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A familiar story, at least around my house:

I get an opportunity of some kind to present one of my stories in some way to a new audience. An invitation to contribute to an anthology. A chance to read one of my stories to an audience. An audio adaptation. Something like that. 

So, invariably, I go to my wife. My first reader, my harshest critic, my champion. “Hey,” I say, “What story do you think I should pick for this one?”

“Oh, I don’t know . . .” she stalls.

“You know, something really representative of my work, something that would really show people what my stuff is all about.” 

“Hey,” she says, warming to the task. “How about that one about the girl, you know, the one trying to break the land speed record.” 

I shake my head. I've heard this before. “I didn’t write that one,” I say.

“No, no,” she says. “I’m talking about the one that takes place in the salt flats in Utah, and mom is there, and she used to be a superhero, too—”

“Yeah, I know the story,” I say. “The girl is Mustang Sally—it’s called ‘Graceful Blur.’” 

“Yeah, that one—pick that one.” 

“I didn’t write that.”

“Huh. You're sure?” 

“Yeah, pretty sure.” 

“Well, you should have,” she says. “That’s a good one.” 

* * *
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“Graceful Blur” is a good one. And even if I didn’t write it, I can put a small claim on it: I published it. The Mustang Sally story was my second exposure to an unknown (to me, at least) author named Ian Thomas Healy. We published his story “Scent of Rose Petals” in the tenth issue of A Thousand Faces, the Quarterly Journal of Superhuman Fiction, then followed that one up with “Graceful Blur” in #11. I introduced it like this in that particular issue: 


Now, if you’re like me, I know you’ve been dying to read a superhero story set in the Bonneville Salt Flats that has no costumes (not exactly), no super-villains, and no violence. Trust me, you have. Check out Ian Thomas Healy’s “Graceful Blur”, then tell me I’m wrong.



Ian’s subsequent novels in his Just Cause Universe have checked off all of the boxes I mentioned many times over: Costumes, Supervillains, and Violence galore. All the things the discerning reader of superhero fiction has come to love and expect. And I don’t want to give too much away regarding the novel you’re about to read, but I’ve read it, and it definitely won't disappoint. 

Best of all (for me, anyway)? It’s a Mustang Sally novel. This book brings the Just Cause universe full circle for me, back to where it all really began. The hero of the story that I should have written myself. 

I haven’t told my wife yet. When she finds out I have a full-length Mustang Sally adventure in my hands, she just might snatch it right out of— 

Frank Byrns

July 2014
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One
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“When you go out into the world, don’t be afraid to try new things. You may have talents as yet unrealized which are unrelated to your powers. Don’t be blinded simply by the fact that you are parahumans. First and foremost, you’re humans.”



—Sunstorm, Hero Academy commencement, May 25, 1998

December, 2006

Denver, Colorado

Sally had broken another treadmill, and the people from Ford Motor Company were pissed about it.

She blamed the weather, of course. It had been a chilly winter, and an Arizona girl like her was miserable anytime the thermometer dropped below freezing. When she couldn’t run outdoors, as was her preference, she had a treadmill built especially for her by Ford engineers in return for her agreeing to appear in a commercial shown during the Super Bowl. They assured her it would be sturdy and operational up to speeds of three hundred miles per hour. That was less than half of her top speed, and honestly, nobody could keep in any kind of shape just trotting.

She was a speedster and a superhero and she was going to push herself, because someday she was going to break the speed of sound . . . on foot.

The treadmill had let her slowly ratchet up her speed past three hundred and approach four hundred miles per hour. Then the special low-friction carrier rollers started smoking as her feet blurred across the monofilament belt. The fumes reached her nose and she leaped off the machine just as the belt snapped and blasted a crater into the wall of the underground training facility for Just Cause, the greatest superhero team in the world.

Jack told her it had measured on the Richter scale, but she figured he was full of shit.

She’d been fortunate not to have been hurt; although her reflexes were fast enough to let her twist in the air like a cat and stop on a dime when needed, if she tripped or fell at those kind of speeds, well, there wasn’t a word for the kind of road rash she could suffer.

Nevertheless, she was out a treadmill, and Juice had made her call Ford and explain what happened.

Now she had to run outdoors in the ridiculous Arctic conditions that Denver called winter.

“Hey, babe, what’s up?” Jason walked into the room holding a coffee pot swirling with cream and sugar in one hand. “You look like you’re expecting a blizzard.”

“I’m going to go run out in the frozen tundra,” said Sally. “It sucks.”

“Babe, it’s like forty degrees out there right now.” Jason eyed her slender form with amusement. She was wrapped up in a layer of thermals, sweatshirt, and topped it all off with a Mustang Sally-logo stocking cap a fan had made for her. “You’re going to roast once you start running.”

“Some of us aren’t as hot-blooded as you.” She pulled on two pairs of socks.

Jason grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. You were pretty hot-blooded last night.”

A year ago, she might have blushed at such blatant flirting from him, but she and Jason had become comfortable with each other in all the months they’d been living together in Just Cause head-quarters. Paparazzi and celebrity websites delighted in posting pictures of the young superhero couple, “the Heirs Apparent to the throne of parahuman power,” as one local reporter had named them. Girls swooned over Jason’s towering height, thick muscles, and easy-going grin. His shoulder-length blond hair flopped in his face and his chin was perpetually unshaven, and Sally felt incredibly lucky to have been the one to win his heart. She had her own share of admirers who appreciated her slim form and lithe grace, but they were probably all perverts. At least, that’s what she told Sondra.

