (a point made in the Desert Peach comic). The remaining old guard (mostly third generation and some fourth) probably still speaks German with a pronounced Upper Saxon accent, but they're a shrinking minority. Central African tone patterns are likely starting to filter into the street patois, mixing with the Berber elements, despite Khadam's central media striving to homogenize the spoken language.


  Hey, Tony may be the one with a degree in linguistics, but that doesn't mean I can't dabble in it too. ;)


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


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


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


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


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


  #21 - Prisoner of the Red Planet!


  [Rather than a proper cover, we see the splash page of a backup story. Brightsword is on red soil under a red sky, surrounded by the suited aliens from his origin story while a half-strength image of Darkshield laughs triumphantly over the scene. "BRIGHTSWORD is a PRISONER of the RED PLANET!" proclaims the title.]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #21 - Prisoner of the Red Planet!


  Featuring Brightsword I


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  SCHEDULING NOTE: Fit this backup story in wherever you can in the next few issues. Brightsword #32 (July 1971 cover) is probably the best fit, assuming they don't run over pagecount on the lead story.


  GENERAL ART NOTES: Make sure the artist has reference for the "aliens" in Brightsword's origin story, as seen in Coherent Comics #5 (1967). The suits shouldn't look identical to the ones in that story, but given how tripped-out the art was in CC #5, the details weren't consistent from panel to panel anyway. Don't make them look exactly like the suits from Jiang Sheng's side of the story, though.


  The colorist should use a lot of dull red in the backgrounds and props. The more oppressively dull red it feels, the better. Ease up on the red on the last page, though.


  PAGE 1


  Splash page. This is a symbolic page, so the elements should be arranged for maximum dramatic impact rather than worrying about if they make sense. If the artist has any better placement ideas, just give me a ring and run it past me.


  Brightsword is under a dome on a rusty red planet with a pinkish red sky. He's surrounded by the yellow-suited "aliens" from his origin story, who advance menacingly on him. The upper half of the page will have a half-strength ghostly image of Darkshield, laughing triumphantly.


  TITLE 1: BRIGHTSWORD is a PRISONER of the RED PLANET!


  PAGE 2


  Yeah, Brightsword waking up in a strange place at the start of the story is something of a cliche already, but embrace it, since this is a callback to his origin story. Maybe include some of the same drug-trip panel border tricks from Coherent Comics #5 initially, but by the last panel of the 2x2 grid the borders should be perfectly normal.


  Panel 1: Totally black except for any panel border headtrip stuff.


  THOUGHT 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): Ow. I think Darkshield improved his stunners since last time.


  Panel 2: Fill with dark dull red, as if looking through closed eyelids in a red-lit room.


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): I don't feel like I'm chained up or anything, although it feels like Keith Moon's in my skull.


  Panel 3: Eye-shaped opening in the dull red fill. The view is blurry, indistinct and pinky-russet. Or as close as the color separators can manage.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): Pink ceiling? Did he dump me in a baby's bedroom?


  Panel 4: Pull back to see Brightsword sitting up on a dusty red floor, smudges of rusty red on his costume. He's looking in shock at something that's out of the shot.


  BURST 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): HOLY HANNAH!


  PAGE 3


  The top half of the page is a half-splash, the bottom half is divided into two roughly equal panels.


  Panel 1: Long shot from outside a glass dome. The viewpoint is just low enough to see the horizon near the top of the panel, and there's a distinctly alien cast to the terrain. It's all rusty red, and the thin slice of sky visible is the same color as in page 2, panel 3. Brightsword has gotten to his feet in the middle of the dome.


  BURST 1 (BRIGHTSWORD): WHERE ON EARTH AM I?


  Panel 2: Medium shot of Brightsword, who is turning to look over his shoulder at a sound behind him. Darkshield's speech bubbles (indicated as "radio") should have a border that suggests these are transmissions over a speaker.


  RADIO 2 (DARKSHIELD, OFF): Nowhere on EARTH, Red White and Bluto!


  Panel 3: Over the shoulder shot of Brightsword looking at a video monitor set into the side of the dome at head level. On the screen is Darkshield's helmeted visage. Blurry figures are visible moving about outside the dome behind the screen.


  RADIO 3 (DARKSHIELD): Welcome, Brightsword...


  PAGE 4


  The top fifth of the page is a wide slice panel, the rest of the page is split into a 2x2 grid.


  Panel 1: Exterior long shot of the dome. An alien spaceship is parked some distance from it to the left, and the figures outside the dome are barely visible, maybe half the height of a standard letter. Darkshield's burst is on the right, and has the same radio-style border as his other dialogue.


  BURST 1 (DARKSHIELD): ...TO MARS!


  Panel 2: Closeup on a horrified Brightsword. Leave room for a large bubble.


  RADIO 2 (DARKSHIELD, OFF): Capturing you has never been all that hard, Boy Sprout. But you have a real knack for escaping before I finish my scheme, and since no one's paying me to actually kill you, I prefer not to try.


  Panel 3: Stat of Page 3, Panel 3.


  RADIO 3 (DARKSHIELD): As you know, I've done some work for your alien friends. They offered to take you off my hands for a while.


  Panel 4: Same blocking, but change the angle so Darkshield's monitor is on the left, Brightsword on the right, and a blurry distant view of the spaceship is in the middle background. Brightsword's fist is raised.


  RADIO 4 (DARKSHIELD): They don't want you on their ship after the mess you made of their last one, but a pressurized dome on Mars? Perfect. You break it --


  BURST 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): Oh, I'll BREAK IT all right!


  Panel 5: Brightsword is hitting the dome, but try to make it clear he's pulling his punch at the last moment.


  RADIO 6 (DARKSHIELD): Then you die! There's no AIR out there!


  PAGE 5


  2x2 grid, but it's like a splash page broken up into pieces. The unified view is from maybe a quarter of the way down from straight up, with the curve of the dome dominating the upper left. We see maybe half the dome's total area split among the panels. Darkshield's monitor is only in panel 1, but the arrows of his speech bubbles in the other panels should point back to it. Brightsword is moving from panel to panel in an Z path.


  Panel 1: Brightsword is scrambling back from the crack in the dome, while three of the yellow-suited aliens rush forward to apply a patch. One of them should have Brightsword's laser torch hanging from his belt.


  RADIO 1 (DARKSHIELD): That's why this is such a perfect prison, you idiot. It doesn't even have its own airlock. Crack the dome, you asphyxiate. Don't even think about going to the ship, the aliens don't breathe the same sort of air we do.


  Panel 2: Brightsword is on the balls of his feet, looking about the dome warily. There's scuff marks to his left, from where he scrambled out of panel 1.


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): I thought gravity was less on Mars. Feels normal to me.


  RADIO 3 (DARKSHIELD, OFF): My alien friends don't like Mars's gravity any more than we would, so they extended their ship's artificial gravity field over the area. They're really quite advanced.


  Panel 3: Brightsword is pacing like a caged tiger. His footprints in the dust should lead back to panel 2.


  RADIO 4 (DARKSHIELD, OFF): They're politically advanced as well. It turns out that all the starfaring races are COMMUNISTS...they say it's the only way to overcome the tribal divisions that hold less enlightened races back.


  Panel 4: Brightsword has turned to face the monitor in panel 1. His footprints lead back to panel 3.


  SPEECH 5 (BRIGHTSWORD): Hold on. I know you work for the Reds, but I didn't know you actually thought Communism was a good idea. What's the point of robbing banks if money goes away?


  PAGE 6


  2x2 grid, nothing fancy in terms of layout.


  Panel 1: Closeup of Darkshield's monitor, maybe make the panel borders into the monitor borders, even if that means stealing a little space from the other panels.


  RADIO 1 (DARKSHIELD): I think being on the winning side is a good idea.


  Panel 2: Make this look like an dream image or something, so it's clear that this is the mental picture Darkshield is trying to paint. Copies of the alien ship outside the dome are flying over San Francisco, raining down death.


  CAPTION 2 (DARKSHIELD): "Mars is merely the staging ground, but the real invasion is coming soon."


  Panel 3: Same sort of "flash forward" look. Now humans are being led away in coffles by yellow-suited aliens, into some sort of ominous processing center.


  CAPTION 3 (DARKSHIELD): "The conquest will be quick, but they say it'll take years, maybe decades before humanity comes around and willingly joins the Interstellar Communist Collective."


  Panel 4: More flash forward. Darkshield is on a throne, waited on by comely female human slaves while yellow-suited aliens flank his throne.


  CAPTION 4 (DARKSHIELD): "I figure there'll be plenty of opportunities to enrich myself during the transition. Afterward, there's always the option to help them bring other worlds into the Collective!"


  PAGE 7


  The top third is split evenly into two panels, the bottom is a semi- splash with the right border being all jagged and broken.


  Panel 1: Same blocking as Page 4 Panel 4, but Brightsword looks skeptical and Darkshield's image is doing the standard MUAHAHA gesturing.


  RADIO 1 (DARKSHIELD): MUAHAHA!


  SPEECH 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): There's something fishy about your story, Darkshield --


  Panel 2: Brightsword has placed his hand on the crack in the dome, the yellow-suited aliens are scrambling back. He looks over his shoulder at the off-panel location of the monitor.


  SPEECH 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): I guess I didn't manage to pull my punch enough, I cracked the dome and some "Martian" atmosphere got in.


  Panel 3: Dynamic "smashing outward" panel in which Brightsword strikes out to the right, shattering even the panel border. Shards of glass fill much of the right side of the panel, and a few may even drift up into panel 2.


  SPEECH 4 (BRIGHTSWORD): And I'm pretty sure Mars doesn't smell like --


  BURST 5 (BRIGHTSWORD, connected): THE FRISCO BAY!


  SFX 5 (BREAKING GLASS): KSSSH!


  PAGE 8


  A splash page with an inset panel in the lower right corner. The first caption is in the upper left.


  Main Panel: Broken glass is everywhere. A fog machine churning out red mist is visible in the lower left. The spaceship and much of the scenery are revealed to be painted flats. Darkshield's monitor looks like a fist has been put through it. The "aliens" lie unconscious, their helmets removed to reveal human thugs. One of them is lolling unconcious with his collar in Brightsword's grip. With his free hand, Brightsword is pulling his laser torch from the belt of the thug's environment suit.


  CAPTION 1: A few frantic moments later --


  THOUGHT 2 (BRIGHTSWORD): Hollywood fakery! But does this mean Darkshield's had a falling out with his alien allies -- or that he was never working with them in the first place?


  THOUGHT 3 (BRIGHTSWORD): And what dastardly deeds has he been up to while keeping me on ice?


