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I’ve wanted to write this story for a long time, but it took me until late 2018 to really firm up the concept. I didn’t have a central character in mind, didn’t have a plot hook. All I knew was I wanted to tell a tale set in the Arctic.

I’ve never been to the Arctic myself; I’m a lover of desert climate. I recognize the stark beauty in the far north, and how climate change is transforming it. It only makes sense that in the setting of the Just Cause Universe, a team would be established to police the top of the world. As we see more evidence of climate change firsthand in the form of extreme weather, even the Arctic can’t go untouched, and hurricane-like Arctic cyclones are a real thing. What better setting for a team optimized for search and rescue operations than to put them in the middle of a terrible storm? And then, of course, I turned everything on its ear.

Like all Just Cause Universe books, this one can be read as a standalone. Without spoiling anything, situations and characters referenced in this book have been in previous books in the series, and the events in Search and Rescue will have consequences in future books. I’m playing the long game here (Very long – Search and Rescue is the 16th book in a series that began in 2003 and will be continuing for at least a few more years).

No book can reach publication without the help of a team of superheroes, and I’ve got several I need to thank here. My beta readers Adrienne Dellwo, Chris Preyor, and Ira Creasman have worked hard to make this a better book than what I originally sent to them. I couldn’t have done it without their help. I’m especially grateful to artist Chaz Kemp, who stepped in to do a fantastic cover. My family, as always, is ridiculously supportive of this crazy writing business. Finally, I want to thank you, the fans, who keep coming back for more of the Just Cause Universe. As long as I have more stories to tell, and you keep reading them, I promise to keep writing them.

- Ian Thomas Healy

May, 2019
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If you want to listen to the music Maia listens to during this book, here is a consolidated playlist:
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“Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?” - Chicago

“Top of the World” - The Carpenters

“I Am the Walrus” - The Beatles

“The Wind Cries Mary” - The Jimi Hendrix Experience

“Ship of Fools” - Grateful Dead

“Always Crashing in the Same Car” - David Bowie

“Dust in the Wind” - Kansas

“Jump Into the Fire” - Harry Nilsson

“Burn / Stormbringer” - Whitesnake

“Flaming Telepaths” - Blue Ӧyster Cult

“Stand and Fight” - James Taylor

“Hall of the Mountain King” - Rainbow

“All Cats Are Grey” - The Cure

“We Are the Dead” - David Bowie

“Electric” - The Church

“Secrets” - Tears for Fears

“Red Right Hand” - Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds

“Going, Going, Gone” - Bob Dylan

“Monster / Suicide / America” - Steppenwolf

“Edge of the Ocean” - Ivy

“Voices in the Sky” - The Moody Blues

“Walking on the Moon” - The Police

“The Battle Rages On” - Deep Purple

“The Killing Moon” - Echo and the Bunnymen

“War Pigs” - Black Sabbath

“Long Walk Home” - Bruce Springsteen

“Shadowplay” - Joy Division

“The Ocean” - Led Zeppelin

“Home by the Sea” - Genesis
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Dedicated to Stan Lee, one of the world’s true superheroes, gone but never forgotten.
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From Maia’s playlist: “Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?” - Chicago

June, 2020­

Maia Young sat on a folding chair at one side of the stage and tried very hard not to throw up. The lights were too bright, the auditorium too hot, and her robe was making her skin itch. The gallery was full of people—instructors and younger students, current heroes and retired, families and friends. Factions within the audience cheered as names were read off, and Maia felt a little ill. She only had two people down among those seats, and she barely knew them at all.

“Rhiannon Adkins, known as Cacophony, has been accepted onto Just Cause New York,” announced Keith Jordan, the hero formerly known as MetalBlade and the principal of the Hero Academy. Cheers and applause rang through the auditorium as Rhiannon gave the gallery a broad smile and stood. She had done all their makeup, of course, like she did for every public event. It wasn’t a parahuman powers, but she was really good at it. Over the past couple years of experimenting, she’d even found a unique blend of greens, purples, and grays that accented Maia’s naturally blue skin

Ingrid Jordan, also known as Icebreaker, Dean of Students, and Keith’s wife, had a faint bluish tint to her skin as well, but she could pass for Caucasian in all but the brightest light. Nobody could mistake Maia for looking normal with her bulging muscles, pointed ears, and skin nearly the same color as a summer sky. Ingrid handed Rhiannon her diploma and shook her hand.

