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* * *
Just Cause is the greatest superhero team in the world, with history stretching back to World War II. Generations of colorful heroes have spent decades fighting to protect the innocent from natural disasters, parahuman foes, criminals of all stripes, and themselves.
This story is part of that team’s illustrious history.
* * *
“We have not passed that subtle line between childhood and adulthood until…we have stopped saying ‘It got lost,’ and say ‘I lost it.’”
-Sydney J. Harris
December, 2003
Chicago, Illinois
“Happy birthday, dear Sally, happy birthday to you!” sang the group assembled in the Lucky Seven’s conference room. Salena Thompson hunched her shoulders at the cacophony and squirmed in her seat. She wished something—anything—would happen to cut short the embarrassing spectacle of seven adults fawning over her. Maybe aliens could decide today was the day to invade Chicago, or the Moon could slip out of its orbit, or zombies would choose today to begin crawling from the frozen ground in search of brains. Any opportunity for her to bolt from the room and do what she’d been trained to do instead of suffering the attention and adulation of the others.
“Go on, dear, blow out the candles and make a wish.” Tremor’s fashion-model looks and height made Sally feel like a clumsy adolescent next to her. Only a shade over five feet tall, Sally had developed a perpetual kink in her neck from always having to look up at the statuesque men and women who populated the parahuman community.
Sally leaned forward and held her long blonde braids back from the eighteen yellow candles on the cake. The frosting was the same scarlet as her superhero costume. All things considered, she’d much rather have been on duty in costume, helping to patrol the city or telling school kids not to use drugs or even filling out paperwork. Instead, she took a deep breath and tried not to grimace as Juliet snapped a picture from across the table. A moment later, she extinguished the candles to thunderous applause. She looked around the room at her friends, the team of superheroes which had adopted her for the past six months.
“Hey, get the gift.” Stratocaster snapped his fingers as if he’d just remembered. His vibrant purple mohawk stood proud and spiked. His guitar, the conduit for his magical power, hung at his back.
“Oh, yeah… we almost forgot!” The Spark made a show of searching his pockets. “Who has it? I don’t.” Unlike the others on the team, The Spark had no innate parahuman abilities of his own. Instead he used his acrobatic skills and electrical gadgetry to hold his own.
Bullet stepped forward. He was as large and imposing in his civvies as in his black-and-red costume. His craggy, scarred face split into a wide grin as he held out an envelope to Sally. “Happy birthday,” he said in his cracking, rumbling voice. A piece of rebar had pierced his throat once, and even though he had healed from the injury within minutes, it had left his voice a ruin.
Sally took the envelope and glanced around at the others. Statues might as well have surrounded her for all the expressions displayed by the Lucky Seven. Even Carousel, the artificial being who delighted in expressing human emotions, made her face an impassive wall.
“Go on,” said Juliet. “Open it.” Juliet was the only one of the Lucky Seven who didn’t use a superhero name. She had wanted to call herself Jedi because of her psionic powers, but Lucasfilm wouldn’t permit it.
Sally slid a finger underneath the envelope flap and withdrew two folded pieces of paper.
“Read them out loud.” Trix shook his ‘80s rock-star hair.
“To Juice, Field Commander and Administrator of Just Cause,” read Sally. “We, the undersigned, are pleased to recommend Salena Thompson, also known as Mustang Sally, for an internship with Just—” She stopped as she felt her throat tighten up. She tried again. “Internship with Ju—”
Her vision had grown far too blurry with tears to read more.
“There’s more,” said The Spark. “Since we’d gone to all the trouble of writing this referral for you, we thought we might save you some time and effort and sent in the application on your behalf. The other page is—”
“Shush, let her read it herself.” Juliet placed her hand on The Spark’s shoulder.
Sally flipped over to the other sheet of paper. She saw the official Just Cause stationery and the brief letter written on it. Certain words jumped out at her: interview… Just Cause Headquarters… Intern.
“Th-thank you.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “It’s the b-best gift ever.”
All her life, Sally had wanted to be a superhero in Just Cause, like her mother and grandmother had been. Now she would have that chance.
Tremor smiled at her. “Sally…” The conference room alert spotlights illuminated and a sudden klaxon wailed from the speaker system throughout Lucky Seven Headquarters. Echoes chased up and down the halls of the building.
The heroes looked at each other in disbelief.
“It’s five days before Christmas. What the hell could possibly need our attention?” said Stratocaster. “Don’t supervillains have last-minute shopping to do?”
“Maybe one of them is working a five-finger discount,” said Trix.
The Spark touched a button on the intercom that connected him to the team’s dedicated monitoring center, modeled after the much larger and more comprehensive one used by Just Cause. “Spark here. What’s going on?”