  Inset Panel: Darkshield is staring at static on a monitor, slamming his fist on the desk next to it.


  BURST 4 (DARKSHIELD): Curses! I needed him distracted for at least a week! Now I'll have to explain my failure to the Kremlin* -- !


  CAPTION 5 (LOWER LEFT): * Darkshield is secretly a Communist agent, pretending to be a normal supervillain! Although he might be looking for a new job soon -- Ed.


  CAPTION 6 (LOWER RIGHT): ~ THE END ~


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


  Author's Notes:


  I never established the "in-setting" comic that was "reprinted" in Coherent Super-Stories #5, so when I wrote this story I decided it'd just have been Coherent Comics #5. Their first four issues might have been reprints of 1940s comics, or war comics, or superheroes who didn't end up getting their own books later. Kinda like how Batman wasn't in Detective Comics #1, nor was Spider-Man in Amazing Fantasy #1.


  As established in Coherent Super Stories #14 (Brightsword #26), Darkshield had only recently (as of the time of this story) found out about Brightsword's alien obsession, but he had the resources to fake it pretty well. He may or may not know the truth behind Brightsword's origin...but if he does, he's certainly never going to tell that big Yankee Dodo Dandy.


  This story was written for High Concept Challenge #9, "The Red Planet". I decided to mix two meanings of the phrase, but make both fake. :) I briefly considered doing a Third Age story involving a Martian base, to toss out a thread I could pick up later in ASH, but decided I didn't want to distract from Venus.


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


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


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


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


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


  #22 - In Vivo, Veritas


  [The cover shows a long-haired glowing blonde man manacled to a table with a shadowy labcoated figure in the background. The cover copy proclaims, "That's No Lady! So Who's The Doctor?"]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #22 - In Vivo, Veritas


  Featuring Balder


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  [October 20, 1994 - San Francisco, California]


  "Balder?"


  "You bet I did! -KAFF KAFF- Sorry, gallows humor. What's the verdict, doc?" the fair-haired superhero asked. "Space plague? Something whipped up by a mad scientist? It's gotta be nasty for me to feel this crappy...even before I got my powers, I never got this sick."


  "While I can't rule out something magical being involved, Mr. Balder, it appears you have a quite prosaic infection. Unfortunately, that infection is the Human Immumodeficiency Virus."


  Balder's jaw dropped. "Wait. I have AIDS?"


  The doctor shook his head. "AIDS is what happens once HIV has gotten established and started attacking your immune system. It can take years to develop. No, your immune system seems to be destroying the HIV quite handily, accounting for the flu-like symptoms you're experiencing. So that's the good news...odds are your superhuman immune system will win this battle, and you won't develop AIDS."


  "The bad news is that I have HIV and feel like my namesake. Who, you know, is dead," Balder croaked. Actually, he'd started to suspect lately that tales of the god's death were greatly exaggerated, and it was more than the luck of the genetic draw that he'd manifested the powers he had, but that mystery wasn't exactly a priority at the moment.


  "And you're going to need to contact any sexual partners you've had recently," the doctor added. "At least one of them is probably a carrier, and depending on how long the HIV lived in your system before your body noticed and attacked it, you may well have passed it on."


  "I always use protection, though," Balder protested. "Oh, not worried about catching anything, I just don't want to be having any kids yet."


  "What about partners who can't get pregnant?"


  Balder blinked. "Hey, I may look androgynous, but that doesn't mean I swing both ways. Okay, there was that one time in college, but that was years ago, and...never mind. That one time I did use protection just in case, so not an issue."


  "And there's no change you were less careful due to intoxication any time in the past few months?"


  Balder shook his head. "Downside of superhuman metabolism. I can get buzzed, but not smashed. And I don't bother with harder drugs, not enough extra effect to be worth the trouble, so it wasn't shared needles or anything like that. Oh, wait," dawning comprehension flickered in his eyes. Literally, given his power over light.


  "Yes. If you didn't get infected by any of the normal vectors, it might have been an attack. After all, you do have something of a reputation for sleeping around, if you were to die of AIDS a few years down the line, would anyone be all that surprised? Other than those who know you well enough to know you always use protection, that is."


  "And the person behind this might not have known I'm more careful than my rep suggests," Balder nodded, then collapsed into a coughing fit.


  "I recommend you get plenty of bed rest and fluids, Mr. Balder." The doctor was probably cleared to know his real name, but either hadn't availed himself of the opportunity or didn't choose to use the name. "Most of the drugs I could prescribe would probably get negated by your own body before they could do their job, so stick with the pallatives like cough drops or mom's chicken soup. And, obviously," the doctor frowned, "try to avoid anything strenuous like superheroing. If you feel up to it, work the phones to try to doublecheck any of your sexual partners, just in case one of them sabotaged a condom because they wanted a super-baby or the like. And if you're still on good terms with your old hero team, you might want to ask them for protection. If someone did deliberately infect you, they might decide to change their mind about letting you die slowly...."


  * * * *


  [October 21, 1994 - San Francisco, California]


  "Yeah -KAFF- sorry about this, Erika," Balder wheezed into his phone. "No, don't -KAFF KAFF- worry too much about me, I feel like hell but the doc says I should be okay in a few days," he offered up the same white lie he'd been telling other women all afternoon. Truth was, it might be more than a few days, and it might not be okay, but no need to worry them about HIM. They had enough to worry about for themselves now. "Just be sure you get yourself tested, just in case. Okay? -KAFF- Bye," he hit the end call button and slumped back in bed.


  Then the two men in matte black power armor burst in through the window and Balder's world exploded in bright pain very briefly before going completely dark.


  * * * *


  [Later that day, unknown location]


  As consciousness slowly returned, Balder decided that the one time he'd been punched by Herr Stark hadn't felt this bad. Of course, he hadn't been fighting off HIV when the teutonic strongman gut-punched him. Whoever the two armored goons were, they weren't as strong as Stark, but they were strong enough to do the job.


  "Ow!" Balder opened his eyes as something jabbed into his arm, reflexively trying to swat at it and finding he couldn't move either arm. "Whaddafu-KAFF- Gah!"


  "Finally!" sighed a nearby figure, who had moved just outside the range of where Balder could see. His head wasn't strapped down, but he was flat on an inclined table of some sort, and the voice came from behind. "Do you know how hard it is to make IV needles out of mistletoe? And then to have them all shatter anyway? I'm glad I had a backup collapsinum needle."


  Balder tried to laugh, but it came out as a coughing fit that made him involuntarily strain against his metal bonds. Once his vision cleared, he could see through his tears the two armored goons, but still no sign of the speaker. "I'm not really the god, you -KAFF- know. The only vulnerability I have to -KAFF KAFF- mistletoe, ow my throat...is if a pretty lady's standing under some."


  "Live and learn, I suppose. At least the main part of my plan seems to be working well enough. And once I isolate the antibodies your system is making to fight the HIV infection I'll be able to make a mint marketing a cure to certain wealthy-but-careless individuals. And another mint creating a resistant strain to sell to other wealthy-but-ruthless individuals."


  "And you're telling me this be...because," Balder's voice started to give out, so he paused and swallowed a few times. "Because you don't plan to let me live?"


  "Well, how do you expect me to create a super-HIV strain? I'll just keep mystically altering the virus until it kills you, then I'll know it's nasty enough."


  "Good to know I'll be dying -KAFF- to help expand the frontiers of knowledge," Balder croaked as sarcastically as he could. "Who are you, anyway?"


  "My trade name is Bacteriomage," the voice behind him replied. "The gentlemen who brought you to me are members of the Dark Brigade, on retainer from the new Darkshield. I felt that anyone equipped to deal with Brightsword's strength and laser torch would be able to handle your powers as well, especially if I waited for the virus to weaken you."


  "Full electromagnetic shielding and zero albedo," one of the armored goons tapped the chestplate of his armor. "And lens filters, so don't bother trying to blind us."


  "I doubt he can do more than throw up on us right now," the other goon chuckled. "And our kinetic dampers should be able to handle THAT."


  "Wait...BACTERIOmage? HIV is a virus, not a bacteria," Balder rasped.


  The figure behind him sighed. "BacteriUM. And I deal with all pathogens, okay? It's just that if you put 'virus' in your name these days, everyone assumes you're a computer geek. Which I am, but that's not the POINT. I tried 'Pathogenie' but no one took me seriously."


  "I don't take you se..." then Balder was seized with a massive coughing fit, his entire body thrown into spasms.


  PTANG!


  "Watch out, he's broken one of the restraints!" Bacteriomage shouted, although Balder could barely hear him over his own coughing.


  KRING!


  Balder's back felt like it was going to burst into flame, but he had both hands free, and quickly got his legs out of the restraints as well. The Dark Brigadiers seemed taken aback by the coughing fit, despite what had to be sealed systems they still had an instinctive aversion to getting coughed on by a sick person. Especially when that person had HIV.


  The IV had come loose on its own, and blood ran down Balder's arm for a moment before the hole sealed itself. He could tell he was healing more slowly than normal, though. Well, normal for him. He flicked the blood at the armored goons as they started towards him, and one flinched back again.


  "Let's see how -KAFF- good your armor is!" Balder fired a beam of golden light from his fingertips at the mercenary who was still advancing, but it was swallowed up like sand poured into a river.


  "Pretty damned good," his opponent sneered, gesturing and sending a wave of magnetic force into Balder's body. The water in his body tried to get away from the field, and the effect was like being hit by a baseball bat wrapped in a blanket...dull, more pushing than hitting, but still something that would've been hard to ignore even if he'd been in tip-top condition.


  Somehow he doubted the physical side of the armor would give out from punches before the two of them could batter him senseless. And his main attack power was useless against them...their electromagnetic shielding was too good.


  "But your light is no mere scientific effect," a voice whispered from all around.


  "What?" Balder looked about, wondering if Bacteriomage had returned to taunt him.


  "I said, pretty damned good," the bolder of the armored mercs repeated, and his partner had overcome his own squeamishness by now. The two were moving to bracket him, not quite a crossfire but far enough apart he couldn't try to physically attack both at once.


  "It is the pure light of your own soul," the new voice continued. "The body may weaken, but the soul does not. Believe in yourself, and their toys will have no effect on your light."


  "Sorry, guys, I think I'm starting to hallucin-KAFF-ate," Balder gasped, slowly backing up. "I wouldn't want you to think I'm ignoring you."


  "I am no fever dream," the voice replied, still quiet and yet drowning out whatever it was the armored figures were saying in response. "Believe in your light, and prevail."


  Balder's vision was starting to swim. Maybe the voice wasn't a fevered imagining, but reality itself was starting to go wobbly. Still, what did he have to lose? All superpowers were supposedly magic on some level, maybe his were more magic than he'd thought?