Sally envied the long, ebony hair and flawless skin of her best friend, the winged Desert Eagle. Sondra kept reminding her she could always dye Sally’s blonde braids, but Sally never got up the nerve to make that drastic a change to her appearance. Even though conventional wisdom was for speedsters to keep their hair short, Sally broke out in nervous sweats anytime someone suggested a haircut to her. She was proud of the tresses which hung to the small of her back.

Right now, she had those tresses coiled up into a pair of braids which she tucked up into her knit cap. She shivered and reached for Jason’s coffee pot. “Is this still hot?”

“Hot and fresh. You know that’s how I like it.” Jason gave her that grin which always made her want to jump him.

“You really should cut back.” She poured some into her favorite Happy Puppies mug, and then sipped it and made a face. “It needs more sugar.”

“Hey, I’m bigger than most folks. It takes this much coffee just to get me going.” He flexed an arm; Sally could almost hear the muscles creaking.

“Stop it, I have to go run.” She held up her hands in feeble protest and spoke with a vehemence she absolutely did not feel.

He flopped onto the couch. “Suit yourself. I’ll be here when you get back.”

“Right there on the couch?”

“Maybe.” He paused, considering. “Or maybe I’ll be in bed.”

She kissed the tip of his nose. “It’s eight in the morning, loverboy.”

“You have anywhere to be? It’s our day off.”

“I have Christmas shopping to do, doofus!”

“Christmas? But that’s like a week away.”

“What, do you wait until the last minute?”

“Of course not. Most of the stores are closed by then.”

“All right, wise guy, I’m going to go run. Then when I come back I’m going to take a shower.” She winked. “You’re welcome to join me.” She kissed him once more and headed for the door.

“Sally?”

She stopped. “Yeah, baby?”

“I love you.”

She smiled. He’d been practicing. It sounded so nonchalant and natural now, compared to the struggle it had been for him to say it the first time. “I love you too. I’ll be back soon.”

In the dormitory hall, Sally bumped into Jack, Sondra’s longtime beau. It reminded her that she hadn’t picked out anything for them yet. She was leaning toward a spa weekend for the two of them. It was a little pricey, but Sally didn’t have much to spend her salary on when room and board was covered by Just Cause. The amount in her savings account was embarrassing and she kept thinking she should talk to somebody about investing it or something.

“Hi, darlin’,” said Jack. “Glad I ran into you. Listen, what do you want to do for the talent show?”

“Talent show?”

“At the Christmas party. Jason suggested we have a talent show and I think that’s a great idea.”

Sally blinked. “Jason suggested a talent show? My Jason? Is this an alternate universe?”

Jack grinned. “Yeah. Damnedest thing, isn’t it? Anyway, we all have to do something.”

“Like what? I don’t really have any special talents. I can’t play guitar or dance or anything.” Sally felt her knees go a little watery as stage fright got a tenuous grip on her.

“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” Jack patted her shoulder and headed on up the hall.

“But all I do is super speed,” called Sally after him. “I don’t have any hidden talents!”

He didn’t look back.

“Shit,” she muttered. Any residual interest in running had vanished with Jack’s revelation. She pulled out her phone to check the duty roster. Sondra was off, but she’d worked the night shift and might be sleeping since Jack wasn’t with her. Sally decided a text message would be less intrusive if Sondra was already asleep.

R U awake?

A reply came momentarily. Yes. What’s up?

Where R U?

Children’s Hospital.

Can I meet U there?

Sure.

Like professional athletes did, Just Cause heroes made an effort to be involved in the community and especially charitable organizations. Sally visited a local center for disadvantaged kids regularly with Jason. They’d gone there on their first date and now she was very popular with the kids there. Sondra spent a lot of time visiting kids in the hospital and giving out extra feathers as special gifts. She was, as she said, always growing new ones.

Regulations required Sally to wear her costume any time she was using her powers off-base, so she stopped by the locker room in the training bunker to change. She gave a wide berth to the workmen who were repairing the damage she’d done to the wall with the ruined treadmill. A selection of four different versions of her red-and-yellow bodysuit waited in her locker. She bypassed the others in favor of the one with thermal lining and electric warmers in the gloves and boots. She called in to the Command Center to report she was leaving.

“Okay, Sally,” said Octane. He was still a rookie in spite of being called into emergency service three summers ago when the Archmage threatened the world. He wasn’t as fast as Sally, but the viscous fluid that formed his shiny black body allowed him to move much faster than anyone else on the team could fly or run. He didn’t so much walk as flow from place to place. She liked him in a big sister kind of way, and had kind of taken him under her wing the way Sondra had with Sally. “Maybe we could spar later?”

“Sure, I’d like that.” Sparring with Octane would be a good way to distract herself from her apparent lack of all other talents. The combination of his semi-liquid body and his speed made him a tricky and unpredictable opponent.

“Cool. Oh hey, what are you going to do for the talent show?”