“I’ve got the police commissioner holding for you, Boss,” reported a voice from the center.
“Patch him through.”
“Spark, we’ve got a giant robot thing breaking up the Science and Technology Expo at McCormick Place. I have officers down and possible civilian casualties!”
“Understood, Commissioner. We’re on our way.” The Spark turned to Sally and the rest of the Lucky Seven. “Let’s move, people.”
They hurried to the locker rooms to change. Sally, with her super-speed, was in and back out again in costume well before any of the others. She tapped her yellow boots on the floor with a rapid-fire patter, impatient for the rest of the Lucky Seven to finish.
The rest of the team rejoined her within minutes. They’d transformed themselves from civilian attire to their colorful costumes.
“Trix, can you fly today?” The Spark checked the clips which held his electro-whip.
“Not sure, man. Let me give it a try.” Sally and the rest of the Lucky Seven members tensed as Trix rose into the air. His random powers came and went with alarming frequency. Sometimes he could fly, other times he couldn’t. More than once he’d tried to use an ability only to get something unexpected, like an explosive fireball or a tornado from a clear blue sky. He gave them a thumbs-up.
The Spark nodded. “Good. Sally, Carousel, you’re with me. Bullet, you’re on point. Trix, Tremor, flank us. Strat—”
A whine of mystical feedback echoed through the conference room as Stratocaster turned the knobs on his guitar up to the proverbial eleven.
“Bring Juliet along and we’ll meet you there.”
Juliet rolled her eyes and dug her fingers into her ears. Stratocaster fingered the fretboard and with a long-practiced move, leaped into the air, swung his pick hand around in a windmill circle, and slashed the pick across the strings. He landed with his legs spread apart, pointed the neck of the guitar toward the ceiling, and stuck his other hand in the air in a pose straight out of a rock video. A wallop of solid sound smashed through the conference room. Bright energy sparks flowed from the guitar strings in every color of the spectrum. They coalesced into a violet glow that enveloped him and Juliet and they disappeared to leave only a reverberating echo of the power chord in their wake.
Sally’s ears rang like church bells tolled in her head. She winced and hoped the damage wasn’t permanent.
“Move out, Lucky Seven,” said The Spark.
Sally thrilled to those words. In the six months since she’d joined up with the Seven, this was only the second time they’d been called out on an emergency. The first time was to assist with rescue and recovery efforts after Hurricane Isabel smashed into the East Coast.
She’d spent years training for this, her first potential parahuman combat. Three years of her life had been spent under the tutelage of the Academy combat instructor. Before that, her mother and grandmother had coached her on the unique methods a speedster could use against opponents like disarming their weapons before they could be used, wrapping them in yards of tape or rope in mere seconds, and pummeling them with fists like machinegun bullets.
The Spark’s motorcycle screamed out of the garage, weaving in and out of holiday traffic. Sally and Carousel kept pace with him, one clad in scarlet and the other in naught but nearly-frictionless metallic skin. A younger Sally might have charged ahead—she was fast enough to cover the distance to McCormick in less than a minute—but years of training had tempered some of her natural impetuousness. She would stay with her team and follow the orders of her commander.
Her mother had warned her about going solo in a combat mission. It’s easy to run ahead of everyone else, she’d said, to think that just because you’re faster, you’re better. Use your speed and accelerated perceptions to think before you act. You have the time. Use it wisely.
Sally reminded herself of the basic combat tenets taught at the Hero Academy, all of which boiled down to: protect the innocent, support your teammates, and come home alive.
Good advice, she thought. She intended to follow it to the letter.
“When soldiers have been baptized in the fire of a battle-field, they have all one rank in my eyes.”
-Napoleon Bonaparte
December, 2003
Chicago, Illinois
Traffic clogged the roads for miles around the Convention Center as people tried to get away and emergency vehicles tried to get through. Sally and Carousel scouted ahead at high speed to find the best route for The Spark to steer his motorcycle. Finally, they reached an impasse as the throng of conventioneers and onlookers became too thick to avoid.
The Spark brought his cycle to a halt, dismounted with an acrobatic leap, and uncoiled his whip. He swung it up into the air and snared Bullet, who wrapped one of his huge hands around the tip. The Spark’s momentum continued unchecked as Bullet lifted him up and over the crowd. Sally and Carousel picked their way through the thick crowd beneath the flyers.
They reached the police line in seconds, where officers struggled to keep curious people back from the buildings and helped others maintain an orderly exit. The members of the Chicago Police Department looked relieved as the Lucky Seven heroes arrived on scene.
“Fill us in, Lieutenant,” said The Spark to a short, stocky woman who wore a helmet and armored vest.
“It’s a giant robot thing,” said the officer. “It entered the main exhibition hall and began firing off tear gas canisters. Cleared the place out pretty fast.”