  "Feel the light of my soul!" he gasped, shining forth the brightest white light he'd ever emanated, from his hands, his eyes, his heart.


  "I can't see! Something's wrong with the helmet!" one of the Darkshield agents shouted. The other was simply screaming incoherently. A moment later, the two suits of armor crashed to the ground as their operators lost consciousness.


  Balder joined them an instant later.


  * * * *


  [October 22, 1994 - San Francisco, California]


  "I told you to avoid superheroics," the doctor scowled. Not really the first thing he wanted to see and hear on awakening, but there you had it.


  "They started it," Balder whispered. His cough was gone and he felt a lot better, but he couldn't make his voice work above a whisper. "Who brought me back?"


  "New local hero, Brightsword. She'd been tracking down Darkshield's men, but when she got to the warehouse all she found was you and the two armored mercenaries lying unconscious. Then some sort of recall activated, and the armors flew off on their own...she decided to help you instead of chasing them."


  "Bacteriomage mentioned Brightsword, but I thought he meant the old Second Age guy. Got himself a female replacement? Maybe I should thank her personally," Balder mused.


  "AFTER I'm sure your system has cleaned out every last bit of that HIV. And this time I'm not sending you home, you're staying here with DSHA guards outside the door. They have orders to stop you from leaving, not just to keep others out."


  "Party pooper," Balder sighed, then fell asleep.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Written for High Concept Challenge #12, "Under the Weather". I'd originally planned to set this story in 1990 or 1991, but once I decided I wanted to have the Dark Brigade working as muscle I had to push it forward a bit since I previously established that the new Brightsword and Darkshield became active around 1994.


  The title is a pun, naturally. It mixes "in vivo" (i.e. growing a disease culture in a living organism, as opposed to "in vitro" where it's grown in a glass container) and "in vino, veritas" (in wine, truth).


  Balder was one of the "blink and you miss him" player characters in the original ASH campaign, I think the player used him once or twice before making up a different character. (The player also played Hellbound, which is what Johnny Angel turned into after being trapped in a hellscape for fifty years.) Balder's other ASH Universe appearance was in WarStar #4, as part of the "God Squad" version of ASH. By 1998, he had fully embraced his nature as Balder's avatar, gaining significant power by tapping into the old myths but also picking up a rather inconvenient vulnerability to mistletoe that he didn't originally have.


  Bacteriomage has been mentioned several times in ASH and CSV, and he created the Ebola variant that was used as the core of the Anchor Plague.


  After I started writing this story, I read an article that revealed the discovery of three new human antibodies that fight HIV (including VRC01), and that might be the key to a cure. The antibodies are rare, and almost no one seems to manufacture enough to make a difference in the long run, but a paranormal would certainly have a better shot at it. So my handwave wasn't quite so handwavy after all. :)


  In Hero System terms, in this story Balder spent some saved up XP to buy a new slot in his multipower, either a Mental Blast or NND (Mystic-based defenses). So the high ED and hardened Flash Defense on the Dark Brigadiers didn't help them against it. And they're just minions, their STUN scores weren't that great.


  Later Science Note:


  This came up in discussion of the story, so I figured I'd add it on.


  Water is a diamagnetic material, which means it's repelled by magnetic fields. Strictly speaking, it tries to exclude the field, but thanks to Newton's Third Law and so forth, the end result is that a magnet will push water away. It's a VERY weak effect, though, so you need an extraordinarily powerful magnet to get a measureable effect. It's been used to levitate small animals (frogs, spiders) and simulate microgravity conditions, but the power demands make it impractical for levitating people. Even levitating a frog is pretty expensive, but it's a lot cheaper than sending the frog into orbit.


  "Attracting the iron in blood" is the usual comicbook handwave for magnetism affecting people, but iron bound into hemoglobin is not ferromagnetic. It may even be diamagnetic, but in any case there's not enough of it to make much of a difference either way. But you can always "attract" a person by creating a strong field opposite the direction you want them to go, and they'll be repelled in an attractive direction. Or something along those lines. If you can create 100 Tesla fields of arbitrary gradient, you can hurl people around like toys too. (Of course, if the field is anchored on you, then you get pushed around as well, as Cosmic Boy found out in Adventure Comics #517!)


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


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


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


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


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


  #23 - Device Not Found


  [The cover is a closeup of a robotic wolf's head, and in the eyes can be seen a Blue Screen of Death.]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #23 - "Device Not Found"


  Featuring LU-62
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  [July 6, 1998 - Fredericksburg, VA]


  "Can't this wait, even a minute?" Lupine Unit 62, informally known as "Louie," asked, gesturing with one metallic paw at the frozen tableau. A trio of godpowered had just vanished, but apparently the darkness-worshippers had known something was about to happen because they'd gone on a last big spree to spread fear before their patron (or patroness) called in their marker. Louie had just been passing through, checking on reports that the local levels of Godmarket activity were abnormally high, but once the rampage started he'd done his best to save the bystanders. He hadn't tried to fight the godpowered, they were way out of his league.


  "Yyyeah, it kinda sucks, doesn't it?" Tymythy Twystyd nodded. Time hadn't actually stopped, it was just moving incredibly slowly, but even at that pace Louie could see people starting to fade as they met the same fate as the trio of darkness-casters. Most of them weren't fading, but they still weren't going to have a great day unless something could be done. Several vehicular accidents were about to happen, a wall was falling over near a child whose parents were vanishing, and other dire situations were plainly visible. "I wish I could help you rearrange people or something to save them all, but that's not how this spell works. It's just you and me, and I have thousands of others to get to if we're going to save what's left of the world."


  "So. Is this a gathering of heroes or something?" Louie asked while calculating the optimum path to save as many as possible once time started again. Assuming he got to stick around. "I don't have a lot to offer these days, the average power level left me behind even before the Godmarket."


  "More like an un-gathering, I'm afraid," Tymythy shrugged apologetically. "There's only way we can can think of to stop that," he pointed at a vanishing woman, who wore an ankh around her neck, "and that's to get all the Magenes out of the way. Reality should scab over and block the gods from eating the souls of everyone else on the planet. You may be artificial, but those 'probability capacitors' they installed in you back in 1990 tripped the spell's seeker enchantment. You have to join us in... whatever the afterlife has waiting for us."


  "No, I don't have to," Louie countered. "All you need to get rid of are my PCs. Back when I was LU-60 I didn't have them, I can get along without them if I have to." That was perhaps an exaggeration. The energies of the extradimensional devices had been a part of his circuitry for nearly a decade, almost his entire life. He had some protocols in place to let him operate while under an Anchor effect, but he'd never actually tried to function...to LIVE...without the PCs.


  "You sure?" Tym asked. "I mean...if this doesn't do the trick, I'll have to come back for you, and I won't have enough time left to make it gentle. Your spirit will be shredded...and don't say you don't have one. Even rocks have spirits, and you're a lot more complex than rocks."


  "I'll risk it. For them," Louie tilted his head towards the girl under the falling wall. "I'm a hero, I've been one longer than you have. My whole existence, in fact. If it costs me an afterlife to keep a few more people in this life, so be it. It's not like I was expecting anything in the hereafter. Ejecting capacitors."


  A trio of panels in Louie's side flipped open. Given their nature as technomagical devices invented by a mad god in another reality, he'd felt it prudent to always have the option of getting rid of them if he had to. In fact, he could launch them at low supersonic speed in an emergency. Such an emergency was why he no longer had four capacitors, he'd had to launch one as a weapon of last resort during the incident that forced his upgrade to model 62.


  This time, though, the three PCs simply popped out halfway, like videotapes. "Here," Louie turned his flank to Tym, who took the rods and made them vanish with a bit of sleight of hand.


  "Good luck with all of that," Tym turned to go. "I hope I don't have to see you again...."


  A human would have been disoriented for a second or so when time started up again, but while his physical reactions weren't too much better than a human's, Louie's mind was still computer-fast. His disorientation didn't last long enough to matter.


  What did matter was that he felt sluggish. Half his systems seemed to have gone offline, as they depended in some way on how the PCs let him violate physical law. The original LU-60 design had been pretty brilliant, but even then it was a "magic item" to some extent, his creator bending the rules with his own Magene. LU-61 had been redesigned to take advantage of the PCs, and LU-62 was perhaps over-reliant on them.


  Louie reordered his priorities. With his top speed slashed in half, he couldn't save even the five people he'd thought he could. Three at most, the other two he'd have to hope would only be seriously injured.


  He started a dead run towards the falling wall, cycling through all of his weapon systems.


  Device not found.


  System error.


  Undervolt warning.


  Paradox detected.


  You want WHAT?


  As weak as his weapons were, almost all of them depended on the probability capacitors to give them a little more oomph. So, instead of having a two kilowatt laser like his LU-60 body had possessed and that might still have been good enough today, he had a five kilowatt laser that wouldn't turn on at all. The guidance on his missiles didn't *seem* to require paranormal effects, but something was preventing any lock-on...a bug he didn't have time to trace down. And so forth.


  Wireless still working!


  It wasn't much, but one of the now-unmanned cars barrelling towards a pedestrian had a pretty advanced computer system running it, and Louie was able to perform a very crude hack on it, tripping the antilock brakes. He hoped it was enough to let that man jump out of the way. Or at least survive the impact.


  MOVING.


  TOO.


  SLOWLY.


  "Damn it!" Louie cursed. He couldn't reach the girl in time to slow down and push her safely out of the way...he could only manage a full speed ram, which would probably do more damage to her than the wall. Even if his weapon systems were all online, he didn't have anything that could pulverize that much wall quickly enough. And he simply wasn't *big* enough to shield the girl with his body. Or durable enough...the LU-62 upgrade had replaced strong physical armor with field-reinforced plating that was no longer online.


  But he had committed. There wasn't enough time to go back to any of the other victims. It was save the girl or save no one.


  There had to be something! Some system powerful enough to do the job, without needing to have the probability capacitors engaged!


  Of course there was.


  Louie pushed his speed to maximum, no longer worried about slowing down in time to move the girl safely. He could feel microfractures developing in his legs and hips, and projected at least one leg would shatter completely in about five more meters.


  Good thing he only had four meters to go.


  His left audio receptor sparked and shut down. Maybe it was a delayed effect of losing the PCs, maybe a surge from how badly he was pushing himself. Didn't matter. He didn't need to hear, just see, and his visual sensors were heavily protected. They might even survive what he planned to do. Even if he didn't.


  He finished his calculations just as he shot past the girl. A detached part of his mind identified her as Janie Preston, age 9, regular follower of several superhero fan sites and registered with the DSHA's Junior Hero program, a sort of government-run fanclub. It taught a lot of basic "superhero fight safety" lessons, which unfortunately hadn't been quite enough today.