“Um, it’s a surprise.” Sally winced at how bad her lie sounded, but Octane seemed to buy it.

“Okay then. Command Center out.”

Sally took to the streets.

She was supposed to keep her speed under a hundred miles per hour on main roads. Most Denverites had grown accustomed to seeing brightly-attired parahumans racing through or over town, but there was always someone who wasn’t paying attention and got surprised. In fact, she slowed down long enough to rap on the window of a teenage girl more interested in texting than driving. The girl jumped and the car wavered. Sally made a very clear set-aside-the-phone gesture with her thumb and pinkie. The girl nodded wide-eyed and set her phone down.

Sally knew she’d probably pick it back up the moment Sally moved on.

Sondra was circling lazily over the Children’s Hospital like her namesake as Sally ran into the parking lot. With a great fluttering, the winged woman dropped down to the pavement and wrapped her strong arms around Sally. “Hey there.”

“Hi,” said Sally. “I’m half frozen. Can we go inside and get a hot chocolate?”

“Sure, long as you’ll stop in and visit a few of my special friends here.”

“I’ll be happy to, just so long as I can warm up. Aren’t you cold?”

Sondra’s costume was mostly form-fitting white leather with turquoise and silver decorations in keeping with her Navajo heritage. Sally couldn’t imagine it was very warm, especially a few hundred feet up in the air.

“I’m fine. Cold doesn’t really bother me until it gets below zero.”

“I’m surrounded by Eskimos.” Sally walked through the rotating door.

Sondra followed, careful to fold her great brown and white wings in tight against her broad shoulders to keep them from getting pinched. “Well, we know who to call first if we ever start a third Just Cause team somewhere warm.”

“Yes, please. Just Cause San Diego has a lovely ring to it.”

“I might sign up for that one myself,” said Sondra.

They bought hot chocolates from the barista cart outside the gift shop and then sat beside the indoor wishing fountain. Before Sally could speak her mind, they had to give attention and hugs to a few of the young patients passing through the lobby.

Finally Sondra turned to Sally. “Okay, kiddo, what’s on your mind?”

“You know this talent show thing?”

“Sure.” Sondra fixed her piercing gaze upon Sally. They were dark and ringed with gold like those of the bird whose name she’d chosen.

“Well, what are you doing for it?”

“Jack and I are singing a duet.”

Sally gaped. “You sing?”

“Badly, but I can sort of carry a tune. Jack’s much better. We’re going to do the cheesiest song ever and bring down the house.”

Sally chuckled at the thought of her two best friends singing a love song together. “Maybe I’ll see if Jason will do something like that. I can sort of sing, too.”

“Sweetie, I’ve heard you sing. Probably not a talent you want to share with anyone if you want to keep them as friends.”

“Nice. Do you know what Jason’s going to do?”

“I think he said he’s going to do magic.”

“Magic?” Sally’s thoughts immediately flew to the Archmage they’d battled only the year before.

“Stage magic.” 

“Oh.”

“Maybe he’ll need an assistant.”

“The party’s in three days. He hasn’t asked me. I think I’m supposed to do something myself.” Sally sighed. “Sondra, I don’t know how to do anything except be a superhero. I can’t sing, I can’t dance. I don’t have any talents!”

“Sure you do. You just haven’t explored outside of the world of superheroes enough yet.”

“Who has time for that?” Sally sipped at her hot chocolate. It was too sweet, but she didn’t mind because it was warming her.

“Sally, you’re going to burn yourself out if you don’t branch out. Nobody can be a full-time superhero. You’ve got to have down time. Hobbies. And I don’t just mean humping Jason.” Sondra winked.

Sally laughed. “It is one of my favorite pastimes. But yes, I’ll try to find something else to do. I still don’t know what I’m going to do for the talent show, though.”

A commotion made them both look up. A clown was strolling through the lobby, followed by a gaggle of laughing and shouting kids. He was yukking it up as he kept a trio of bowling pins circling around from hand to hand. Sally sped up her perceptions to watch the pins on their path, how each one dropped perfectly into the clown’s outstretched hand. The kids shrieked in delight and she knew how they felt as they watched the juggler.

To Sally’s super-speed perceptions, it didn’t look that hard at all.

“Hello, Earth to Sally,” said Sondra.

She snapped back to normal perception. “Sorry, I just had an idea. I need to go to the store. You think there’s a Juggling for Dummies book?”

Sondra smiled. “I wouldn’t be surprised.” 

Over the next three days, Sally spent every spare minute learning to juggle. The first thing she learned was that it was a whole lot harder than it looked, even with super-speed and accelerated perceptions. If she threw inaccurately, all a clumsy super-speed lunge to save the ball would do is send it rocketing away. The same thing happened if she moved her hands too quickly—she’d bounce the balls off the ceiling. After accidentally breaking an overhead fluorescent in the team’s conference room, Juice banished her to the Combat Training Facility, where she’d have to work to do any damage to the walls. She spent half the time chasing after stray balls under the high overhead sodium arc lights, but slowly started to make progress. The CTF techs were amused by her juggling efforts, but none of them teased her and they applauded when she managed to put together a reasonable series of exchanges. Sally didn’t mind; she needed to get over her stage fright enough to stand up in front of her teammates and try to juggle for them.