Sally looked around and noticed many people in the crowd were coughing, with red faces and streaming eyes. Her breath mask would give her some protection from gas but it didn’t have a self-contained air supply, so she’d get a dose of whatever it was too.
“Do you know what it’s after?”
“What it’s after? Not at the moment. Security converged on it but it’s carrying some pretty heavy weaponry and they couldn’t get close to it.” The lieutenant pushed her helmet back and wiped sweat from her brow even in the freezing temperature. “We’ve got four officers unaccounted for, and there may be civilians stranded inside. Goddamn, but I’m glad you’re here.”
A whine of feedback and a thrum of distortion filled the air as Stratocaster and Juliet materialized out of the sound and appeared right next to Sally.
“Not late, are we?” Stratocaster flashed a tight grin at The Spark.
“What, did you stop for a latte and biscotti?” The Spark snorted in derision.
Stratocaster patted his vest pocket. “I saved you an almond one.”
The Spark didn’t bother to reply and instead turned back to the lieutenant. “Has anyone possibly got a picture of this thing?”
She nodded and pulled out her cell phone. “One of the missing officers was able to send this from his phone before we lost contact.” She held it up. The Lucky Seven members all crowded around to get a look. Sally strained to see past Bullet’s bulk, and just caught a glimpse.
The blurry image showed an angular humanoid figure in dark blue and gleaming chrome, with four arms and two legs and a large bulky object on one shoulder. It was caught in the act of firing some kind of weapon from one of its intermediate limbs. A gout of flame jetted out and washed out part of the image from overexposure.
Sally drew in a sharp breath. She knew this figure; he had haunted her dreams since she’d been old enough to understand what had happened to her father and who was responsible for his death.
Destroyer.
Destroyer had taken away half her family before she was even born, and she hated the coward inside his powered armor because of it.
Destroyer.
She whispered the name aloud and felt her perceptions accelerate out of fear. When she ran and moved at super speeds, her perceptions and thought processes accelerated as well, allowing her mind to keep up with her body. It could be a hindrance in a non-combat situation though, as everything seemed to slow down around her. She forced herself to calm down so she could still interact with the others.
The Spark confirmed her identification. “That’s got to be Destroyer. High-tech battlesuit and weapons, clearing out a science and technology expo. Just his style.”
“But why is he still here?” asked Tremor. “I’d think smash-and-grab would be more his style. Why hang around to risk facing us?”
“Because he never has,” said Juliet. “He longs to test himself against anyone and everyone. What better opportunity to face us than by attacking this facility?”
“It has to be more than that,” said The Spark. “He could have drawn us out anywhere, anytime. There must be something here he wants. Let’s make sure he doesn’t get it.”
Sally trembled at high speed. She was terrified of Destroyer. He killed without compunction, without mercy. He’d killed her father.
Now he was here, ready to kill her and her new friends.
“Let’s go,” said The Spark. “Stay alert, don’t bunch up. Bullet, Tremor, Trix, flank him and keep him from escaping. Carousel, Sally, try to disarm him. Juliet, if you can shut him down telepathically, do it. Strat—”
Stratocaster slid his fingers down the strings of his guitar as sparks of energy danced away into dimensions unknown; he knew his role.
“Lucky Seven, let’s roll!” Many of the onlookers took up the battle cry, made famous after fifteen years.
The long lobby of McCormick Place was eerie and dark, only lit by emergency lighting. Sulfurous tendrils of bitter gas twisted around their feet as they entered. Sally adjusted her breath mask a little better to cut out the worst of the acrid stink.
The Spark uncoiled his whip and held it in both hands. At a moment’s notice, he could flick it out and send an electrical charge through the bare wire braided into the leather. Sally didn’t think it would do much damage against a heavily-armored villain like Destroyer, but The Spark carried himself with such confidence that it made her feel a little braver.
Stratocaster’s fingers still moved across the strings and fretboard of his guitar, but he’d muted the volume and only a slight purplish glow emanated from it. The others advanced with careful purpose, ready to let their powers fly.
The silver-skinned Carousel whispered to Sally, “I’m scared.”
“Me too.” Sally felt the muscles all through her torso tighten and clench at the approach of combat.
Two of the large doors leading to the exhibition hall had been wrenched off their hinges and the frame twisted into a semblance of some bizarre modern art sculpture. Beyond, Sally could see the flickering firelight of burning displays and carpeting.
The Lucky Seven moved into the main hall. Right away, Sally noticed two security officers slumped against the wall, their uniforms blackened around smoldering holes in the chests. She pointed them out to the others. Juliet knelt down beside them, opening her mind to seek signs of life. She looked up toward Trix. “They’re both alive, but fading fast. Can you get them out?”