  "I wonder what's waiting for me," Louie said aloud as he engaged the probability capacitor ejectors at full power. Of *course* they could work properly without the PCs. And with nothing in the chambers, and the safety dampers switched off, the magnetic mass drivers would turn roughly seventy percent of Louie's torso into a sort of claymore mine, spraying his body in a cone away from Janie and into the falling wall, turning it to red brick dust.


  And Louie's body into metallic gray dust.


  DEVICE NOT FOUND.


  * * * *


  It all happened so fast. The darkness went away, but not the shouting and screeching. Janie looked around in confusion, then her face lit up as she saw the robot wolf running towards her. She didn't even notice the wall falling towards her, or realize that her parents had just vanished.


  Then the wolf ran past her and there was the loudest sound Janie had ever heard! And she'd heard a lot of loud today.


  "Oh no!" she saw that the wolf had blown up like a bomb. Then she saw the wall that would have crushed her. "Mom? Dad?" she looked around in panic, although it didn't look like any of the wall had fallen on them.


  Maybe someone had rescued them already. A superfast superhero. Janie had never been around a superhero fight before, but she knew all about them. The paramedics were definitely on their way, and then the nearest MuniCoE representatives would arrive to help dig out anyone that was trapped. All the FAQs said you should clear out of the way if you could, and the superhero escape plan she'd worked on for the Junior Hero program said everyone in her family should meet back at home if the battle didn't take place in their neighborhood.


  She wasn't sure if it counted as irony, not that she was really sure what irony was in general, but the meeting place for an attack in their neighborhood was right about where she was standing at the moment.


  "Oh, wait...the head's still in one piece, mostly," Janie picked up the faintly steaming robotic wolfhead with one missing ear. "You still alive?" she asked it, but there was no response. "Maybe dad knows someone who can fix you, let's go!" she tucked the head under one arm and started running....


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


  Author's Notes:


  ALSO written for High Concept Challenge #12, since there were no other entries a day before the extended deadline, and I thought people should at least get to pick between two stories, even if I was the only writer involved. Also, I had a spur of the moment idea that could serve a worldbuilding purpose on its own, helping answer some questions raised by the "Click!" one-shot.


  Strictly speaking, HCC 12 is supposed to involve a mundane illness of some sort. But for the past two weeks my main computer has been in line at the repair shop because it couldn't locate any drives on startup. So, a "device not found" error is a very common and mundane illness for a computerized lifeform. :)


  By the way, pretty much any story set on July 6, 1998 is going to be a bit of a downer, since it was kinda the apocalypse. But this one is more of a downer than most, given that Janie's just been orphaned and doesn't even realize it yet. I wonder what sort of effect that'll have on her development and what sort of person she'll be in 2026? Only time and future story ideas will tell....


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


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


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


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


  ============================================================================
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  [Excerpt from the Foreword to "ASH Origins: Coherent Comics' Third Heroic Age - 20th Anniversary Edition" hardcover, published 2008 by Coherent Comics.]


  [...]


  The indie implosion of the late 1970s took a number of established publishers with it, though, and Coherent Comics was one of the victims of the collapse. It changed ownership five times over the next decade, always printing just a bare minimum of reprint stories to maintain trademarks and the occasional "the publisher's son always wanted to be an artist" comic. The second "heroic age" of Coherent Comics had definitely come to an end in the late 1970s, and it coasted along on the publishing equivalent of life support for several years.


  However, in the wake of the mid-80s "black and white implosion," things were starting to look up for superhero comics. DC was revamping its entire line in what became known as the "Post-Crisis" era. Marvel had discovered several hot artists who would later split off to form Image. And the speculator market's usual lack of long-term memory meant that another bubble was forming, a bubble that Coherent's current owners decided to exploit. However, unlike many companies that rode the speculator boom of the late 1980s and early 1990s into bankrupcy court, Coherent Comics took a more careful approach, taking advantage of the market without succumbing to its siren song. Expansion was slow and well-planned, even if the stories themselves didn't seem to be quite so carefully plotted at the time. As a result, twenty years later, while the Malibus and Valiants have come and gone, Coherent Comics still maintains a small but sustainable niche on the shelves.


  The book you hold in your hands collects phase one of the company's plan, a series of $1 16-page one-shots released over the course of early 1988 that were used to test the waters. The cheaper, shorter format had been tried before without a lot of success for ongoing titles (such as with Eclipse's "New Wave" comic launched in 1985 and cancelled two years later), but these were intended to be as much advertisement as product. The six with the best sales would be assembled into the planned Academy of Super-Heroes team book, which launched with Set, Bubba, Warendja, Strafe, Barnstormer and Stormcloud. By the tenth issue, though, all but Rasher had joined, and the Colonel and Barnstormer had been spun off as the core of the Veterans book. Each issue was titled "Rebirth" followed by a part number:


  The Mighty Set - Rebirth Part 1


  The Colonel - Rebirth Part 2


  Bubba da Gargoyle - Rebirth Part 3


  Warendja - Rebirth Part 4


  Barnstormer - Rebirth Part 5


  Mylink - Rebirth Part 6


  Strafe - Rebirth Part 7


  Rasher - Rebirth Part 8


  Stormcloud - Rebirth Part 9


  EMerald - Rebirth Part 10


  As you'll find, each story was written to be largely standalone, but there's just enough connections that reading them in order is recommended. While each featured an entirely new character, existing Coherent properties were used to build the backstory (and drive sales for the reprint books that were released at the same time). You'll notice very few "origin stories" in this collection: an editorial decision was made to keep origins simple enough to be related in flashbacks or through dialogue, concentrating on telling stories about heroes AS heroes. If a character proved popular enough to support a regular solo book, as in the case of the Colonel, EMerald or Warendja, their origins would be delved into more deeply later on (see, for instance, "The Colonel: Project Electric Warrior" TPB, most recently republished in 2005).


  [...]


  Part Four introduced Warendja, the mystic martial artist with the totem spirit of an ancient wombat. Yes, it sounds silly. In fact, much of the character concept was salvaged from an aborted "funny animal" book that would have been published in 1985 in an attempt to ride the coattails of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, but the erstwhile publisher went bankrupt and by the time the property settled in new hands the TMNT-ripoff fad had passed. However, it was decided that given how successful Spider-Man and Wolverine were at the time (thanks in no small part to artists who would later found Image), an animal-based but still visibly human hero would sell. And they were right! While not the best selling of the Rebirth one-shots, it had a strong enough showing to support a solo book from 1989-1992. Of course, in 1992 there was a significant reorganization of Coherent's publishing practices, so one could argue that Warendja's book wasn't cancelled due to poor sales so much as because it didn't fit the new editorial vision.


  [...]


  And now, for the stories! Hope you enjoy reading them as much now as people did twenty years ago!


  - The Editors


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


  If there's one thing working with "Bubba da Gargoyle" last week taught me, it's to stop complaining about how I got my powers. The poor guy's cursed to slowly turn into unliving stone thanks to something horrible his ancestors did...he's lucky some quirk is letting him switch between his mostly human body and a stone form that is able to move around, but unless he can find someone to lift the curse, he's not gonna live to see the 1990s. By comparison, my story's just a little embarrassing.


  But it didn't look like I was gonna have the time to sort out my personal issues today.


  (Plink!)


  I whirled around a lot faster than you'd expect, given how my default mode is "couch potato". But keep in mind that housecats look like lazy lumps until they totally freak out, too. I caught the ping pong ball that had bounced off the back of my head before it had gone even two feet.


  I didn't see anyone who could have thrown it.


  (Plink!)


  This one came from the side, and I didn't bother trying to catch it, just started moving towards whoever'd decided to pelt me. Probably some punk kids. Chicago hadn't seen any supers since Lady Lawful moved to Detroit. [As seen in the classic Brightsword #50! - Ed.] I still got a lot of people treating me like someone who'd gotten lost on his way to a costume party. Or like a nutcase. I might have a hard time arguing against that one, though. Costumes might have a history going back to the old Freedom Alliance in WWII, but they were still a bit insane if you thought about them too hard.


  (Plink!)


  Back of the head again. Enough. I sat down on the sidewalk, cross- legged. "Whatever," I stage-sighed, loud enough for my mysterious assailant to hear. If this was meant to be an actual attack, something lethal would have arrived already. They were just screwing with me. One thing the spirit of the warendja taught me was to cool my jets. Let the world come to me, don't run unless I have to. And if that didn't seem so heroic...well, consider the competition! An evil Egyptian god trying to pass himself off as a hero, a living gargoyle statue, and a gung-ho cyborg whose mere existence could cause an international incident. [See the soon-to-be-classic The Mighty Set #1, Bubba Da Gargoyle #1 and The Colonel #1, assuming your shop hasn't already sold out! - Ed.]


  "Aww, you're no fun," came a voice from the empty air in front of me after a few minutes of waiting. Figured. Some animal-based powers included special senses that would've let me find an invisible person, but the warendja apparently wasn't that much better endowed than a human. Okay, good night vision, but it was daytime at the moment.


  "Depends on your definition of fun," I replied, calmly. My merely human senses told me the speaker was farther away than he probably thought I could reach, but well within the range of any of five kicks I could deliver out of a sitting position. Invisibility probably made him a bit cocky. Or he just had no combat training and didn't realize what an actual threat range was.


  "I *am* the definition of fun," my invisible taunter replied. "But, good thing for me, I don't need someone else to be fun. I can do that myself. No, I need someone to be not-fun all upside the head of the guy who's holding a friend of mine captive."


  "Not-fun upside the head I do very well," I nodded. "I go by Warendja when I wear this costume. And you might be...?"


  "I might be Oprah Winfrey, but I'm probably not," came the snickered reply. "And you might be a wombat, or I've wasted my degree in paleontology from MIT. Wommmmmbat," he clearly found the sound of the word amusing. "Actually, given my career, I've definitely wasted my degree in paleontology, but that's neither here nor there nor in the Burgess Shale."


  "I studied martial arts with a Chinese master who'd fled to Australia in 1949. He had some weird ideas about totem animals he'd picked up somewhere, and helped me get in touch with one. Didn't expect it to be a prehistoric wombat, but you take what life gives you," I shrugged, deciding I probably wasn't going to get any straight answers out of the invisible man, and that badgering him would just make me look even crazier since I'd be arguing with empty air. Best to play it cool and look like I was meditating or something. "If there's a point somewhere in walking distance, I wouldn't mind if you meandered over to it."


