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March, 2021

Just Cause Chicago

Chicago, Illinois

It’s not working out.

Ava ground her teeth. Sometimes neither civilian casualties nor collateral damage were avoidable, and when one had split seconds to make decisions, sometimes one . . . guessed wrong. All her training, four years at the Hero Academy learning to be a superhero, and she’d thrown it all away in a single poorly-considered act of desperation.

“What we’re trying to say is that we think you need some more time,” Chinook said. She was second-in-command of Just Cause Chicago. A veteran of the premier New York team, she had her own impeccable pedigree as a veteran of the defense of New York City against the alien Hind. She was a better peacemaker than the team leader, and she did her best to smooth over the bad news, but it still meant, in the end, that Ava had screwed up enough to warrant what was clearly an exit interview. “Just Cause isn’t for everyone, Ava. It might not be for you. That’s why we have internships. No matter how much theoretical training you have at the Academy, it can’t prepare you for what it’s really like to be a superhero.”

“Maybe you’d be better off as a Champion,” Carver suggested. He was a decent man, and as the leader of Chicago, he had been asked to forge a group of wildly divergent personalities and powers into an effective team. He’d come up through the ranks alongside such legendary heroes as Mustang Sally and Minerva. He’d helped to fight the Archmage when he was younger than Ava was now. “I can call Bombshell and put in a good word for you. You’re actually a lot like her when she was younger. Kind of . . . rough around the edges.”

Chinook cleared her throat, not exactly correcting her commander but letting him know that he needed to tread lightly. “Or maybe superheroing isn’t the best fit for you, and that’s okay too. The PRA has an excellent job placement program for parahumans better suited to working in support roles or even the private sector. Maybe you could work at the Deep Six prison, or in the industrial or logistics fields. There’s always a need for people with exceptional strength.”

“Great, I can be a forklift,” Ava said, knowing she probably shouldn’t have. “Awesome.” If her parents had been disappointed with her decision to become a superhero, they’d absolutely love hearing how she’d failed. She could imagine a hundred generations of her ancestors, looking at the end of their line, shaking their heads, and wondering where they’d gone wrong.

Carver’s ears reddened, matching the trim on his purple and red costume, but he kept his cool. “If you’d like me to call anyone for you, Ava, I’ll be glad to do so. Despite this setback, we want you to succeed. You’re just not ready for primetime yet.”

“No thanks,” Ava said. “I’ll make my own way.”

“Suit yourself,” Carver said, and that was that.

It’s not working out.

* * *
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Ava sat in her room and didn’t pack. She should have been packing. The fancy suite was really just a glorified hotel room, and it hadn’t felt like home any more than her dorm room had in her four years at the Hero Academy. She could have collected everything that belonged to her in five minutes and thrown it all into one bag. The sum total of her existence over the past five years—almost a quarter of her lifetime—and it all fit into a single suitcase.

What did it say about her that she had no mementos of her years away from home? She wasn’t a sentimental type. She didn’t have attachments to things, and by extension, didn’t form close relationships with people either. She supposed a psychologist would have a field day with that. Tell me about your relationship with your mother. Well, Ava’s mother was a systems administrator for a large insurance company back home, and she’d preferred dealing with code to people. What about your father? Her father was a blue collar guy, working for a conveyor belting company for thirty years, and he’d probably work there another fifteen before he retired. She wasn’t particularly close to either of them. When she’d first left for the Hero Academy, her mother hadn’t even seen her off at the airport, and her father had groused about having to take a half day off of work.

Were they proud of her, their daughter, the would-be superhero? Ava supposed they probably were. She hadn’t shown aptitude or much interest in anything else, and when her parahuman powers first manifested, she was only too glad to have a plan for her life laid out. She’d go to the Academy, join a Just Cause team, and maybe someday she’d die saving the world. Or maybe she’d put in her own twenty years of being a good soldier and retire to a life of easy public service, suffering the gratitude of civilians thanking her for a Job Well Done.

She’d been dreading her six-month review, losing sleep and spending long hours in the gym beating upon reinforced punching bags until her knuckles were chafed and raw. Being in Just Cause took a certain kind of person, with a certain kind of personality, and Ava was pretty sure she wasn’t the former and didn’t possess the latter.