He nodded, raised his hands, and willed his power to function. Sally’s ears popped as air rushed in around the two victims and gently lifted them as if they were on an air hockey table. He turned and guided them out, leaving eddies of smoke and gas in his wake.
A crumbling sound echoed through the main hall over the crackle of flames. Sally caught a glimpse of motion overhead. Her perceptions shot into high gear and she realized a large chunk of cement was hurtling toward the group. Carousel reached for The Spark to shove him out of the way. Sally wrapped her arms around Juliet, strained to overcome inertia, and yanked her to safety.
Having done her best to protect Juliet, Sally checked on the others. Overhead, Bullet moved with glacial slowness to intercept the tumbling debris, one fist cocked in preparation to smash it into gravel. Tremor dodged upward, and Stratocaster thumbed his volume knob up. Satisfied that there wasn’t anything she needed to do, Sally relaxed her perceptions and the world snapped back up to speed.
Bullet plowed his fist into the cement and shattered it into fist-sized chunks. The others dove away and cried out in surprise.
With a whine of high-powered servomotors, Destroyer stepped through a burning display, a metallic demon. Humanoid but with four arms, the fifteen-foot-tall suit contained a small, angry man who gloated over the havoc of his own creation.
“Well look what I’ve found. Snow White and the Seven Dwarves.” His voice modulated through high-end speakers into earth-shaking tones. “I wondered when I’d run across you so-called heroes.”
“Surrender, Destroyer. We’ve got you outnumbered. Power down your suit and exit it before we peel it off you.” The Spark stood defiant despite a tear in the side of his suit. Sally could see a stain of blood on his side and wondered how badly he was hurt.
Destroyer laughed, a mirthless chuckle that echoed off the high ceiling of the main hall. “I’ve fought Just Cause and won time and time again, Spark. What makes you think your pitiful little club can stop me?”
Bullet and Tremor took up positions over Destroyer. Stratocaster played a low, throbbing riff, building power with each strum of the strings. Carousel touched Sally’s elbow. Sally turned to look, startled; she’d been almost hypnotized by Destroyer’s sheer size. Carousel held out a two-foot-long piece of steel rebar. She must have picked it up from some of the debris. Sally took it, feeling clumsy and awkward with it, and wondered how she’d ever disarm Destroyer with such a simple tool. “What about you?” she whispered to Carousel.
Curved blades like scythes grew from the metal of Carousel’s arms to extend past her hands like deadly ribbons. “I’ll be fine with these.”
“Last chance, Destroyer. Surrender,” called The Spark.
“You’re boring me,” said Destroyer, a hint of glee in his voice. “Let’s fight!”
Destroyer didn’t wait for the Lucky Seven to make the first move. The unit on his shoulder swiveled and a missile the size of Sally’s arm burst out of it to impact point blank on Bullet. Instead of exploding in flames, the missile burst into a sticky, ropy substance that wrapped around Bullet’s arms and legs to cocoon him in less than a second. Destroyer pummeled him with a heavy metal fist the size of a mailbox and sent the enshrouded hero crashing into the ceiling in an explosion of ceramics, glass, and masonry.
Tremor hit Destroyer with a blast of concentrated vibratory energy from one side while Stratocaster launched dissonant power chords at him from the other. The shoulder unit ripped away in the combined blast. Unfazed by the double-sided attack, Destroyer crowed “Suck on this, heroes,” and dropped a small spheroid onto the floor which flashed into smoke when it hit.
The Spark yelped as his batteries shorted out. Sparks shot from Stratocaster’s guitar as the internal circuitry melted into so much slag. It must have been an electromagnetic pulse bomb, thought Sally, to have shut down all the electronics.
The guns mounted on Destroyer’s intermediate arms chattered as he fired large-caliber bullets toward them all. Sally and Carousel ran faster than the arm could track after them. Sally glanced up and saw the air around Tremor shimmer as she transmitted vibratory power through it at the battlesuit. Destroyer swung a gun at her and she barely had time to form a wall of vibration waves in front of her to deflect the bullets. Destroyer stepped toward her, firing nonstop, and drove her backward toward the wall.
Sally saw an opening and ducked around Carousel to move in close to Destroyer. Although his intermediate arms were higher than she could reach, he’d stepped close enough to the wall that she could try a maneuver she’d practiced many times at the Academy. She accelerated in the blink of an eye and rushed at the wall on an oblique angle. She stepped up onto the wall and pushed off it to drive herself higher, the rebar raised and ready. Her perceptions fluttered into overdrive as she drifted toward Destroyer. A bullet left the mouth of the gun on a plume of smoke and flame, moving with the gentle pace of a curling stone on the ice. Sally ignored it and stuck the rebar underneath the gun barrel, put her feet against the intermediate arm, and heaved.