  "Your mission, Mortal Wombat, should you choose to accept it, is to face an eeeeevil mage who has captured my friend, the light in my eyes, Babs. I was able to follow him after he captured her, but I can't get too close or he senses me...somehow. And, well, the only martial arts I know come from watching Bruce Lee movies and the Three Stooges. So I'm not really cut out for this rescue mission."


  "Does the evil mage have a name?"


  "Probably. But he didn't go around saying things like, 'I, Lord Devious Frevious, will sacrifice you to summon my dark masters!' to the empty air. All quiet and shadowy, he was. No sense of theater, no sense of tradition. Back in the old days, the bad guys told you who they were, even if they didn't think anyone conscious was listening."


  "I notice you're not telling me who *you* are," I replied, raising an eyebrow.


  "Hey, I'm not really a bad guy, just an overaged juvenile delinquent, Officer Krupke. I bring joy and happiness wherever I go, except maybe to the janitorial crews who have to clean up the results."


  "That still doesn't tell me what to call you, other than &%#$@!!, though."


  "KnockKnock."


  "Who's there?" I played along.


  "Exactly."


  I paused a moment. "Right. Third Base. Moving along, can you tell me anything about the mage's powers, other than he's shadowy?"


  KnockKnock sketched out what he'd been able to observe, and gave me the address where his friend was being held captive. It was an apartment in one of the less notorious projects...not as bad as Cabrini Green, but still the sort of place where a few screams would probably get ignored and people minded their own business.


  "Come on, I'll give you a lift," KnockKnock's voice drifted away. A garishly painted VW Beetle emerged from the alley, blinking the eyes that its headlights had been shaped into. "Say hi to Sluggo the Buggo!"


  "No thanks, I know a short cut," I really didn't want to be caught dead in that clown car, and unless KnockKnock could turn it invisible as well, dead is about how I'd be caught. Besides, I really did know a short cut. There were a lot of downsides to channeling the spirit of an extinct species of Australian critter, but one of the upsides was the connection with the Dreamtime, a sort of next-door reality that permeated the waking world without really being the waking world. Not dreams in the usual Western sense, more like...legend. Stories. A realm of abstractions, what one of the gen-ed courses I took in college called platonic forms.


  All I had to do was "burrow" sideways into the Dreamtime, concentrate on the essence of where I wanted to go, and dig back out. Saved a lot of running around, once I knew where everything was, although it took a bit too much concentration to use in a fight. Fortunately, I'd been to that neighborhood before, so I knew the short cut and didn't have to ride in Sluggo.


  It was a calculated risk. Most of the people would ignore me like they ignored whatever the mage was doing. But there was a chance my target was smart enough to pay some of them to act as lookouts, and odds were I wouldn't be able to figure out who was on the payroll before it was too late.


  Reaching the door KnockKnock had told me about, I simply kicked it in. My upper body strength wasn't much better than what could be had from years of training, but the spirit of the warendja gave me impressive leg strength, and the door flew across the room, with me following before it had come to rest.


  "No!" hissed a man dressed in a cheap business suit, standing behind a table just off to the side of where the door had landed.


  I took in the room quickly, noting where things were and making snap decisions about what was important. It was a purely mundane skill that my old master had drilled into me. "The battlefield defeats the unprepared warrior more surely than any enemy will," he had been fond of saying. Especially after I'd tripped over some obstacle he'd introduced without my notice.


  The mage looked like some sort of middle management stiff who'd probably picked up sorcery in the hopes he could use it to advance his career. He certainly wouldn't have looked at all like a dark mage if not for, you know, all the dark magic seeping from his skin. The table held a woman cloaked in shadow, and not the sort of "keep it PG" artful shadows you might see on television. No, this was like a sheet of dark silk, pinning the apparently naked platinum blonde to the table. She was struggling, but didn't seem to be fully aware of her surroundings. Most of the furnishings of the apartment, assuming there had been any to start with, had been removed, and a mystic circle was inscribed on the bare concrete floor in a variety of substances, at least one of which was blood. All told, there was very little in the room I could use, and it was quite possible that some of the inscriptions were traps that could be turned against me.


  "You will not stop me from feeding her light to my mistress!" the mage hissed, the darkness pulsing around him. He might not have had the traditional trappings, but now that he was talking he certainly had the "Devious Frevious" dialogue down.


  "So, you've got a mistress *and* a girl you keep here on the side? Must be hell juggling your schedule," I snarked, putting on a burst of inhuman speed towards the mage and then cutting away at the last second to drag my foot across a big portion of the mystic circle. Wombats can briefly reach speeds of about twenty-five miles per hour, and scaled up to human size that meant I could hit highway speeds for a few seconds at a time on a good day. As my foot crossed the boundary, it felt like I was dragging my leg through boiling molasses, but the pain lessened as I defaced the symbols. Good to know it wasn't totally boobytrapped. Just, you know, possibly lethal to a normal person stupid enough to try to shove their leg through it.


  "You little $#@*!" the mage hissed. Literally hissed, it was like his vocal cords were out of commission and he was stage-whispering as loudly as he could. "Do you have any idea what kind of deadlines I'm on? As in, I will be dead if I miss them? Now I have to kill you, redraw the circle and still get the ceremony completed in time to affect the quarterly balance sheet!"


  "Cooking the books with ritual magic? Okay, deregulation has gone too far," I feinted a punch at his head, but then dropped to knock out two legs of the table. I wasn't keen on touching him, what with the dark sheath that practically boiled the air around him, but the table legs would make for decent staves. And it might free "Babs," too.


  "Oh, just die!" the mage rasped, reaching out and spitting darkness from his fingertips. I rolled under the attack and grabbed the table legs, sparing a moment's glance to confirm that Babs was still wrapped in the darkness and staring blankly at nothing in particular as she struggled.


  "Your aim stinks," I taunted, testing the heft of the wooden table legs. "I'd say not to quit your day job, but I suspect you're actually more dangerous to the public when you're behind a desk than when you're tossing around magic blasts."


  "Dodge THIS!"


  The floor suddenly turned black, and everywhere I was in contact with it I felt a cold burning sensation, like frozen acid. A cold fire licked at the tilted table where it touched the floor, eating away at it physically in the same way the darkness felt like it was eating my spirit.


  This would have been a really good time to discover that prehistoric wombats could cling to walls or something. Too bad my totem animal wasn't a spider or a gecko. As it was, I really only had one "safe" option.


  I jumped, flipping over into a move I'd picked up from a Capoerista in Brazil, and balanced for a split second on the end of the table leg held in my left hand. I could feel my support weakening already, and pushed off into a backflip that landed me straddling Babs at the high end of the table.


  "...nice butt..." she mumbled.


  "Great, NOW you wake up," I sighed. But I didn't have time to worry about that, especially since it seemed unlikely she'd actually be awake enough to make a difference in the next few seconds. And one way or another, that's all the time that was left on the clock. The table was being eaten away, and while the mage was obviously straining to maintain the spell, I wasn't going to count on him giving up before I was dead.


  I threw the half-burnt table leg at the mage's head, and he lifted a hand to ward it off. But that was only a diversion, and it worked. Another leap left me with my legs clamped around his head, and I twisted savagely.


  SNAP.


  "That...hurt..." the mage groaned, struggling to stand after I'd let go. His head was at an impossible angle, and it affected his balance. Well, the angle was impossible for anyone *alive*.


  Any lingering guilt I might have felt about using lethal force was replaced by the worry that I didn't have enough force available to BE lethal to this twisto.


  I didn't have to worry long.


  "Not as much as THIS will!" Babs snarled, a stream of light like a rainbow firehose lashing out from her fingertips and playing across the mage. Having his neck broken hadn't killed the guy, but it *had* broken the spell he'd been using on Babs. No wonder she was the light in KnockKnock's eyes. I had to look away, and even then I was practically blinded. Like a wombat, I paid for my good night vision by being susceptible to really bright lights.


  The howl that emerged from the mage's bent windpipe was chillingly inhuman, a warbling ululation that was the first thing other than a hoarse whisper I'd heard come out of him, and I'm not sure it was even a sound that his throat could have made. More like the frustrated cry of a horror from beyond space, wailing as its conduit to our world was severed.


  Once the brightness faded enough that I could see clearly again, I could see that the mage's body was decaying rapidly, more like a sand castle under the waves than any sort of organic decomposition. Within moments, nothing was left but some blackened dust.


  The next thing I noticed was that Babs wasn't quite as naked as she'd looked when pinned to the table. Well, she was topless, but she had on a pair of bicycle shorts and something that looked like a more durable version of ballet slippers.


  I must have been staring, because Babs smirked and waved a hand, suddenly wearing a frilly red top and a dark green skirt. "Why waste money on clothes when I can make holographic ones that look like whatever I want?" She made a motion like smoothing her skirt, but the effect was marred by the fact her hands sometimes passed right through the "fabric".


  "Chicago. Winter," I replied, trying to sound disinterested. She was definitely good-looking, but there was an air of "trying too hard" around her that put me off. The kind of girl my mother warned me about, and my mother had been a hippie.


  "Okay, I'll grant you that," she smiled. At least she didn't giggle. "But it's...it WAS a lovely June day when I was last outside. If people could only keep things cleaner around this town I might not have even bothered with the shorts."


  "I'm not wearing any shorts," KnockKnock's voice came from the hallway.


  "Thank you SO much for sharing," I sighed.


  * * * *


  "It's not like he has no sense of humor," KnockKnock said from the passenger seat as Sluggo the Buggo drove itself, Babette resting behind the wheel. Normally, Babette flew wherever she wanted to go, but between the whole captivity thing and that huge energy blast, she was a bit tapped out. She hadn't even had the energy to maintain her holographic clothing more than a few minutes. Fortunately, there was a t-shirt in the back seat that she'd thrown on, so they wouldn't have to worry about any curious cops noticing a topless woman "driving" Sluggo. "But I don't think he's JESTER material, yanno? Might be able to convince him to help with a hack, I guess, but membership ain't happening."


  "Pity. He really does have the cutest butt I've seen in a long time," Babette purred.


  "I still don't see how a butt can be cute."


  "Maybe once you hit puberty you will."


  "I mean a guy's butt."


  "Maybe once you come out of the closet you will."


  "But it's nice and warm in the closet! And I'm still not wearing any shorts, so it gets cold."


  "You're not wearing any shorts because your invisibility suit covers everything up anyway, KnockKnock."


  "No need to tell Combat Wombat that. Anyway, back on topic, inviting him to join JESTER would be a bad idea. He might be able to handle the hazing, he seemed like a good straight man...unless he's closeted...but I doubt you'd get the votes. Too much of an inconvenient ethical streak."