The Just Cause Christmas party happened to fall upon the same day as Sally’s twenty-first birthday, so the party included a cake, champagne, and a rousing, off-key chorus of “Happy Birthday“ to embarrass her. She tried to downplay the birthday, because it was the Christmas party and she didn’t want it to just be about her. The champagne tickled her nose and she had two glasses, but stopped when she felt herself getting a little loopy. One more might have laid her out, and then she wouldn’t have been able to walk, never mind juggle. She hoped a second slice of the chocolate cake would soak up some of the residual alcohol. Jason was working on his sixth, so she didn’t feel like she was overeating.

The cafeteria had been redecorated with festive streamers and balloons. A large Douglas Fir stood in the middle, blazing with multicolored lights and tinsel. Younger siblings of team members, as well as Juice’s daughters, ran around gleefully, shouting and laughing and eating candy canes. Many of the younger heroes’ parents had attended, as well as a few of the retired heroes like John Stone and Sunstorm. 

The food was delicious as always, prepared by the house executive chef who everyone whispered was precognitive in his ability to know exactly what people wanted to eat. When her mother wasn’t looking, Sally took a taste of the thick, dark beer that Jason was enjoying and pronounced it incredibly nasty. The good spirits and cheer of her teammates made her feel brave, and she found she was actually looking forward to showing off her new talent of juggling.

“It’s a lovely party, Sally,” said Faith Thompson, Sally’s mother who had once been the speedster called Pony Girl. “Thanks for inviting me.” She’d come up from Phoenix at Sally’s insistence, and was spending most of the party talking with Jason’s parents who’d flown in from Atlanta.

“Of course, Mom. I’m glad you came.”

Eventually Jack stepped up onto the makeshift stage and took hold of a microphone. “Hello, everyone,” he said. “Welcome to my honored teammates, families, and friends, to the first annual Let’s Embarrass Ourselves Just Cause talent show!”

The rest of the people at the party applauded. “We’ll kick things right off with our fearless leaders, James ‘Juice’ Forsythe and Stacey ‘Doublecharge’ Martin.”

Looking like they were dressed as presenters for the Academy Awards, Juice in his tuxedo and Doublecharge in a sparkling white gown met on stage and delivered a hilarious sketch full of inside jokes about Just Cause and parahumans in general. Sally laughed as loud as anyone; Doublecharge had a dour personality and wasn’t known even to smile very often, but she delivered her straight lines with great aplomb.

The rookies Carver and Snowball had an ice-sculpture race; Carver used his vibrational powers to cut apart a large chunk of ice while Snowball manufactured her sculpture from the ground up. When they finished, Carver was soaked from head to toe and proudly displayed what he called a tribute to Mustang Sally, the birthday girl. Sally thought it looked like a shapeless blob with arms hanging off it but she was effusive with her praise. Snowball, who was not quite three feet tall, showed off a piece of ultramodern art sculpture that she named Living in a Tall World.

Ment, the young psi, didn’t have any talents to share, but instead he regaled them all with a tale about his father, who had been a pathetic bottom-feeder of a super-villain in the ’70s. His final humiliation at the hands of Just Cause came in, of all things, a poker game. Ment told the tale in an animated style, with lots of gesturing and moving about the stage, applying the talent and timing of a stand-up comedian.

After that, Jack and Sondra sang a rendition of Kenny Rogers’ and Dolly Parton’s Islands in the Stream that was both funny and horrifying at the same time, mainly because Jack wore a fake grey beard and wig and stuffed a pillow in his shirt, while Sondra had shoved two inflated balloons inside her own top and put on a bleach-blonde wig.

Octane came out with some surprisingly good and funny impressions of the other members of the team. When he did Jason, he shaped his hands to look like a big sandwich and proceeded to ‘eat’ them all the way past the wrists, which had Sally and the others howling with laughter. The running joke amongst his teammates was that being too close to Jason while he was eating meant risking one’s limbs to his prodigious appetite.

“Next up . . . Sally.” Jack wiped away tears of laughter as he introduced her.

“Uh, hi everyone,” said Sally as she stepped onto the stage. “I just learned how to juggle, sort of. Anyway, I hope I don’t screw this up.”

She picked up three tubes of tennis balls and started working them in cycles. The plastic tubes gleamed in the bright lights, and the weight of the fuzzy green balls made them spin like they were traditional bowling clubs. She was concentrating so hard that she didn’t have time to remember her stage fright.

“A lot of people who juggle try to tell jokes while they’re doing it.” She tried to move her hands mechanically as she spoke. “I’m not very good at telling jokes, though. Whoops!” A canister got away from her and she had to lunge at super-speed to save it. “I bet you thought I was going to drop it.”

The audience laughed.

“Anyway, um, here’s my joke. I promise it’s not as dirty as it sounds, parents. What do you do with an elephant with three balls on him?” She started flinging the canisters higher. “Jack, be quiet. I know you know this one.”

“I don’t know, what?” shouted Carver from his table.

“You walk him and pitch to the rhino.” Sally changed from a crossing to a circular pattern. She was ready for her big finish.