Her mass was slight but her momentum was terrific, and she felt the barrel move as she levered it up and away from the firing mechanism. The gun discharged again, but this time a fountain of sparks erupted from it as the bullet lodged inside the barrel and twisted it into uselessness.
Carousel attacked from the opposite side and sliced through the other gun’s firing mechanism with her wicked sharp blades. Destroyer reacted with the cold precision of an automatic, computerized response. His primary arm swung down and caught Carousel across her legs as she retreated. Sally heard a snap that made her feel ill. Carousel screamed in pain and crumpled to the ground. Sally avoided the opposite descending arm only because she was faster than her friend.
Given a momentary reprieve from Destroyer’s onslaught, Tremor blasted her powerful vibratory energy at the battlesuit’s head. Sparks flew from it in all directions, making a noise like a rotary grinder. Sally tumbled to the ground near Carousel, whose legs canted off in unnatural angles. She grabbed underneath her friend’s armpits and pulled her to safety while Destroyer was busy with Tremor.
“It’s all right, you’ll be okay,” Sally gasped, trying to catch her breath.
Carousel weighed next to nothing. Or maybe the adrenaline gave Sally unusual reserves of strength as she dragged the moaning speedster to safety behind a pile of debris. Sally had basic first aid training from the Hero Academy, but everything she had learned flew away in her panic. All she could think of was to keep her friend warm. She zipped over to a display that hadn’t yet caught fire and snagged the cheap curtains.
“Here,” she said. “I’ve got to wrap you up.”
“Do… do what you need to,” whimpered Carousel. “It hurts. It hurts so bad.”
“I’m sorry.” Sally couldn’t imagine how bad her friend’s injuries might be. She’d bever been seriously hurt herself. Carousel’s broken legs terrified her. “I’ll get you some help as soon as it’s safe.”
She glanced toward Destroyer. Tremor blasted bursts of vibratory power at him while dodging shots from his secondary cannon. The Spark tried to cut Bullet free from the goop that enshrouded him. Stratocaster, powerless without his guitar, stayed under cover as much as possible. Juliet likewise could do very little to help in a straightforward combat situation; she couldn’t get close enough to Destroyer to try to shut his mind down with her telepathic powers. Trix was still missing in action.
The Lucky Seven were about to lose the fight.
Sally had to do something, but didn’t know what. “Hey, Destroyer, over here!” She leaped out from cover and brandished her piece of rebar to distract him enough to let Tremor get a telling shot in on his armor suit. He cut loose with a hip-mounted chain gun that swiveled to track her almost as fast as she could run away. Bullets chipped into the floor just behind her with every step. She skidded around a corner and gasped for breath.
Angry tears blurred her vision. She felt helpless and afraid. What good was running? After more than ten years of training to be a superhero, she didn’t know what to do. Destroyer had made a mockery of the Lucky Seven and they would be very fortunate if all of them survived.
Sally banged her clenched fist against her forehead. “Think. Think!”
She stepped around the corner just in time to see a device detach from the back of Destroyer’s leg, hit the floor and bounce up into the air. It spun like a top. She dove behind the corner once more as the device exploded with a bang so loud it took her breath away.
Underneath the ringing in her ears, a floor-shaking thrum echoed amid the destruction. Sally staggered to the edge and peeked around the corner. Destroyer had picked up a large case and fired his boot rockets. She wondered what was in the case but had no time for curiosity; somehow, she had to prevent his escape. The others lay sprawled amid the wreckage. She hoped they were only unconscious.
She charged at him, but he sprayed something onto the floor behind him as he flew toward the exit. Sally couldn’t avoid the puddle and lost all her traction. She flipped into the air as her arms and legs pin wheeled. The stuff coated her like oil and she bounced and slid all the way to the front doors. She skittered over shards of glass and steel and her costume shredded against them.
Destroyer burst out of the building. Trix tried to engage him but was slapped aside for his efforts. Sally watched, unable to do anything as Destroyer’s main engines glowed white hot and launched him into the overcast skies like a missile.
Sally watched the bright spark of engine exhaust recede into the distance, and then bowed her head and felt every bit a failure.
- Parahumans exhibit a common genetic marker.
- The presence of the genetic marker doesn’t guarantee active parahuman abilities.
- Parahuman abilities violate known physical laws.
To summarize: There’s far more that we don’t know than we do know about parahumans.
-“The Origin of Parapowers” by Dr. Matasuko Musashi, 1995
January, 2004
Denver, Colorado
Sally sat in the oversized chair and tried not to squirm. She had only been in Juice’s office for a few minutes, but it felt like hours while he glanced through the pertinent parts of her file. Sally fumed with each slow and deliberate turn of a page. Patience was a challenge for a speedster like herself.