  "Then maybe I need to find out whatever team he's on and join that," Babette mused. "Remember the Barnstormer ID I used for that prank in St. Louis? Maybe I can tweak that and play at superheroing for a while...."


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


  Nest Issue:


  Probably another High Concept Challenge. :)


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


  Author's Notes:


  One of the conceits of Coherent Super Stories, which I don't always adhere to, is that it reprints stories that were published in some alternate reality (called ASH-Prime) where the ASH Universe properties were part of the media landscape stretching back at least as far as the silent films (The White Hat), if not the penny dreadfuls or farther. Never a major player, but a significant "second tier" publisher like Comico or Dark Horse. In this issue I push that conceit extra hard. :) The corporate reorganization of 1992 doesn't map onto any specific incident in the real comics industry, it's when I graduated college and closed down the old Champions campaign, later mining it for background for my Modern Knights playtest (1992-3) and the ASH stories online (1994 onward).


  This issue was written for High Concept Challenge #14, "Awesome Animal Heroes". Since I'd already done squirrels and penguins to the point that they might not fit the spirit of the rules (take an animal you might not expect to make for an impressive hero and make them impressive) I fell back on the humble wombat. Albeit a prehistoric one...not that Warendja wakefieldi was a Dire Wombat or anything. As far a I know, anyway. You can check http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wombat for the basics of wombattery, including things like their tendency to take shortcuts, appear lazy but move rapidly when necessary, and their ability to kick your skull in.


  MIT does not actually offer a degree in paleontology that I can find, but they do have a program or two that is related (Earth, Atmospheric and Planetary Sciences being the current major), so it's possible that KnockKnock actually does have a degree in paleontology from MIT. Or he could have been joking. But given that he calls pranks "hacks," he probably did at least get thrown out of MIT.


  There's a little bit of behind the scenes retconing in this story. The original Champions campaign ASH had Badger (who later became Fracture) as a founding member, but that was never actually important to a story here, so I decided to change it once I decided I really wanted Warendja to be a founder. Certainly, a lot of the Champions version had to be changed to work in this universe, so another little retcon is fine. Badger/Fracture is still part of the team, he just joined later and his early roles (including a sort of Booster/Beetle duo with Bubba da Gargoyle) will now have been taken by Warendja. I'll worry about when the transition took place later, if it ever becomes important to a story. Every other character mentioned in the Rebirth titles list, however, was a player character at some point in 1988 or 1989. Rasher was created during our brief flirtation with the Enforcers RPG (we switched back to Champions when 4th Edition came out), but never played, hence the in-story "never joined ASH" bit.


  Speaking of original campaign stuff, the criminal group CLOWN played a large part in the early adventures of ASH, in large part because two of my players (Stormcloud and the Colonel's players) used to game with the guy who wrote the CLOWN supplement for Champions, so I had access to a lot of supplemental material that hadn't made it into the book. Barnstormer really WAS a double-agent for CLOWN in the game, although her CLOWN handle wasn't Babette. I simply can't remember what it was, just that it was French (it might have started with the letter M) and she dressed like a French Maid when working for CLOWN. In Mainline ASH, CLOWN is replaced by JESTER (Justice- Evading Superhero-Tormenting Entertaining Rogues) and TEEHEE the CLOWN Car is Sluggo the Buggo. I haven't found analogues for all the members, since I didn't need to...in fact, I came up with Sluggo and KnockKnock while writing this story. KnockKnock may or may not take Merry Andrew's role as leader, but he might just be a regular idea-generator. I did make up a few of my own characters for CLOWN, and could conceivably use them here, but one was Presto! (who I recycled as a leader of the Rush) and the only other I can recall was March Hare, a martial artist who'd be too close to Warendja to make sense in this story (as in, why go to an outsider for help if March Hare was available?).


  Will the other Rebirth stories ever see the light of day? Well, I currently have no plans for them, but it does give me an excuse to revisit the original ASH later on if I feel a story comin' on.


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


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


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


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


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


  #25 - The Sod Men


  [The cover is in black and white, in an obviously "1980s British comics" style, showing the White Hat facing off against some shambling figures that look like zombies covered in prairie grass tufts.]
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  jnevins@bgsu.edu (Basho) writes:


  >


  > I found another place where some early Moore might have been printed,


  >although I can't get my hands on it in person. In the early 80s, when


  >people mistakenly thought the White Hat had fallen into public domain, one


  >of the short-lived weekly publishers in Britain launched a series of comics


  >and text stories featuring him. All the stories in White Hat Weekly were


  >written by one "Bart Stone," a pseudonym for a bunch of different authors


  >doing work-for-hire. Rumors are that Alan Moore was one of the Barts,


  >although I can't find any reference to him confirming or denying this.


  >Maybe someday I can go to England and spend a month just rummaging through


  >their old comics and pulps. What? A guy can dream.


  >


  >Basho


  Hey! Maybe I have some early Moore work on my hands! When I was a kid, my family went to England on vacation, and dad bought me some comics at one of the stores there because I was bored by all the culture stuff. Wow, was I stupid back then! Anyway, I dug up the issue of White Hat Weekly I got, it's still in readable shape. If I can get access to a scanner, I can email someone the scans to post to an alt.binaries group (AOL doesn't carry the hierarchy, or if they do I can't get their crappy newsreader to access it). For now, though, I can type in the text piece about White Hat. Dude, prairie zombies? Weird.


  Johnny T.


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


  "THE SOD MEN" by Bartholomew "Bart" Stone


  Abilene Kansas was a small prairie community that was perched on the edge of its seat, waiting. Quiet now, within weeks it would be a riotous hub of activity as the cattle drives of the Chisholm Trail arrived at the rail head, sending beef to the Eastern cities and money to the cattle barons like Conrad Lebold. Once the herds arrived, the population of the town would swell by hundreds of people and tens of thousands of cattle. But now, in the late summer of 1899, Dirk Landon's arrival in town was actually notable.


  "Hullo, stranger. Lose yer way?" U.S. Marshall Clem Johnson tipped his hat back as he watched Dirk tie his horse to the hitching post outside the Marshall's office. He was a bit on edge, but hiding it well. He wouldn't have been hiding it at all if he were able to see Dirk's spectral companion, the ghost of his murdered uncle Abe.


  "Hullo, Marshall. If this is Abilene, then I'm in the right place," he tipped his white hat back a bit in greeting.


  "That 'tis. A mite early for the cattle, though," Clem eyed the hat warily. It was uncannily bright and clean, considering the trail dust that covered the rest of the newcomer's outfit. "What might Abilene be the right place for?"


  "I'm looking for a killer, Marshall. Rough sort by the name of Harry Jackson...do you recognise the name?"


  "Can't say as it stands out. But speaking of names, what's yours?"


  "Dirk Landon. And I heard that Jackson took up with one of the Red River roundups after fleeing Arizona, I thought I might find out where he's likely to go once he hits town. And wait for him."


  Marshall Johnson's eyes narrowed. "Look. This isn't the 1870s. I don't want any 'Wild Bill' incidents. You looking for justice? Fine. I can bring this Harry Jackson in for questioning when he gets to town. But I don't want to hear that you're waiting around for him with a gun."


  Abe snorted dismissively at the Marshall. "Citified pansy. Farther East we get, the less I like it." Dirk was well-used to ignoring his uncle's ghost when they were in public, and he smiled genially to the lawman.


  "I'll try to make sure you don't hear about any such thing, don't worry," Dirk unhitched his horse and moved to remount.


  Just then, a child of perhaps nine or ten years dashed around the corner, calling for the Marshall.


  "It's the Sod Men! They took my pa!" the child shouted, skidding to a stop in front of Marshall Johnson in a cloud of dust and a smattering of tears.


  "Now, Dwight, those 'Sod Men' you're always on about aren't real," the Marshall chided. "You were probably napping and dreamed it, your pa just stepped out while you were asleep."


  Dirk paused at the side of his horse. "Sod men? That sounds like the sort of thing that shouldn't be happening in a nice town like this."


  The Marshall blinked, then chuckled. "No, sod as in chunks of turf. Young Dwight here claims to have seen men who looked like they were either made of or covered in chunks of dirt and grass, and moved like walking dead might move."


  "The walking dead?" Abe frowned. "I'm not liking the sound of that."


  "You might want to take the child seriously," Dirk started leading his horse into the street, in the general direction of a nearby hotel. "I've... heard tales of Indians covering themselves in grasses and dirt so they can blend in and ambush people."


  "Maybe you still have injun problems back in Arizona, Mister Landon, but Kansas is civilised. Hm...but you might have a point, could be some regular old rustlers taking a trick from the injuns and getting ready for some mischief once the herds come in. Maybe they decided they needed an engineer and nabbed Mr. Eisenhower," Marshall Johnson pondered.


  "Well, I wish you luck. I need to get settled in, I'll leave the law in your hands, Marshall," Dirk resumed heading for the hotel.


  Once Dwight had led the Marshall away, Abe sighed. "Yer gonna stick yer nose in, ain' ya?"


  Dirk smirked. "If it's just rustlers, no. As the Marshall pointed out, this isn't Arizona. Or Wyoming. If I want to get Jackson here, I need the law on my side. So I'll keep my nose clean if I can. But if the boy's right, and it really is something unnatural...well, I don't want Jackson scared off by news reports of weird things killing people, do I?"


  "Yeh, keep tellin' yerself that. I suppose ya want me ta sniff around for spirits?" Abe asked.


  "I'd appreciate it muchly," Dirk nodded, not adding that it would also be appreciated to have his ghostly uncle away from his side for at least a little while. Over the years, Abe had become grimmer and his demands more insistent.


  ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


  "Not where I'd expect to find sod men," Dirk shrugged as Abe led him to a fairly new-looking building. "Wasa-Tusa" read the sign on the front, which Dirk recognised as being a native word for health. "A medicine manufactory? Some sort of mad science run amok, perhaps?"


  Abe shook his head. "Definitely magic. Somethin's wrong with the feel of this part of town. Somethin' dead that decided not ta stay that way."


  "Fancy meeting you here," Marshall Johnson emerged from the main doorway of the medicine factory. "Following me, or just seeing the sights? The Lebold Mansion's a bit more of an attraction, if you are."


  "I'm surprised to see you here too, Marshall. Many cattle rustlers come for patent medicine?" Dirk replied from horseback.


  The Marshall shook his head. "Mr. Eisenhower has been doing some work at the factory here, I was checking to see if he'd come in after hours," he inclined his head towards the setting sun. "But no one's seen him since he clocked out for the day."


  "SOD MAN!" Dwight shouted. He'd emerged behind the Marshall, and was now pointing to a corner of the factory, where Dirk was just able to glimpse a figure darting out of view.