“Jacob Cotton, known as Calamity, has been accepted onto Just Cause Dallas.”

Jacob got a lot of cheering, as he had a large family and had just helped to take down a dangerous supervillain the previous month. He’d been acting as a superhero even before attending the Hero Academy, having saved children from a flooding daycare in his hometown. He had always been nice to Maia, and she thought she would miss him more than most of the others in her class. She’d started half a year later than the rest of them, thanks to her previous set of foster parents—the Stanwycks—keeping her locked away because of her unusual appearance. Jacob had helped her with her schoolwork so she could catch up and graduate with the others her age.

“Lindsay Malone, known as Fireball, has been accepted onto Just Cause Los Angeles.” Lindsay’s mom was the assistant warden at Deep Six, the prison for parahuman criminals. More than once, the Stanwycks had threatened to send her there if she acted up, or tried to run away, or did anything they felt was immoral. They were religious fundamentalists, and they had told Maia her appearance was God’s curse upon her. She knew better now, but the constant belittling and bullying had left a lasting skittishness. She’d been seeing the Academy’s psychologist weekly since first starting, and although she knew she’d made progress in therapy, it was, as Dr. Kuramoto said, an ongoing process.

“L.J. Vincent, known as DaVinci, has been accepted onto Just Cause Richmond.” L.J. was an odd young man with unusual powers. He, more than anybody, had been completely accepting of Maia when her new fosters, the Youngs, first brought her to the Hero Academy. He knew what it was like to be different, as he had a prosthetic leg and his powers didn’t fall into any easily-classifiable category. He stood, winked back at Maia, and strode across the stage. In three years, she’d never learned what his initials stood for; neither had anyone else.

“You okay?” Chloe whispered to Maia. She was Maia’s closest friend at school. Like Maia, her body had physically changed as her powers had matured. She’d grown gorgeous, functional dragonfly wings and overcome the social and personal challenges of being physically different with poise and grace that Maia envied.

Maia nodded, although she wasn’t feeling okay. “I’m just . . . I hate being in the spotlight.”

“You’re going to be on Just Cause, Maia. It kind of comes with the territory. Whoops, here I go!” She grinned at Maia, who couldn’t help but smile back.

“Chloe Wyld, known as WyldWing, has been accepted onto Just Cause Seattle.” Thunderous cheering and applause filled the auditorium as Chloe stood to accept her diploma. In her four years at the Academy, she had probably saved more lives than many heroes did in their entire careers. From stopping an attack on the Academy itself to battling white supremacists in Idaho to helping Jacob stop a supervillain in Colorado, she had done more even than legendary Hero Academy graduate Mustang Sally. Maia figured Chloe would have an amazing career, and counted herself fortunate to have met her.

To Maia’s left, Ava reached over and squeezed her hand. Ava was super-strong, like Maia, and had been her workout buddy during a lot of training. “Don’t worry, Maia. You’re going to do great.”

Principal Jordan smiled over at Maia. “Maia Young, known as DevilFish, has been accepted onto Just Cause Arctic Circle.” The applause from the gallery was polite and restrained except for Peter and Kristin Young, who cheered loudly for her. When she’d been removed from her first foster home, she’d wound up with them, and she had counted her blessings every day since. Where the Stanwycks had been cruel, the Youngs had been kind. Her former fosters hadn’t given her hardly anything, the Youngs gave her their name, their knowledge, and their love. Maia hadn’t even known people could be so caring and without judgment. Even though she’d spent most of the past three and a half years at the Academy, they’d never hesitated to send her care packages, to spend time with her when she was home for holidays, and to be the sort of parents she’d never known growing up.