Then came that call-out which had sealed her fate for good. She’d made a mistake—a bad one—and Carver and Chinook didn’t even wait for the week and a half until her review was scheduled. No, they called her into the office before she’d even had a chance to change out of her costume, still filthy from soot and battle grime.

She’d made mistakes. She’d disobeyed orders. She’d misjudged the use of her powers, and people got hurt because of it. As the foremost association of superheroes in the country, Just Cause and by extension its parent organization, the Parahuman Resources Agency, took a very dim view of what it considered avoidable civilian casualties and avoidable collateral damage.

A knock on the doorframe made Ava look up in surprise. Was it one of her former teammates, coming by to wish her well in whatever direction she chose? At first, she didn’t recognize the slender woman leaning against the open door, wearing a leather jacket over jeans with a backpack slung over one shoulder. Then Ava’s brain caught up with her eyes and she recognized the blonde bob haircut. “Ms. Tibbets!”

“Hey, kiddo,” said longtime superhero Mustang Sally. She looked strange out of her red and gold costume. “Can I come in?”

Ava shrugged. “Sure, I guess. It’s not really my room anymore.” Not that it ever was, she thought. It was just like her: temporary.

Sally stepped into the room, looked around at the bare walls, then sat in the chair by the window facing the lake. She crossed one knee over the other and clasped her hands upon it. “So, here you are.”

“Yep, here I am. What are you doing here? I thought you’d be in Denver beating up the kids.”

Sally smiled. “I’m doing some outreach, meeting some kids who will be attending the Academy in the fall. Or, rather, one of them. We’ve outgrown the Denver facility. You’ll see two new Hero Academies opening in the next two years. One in Baltimore for sure, and probably in Indianapolis, although we’re still working on that one.”

“Are you here to offer me a job?” Ava asked, not quite believing the words as they came out of her mouth.

“I am, but not at one of the Academies. I got a call from a friend who needs some help up in her neck of the woods, which is also your neck of the woods.”

Ava blinked. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re from Michigan, right?”

“Flint.”

“The source of your hero name. That’s right. Do you know my old teammate Detroit Steel?”

Ava nodded. “I know her name, but I never met her.”

“She was on the New York team with me for a few years, but she left to return home. Said her hometown needed some intervening. She’s been working there as a Just Cause affiliate.”

Ava shrugged. “Okay . . .”

“And she needs some help,” Sally said. “I guess there’s some drug that’s hit the streets there, causing all kinds of problems. She’s a little overwhelmed and needs a second pair of hands.” She nodded toward Ava. “How about yours?”

“You want me to go to Detroit to be a . . . a sidekick?” Ava grated out the last word with as much venom as she could muster. She’d go lift crates in a warehouse before stooping so low.

Sally chuckled. “It kind of does seem like that now that you say it. No, I promise there are no pixie boots and short pants in your future.” She smiled. “Unless you decide to change your costume, but that’s on you. In return for your help, Shawna’s agreed to take you under her wing and train you up.”

“So it’s another internship. This last one didn’t work out so well. What makes you think another one will be any different?”

“Because I’m very smart about these things. You’ve got tremendous potential, Ava. I think you have it in you to be a great Just Cause hero if that’s what you decide you want to do. Not everybody learns at the same speed or in the same way. As a speedster, sometimes I forget that. For all its flexibility in training young superheroes, the Hero Academy is still a high school and high schools tend toward a certain inflexibility when it comes to people who don’t fall into the cookie cutter mold.”

Ava crossed her arms, shutting herself off. “So now I’m remedial? I get to ride the short bus and wear a helmet too?”

Sally blurred across the room and was suddenly standing right in front of her. Ava was not tall, and Sally was a couple inches shorter than her, but Ava felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as the legendary hero confronted her. Her face was contorted into the fury of a mother who has had enough of a misbehaving toddler. In that moment, Ava saw the woman who had saved the world multiple times over was not going to tolerate any more of Ava’s bullshit. 

“That. Is. Not. Okay.”

“Sorry.” Ava’s voice was a ghost of a whisper.

Sally stepped back. For a moment, she hadn’t been the cheerful Hero Academy instructor; she was the lethal warrior queen who’d slain the Archmage and the Hindmistress. She shook herself and the instructor persona returned. “I’m sorry, Ava. I didn’t mean to startle you. You’re not remedial. You need more training and Shawna has graciously offered her time and experience. I think it would be best if you accepted. Maybe you’ll ultimately decide Just Cause isn’t for you. Maybe you won’t even want to be a superhero at all. That’s your choice. But if you want that future, you’re going to need to prove yourself all over again. And the world will never let up. That’s our lot in life.”