  Without a second thought, and ignoring the shouts from the Marshall, Dirk spurred his horse to motion and followed the purported creature. He could just see it, shambling at an incredible pace over the dried mud of the trails that led into town, heading for the prairie grass. The setting Sun threw long shadows that distorted everything, but even allowing for that the loping figure couldn't be human.


  A few minutes later, the Sun was dipping below the horizon and Dirk was deep within the tall grass. "You feel it, Abe?"


  The hovering spectre nodded. "Slow down, boy. I don't need yer horse hitting a gopher hole and sending you to the other side. I need ya alive. The thing's close, anyway. We're in its territory."


  Dirk dismounted and started to lead the horse, which was blowing and foaming from the brief chase. Almost as soon as his feet touched the ground, figures rose up all around him.


  They were human...or once had been. Withered men with blackened skin and tufts of dirt and grass clinging to their bodies, they looked like the "bog mummies" he'd once seen in a traveling circus freak show. Their motions were stiff but sure, and while they shambled slowly now, he knew they could move as fast as a horse could run, should they need to.


  "Trapped," Abe snarled. "A fine mess ya got yerself in, boy."


  "Hullo?" called a voice from outside the circle.


  "Mr. Eisenhower?" Dirk called back, guessing at the identity of the man.


  "Yes...how do you know my name?"


  "Your son saw you captured by these sod men," Dirk replied, craning his neck to try to see past the shambling figures. He suspected they wouldn't react well to him getting back in the saddle.


  "Oh, no...it's all a misunderstanding. I think. I'm trying to communicate with these...people...but they don't seem to warm up quickly to newcomers." Finally, the face behind the voice pushed through the throng, mostly hidden by the long shadows.


  "What are they?" Dirk gestured at the sod men.


  "Preserved corpses, from centuries or even millennia ago, reanimated by some process that I have been endeavouring to determine. I believe that it might have been a result of some of the chemicals from the Wasa-Tusa manufactory. We have been experimenting with certain sedatives derived from Haitian folk remedies, which the superstitious believe are involved in the creation of zombies."


  "So you made zombies by mistake?" Dirk asked.


  Before Mr. Eisenhower could stammer out a reply, Abe shook his head. "These are restless ghosts. Trust me, I know that sort of thing. Any quack medicine they were messin' with was just a coincidence. Or maybe the spirits didn't like their fake hoodoo."


  "I was trying to determine how the bodies we found while working on the foundation could be so well-preserved, actually. If anything seeped into the ground from the manufactory to cause this, it was before I was engaged to work here. They're astonishingly like the 'bog men' I've read about being found in England. Yet, as you can see, this is a plains area, no forests or forest bogs to be found."


  At this, one of the sod men raised a hand, and Dirk could hear its spectral voice echo in his very soul. "There were forests here once, across the whole of the world. Do not be so arrogant, Americans, to think you are the only ones who can despoil a land. We felled the trees, tilled the soil, grew our crops from horizon to horizon. The last of the forest was where we stand, and I was among the last to be buried in its bogs. My children's children felled the trees, and then there were no more. One day, the crops failed. The people died, or left. And all that remained was the bare land, a few grasses clinging to it."


  "What's happening?" Mr. Eisenhower asked. "I see his mouth moving, but nothing's coming out."


  "Now you Americans come, before the land can heal, and destroy it again. I see death and dust for your children. We did not learn, and we died. You will not learn, and you will die. But we could not return to our rest until we at least warned one who could hear. The other could not hear, cannot hear, but you can."


  With that, the sod men seemed to melt into the ground, as if it were quicksand. As the last rays of the Sun vanished, only Dirk, Eisenhower and Dirk's horse remained visible in the brief skyglow after sunset.


  "A warning," Dirk mounted his horse and offered Mr. Eisenhower a hand up.


  "Of what? Are we building on sacred grounds, and they're going to come after us like revenants in a penny dreadful?"


  "No, they're not after vengeance. Pity, maybe. Atonement, I guess. And you're not totally wrong about the sacred grounds...they wanted us to know that this is ALL sacred, and we're treating it like, well, like dirt."


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


  Author's Notes:


  "Basho" is the handle Jess Nevins went under in 1993 and early 1994, his ASH-verse counterpart used with permission of the real world version. I imagine his later career as a pulp historian would be rather complicated in the ASH-verse, given the difficulty in telling which stories were based on true events and which ones were made up out of whole cloth in order to fill pages. Johnny T. Gerald is a reference to Johnny Twelveyearold, a fictional letterhack during the RPG sessions of the Raiders in 1993-4 (the advancement system had players writting lettercol entries justifying their characters checking off various progress points, and Blitzkrieg's player Chris Tatro wrote as Johnny Twelveyearold).


  Some of the historical details in this story are...well, wrong. Abilene stopped being the rail head for the Chisholm Trail in 1871 as the railroad pushed westward. But when you're writing cheap pulp as work-for-hire in the 1980s, there's not a whole lot of incentive to research beyond what's in your desk encyclopedia (and I name-dropped a bunch of stuff that would likely be in a short 1980s encyclopedia entry on Abilene). Of course, even these days when a quick trip to Wikipedia could show the inaccuracies, a lot of piecework writers aren't going to bother. ;) Also, I deliberately misspelled "marshal" as "marshall" throughout, and tried to consistently use British spelling. And, of course, I had to throw in a bit of misanthropy and a dig at Modern Society (and Americans in particular) and how we're destroying the planet, to make it feel more like an early 80s British comic. :) However, I did not make any particular effort to write like Moore in particular. Even assuming his style had gelled by the early 80s, there's always the possibility that he didn't write any Bart Stone pieces at all. It's just a fandom rumour, after all....


  "Sod" is a rather ruder word in Britain than it is generally used in America, being shortened from "sodomy" or "sodomize". I'm sure many a British schoolboy has snickered at references to American pioneers referred to as "sod-busters".


  As a final historical note, recent archaeological evidence suggests that the Kansas prairie is the result of man-made ecological disaster that played out maybe a thousand years ago, overfarming in the region that left things pretty messed up, and they'd only recovered as far as grasslands by the time European explorers arrived. But I don't recall any evidence of fens, I made that up for the story.


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


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


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


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


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


  #26 - Pitch Reel


  [The cover shows an adorable cartoon unicorn in colors suspiciously like those of Brightsword II's costume. Her horn glows like a plasma sword. The cover copy reads, "Coming this Fall to (insert network)!"]


  



  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #26 - Pitch Reel


  Featuring Brighthorn


  copyright 2011 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  It is a brightly lit, pastel landscape of simple shapes, even the shadows are muted tones. The foreground is mostly flat, with a few "ball and stick" cartoon trees, but hills rise in the background, and there is a distant mountain. A few clouds drift across the sky like paper cutouts. In short, it is a cartoon world. A cute cartoon world.


  From the right, a trio of colorful unicorn ponies enter, giggling and chattering amongst themselves in voices that all sound roughly the same. They are as simplistic in appearance as the scenery, and if they don't look quite like paper dolls, it's a near thing. One is purple with a straight white mane and tail, another is pink with a curly green mane and tail, while the third is white with a frizzy brown mane but a stubby black tail.


  Suddenly, birds streak across the sky from left to right, followed by a stampede of cute little animals. The unicorns look at this in alarm, their conversation forgotten. Then the pink unicorn sees something off to the left, and shouts.


  "Kalli, Dizzy...run!"


  Kalli, the purple unicorn, hasn't quite noticed the new threat yet. "Meebs, what are you...SASQUATCH!"


  At this, the trio turns and runs off to the right as everything starts to shake. Slightly, at first, but more intensely as the THOOM THOOM THOOM of some approaching footfalls gets louder.


  At the last second, Dizzy pokes her head into view, looking up, and says in a vaguely spacey tone, "It's...."


  Then a giant hairy foot descends from the sky. The shock of its impact sends Dizzy tumbling out of view.


  A logo grows into view from the bottom center of the frame, with a font that puts hearts inside every closed loop.


  @~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~@


  



  BRIGHTHORN AND FRIENDS


  



  Enter the Sasquatch!


  



  @~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~@


  "But the Sasquatches have always stayed out of Pony Valley," Kalli says. Numerous ponies, some with unicorn horns and some without, have gathered in front of a building marked "City Hall". "This is a violation of ancient treaty...what would make them do that?"


  "Bigfoot? More like big meany!" one of the crowd opines.


  "Oh dear!" exclaims a small gray pony wearing a monocle and a top hat. "Someone needs to do something!"


  "But you're the mayor, Mayor Haystack," Meebs cocks her head to one side, pushing the limits of her animation model. "Aren't *you* supposed to do something?"


  "I am?" Mayor Haystack seems taken aback at this news.


  Kalli sighs, and mutters under her breath to Meebs, "So much for putting him in City Hall to keep him out of trouble. Who would have known we'd actually *need* a mayor who could do things?"


  "Well, maybe he won't be too useless?" Meebs suggests.


  Kalli just stares at her.


  "Oh, all right. Hey, where's Dizzy? We got separated running away from the Sasquatch!"


  * * * *


  Dizzy ducks behind a barn, and the animation quality immediately shoots up, suggesting a sequence that will be reused.


  Opening a secret panel in the barn wall, she withdraws a fake blonde tail and somehow manages to clip it onto her own stubby one. Then, don't ask how, she attaches a blue diamond mask to her face. Of course, if you can accept that horses are building barns and city halls at this point, it's just one more of that sort of thing.


  "I call upon the power of the light!" she shouts confidently, no longer sounding airheaded, and the vacant expression in her eyes is replaced by a determined glint, then a literal glow, which spreads until she's just a silhouette limned in golden light. A closeup shows her mane lengthening and turning a blonde color to match her false tail. A red stripe runs down her back, then warps and changes into the shape of a sword. Her hooves turn bright blue, and her horn powers up with a golden glow. "I, BRIGHTHORN, WILL SAVE THE DAY!"


  * * * *


  In the countryside, giant feet are everywhere. The angle is such that even in the distance all you see are the lower legs and feet of the Sasquatches, moving up and down and stomping around. It seems more like random milling about than any sort of organized attack, though.


  Brighthorn gallops into shot. "Hullo up there!" she shouts. "Why are you here?"


  She barely avoids a foot that comes down near her.


  "How rude!" she snorts, then plunges her glowing horn into the nearest heel.


  A bellow of pain accompanies the foot rising rapidly out of shot, and Brighthorn tumbles backwards as her horn is yanked upwards.