Feeling like her head was in the fog, Maia accepted her diploma and handshakes from both of the Jordans, then went to stand beside Chloe on the opposite end of the stage. Chloe grabbed her hand, lending her strength. “We did it, Maia, we made it!”

“And finally, Ava Zhang, known as Flint, has been accepted onto Just Cause Chicago.” Ava, who had somewhat of a dour personality, looked positively bubbly as she took her own diploma and skipped across the stage to join the others. Principal Jordan looked out at the gallery and held his hand out as if encompassing the eight young heroes to his right. “Friends, families, and assembled guests, I present to you your 2020 graduating class!”

Earsplitting applause and cheers erupted throughout the auditorium as the eight young heroes gleefully hurled their mortarboards into the rafters.

* * *
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At the reception, the instructors all took time to wish the students the best, offering tidbits of advice over hors d’ouvres and beverages and a live DJ playing popular party music. Maia spent most of the time near the edge, sitting with her foster parents, who understood her need to be away from the center of attention. She wished the DJ would play more classic rock music, which was her favorite.

When she was growing up with the Stanwycks Maia wasn’t allowed to listen to any music except hymns. That didn’t mean she didn’t ever hear other music; she just had to be sneaky about it. There was a boy who lived across the street. She didn’t even know his name until she was twelve. It was Mason, and he was the most interesting person she knew as a child. He was several years older than her—how many, she didn’t know, because her foster parents never spoke about him. He did yard work out front of the yellow house with an old-fashioned push mower in the summers and raking leaves around the trees in the fall. Most of the time, he did so in apparent silence thanks to his earbuds. She watched him when he was outside, because she secretly thought he was beautiful, and she knew nobody would ever think of her that way.

Sometimes, though, he would turn on his phone speaker and then Maia would get to hear Mason’s music. It was barely audible a lot of the time, but it was there, and it was so different from the recordings the Stanwycks would play in the infrequent times when they chose music over grim silence. For one thing, Mason’s music had real rhythm to it—strong beats that made Maia want to move, to dance, if such a thing were permitted. For another, so many of the songs were about love, about doing things that felt good, about seeking the enjoyment of life. Who wouldn’t want that? And finally, of course, it never ever mentioned God.

A couple instructors stopped by to check in on Maia, wish her luck at her new posting. Like all the graduating seniors, she would start out as an intern at her assigned team, learning the ropes of the Just Cause organization in general and the needs of the assigned team in specific. They said she’d be an outstanding hero.

Maia didn’t feel much like a hero. She missed half her freshman year at the Academy because of the time she spent learning how to live with her powers in a setting where she wasn’t abused. The Youngs, who were teachers themselves, helped her understand them and how they worked, and even set up scientific experiments to help test those powers. She made up her missed hours the following summer, staying on campus so she could focus on her studies instead of returning to another foster home. Despite lacking a basic educational background thanks to poor-quality homeschooling, she buckled down and worked hard to maintain what were, at best, average academic grades. In the end, though, she got to graduate with the rest of her class, and when internships were assigned, she’d drawn the Frozen Wasteland, otherwise known as the fledgling Just Cause Arctic Circle.

JCAC was the newest team in the ever-growing organization, only a year old. As climate change cleared more and more sea ice during the summer months, more ships took the northern passages between the Pacific and Atlantic instead of traveling either through the Panama Canal or going all the way south around the tip of Tierra del Fuego. Based in Deadhorse, Alaska, the team was established to provide parahuman support for that increased traffic in the Arctic Ocean. JCAC focused on search and rescue instead of offensive capability. Sure, every member of Just Cause went through combat training, either at the Hero Academy or in the field, but nobody seriously expected a need for it in the Frozen Wasteland.

That suited Maia just fine, for she had shown a tendency to freeze from fear and indecision in combat training, and she was convinced her destiny lay with the Champions instead of Just Cause. The Champions were the minor leagues, where parahuman heroes went whose powers weren’t up to snuff, or whose psychological makeup put them at odds with the Just Cause philosophy. Being a Champion didn’t mean you were a failure. It just meant that for whatever reason, you weren’t a good fit for Just Cause.