As the audience either burst out laughing or groaned, Sally switched into her high-speed perceptions. She caught a tube, pulled the top off, and dropped out the three balls. She tossed the empty tube away and sequenced the three tennis balls into the pattern. Then she repeated the same thing with the other two tubes. In a moment she went from juggling three tubes to nine balls.

The onlookers cheered and whistled, applauding her. She grinned. “Thanks, you guys! I just wish I knew how to stop.”

They laughed as she bowed her head, held out her hands, and let nine tennis balls rain down upon her.

“That was awesome,” said Sondra.

“Thanks. Where’s Jason?”

Sondra’s eyes sparkled. “He’s next.”

Jack stepped up to the microphone. “Thanks, Sally. That was impressive. I think we’ll wrap up the evening with Jason the Magician and his lovely assistant Minerva.” A twinge of jealousy shot through Sally’s heart.

Like Sally, Minerva was the granddaughter of an original Just Cause member, only her powers had skipped a generation between Lady Athena and her. Of all parahumans Sally had ever met or even heard of, Minerva’s were the least defined or understood. She had exhibited such a startling diversity of abilities that Sally wasn’t sure there was anything Minerva couldn’t do if she chose. Why had Jason chosen her to be his assistant? It had to be something with her powers, Sally thought. That must have been it.

She stood quietly to one side of Jason as he fumbled his way through some sleight of hand and card tricks. Sally made herself not speed up her perceptions at all, to give his sleight-of-hand at least a chance to impress her.

“Uh, for my last, uh, trick I’ll need a volunteer.”

A dozen hands shot up, but Minerva stepped down lightly from the stage, her velvety robe whispering, to take Sally’s hand. Blushing, Sally followed Minerva back up to stand next to Jason.

“Now, uh, I understand that you did something naughty the other day. Not with me,” he said quickly, blushing, “but you broke your treadmill, right?”

“Yes.” Sally couldn’t imagine where he was going with this. Surely he wasn’t just going to embarrass her on stage.

He reached up and brushed her hair with his fingers. “This is a lump of coal.” Sally was impressed; she hadn’t seen him palm it at all. “Naughty children get coal for Christmas. But through the ancient, uh, art of alchemy, I’m going to transform this coal into something else.”

He closed his fist around the coal. Sally could see the muscles in his forearm bulging out against his custom-tailored suit jacket as he squeezed. “It’s just a matter of pressure and temperature and proper incantations.” He grunted with the effort. His hand started to glow and everyone heard a hissing noise. Steam or smoke leaked out from the cracks between his fingers. “Abracadabra, hocus pocus.” He waved his other hand over his clenched fist.

With a bright flash and a wash of heat across Sally’s face, Jason opened his hand. Something sparkly rolled around amid his blackened palm.

“No way,” said Sally. He couldn’t have really just made a diamond.

“You’re right, babe,” said Jason. “It’s not finished yet.” He closed his hand once more and waved his free hand over it. When his fingers uncurled once more, his hand was clean, and a small velvet box nestled in his palm.

Sally’s heart skipped a beat. Maybe it skipped several, but it was hammering so fast that she wouldn’t have noticed. Her throat seemed to constrict around a large lump.

Jason lowered himself to one knee and raised the box toward her. “Sally, you’re the most important person in the world to me. I love you, and I don’t want to be apart from you. When you’re gone, I miss you like crazy.” He smiled up at her. “I hardly even eat.”

He paused for a moment. Sally heard a few muted sniffles around the room.

“You told me once that we should live for the moment because nobody knows what the future might bring. I guess what I’m trying to say in front of all these people is . . . Sally Thompson, will you marry me?” He opened the box. Inside she saw a diamond solitaire. It blurred into a thousand sparkles as tears spilled down her cheeks.

She’d never been so happy in all her life. “Yes, Jase, I will.”

Everyone applauded and cheered as Jason slipped the ring onto Sally’s finger. As she held it up, the diamond in it sparkled and she realized she was crying. Then Sondra and her mom were both hugging her. Sondra’s feathers tickled her nose and she laughed.

The party changed tone after that. Everyone came up to congratulate her and Jason, who was beaming like a fool and blushing like a sunburned lobster.

“You doofus!” She punched him gently in the arm. “How did you ever keep that a secret?”

“I had Ment put a psionic block in my brain to prevent me from talking about it.” He laughed. “You know I can’t keep secrets from you.”

She kissed him.

Her phone buzzed. So did Jason’s. Everyone on the team pulled phones from their belts or out of their pockets to look at them. Even at the Christmas party, they were always on call.

It was an alert from MetalBlade, commander of the Just Cause Second Team, in Richmond, Virginia: Orb collapsed in his lab an hour ago. Paramedics were unable to revive him.
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“An individual, in promoting his own interest, may injure the public interest; a nation, in promoting the general welfare, may check the interest of a part of its members.”



—Friedrich List

December, 2006

Denver, Colorado

Sally hugged her knees in the lounge at the end of the hallway in the heroes’ dormitory. She perched on a couch while Jason softly stroked her hair. Minerva, Ment, and Snowball sat with them, lending silent support.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” said Sally. “He was only twenty-one, same as me.” She sniffled. “He was in my class at the Academy.”