“I . . . I just don’t know what I want.” Never had she spoken a truer sentence aloud, Ava thought. She had not only lost her way, she didn’t even know where she was trying to go. Spinning her wheels on ice, directionless.

Sally moved back over to her, slow as a normal person, and put her hands on Ava’s shoulders. “It’s ridiculous that as a society we expect teenagers to make life-altering decisions about their futures. Think of this as an apprenticeship. You’ll get the kind of one-on-one attention and teaching that most heroes don’t get to experience. You’ll probably learn more from a year with Shawna than you did in four years at the Academy.” She winked. “Except in my class. I’m a great teacher.”

Ava smiled in spite of herself. Sally had a way of dismantling bad attitudes that was both charming and sincere. “Okay, I’ll give it a try.”

“No. There is no try. Do . . . or do not.” Sally spoke in a peculiar stilted growl. She saw Ava’s confusion. “Really? You don’t know Yoda?”

“Is that the green guy who lives in the trash can?”

Sally’s face fell. “No, that’s . . . that’s Oscar the Grouch. Kids these days, I swear . . .” She sighed dramatically and then smiled. “You’re going to do great, Ava. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Sally squeezed her arms. “Me too. Now I gotta run or I’ll miss my flight.” She sped from the room, leaving swirling air in her wake and a hint of jasmine perfume.

Ava packed.
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May, 2021

Detroit, Michigan

The drug was called Wool. It was a new designer drug that someone seemed to be testing in the city, and it was causing no end of problems. The police had made little headway into investigating it because whomever was distributing it seemed to have an undetectable intelligence network in place. Vice had come up empty at every turn. The gangs division couldn’t find any leads on distribution. They hadn’t even been able to secure a sample of it, and only had anecdotal evidence of its existence through the behavior of its users and chemical residue in their bloodstreams and lungs, because it was always mixed with something else—marijuana, cocaine, ecstasy . . . any popular party drugs. Worse, it wasn’t detectable ahead of time, so users never knew if the joint they were lighting up was simple pot or had a frightening chemical hitchhiker.

At its bare essence, Wool was a mind-control drug. People who’d taken it lost their sense of free will, sometimes for a few hours depending upon how concentrated of a dose they received. Wool victims were called Sheep for their lack of self-direction and willingness to follow commands. Sheep typically imprinted upon the first person they encountered after being dosed, and allowed that person to unconditionally direct them. Those directing the Sheep became known as Wolves, and they used their ready-made followers to foment evil acts. Sheep could be coerced to do anything, even committing violent crimes. Coming down from a Wool high was painful and left users extremely confused for several hours with a sense of fear that lingered for days. The medical community had been unable to identify the chemical structure of Wool or even suggest a treatment for its users.

Local government, press, and police were working on a comprehensive public information blitz, warning people not to do drugs lest they get dosed with Wool. Unfortunately, it was only working about as well as any anti-drug campaign did, which was to say, it wasn’t.

Wool was Detroit Steel’s obsession. Even though Detroit had far more problems than a single designer drug, it had coalesced as her main reason for needing Ava’s help. Detroit Steel—who went by her normal name of Shawna most of the time—was former Just Cause, having been one of the first heroes in the New York branch Mustang Sally had commanded. After they’d foiled the Hind invasion, Shawna decided to retire from the team and return to her hometown. Detroit had suffered mightily from the loss of the automobile industry and the subsequent drop in its tax base. The vicious spiral had sent the city into a decline characterized by urban blight and corruption. The few parahumans native to the area had moved away in search of greener pastures, leaving the citizens to fend for themselves . . . except for Detroit Steel and her new partner Flint, who remained behind to help them in their times of need. Right now, that need was encapsulated in Shawna’s Murder Board.

The Murder Board was their nickname for the Hollywood-style graphic investigation they’d been putting together on a repurposed free-standing chalkboard. Sure, they could have gone with something more high-tech, like a large touchscreen monitor driven by a powerful server and controlled by tablets. Shawna preferred a more old-school approach, and she pointed out that if they had a lot of expensive tech in their warehouse headquarters, they’d have to put in an expensive and power-hungry security system to protect it. Shawna didn’t want to live and work inside of a fortress. She wanted to be close to the people she was protecting.