Maia, apparently, was a good fit after all.

Mustang Sally stopped by Maia’s table with her family. The student rumor mill always operated at peak efficiency, so everybody knew Sally wasn’t married to the father of her children, which Maia thought was especially scandalous given her upbringing. He was a tall, lean black man named March who spoke little due to a pervasive stutter. He had a nice smile, though, and the attraction between him and Sally was plain for anyone to see. Sally was the Academy’s combat instructor, and she’d spent a lot of extra time working with Maia on evenings and weekends, trying to get the timid super-strong girl to overcome her combat paralysis, with limited success. Maia had been certain she was destined to be a Champion, but Sally herself had recommended her for the Arctic Circle team.

“March, try to keep the kids from terrorizing the party. I want to chat with Maia for a minute,” Sally said.

March nodded, bent to kiss Sally’s cheek, and headed off after their two-year-old twins Jason and Regina.

Sally turned to Maia. “How are you doing?”

Maia shrugged. “Everyone keeps asking me that.”

“It’s because we care, Maia. I wanted you to know I recommended you for the Frozen Wasteland. I think you’ll do very well up there.”

“I guess so.”

“Despite your strength and toughness, you’re never going to be a frontline fighter, and that’s a hundred percent okay. There are hundreds of bricks and tanks out there who will gladly throw a punch given the chance, but your skills fall in other areas.” Sally smiled. “I believe in you, Maia, and you can trust me. I’m never wrong about these sorts of things.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint anyone.”

Sally leaned in close. “Want to know a secret? Nobody is going to be harder on you than you are on yourself. You’re eighteen years old. Give yourself some time to figure things out. And give yourself time to live your life. Sometimes we get so caught up in being superheroes that we forget to be human beings.” The pitter-patter of super-speedy toddler feet sounded like a drum roll as Sally’s twins raced past and she lunged for them just as quickly, snagging her son and daughter into a hug. “Hey, you two. Where’s your dad?”

“Slow, Momma,” little Jason shouted with a laugh.

“Slow,” Regina repeated. “He gonna Moon.”

Sally laughed. “Well, I’m sure he’s got a good reason for that. We’ll go watch him leave.” She turned to Maia, looking past her struggling twins. “I’ve got to handle these little monsters. Good luck in the Arctic, Maia. I know you’ll do fantastic.”

“Thanks, Ms. Tibbets.”

“You’ve earned the right to call me Sally.” She took her kids’ hands. “Come on, you two. Let’s go say goodbye.”

* * *
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The flight from Denver to Fairbanks was a grueling ten-hour journey with a brief respite of a layover in Seattle. Maia got to spend the first leg of the trip with Chloe on the way to her own internship at Just Cause Seattle. Neither Chloe nor Maia would fit in standard airline seats, Chloe because of her wings and Maia because of her size. It meant they got to fly first class. The two girls enjoyed the opportunity to stretch their legs and the perks of premium treatment by the flight crew, knowing it was likely the last time they would get to once they began their duties with Just Cause.

Although the Stanwycks claimed she’d been cursed by God, Maia now knew her body was the result of rampant genetic mutation, turning her from a slight, pale child with thin hair to what she’d become: grossly overmuscled and hairless from head to toe. Around the same time she started her monthly cycle, she awakened every night groaning in pain as her body heaped muscle upon even more layers of muscle. All her hair fell out, like she was the victim of some horrible disease, showing that her ears had pointed tips like some fantasy creature. And on top of everything, she turned blue. It had taken most of a year, so gradual that she didn’t really notice the changes from day to day. Then one day she’d overheard the Stanwycks discussing it, and when she held her hand up against the porcelain tiles of the bathtub, there was no mistaking the distinctive bluish cast to her skin. It was the blue of a long-faded tattoo, of a ballpoint pen nearing the end of its ink reservoir. Now, at eighteen, her skin had darkened to a saturated sky blue.