She remembered Orb well. He had an affinity with technology that hadn’t been seen among parahumans before. He was a soft-spoken young man with sparkling eyes and a bright smile. He built fantastic floating spheres the size of softballs, each with its own unique abilities that only he could control. They’d reminded Sally of the special effects balls from the Phantasm movies, except none of them ever drilled a hole in anybody’s skull. Wherever he went, the spheres circled around Orb like planets around a sun.

He’d been Sally’s friend, and now he was gone.

Octane flowed into the room. “Hey, guys, turn on CNN, quick!”

“Dude, show a little respect, would you?” Ment shook his head.

Octane extruded a tentacle, snagged the remote, and turned on the television. “Sorry,” he said. “But you need to see this.”

“—rescued eleven people from a burning tenement building in Brooklyn,” said the pert and perky reporter. The crawl beneath her read New masked hero saves lives. “Here is the amateur video shot by one of the rescued people.”

The screen shifted to a shaky, grainy video of a man in a garish yellow bodysuit with orange trim, a full-face mask, and a cape.

“Oh my God,” said Ment. “Who wears a cape? The Fifties called. They want their costume back.”

“Shush,” said Minerva, whose flowing robes were as much like a cape as Ment’s large black overcoat.

“Who are you?” asked an off-camera voice.

“Champion.” It was impossible to tell if the man in the suit spoke; his mask covered even his mouth. The voice conveyed power and strength. He raised his arms and a glow surrounded him, even visible in the daylight, and he flew away. People clapped and cheered and then the video cut off.

The scene cut back to the reporter. “Champion has so far not been identified. Although he is technically breaking the law by hiding his face, his actions today have already garnered support from many New Yorkers.”

The scene cut again to a streetside interview. “I think it’s ridiculous that the law says he can’t be masked,” said a man in a business suit as people behind him mugged at the camera. “He’s just protecting his loved ones from the media and supervillains, isn’t he?”

Another cut showed a couple of young women on the same street. “We love Champion!” they said in unison that had probably been rehearsed.

“Whatever his story,” said the reporter as the camera showed her again, “it appears New York has a new hero in residence. In other news . . .”

Octane shut off the television. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Why do you suppose he’s masked?” asked Sally.

“Like the guy said, probably to protect his family. Maybe he’s already famous or something,” said Ment. “Doublecharge wears a mask.”

“So does Jason, but their identities are public record,” said Sally. “They wear the masks as a tribute to the time when parahumans were allowed to operate anonymously.”

Ment shrugged. “I don’t see it’s that big a deal.”

“People, especially those in the government, are already afraid of us for our powers,” said Minerva. “Add anonymity to that and they’ll have a reason to start persecuting paras as threats like they did back in the Fifties.”

Ment shrugged. “Whatever.”

Sally felt her ire rising with the young psi, sitting smugly in all black with his sunglasses on indoors. She opened her mouth to take him to task when all their phones buzzed.

Emergency mandatory staff meeting. Fifteen minutes. Active watch duty or your own death only good excuses to miss. Juice.

“Emergency staff meeting?” Jason shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“What do you suppose is going on?” asked Octane.

“It wouldn’t be an active callout,” said Sally, “or else he would have said.”

The group of young heroes convened in the conference room, for once all showing up early. Almost all, amended Sally, as Carver raced in just as Juice was about to page him.

“Thank you all for coming,” said Juice. He looked angry to Sally, and his face was drawn tight as if he were holding back great emotions. “I have been informed today that effective at three o’clock P.M. this coming Friday I am no longer the commander of Just Cause.”

The room blew up in furious, astonished questioning. Juice held up his hand for silence.

“That’s bullshit, man,” said Jason into the silence.

Juice smiled. “It’s not quite as bad as it sounds. Through Executive Order, the President has authorized the creation of a Parahuman Resources Agency. It will become the new governing body over Just Cause and other American parahuman organizations and individuals, as well as be a clearing house of information.” He sat back in his chair. “I’ve been asked to head up the Agency.”

“So it’s a promotion?” asked Sally. “They’re kicking you upstairs?”

Juice gave her a wry smile. “Not exactly. People in Homeland Security aren’t too happy with me after the way I bucked their authority in the Archmage fiasco.”

Sondra slapped the table. “For God’s sake, they were considering using nukes, James! You want to talk about a fiasco?”

“I know.” Juice shook his head. “And we were fortunate that our plan worked in the end, or the last year might have gone very differently. As it played out, we were right and that didn’t sit well with some of the DHS people.”

“Plus you knocked that one chick on her ass,” said Sally to Doublecharge.

Doublecharge graced them with one of her rare smiles. “She had it coming, and it felt very good.”

“The other thing they’re concerned with is my popularity. When I put together a parapowered army on a moment’s notice to rescue Jack and Stacey in Guatemala, the higher-ups noticed. They’re worried about someone with that kind of pull not having direct supervision.” Juice poured himself a tumbler of water from the pitcher at his end of the table.

“So they put you in charge of all American parahumans?” Jason actually scratched his head; Sally thought it was the most adorable thing she’d ever seen. “How does that work?”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” said Jack. “Ancient Chinese secret.”

“He’s right, but it’s more than that.” Juice drained his glass. “Being the head of this agency means I don’t have the autonomous authority I once did. I’ll have to get DHS approval for everything, from budgets to personnel, licensing, you name it.”