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


  [September 8, 1996 - San Francisco, California]


  "Anyway, what happens next is she fights a few more, gets knocked around, and then the other ponies and unicorns rally to help her and together they drive the Sasquatches back into the forest. Once there, Brighthorn would find out what made the Sasquatches leave, and so on," the DSHA agent explained, pulling out some penciled storyboards. While most DSHA agents were more like the "federal agent" police type, this was one of the "Hollywood agent" variety, in charge of helping make superhero licensing pay off. The money brought in by licensing helped pay for some of the damages caused by superhero battles, and let the government pay a stipend to those who might otherwise be driven to crime by poverty.


  "The animation is a bit rough, they're trying out some new computer animation techniques that are supposed to look like paper cutouts, a real budget would probably let them work out the bugs. The head animator's young, but she has some really good ideas, and wants to make a girls' show with more action."


  Brightsword finally realized that her face had been stuck in a "NO EFFING WAY" expression of horror for several minutes now, and shut her mouth.


  "I am not a unicorn," she said through gritted teeth. "I am not a 'magical girl' either. And there's no WAY I'm signing off on a cartoon about me as a magical girl unicorn. I don't care HOW talented the artists are...and yeah, it does look pretty crappy right now. Why don't you pitch this to Lady Lawful?"


  "Um, we did, at the storyboard phase. She suggested we bring it to you. She said you'd love it," the agent shrugged sheepishly. "In fact, she recommended we add the magical girl transformation sequence, said you'd be all over that sort of thing. She even pointed us at a supernormal programmer friend of hers who helped us with some of the coding for that sequence."


  "Oh, DID she...?"


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


  Author's Notes:


  Written for High Concept Challenge #18, "The Unicorn/Sasquatch War". I don't know if Tim Munn was specifically trolling for My Little Pony riffs when he picked this topic, but by gum he's getting at least one.


  If anyone's finding this via a pony keyword search, it was written for a newsgroup that specifically bars use of intellectual property without permission (beyond Fair Use), so it's all parody and injokes here. I will not be crossing my ASH universe over into Equestria.


  The animation style is meant to be something like South Park meets Powerpuff Girls with the cute dial then cranked to 11. If actually greenlit, it would have come out about the same time in the ASH universe as South Park did in the real world.


  Lady Lawful knows several programmers who could have been the one mentioned in the agent's last line, but I'll leave it to Andy to decide who did the job and what they did with the program themselves later. :) "Why does Captain Dogooder have a pony mode?"


  There's plenty of other easter eggs stuck in this story, but I'm going to leave them as an exercise for the reader. Otherwise, the notes section might end up longer than the story!


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


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


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


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


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


  #27 - Secret of the Silver Skull


  [The cover is mocked up as a fake cover for a late 1970s issue of Science News Magazine, featuring a photograph of a strange silvery skull with large eye sockets and a hooked beak. Text in the lower right reads, "Strange discovery in Egypt".]


  ____________________________________________________________________________


  COHERENT


  SUPER STORIES #27 - Secret of the Silver Skull


  Featuring the Silver Skull copyright 2011 by Dave Van Domelen ____________________________________________________________________________


  SCIENCE NEWS Magazine, vol 113, no 22, June 3, 1978


  "Mystery of the Silver Skull"


  Despite the uncertain political situation in the area, fossil hunting expeditions continue to work the deserts of Western Egypt, notably around the area known as the Fayoum. A recent discovery has excited a great deal of interest among paleontologists, as well as a great deal of confusion.


  A strange skull, tentatively classified as an unknown species of ceratopsian, has been found in a new dig area in the Fayoum, close to the surface and likely revealed by erosion like many of the fossils found in the area. The skull has a silvery sheen to it, indication of an unusual permineralization that may be high in heavy metals.


  What makes this find interesting is that if it is a land-dwelling dinosaur, it would be the first such find in the area. Previously, all land-dwelling creatures whose traces were left in the Fayoum were of considerably more recent times. The region was either undersea during the "age of dinosaurs" or any fossil beds containing dinosaur remains simply have yet to be located.


  Radiological dating will be attempted at Yale University, the sponsors of this particular expedition. However, some are wondering if it's even a proper fossil, pointing out that the sand it rested in was still fluid, and the skull was not encased in a matrix of solid rock.


  * * * *


  SCIENCE NEWS Magazine, vol 115, no 4, January 27, 1979


  "Mystery of the Silver Skull Deepens"


  The mysterious ceratopsian skull found in the Fayoum region of Egypt (Sci.News v113 no22) has been tested using radiological data, but this has only raised more questions than it answered. According to the results of potassium-argon dating, the mineral content of the skull cannot be placed anywhere on the timeline of Earth's past. In fact, according to Professor James DuPres of Yale, "A simple reading of the chart would place this sample at a time several hundred million years into the future. This is well beyond measurement error, the sample must have been contaminated somehow."


  Meanwhile, physical paleontogists dispute that the skull could have come from any ceratopsian. The eyes are set in a binocular fashion, more like a predator than like the herbivorous ceratops. Additionally, while the skull is broken at the connection to the neck, the intact portions suggest that the spine would have had to connect in a location more in keeping with a bipedal or semi-bipedal animal.


  On the other hand, the distinctive beaklike structure is strongly evocative of the Protoceratops (native to the Gobi desert area) minus the frill, and despite some indications that it is not fully fossilized, the bone does contain more elemental calcium than it should, leading to the silvery sheen that has caused it to be nicknamed "The Silver Skull".


  A growing minority opinion holds that the skull belonged to a member of a humanoid dinosaurian race, possibly from an alternate reality in which K-T extinction never happened. A decade ago, such speculation would have been dismissed out of hand, but the existence of alternate realities can no longer be ignored in light of the "Dimension Z" invasion attempt. Unfortunately, with Violation Physics being such a young science, there are currently no experts in that field with any significant background in comparative anatomy or paleontology available to address this mystery.


  No other parts of the specimen have been located, although fossil hunters resumed the search for them during the 1978-79 winter digging season.


  * * * *


  SCIENCE NEWS Magazine, vol 125, no 6, February 11, 1984


  "Mystery of the Silver Skull: SOLVED?"


  During an expedition to the Fayoum region of Egypt, paleontologists discovered an anomalous skull (Sci.News v113 no22) that had radiological properties that could not be explained other than to claim the sample must have been contaminated (Sci.News v115 no4). The mystery has now been solved, thanks to a museum exhibit on cryptozoology at the Detroit Museum of Natural History that had a reproduction of the infamous artifact.


  Carla Bankert of Grand Rapids, MI, was visiting the museum with her grandchildren and found the skull looked familiar. Mrs. Bankert was present at the January 1973 encounter with the alien Pranir race, and while she only had a brief look at their true forms, it left a deep impression on her.


  Once the connection had been made, records of the few documented Pranir encounters since 1973 were compared to the skull, as well as to various reconstructions that had been made using casts of the skull. While they warn that their conclusions are tentative, paleontologists at Yale University say that it seems likely the skull did belong to a Pranir, and it could have been deposited in the Fayoum as late as a few years before its discovery, depending on the nature of the alien's demise. "The radiological results make a lot more sense if you don't assume the artifact came from Earth," Professor Tsung of Yale pointed out. "And the silvery sheen is simply a sign that the Pranir solution to calcium storage in bones, while similar to the Terrestrial solution, was not identical."


  What had been a paleontological conundrum now becomes an alien murder mystery. With the "usual culprit" of deep time as explanation for damage eliminated, the damage to the skull is more likely a sign that the Pranir was violently killed, either intentionally or in an accident of some sort.


  * * * *


  Yale Daily News, April 13, 1996


  "Silver Skull Goes Home"


  The infamous "Silver Skull" that has been part of the Yale Peabody Museum collection off and on since 1979 has finally been repatriated with the kin of its original owner, a Pranir with the "starname" of Opens-New-Markets, who allegedly met with an accidental demise while exploring in Egypt. His body was never found, but his skull sparked a brief and intense debate over the fossil record in that part of the world.


  Recovers-the-Lost, a Pranir specialist in the field of retrieving the remains of deceased Pranir explorers, negotiated with the university for return of the remains, presenting proof not only that the skull was of a Pranir in general, but forensic evidence that it belonged specifically to Opens-New-Markets, ending two decades of speculation among cryptozoologists and paleontologists.


  * * * *


  [The Citadel of Khadam - April 23, 1996]


  Karl Zugmann reviewed the reports from both the public news sources and his private spies. As best as he could determine, the Pranir really didn't care who had killed Opens-New-Markets. It was part of the price of doing business in "primitive" markets, as far as they were concerned...sometimes you got your head chopped off and dumped in the desert because you stuck your beak into the wrong place. And if the person dumping it was stupid enough to drop it near an archaeological dig, well...there was always a need for experimental subjects.


  However, the matter wasn't completely closed. Even if the Pranir didn't care, enough people now knew about the alien ship buried in Khadam that they would start putting two and two together and realize Opens-New-Markets was trying to find it. And self-righteous "superheroes" did tend to care about murders, even of alien interlopers.


  Karl filed it away to deal with later, however. For now, he had some interesting ideas about how to create the "dinosaur man" that one crackpot had claimed the skull belonged to back in the early 80s. And Karl had the advantage of actual Pranir genetic material to use in the process. How kind of nature to generate proper DNA out of the primordial ooze of so many planets, it made his experiments so much more fruitful!


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


  Author's Notes:


  This was written for HCC #19, but when I went to look up the exact wording of the challenge for these end notes, I discovered I'd forgotten a fairly important part of the title: "WHAT IS THE SECRET OF THE SILVER SKULL MACHINE?" Yeah, as you may have noticed, there's no machine here, just a silver skull. I considered reworking the story to make it better fit the challenge, but in the end decided against it. I'll leave it up to Wil whether to include it in the voting (assuming I don't come up with another story that better fits the challenge before the deadline).


  Opens-New-Markets first (and last) appeared in Coherent Super Stories #2. The volume and number citations for the various issues of Science News are correct for those dates, but obviously the real world editions of the magazine lacked these stories. I initially wrote the final "scene" as an emailed report from one of Zugmann's spies using a disposable Compuserve account, but after a few revisions realized that even then the phrasing would have to be so elliptical that I'd need to translate it in the end notes anyway, so I just skipped to the results of Karl reading the message (and others). Karl Zugmann is the father of Arnold Zugmann (aka Onslaught), and while he survived past 1998 (being "normal" in the magene sense) he either was killed at some point (by Arnold, most likely) or he's the unnamed brain in the shell known as Alloy. If Alloy is Karl Zugmann, he's hardly the only member of his family to go for the full body prosthetic, as his grandson Rutger went that route.


  Science News and Yale Daily News are trademarks of their respective owners (Society for Science and the Public and Yale University, respectively).


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


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


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


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


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