Just Cause medical staff determined Maia had an insulating, super-dense fat sheath like whale blubber lining her entire body. When combined with her exceptional strength, size, and ability to hold her breath for half an hour, a whale-themed hero name seemed only logical. Gray whales had once been called Devilfish, and that sounded a lot neater than Beluga, which was the only other name she’d managed to suggest. Luckily, Just Cause had its own image consultant team, and they scrapped Beluga right away. They entertained several other nautical-themed names and costume designs, and Maia was enamored with Orca, only to learn that four different heroes and one criminal around the world already used the name. Devilfish was unique, and, as the chipper young woman with the big round glasses had said to her, unique was what Just Cause wanted in its heroes.

Her primary training at the Academy focused on her swimming skill, using her strength and breath-holding to enhance her movement in the water. She would never be an underwater speedster, but she could swim as fast as a speedboat, using her strength to pull herself through the water and special webbed gloves and soft boots that allowed her to dig through it even harder. Her layer of blubber kept her body temperature up even in ice-cold settings, and it was clear she would be at her best in that environment. She learned to love spending time in the water, exploring the bottoms of lakes and reservoirs near the Academy.

All that was great, but the more time she spent in the water, the less she felt at home on the land. She hadn’t yet swum in the ocean, but got to dive in the Gulf of Mexico for her spring break trip as a senior. It had been the most amazing experience ever. She spent hours in the deep and felt her stresses melt away with every submersion. It wasn’t just her growing love for the vast blue expanses, but she always felt awkward around other people, and it was easier to be alone below the surface.

By the time she finished her pubescent growth spurt, Maia was a head taller than Mr. Stanwyck, who himself was not a small man. She had huge slabs of muscle in her arms, legs, back, and chest. They were powerful, too. She sneaked into the garage one night when the Stanwycks were asleep and found she could lift the heaviest thing she knew—the car—with no trouble at all. All that gross musculature made her look overweight. The Stanwycks said she ate too much, when sometimes it felt like they barely fed her at all. They said her curse was making her fat, and they tried to starve her. She was hungry all the time—so much that it hurt. She would lie awake in her bedroom at night, silent tears of pain running down her cheeks after only getting a single piece of toast or a small bowl of bland, overcooked vegetables for a pathetic dinner.

Her stomach rumbled. Maybe she should find something to eat in the airport. It wasn’t like she had to sneak food any longer. She could eat whenever she felt like it. When the Stanwycks slept, she would creep downstairs, having learned which steps and floorboards had to be avoided lest a creak give her away, and she’d steal food. She couldn’t take much, because then her fosters would know. They inventoried the food before they left for church. They weren’t so thorough that they weighed jars of peanut butter or counted slices of bread, but if she ate more than a bare minimum of anything, they would likely know and she would be punished. A mouthful of casserole here, a piece of bread there—anything to drive away the hunger pains without giving herself away.

Then had come the night she’d been found out. Mr. Stanwyck surprised her in the kitchen, catching her in the act of eating a folded-over peanut butter sandwich on a single piece of bread. “Thief!” he shouted. “Thou shalt not steal!”

He went to fetch his belt.

Maia had been beaten before. After her body changed, it didn’t hurt anymore, but she didn’t let her fosters know so they wouldn’t find a worse way to punish her. Being beaten hurt in other ways, and even the thought of it brought tears of humiliation to her eyes. That night, she’d come to a decision that she wasn’t going to be beaten anymore. She knew it was wrong, even though Proverbs 23:13 said not to withhold discipline from a child. There were other verses where Jesus spoke of love and kindness, and she liked those much better. When Stanwyck came after her with the belt, ready to administer yet another beating to the monster that was his ward, she ran.

It was the middle of the night when she crashed through the front door of the house and into the street. Sudden light shone from the upper floor of the yellow house and she saw Mason—who mowed lawns and listened to music—stare down at her from his bedroom window. “Help me!” she cried. Stanwyck tried to drag her back into the house, but she lowered her head and hunched down, resisting. She was strong enough that she could have dragged him away instead, if she’d wanted. She screamed for help again and more lights came on in houses on the block. Then came the neighbors, asking what was going on and warning Stanwyck to stop his abuse.