She’d debated whether to wear her costume, and even went so far as to discuss it with her mother, who suggested that business attire would be more professional. She wanted to make a good impression on the man whom she’d known as long as she could remember, but the mere idea of a blazer and skirt made her itch and chafe. Her mother even offered to go shopping with her and played the ultimate card of offering to pay for it, but Sally wouldn’t hear of it. She dug through the recesses of her closet and found a pair of slacks she could stand to wear and a silky white button-down shirt. She added a muted navy cardigan and figured she looked good enough for anything Juice could throw at her.
Juice had always looked big from afar when she’d seen him at various events attended by Just Cause. As a Just Cause alumnus, her mother often went and brought Sally along to introduce her to heroes past and present as my future Just Cause member. Now that she sat in front of him, he seemed gigantic. He was the kind of black man who looked stylish with his head shaved, and he dressed in Italian silk and leather. He’d gone to law school and been a part-time member of Just Cause in his early twenties. Her mom swore he was the smartest man she’d ever met.
He leaned his considerable frame back in an expensive chair as he turned the pages in Sally’s file. His build and demeanor gave no indication of his unique ability to absorb electricity and convert it into pure strength and resistance to physical damage. “Hmm…” He looked over the edge of his reading glasses at her. “So you’d like to join the team?”
Sally swallowed and licked her lips, her mouth dry as the air in her hometown of Phoenix. She stammered “Y-yes sir,” and hated herself for it. In the Hero Academy, oral exams had always made her queasy. So did interviews, she was learning.
“Why?”
Sally had a thousand reasons to want to be a part of Just Cause: because her mother had been a member; because her father had been killed by Destroyer; because her grandmother was one of the first American superheroes; because she’d watched while members of Just Cause had lost their lives in the destruction of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001; because she wanted to be part of the greatest superhero team in the world.
She opened her mouth to reply and all her pat answers flew away like dandelion seeds on a puff of wind.
Juice smiled. “Tell you what, Sally. This office feels pretty formal. Let’s head down to the cafeteria. The coffee’s fair and the sandwiches are pretty good.” His chair creaked as he drew himself up to his full six foot ten. He held open his office door for her. Sally felt like a toddler next to him. “How is Arizona?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t get home much this Fall.”
“Beautiful country down that way. If it wasn’t so hot, I’d enjoy it more. I’ve still got enough East Coast in me to prefer a more urbane setting. How do you like it here in Denver?”
“It’s nice,” she said. “Running’s easier up here.”
“Even though there’s less air to breathe?”
She shrugged. “You get used to it after awhile.”
They took the corridor from Juice’s office to the main lobby. A Native American woman with magnificent feathered wings had just checked in through Security and stepped away from the retinal scanner. She smiled at them with dazzling white, which contrasted her flawless brown skin. The woman’s eyes had bright yellow irises and large pupils like those of a bird. Sally recognized her as Desert Eagle, although they’d never met before.
“Hi, James. Who’s your friend?” Sally felt very small; the winged woman was over six feet tall as well.
“Sondra, this is Salena Thompson, also known as Mustang Sally. Sally, Sondra Eagle, also known as Desert Eagle.”
“Pleased to meet you, Salena. Are you in the Academy?”
“I finished this past summer. And you can call me Sally.”
“Are you going to do your internship with us?”
“I hope so,” Sally said with a sidelong glance at Juice, who beamed back at her.
“What’s your gig?” Sondra flexed her wings. Her broad and powerful shoulders filled out the custom overcoat she wore against the freezing wind outside.
“I’m a speedster.”
Sondra smiled. “I thought so. I’m sure you’ll do just fine. We need a speedster to fill out the ranks.” Sondra said farewell and headed off into the depths of the headquarters building.
The cafeteria was larger than Sally expected, but then she remembered it catered not only to the team, but also to Just Cause’s hundred-and-some civilian employees.
“Would you like some coffee?” Juice asked her as he poured a large cup of his own.
“Uh, not really. It makes me jittery at super-speed.” Sally had been prepared for a typical job interview, not Juice’s casual friendliness. She didn’t know how to play along with his game.
“Grab whatever you want, then come and sit down and we’ll finish.” He strolled over to a table and sat down.
She didn’t know what else to do so she took the first thing she saw—a bag of chips—and went over to him.
Juice had appropriated a large blueberry muffin and was spreading butter on it as Sally sat down. He smiled at her. “Did you always want to be a superhero?”
“Well, sure. I mean, my mom and grandma were, and I’m faster than both of them. What else could I do?”
“You could have a normal life. Go to college, get a job, meet the right guy… ever think of doing that instead?”
“No, not really. I guess I always wanted to do this.”