“You’re the goat,” said Sondra.

“I am, as you say, the goat. Powerless.”

“This sucks,” said Jason.

“Not necessarily,” said Minerva.

“How so?” asked Carver. “Because it’s pretty jacked up if you ask me.”

“He won’t immediately be in a powerful position, but he’ll have access to the most complete database of parahumans, maybe in the world. And a time is coming when that will be important.” Minerva folded her arms and seemed to shrink in on herself.

“What do you mean, babe?” asked Ment.

“They hate us, fear us. Sooner or later they’re going to go to war against us. Better we have some insiders.”

Juice set down his tumbler with a loud clink. “You’re talking a war with parahumans against . . . everyone else? Forgive me, but that’s preposterous.”

“It almost happened before. In the Fifties.” Minerva nodded toward Sally. “She knows. There are people, leaders, who would rather we went away altogether.”

Juice cleared his throat to let everyone know that conversation on that particular topic was done. “Anyway, since I’m still commander of the team for two more days, we have some business at hand. That would be the question of leadership.” He leaned back. His chair creaked dangerously under his weight, but Sally had yet to see a Just Cause chair break under his or Jason’s considerable bulk. “In my mind, there’s only one person eminently qualified to lead this team, so I’m appointing Stacey Martin, Doublecharge, to assume duties as commander upon my departure.” He turned to her. “I trust you and know you will do a fantastic job. You can turn down the position or request time to consider it if you need to.”

“No,” said Doublecharge. “I appreciate your faith in me, James. I’ll try to live up to the standards you’ve set here.”

“Then that’s settled,” said Juice, and everyone applauded. Sally had operated under Doublecharge’s direct command before. She’d be a tough, no-nonsense kind of leader, but Sally felt that might be what Just Cause needed moving forward into a murky future.

“You’re going to need a second-in-command,” said Juice. “Your own Doublecharge."

“Jack.” Doublecharge didn’t hesitate with her selection. Sally was surprised at her choice. Doublecharge and Jack did not see eye to eye on a lot of things, and Jack was forever needling her about her lack of humor. Then Sally realized that a good second-in-command had strengths to play off the commander’s weaknesses. Jack was more tactically-oriented, able to tackle small problems efficiently and effectively, whereas Doublecharge had good overall strategic vision, understanding the big picture.

“Sorry, I appreciate the consideration, but I’m going to pass,” said Jack.

“Why?” asked Doublecharge.

Jack ticked off the points on his fingers. “I’m already well-established as the team’s PR guy, and moving into a leadership position will cramp me there. I’m popular and well-liked, and if shit’s going to hit the fan, we’ll need that more than we need me running things. I’m happy to back you up and run a squad if needed, but I’m too much a people person to make the hard decisions.”

Doublecharge nodded. “Okay, that’s a good self-assessment. I appreciate your honesty, Jack.”

“Can you see me leading this team? It would be inconceivable!” He winked at Sally as he fed her the quote.

“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.” She and Jack were both movie buffs, and they’d found kindred spirits in each other with their love of quotes. 

“All right, you two,” said Juice, more gently than he might have in other circumstances.

“My second choice is actually you, Sally,” said Doublecharge, turning to look at her.

“M-me? But I’m just, I mean, I’ve hardly been here at all.” Sally felt her ears and cheeks grow hot.

“You’ve shown outstanding initiative, a willingness to put yourself at great risk for the sake of your teammates and the people you serve and protect, and have an excellent track record already. In my mind, you’re strong leadership material.” Doublecharge smiled again.

“It’s just . . . I mean, thanks for thinking of me and all, but I just don’t think I’m ready. I’m still a kid, you know?” Jason squeezed her hand in support. “Even though I’m engaged. Oh God, I’m turning into my mother in spite of everything. She got married at twenty-one too.”

“You could do far worse than to turn out like your mother,” said Juice. “She was an outstanding member of this team.”

“Sally, I understand. It was a tossup between you and Sondra. Sondra?” Stacey turned to the winged woman.

Sondra smiled. “Sure, I’ll be second-in-command. Anything to get to tell Jack what to do.”

Everyone laughed.

“Jack, go get me a cup of coffee,” said Sondra.

Grinning like a fool, Jack pushed back his chair.

“Oh, I like this already.” Sondra laughed, making the tips of her wings quiver.

“Sit down, Jack,” said Juice. “I’m glad we’re all full of jocularity, but my last piece of business isn’t very funny at all.” He sighed. “Orb’s memorial service is on Friday. Regulations don’t allow me to let more than two members to attend.”

Sally knew that was because a supervillain named Destroyer had sneak-attacked a hero’s funeral in 1985. Her father had died in that attack, and she could have as well, since her mother had been there, pregnant with Sally.

“Sally, one of those spots is yours if you want it,” said Juice.

“Yes, please,” said Sally.

Doublecharge raised her hand to interrupt. “I think Jack should be the other attendee.”

Sally growled internally. It seemed that the team was forever conspiring to keep her and Jason apart. Well, that would change once they were married. She glanced down at the diamond sparkling on her finger and smiled.

“Good point,” said Juice. “Although a funeral shouldn’t be thought of as a public relations opportunity, it is important for people to see the face of Just Cause there. They need to remember that even though we have powers, we’re still human.”