Abuse.

Maia hadn’t known the word before that night, but she knew it now. She had been abused, neglected, all by people who were using the shield of their religion to justify it. Mason’s parents called the police, who in turn called Social Services. While she waited, Maia sat in Mason’s kitchen, wrapped in Mason’s mother’s bathrobe, eating a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup his mother made for her. It was the most delicious thing she’d ever had. When Social Services arrived, they removed Maia from the house which she’d called home since she was a toddler.

“Hey, Earth to Maia.” Chloe snapped her fingers in front of Maia’s face. “Did you hear me?”

“No, sorry.” Maia shrugged, pulled out an earbud, and paused her music. Paul Simon would have to wait. “What’d you say?”

“I asked if you wanted me to wait with you during your layover. I can. I don’t mind. It’s only a thirty minute flight for me to get to Seattle HQ, and I don’t have to wait for a car or anything.” She buzzed her wings for emphasis.

“No, it’s only a couple of hours, yeah?” Maia said. “I can watch a movie on my phone or listen to my music or something.” A passerby in the concourse glanced at her, and then did a double take as he saw her less-than-human features. She pulled her lightweight hoodie a little further forward to better hide her broad, blue face. She wished she looked more like Chloe with her slender, athletic build, her delicate and pretty features, and her hair. She’d thought about wearing a wig, but the few she’d tried on made her look even stranger, so she eschewed them altogether.

“Are you okay?” Chloe was perceptive and sensitive to the discomfort of others.

“Yes. I’m just tired. Traveling is . . . rough,” Maia lied. She knew Chloe would know she was lying, but would be polite enough not to call her out for it. Traveling was rough, but the truth was Maia was afraid. She didn’t know what to expect on her new team. She’d had a hard time adjusting to all the new people at the Academy, and now she was going to have to do it all over again. Alaska was so far away from everything and everyone, and, well, it was a new experience and those always made her uncomfortable. At times like that, she tended to withdraw. When she was younger, she found solace in prayer, but she no longer felt like it was the answer. Praying hadn’t stopped the Stanwycks’ abuse. She knew God was supposed to help those who helped themselves, but the more she’d thought about it, she realized that those who helped themselves didn’t need God’s help. Instead, she listened to her music, and found solace in that.

Nevertheless, Chloe knew her well enough to know what she needed was someone who cared. The winged girl embraced her tightly, having to stand on her tiptoes to do so. “Hey, I’m going to miss you, Maia. Message me when you get to Deadhorse. Make sure you Instagram it.”

“I will,” Maia said.

Chloe departed, garnering a lot of attention as she flew over the other travelers, swinging her carry-on bag from one hand. An airport security guard hollered after her and she called back, “Sorry! Byeeee . . .” and disappeared down the concourse. Maia wandered over to a quiet spot by the gate for her connecting flight. She looked askance at the hard plastic seats, decided they would be too small and too uncomfortable, and instead sat on the carpeted floor with her back against a support pillar. She slipped her earbuds in and turned on her favorite playlist of classic rock. For the next two hours, she simply waited and enjoyed the music.
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From Maia’s playlist: “Top of the World” - The Carpenters

The plane to Fairbanks was packed full of people, proof that Alaska was a popular tourist destination in the summertime. Maia still rode in first class, but she kept her hood pulled forward and didn’t speak to any of the other travelers. She dozed on and off during the flight, awakening to the bump of the plane touching down in Fairbanks. Even though it had been morning when she and Chloe left Denver, the sun was still high in the sky, and she knew it wasn’t going to set anytime soon once she went above the Arctic Circle. For the rest of the summer, the sun would be her constant companion.