“You got very high marks in combat training at the Academy. How was training alongside the Lucky Seven?”
“It was cool. I learned a lot from them.”
“Before the incident with Destroyer, had you ever been in a real combat situation before?”
Sally shook her head. She still had occasional bad dreams about the giant blue battlesuit and the hatred of the man it contained.
“Tell me about what happened in Chicago.” Juice swallowed the last of his muffin and took a sip of his coffee.
“He took out Bullet with some kind of goopy stuff that wrapped him up. Then he used a portable electromagnetic pulse to ruin The Spark’s equipment and Stratocaster’s guitar. He broke Carousel’s legs when we tried to take out his guns. He knocked out the others with a stun grenade.” She bowed her head. “I guess we didn’t give a very good accounting of ourselves.”
“What about you?” Juice finished his coffee and set the cup back on the table.
“He sprayed some kind of grease on the floor.” Sally felt her face grow hotter. “I hit it and slid across some broken glass. Tore up my costume some.”
“Were you hurt?”
“Not really. Just my pride.” Sally sighed. “I guess I didn’t really accomplish much either.”
Juice smiled. “Listen, Sally, Destroyer has taken down heroes far more experienced than you. You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. Quite the contrary, you should be proud you even faced him at all.”
Sally couldn’t look at him. “Even though I didn’t do anything right?” She couldn’t believe herself. Worst. Interview. Ever.
“You survived your first real parahuman combat with nothing worse than a wounded pride. That is a lot better than how most heroes fare. They can teach you all the great theories and situational tactics they want at the Academy, but when you get right down to it, real life has very little to do with the classroom. Believe me, any fight you can run, walk, limp, or crawl away from is one in which you did well.”
Sally felt her admiration grow for him. As a lawyer, he’d learned to use language to great effect, and his words soothed her discomfort like aloe on a sunburn.
“How are the others in the Lucky Seven?”
“They’re okay. Mostly they were just stunned—minor bumps and bruises, that sort of thing. Carousel’s back on light duty. Her systems self-repair so long as she has access to power and raw materials.”
“Good. Now then…” He leaned back. “Sondra was absolutely right. We do need a speedster. Think you’re up to the task?”
Words jammed up Sally’s mouth so she could only nod in stunned silence. She’d known for years Just Cause was her destiny, but it surprised her to have the opportunity in front of her all the same.
Juice grinned back at her and pulled a phone from his pocket. He thumbed a switch on it. “Harris?” A voice responded in acknowledgement. “We’ve got a new intern. Can you please prepare her quarters and arrange for her paperwork and badge?”
“Yes, sir.”
Juice switched channels and spoke again. “Jason?”
“Yeah?” said a different voice from the phone.
“I’ve got a young lady here who is in need of a tour. I think you’re just the man to handle that job.”
“I’ll be right there, boss.”
“Give her about an hour to settle into her quarters.”
“Yes, sir. One hour, sir.”
Juice chuckled to himself, closed the phone and tucked it back into his jacket pocket. “Do you remember Jason Tibbets? He graduated from the Academy two years ago.”
“I’m not sure, uh, sir.” Despite throwing herself into her studies at the Academy, she couldn’t have forgotten the tall blonde boy who had been two years ahead of her even if she’d wanted to. All the girls in her dorm had spoken at length about his dreamy eyes and gentlemanly manners. She’d been enamored of him at first, although she found her studies to take far more of her time than she could spare for crushing on boys.
“Perhaps you’d know him as Mastiff,” said Juice. “And you can knock off the sir. Jason just does that to needle me. I’m not one for military formality and all that. Just make sure you follow orders when we’re out in the field and you’ll be fine calling me Juice, or James, or even Hey You!… Just so long as I know it’s me.”
“I will, sir. I mean, Juice.”
The big man leaned his head back and laughed. “You’ll fit in just fine here, Mustang Sally. Welcome to Just Cause.”
“The most common occurrence when two parahumans meet is a fight, ostensibly blamed on ‘mistaken identities.’ It’s a form of establishing dominance like one might find in any other type of social situation. The second most common occurrence is mutual attraction. If parahumans are truly genetic mutants they could conceivably be a separate race from mankind. And like any other race, they must propagate or risk extinction.”
-Dr. Lane Devereaux, appearing on Larry King Live, March 4, 1993
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“Just breathe into the tube,” said the balding man named Harris.
Sally blew into the glass tube that emerged from his device. The machine emitted clicks as it processed information and spat out a credit card a minute later. “What is it?”
“Genetic key,” said Harris. “It’s the best security we have. Your genetic code is imprinted upon the badge. It’ll only work if it has contact with your living skin. If someone else tries to use your card, it raises an alarm in the Command Center. Can’t be too careful these days.”