The tracking project began with a large street map of Detroit, marking every known and suspected incident involving Wool. There were printed pictures of mugshots and driver’s license photos of people who’d been positively identified as Sheep and Wolves, with actual red strings connecting them to incident locations. At first, Ava had stared at the display without understanding it or how it was supposed to work, especially since it looked more like it belonged on a police procedural TV show. Then after a full week of staring at it, it had clicked for her and she realized how the visual representation of all the different events might lead to a pattern they couldn’t otherwise see.

Although Wool events were happening with increasing—and alarming—frequency, there was still other work that needed to be done. In Ava’s case, she was learning to ride a motorcycle.

Ava gunned the motorcycle’s throttle and popped the clutch. The rear tire spun, kicking up a cloud of fragrant burnt rubber, and the bike shot across the warehouse floor. Ava leaned hard, swinging around to cut through the gap between two fifty-five gallon drums that made an impromptu gate. She leaned again, muscling the bike around to make the sharp turn for the second gate, then opened up the throttle wide to hit the third. She squeezed the front brake and put her foot down, spinning the rear tire to help her to pivot the bike around until she was facing back the way she’d come. She hunched low over the handlebars and sent the bike careening back down the warehouse toward the final gate. She whipped through it then braked hard, the rear wheel coming up off the ground before the bike screeched to a halt.

Ava put her feet down and looked back at Shawna, who gave her a thumbs-up and a grin. The rubber traction pad glued to her thumb made a black contrast against her silvery skin. 

“Nice job, kid. That was almost four seconds faster than your previous best,” Shawna said.

“Easy for you to say. You’ve been doing this your entire life.” Ava yanked off the hot and uncomfortable helmet. She didn’t need it. She was tough enough to survive a nasty spill from the motorcycle without even so much as a bruise. Shawna didn’t care, though. It was the appearance that mattered. What if some kid decided not to wear a helmet on her bike because she saw Ava not wearing one, and then fell and got hurt? Fine. Ava would wear the stupid helmet.

Shawna smiled. She’d been raised by a motorcycle mechanic and had learned to ride at about the same age she’d learned to walk. The overhead lighting reflected off her silvery skin, sending dancing reflections in all directions. Her flesh wasn’t actually steel but an unidentifiable flexible metal. Extremes of temperature didn’t bother her, and she wore cutoff jean shorts and a halter top in the large warehouse that served as her combination garage/training hall/headquarters. The large doors at either end were open, allowing a breeze to blow through from the river directly to the south.

Ava put down the bike’s kickstand and took a long drink from her water bottle. “Tell me again why motorcycles. Isn’t it, like, miserable here in the winters?”

Shawna nodded. “We’ll switch to the truck when the roads ice up, but motorcycles are better for getting through traffic and dodging around the worst parts of the bad roads.”

“Doesn’t the truck have air conditioning?” Ava asked pointedly. She could tolerate extremes of heat and cold pretty well thanks to her parahuman powers, but the warehouse heat had a way of sapping her energy with its stuffiness, and the summer had been exceptionally warm.

“Bikes are cool, and we need a way to get around town fast if we’re ever going to break open this Wool distribution ring” Shawna said with an air of finality. Over the past two months, Ava had learned to recognize that tone and not argue further.

Detroit Steel’s official designation was a Just Cause Affiliate, which was a fancy way of saying that Just Cause could call upon her at any time. She drew a salary from the Parahuman Resources Agency the same as all other Just Cause heroes, but was considered detached from any specific team. She was held to the same standards of performance and legality as any of the official teams, but had the freedom to direct her own activities as she saw fit. It sounded like a pretty good gig to Ava when Shawna first explained it.