Her connecting flight from Fairbanks to the north was a much smaller plane than the previous two. It had actual propellers and the flight attendants spent time moving people around inside the plane prior to takeoff, presumably to make sure the weight was balanced appropriately. Because of her size and inability to fit in the regular seats, Maia wound up in the tail by herself, which suited her just fine. The rest of the plane was filled with oilfield workers heading to Deadhorse for their next one- or two-week stretch at Prudhoe Bay. Some of them talked to each other but the drone of the propellers made conversation difficult, and mostly everyone just listened to their phones via noise-canceling headphones or earbuds like Maia did.

Maia let the music of the Carpenters drown out the noise of the engines as the plane took off. She looked down at Alaska as it passed beneath her and wondered what to expect. The plane flew over mountain ranges, sharp like the shattered bones of some ancient titan. Their course followed the Dalton Highway below, a winding gray ribbon of gravel road that carried lots of trucks and not much else. It was flyover country in every sense of the word.

Eventually the mountains flattened and became wide plains of snowfields dotted with islands of brown and green where it had melted. Some swaths were more bog than snow, with ponds everywhere. Maia saw a herd of caribou wandering through one patch and shivered. It was the first time she felt the distance between her and the rest of the world. At least the caribou belonged down there. She would be the alien, a stranger trying to fit in.

The plane touched down in Deadhorse. When the pilot informed them they could once again use their electronic devices, Maia texted Chloe to let her know she’d arrived.

Yay! was her friend’s brief response, followed by a sleepy-dog GIF. Maia’s phone had automatically updated to local time and she wondered if she’d just awakened Chloe. She promised to check in later once she’d gotten settled in and put away her phone.

Instead of taxiing to a jetway, a stairway truck rolled up to the jet and Maia descended onto the tarmac with the other passengers. The air was crisp but not chilling, and a gentle breeze carried away the worst stink of airplane exhaust. The sun was warm on her face even with her hood pulled forward. She followed the workers into the terminal. Several people stood by the entrance, a few holding signs. An old man with glasses and a mustache held one that read Ditko/Kirby, muttering to his neighbor that he was sure they were on this plane. On the other side of him, Maia saw a tall, rangy man with a neatly trimmed brown beard and a hockey mullet of a haircut holding a sign with her name written on it in black marker. Beside him stood a young woman who was more than a foot shorter than Maia and probably weighed a third as much. She was gorgeous to the point of distracting others. Elfin features, tawny hair, and flawless skin made her one of the most intimidating people Maia had ever seen. Both of them wore civilian attire with heavy zip-up black hoodies bearing the familiar blue oval logo of Just Cause on the breasts.

“Maia?” the man asked as she approached them.

“Yeah.”

He extended his hand, looking her in the eye. He was nearly as tall as her. His accent suggested he was possibly Canadian. She knew JCAC was an international effort—the first team of its kind. “I’m Cale Davis, also known as Midnight Sun. I’m second in command of Just Cause Arctic Circle. This is Tanya Kamanev, Reindeer.”

“Welcome to Deadhorse,” the young woman said in a thick Russian accent. “You are Devilfish, yes? They did not tell me you were blue.”

“Yeah.” Maia felt even more self-conscious, like she was an impostor who had no right to be there.

“I like it,” Tanya said firmly. “You look like . . . a sea elf.”

“What’s a sea elf?” Maia asked.

Tanya shrugged. “An elf who is blue, yes? Who looks like you. It is good thing to be.”

Sea elf, Maia thought. That would have been such a good name if she’d thought of it. She wondered if it was too late to change from Devilfish. But no, elves were supposed to be tiny, delicate creatures, more like Tanya.

Maia was a whale.

“How was your flight?” Midnight Sun asked. Cale, Maia reminded herself. She didn’t have to use their code names all the time, even though they were so much easier to remember.

“It was pretty long, yeah? I left first thing in the morning.” Bright sunlight streamed through the terminal windows. “Feels like I’ve been traveling forever, but it’s still daylight outside.”

Cale checked his phone. “It’s almost eleven PM, local time. Have you eaten? We’ve got plenty of food back at HQ, but we could get something here if you need.”

“No thank you. They fed me on the plane. I’m fine. I’m just
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