Sally picked up her new badge and looked it over. It identified her as a Just Cause intern. “What if I lose it?”
“Come back here and we’ll retest your code. If it matches, we’ll just issue you a new card. If it doesn’t, well, it’s probably not really you so it becomes our problem, not yours. You don’t have an evil twin, do you?”
“No. I’m an only child.”
“Good.” He handed her a box from inside a cabinet. “Here’s your duty gear.”
She examined the items in the box as Harris inventoried them for her. “Walkie-talkie satellite PC phone… these are state-of-the-art, but we replace them every six months whether they need it or not. These babies work anywhere in the world as long as you’re not deep underground or underwater.”
“Cool.”
He pointed out the uniform and clothing requisition form. “Just fill in your sizes now,” he explained. “The tailor will get your costume specs later. Our in-house shop will handle all your costume needs from here on out.” Next, he held up a Just Cause Visa card. “This is for emergencies only. No shopping sprees. You swipe it anywhere, you gotta fill out an expense report.” Finally, he showed her the gear and equipment requisition form and said, “I’ll approve damn near anything. How the hell do I know what you really need?”
“I need a dragster. You know, for training.”
“Yeah, right.” He escorted her from his office down a hallway and up a flight of stairs to the dormitory. “The whole team’s on this floor. Promotes unity or something. All I know is that it’s a lot like my college dorm, only louder and with more muscle tone.” He chuckled. “Everybody gets a suite. Bedroom, closet, living area, full bath, and kitchenette. Most of ‘em eat in the cafeteria, probably because they’re too busy being superheroes to cook a decent meal.” Listening to Harris was like being assaulted by a verbal machine gun, thought Sally. “You get regular laundry service and cleaning, just like in a hotel. Here we are, then.”
He stopped at a door that had Mustang Sally stenciled on it. He motioned to her to use her badge. She pulled it out and slid it through the reader. The door unlocked and she swung it open. The suite seemed cavernous to her after her shared room at the Academy. Her luggage sat in the middle of the living area, waiting to be unpacked. The room had decent carpet, a soft couch, a stocked entertainment center, and a computer desk. Off to one side she could see the kitchenette with a small refrigerator, microwave, coffee pot, and hot plate. A small table with two chairs was tucked against the wall. On the other side, she discovered the bedroom with a queen-size bed, a walk-in closet, and a nice bathroom. The entire suite had a faint mulberry scent, as if the housekeepers had sprayed the carpeting with it.
“Whaddya think?” Harris asked her after she’d had a few moments to check out the place.
“It’s nice,” she said.
“Good. You need anything, hit star-eleven on the phone. I’m out. I got a thing to do.” He headed down the hall, punching keys on his phone.
Sally left her luggage for the moment and kicked her shoes off. She scrunched her toes through the deep pile of the carpet, which felt comfortable and soft enough to sleep upon. She moved into the bedroom and lifted the shade so she could look out across the grounds.
The Just Cause compound consisted of four main buildings. Besides the dormitory, there was the training center, the Command Center, and the hangar/motor pool. The countryside around the facility was mostly dry grassland with an occasional stunted tree. Although she couldn’t see it from this side of the building, she knew the Hero Academy was less than a mile away.
It all seemed very alien to her. Even though she’d spent the past three years at the Academy, and become very familiar with the surrounding area, she felt like it might as well have been in a different state; or on a different planet. She sat on the edge of the couch, and wondered what to do next. What was an intern even supposed to do?
A knock sounded at the door.
Sally went to the door, opened it, and looked up… up… up into his face and all of a sudden she was fifteen again and crushing on Jason Tibbets. He was as tall as Juice with a muscular, athletic build. His straight, straw-colored hair fell from the top of his head to float around his jaw line and cover his ears. Blond stubble dotted his chin and his blue eyes sparkled with amusement. His t-shirt read Property of Just Cause—XXXL.
“Hi, you must be Salena. I’m Jason. Juice asked me to give you the tour since I’m off-duty today.”
“Ulp.” Sally’s tongue had stuck to the roof of her mouth.
“Do you, uh, want to, uh, put on some shoes or anything?” His demeanor changed to uncertainty as he tried to interpret Sally’s lack of vocal coherency.
“Shoes? Oh, uh, yeah. Let me change my clothes real quick. It’ll be real quick because I’m a speedster and I do everything quick. Well, not everything. I mean, uh, I’ll be just a minute.” She slammed the door in his face before she babbled any more and spun around to fixate on her bags, still unopened in the middle of the floor. In a blur of motion she grabbed the one with most of her clothes and yanked the zipper open. A minor hurricane of fabric ensued as she dug through her wardrobe to find the perfect outfit. Even at super-speed, she had a difficult time deciding on a blouse.
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