Doublecharge leaned forward. “Please convey our sincerest condolences to the Second Team. Jack, please take it seriously.”

Jack smiled. “Hey, even I know when to be subdued.”

“Unless anyone else has business to bring up, I believe we’re done,” said Juice. “Sally, Jack, I need to see you for a few minutes.”

The others filed out of the conference room, leaving Sally and Jack to speak with Juice.

“What’s up, boss?” Jack flopped into a chair and put his feet up on the table now that Doublecharge wasn’t around to chastise him.

“Two things. First of all, Sally, I’m sorry I’m not sending Jason with you. I hate that I’m separating you two right after the engagement announcement. I know that he knew Orb too, but you’ll see in a minute why I’m sending you with Jack.”

“It’s okay,” said Sally with a sigh. “It’ll only be a couple of days and then we’ll be back home.”

“Your other classmates, the Young Guns, are coming to the memorial service,” said Juice. “I want you to reach out to them. I know they’re fiercely independent and have a solid anti-authority streak, but they’re a resource in the Northeast and I want them to know that both Just Cause and the PRA will support them.”

Sally had fond memories of the rest of her graduating class from the Hero Academy: Johnny Go, who wasn’t nearly as fast as Sally, but could move along vertical surfaces and even upside-down; the super-strong and tough Bombshell, who looked like a female bodybuilder; Toxic, the Goth girl who could draw man-made poisons out of the air, ground, and water; and last of all Surfboy, who couldn’t fly any higher than six feet off the ground and never had stopped trying to get Sally in bed. None of them had passed the psychological testing to get into Just Cause, and Sally thought they were likable, if unbalanced. “Sure, Juice. I haven’t talked to any of them since Guatemala.”

“The reason I’m sending Jack is a little murkier. According to MetalBlade, when Orb died he was in his lab, working feverishly on some kind of project. He’d been at it for almost forty-eight hours straight. He suffered a Grade Six cerebral aneurysm. He was dead before he hit the floor. MetalBlade suspects some kind of foul play and frankly, so do I.”

“Wait, you think he was murdered?” asked Sally.

“I don’t know yet, but his death was suspicious enough that we’re bringing in Grace from Paris to conduct the autopsy. Jack, you’re by far the most technologically-minded of anyone on either team. You’ve also got a detective’s instincts. I want you to investigate Orb’s death and see if you can uncover anything untoward about it.”

“I can already see there’s untoward stuff around it. Nobody works forty-eight hours straight unless obsessed or terrified.” Jack stood up. “I’ll pack my gear.”

Sally stood as well. She didn’t have much to pack, but she would spend every minute she had left before they left with Jason.

“Good luck, you two,” said Juice. “I’m afraid you might need it.”
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“Dream as if you’ll live forever, live as if you’ll die today.”



—James Dean

December, 2006

Richmond, Virginia

After their goodbye loving, Sally and Jason sprawled on the couch in their quarters naked, enjoying the feel of skin-to-skin contact. They’d left all the lights off except for the one in the bathroom, and that door was mostly shut. It made the small apartment they shared in headquarters seem much less like a hotel room and more intimate. Jason lay back, one hand behind his head and the other resting on Sally’s back, while she nestled between him and the back of the couch, finding the warmest spot like an affectionate cat. 

She gazed up into his eyes and smiled. “I want a summer wedding.”

“This summer?”

She toyed with the blond curls on his chest. “No, next year. I want to enjoy being engaged for a little while. Flash the hardware around. Give the press more fodder.”

“Yeah, because if there’s one thing they don’t have enough of, it’s fodder. And what have I told you about using big words around me?” He grinned.

She slapped his chest. “If fodder is giving you fits, I think you’re going to have a heck of a time with our vows. Some of those words have three, maybe even four syllables.”

“Vows? You mean like a, e, i, o, u, and sometimes y?”

“No, you silly boy. Don’t you know anything about weddings?”

“No, and neither do you.”

“Well, that may be, but I’m a girl and weddings are in our genes.”

“I like you in jeans almost as much as I like you out of them.” 

Sally slapped his chest again. “God, you’re awful. You’ve been hanging around Jack too much.”

“Not as much as you.” Jason made his face into a hangdog expression.

Sally scooted up his chest to plant a kiss on the end of his nose. “I’m so mad that they’re not letting us go together. I promise you, we’ll get dispatched together next time if I have to pluck every feather out of Sondra’s wings.”

Jason laughed at that.

“I’m sure my mom will plan us a wonderful wedding,” said Sally.

“Why’s that?”

“Are you kidding? I’m her little girl. This is her last chance to play dress-up with anyone.”

“Until we have kids.”

“Kids? Us?”

“Why not? I love kids. I bet we’d make some darn good ones, too.”

“Well, I don’t know. I mean, I don’t want to do that right away. I’d rather just be your wife for a good long while first.”

A glint appeared in Jason’s eyes. “That’s okay. We can practice.”

“Practice?”

Jason moved his hands lower. 

“Oh, I see. Practice is good.” She covered his mouth with hers.

An hour later, Jason walked Sally to the hangar. Jack was already waiting for them in the jet. Sally
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