Two months later, the luster had dimmed as Ava learned what it was really like to live there. She’d grown up in a suburb of Flint called Flushing, where she was isolated from much of the crime and economic issues that plagued the larger city. Her parents were immigrants from China, having arrived as newlyweds in 1985. Her father took a position with a conveyor belting company and was eventually promoted to the position of production manager, which helped give her a life of reasonable comfort. Her mother was a talented programmer and IT troubleshooter and had peddled her skills to progressively larger companies until reaching her current role of systems administrator for a large insurance company. Her father, having fully acclimated to the American lifestyle, was already taking medication for high blood pressure and high cholesterol, while her mother drank too much wine and it chased late-night Valiums. They didn’t see eye-to-eye with their daughter, and made it no secret that they disapproved of some of her classmates and fellow heroes in Just Cause Chicago for reasons that were more xenophobic than anything else.

Moving from Flushing to Denver for the Academy had been a major culture shock for Ava, and it had taken her a while to adjust to the diversity of her classmates and the difficulty of learning to become a superhero. Even when, in her freshman year, she and the rest of her classmates helped take down an aspiring young supervillain, it had only increased the pressure on her to succeed. She’d only barely done well enough to be selected for a Just Cause internship, and then she went and screwed it all up. She should have been grateful Shawna had welcomed her and taken her under her steely wing, but in the end, Ava still felt like it was a handout, and she hated that she felt that way. Did she want to give up the idea of being a superhero altogether? If she chose to, she could walk away from it that very minute.

No. She didn’t want to quit. She wasn’t sure about a lot of things in her life, but she wasn’t a quitter. She’d decided to go to the Hero Academy when she could have gone to a regular school and stayed out of superheroics forever. It wasn’t like the Hero Academy was an easier path than regular school. On top of all the same kinds of classes mundane kids had, there were also all the parahuman classes and combat training. It was far more intense, and not everybody finished the four-year program. Ava had—and even just barely passing was still passing at the Hero Academy, and that meant she had done something right. 

A stray dog stopped outside the warehouse and looked in, uttering a quiet, throaty woof. 

“Hey, girl,” Shawna called. “You hungry today?”

The dog sat, wagging her stumpy tail. She was a broad-chested pit bull mongrel of some kind, dirty gray with cropped ears and a scarred muzzle.

“Ava, grab one of the chicken breasts from the fridge and give it to our visitor,” Shawna said. She had a soft spot for strays. Sometimes Ava wondered if that meant her as well.

She went to the fridge between hers and Shawna’s trailers. They were twenty-year-old rescues from an abandoned mobile home park, dragged into the open warehouse to make individual apartments. Besides the small kitchenette inside each one, there was an open kitchen space between them, framed by free-standing cabinets at one end and a heavy industrial table and benches at the other. They would use it during the warm months and retreat into their trailers when it got cold.

Ava pulled open the fridge door and withdrew a raw chicken breast. She unwrapped it and walked toward the stray. She wasn’t afraid; the dog had been well-behaved to them since they’d started feeding her, and Ava was pretty sure her skin was sturdy enough to resist the dog’s powerful jaws should she decide to bite. “Maybe we should, you know, give her a name?” The dog laid on her belly, her pink tongue lolling out in the heat, watching Ava approach with her food.

“She has a name already,” Shawna said. “She just hasn’t told us what it is.”

“You speak dog?” It was a lighthearted question, but in a world with parahuman powers not beyond the realm of possibility.

“If she decides to stay, we’ll talk over with her what she would like to be called. Until then, she’s just visiting.”

“There are a lot of stray dogs here. What if they all show up looking for handouts?” Ava asked. The Delray neighborhood in which Detroit Steel had set up her headquarters had numerous strays prowling the broken and overgrown streets.

“Then I guess we buy more chicken.”

The dog whined and wriggled with gleeful anticipation as Ava approached her with the chicken breast. She held it out and the dog didn’t hesitate. She lunged forward, grabbed the meat with her teeth, then ran across the cracked pavement toward the overgrown weeds and feral trees spreading from the empty lot across the way. Ava watched her go, disappointed that the stray didn’t choose to stay but fully understanding her need to hide from others.

When Ava first arrived and looked out at the urban decay in dismay, Shawna had said if there’s a bright spot in Detroit, you’re in the part of town furthest from it. On the flip side, they had easy access to the river should a boat be in their future. The rent was nonexistent and the city was only too happy to release the deed from the abandoned warehouse to its superhero-in-residence. Over the few months she’d lived under Shawna’s rusty roof, Ava had met some of the few residents still toughing it out in the ghost town that was Delray. They were uniformly nice, if suspicious of outsiders—which meant they were suspicious of Ava.

They loved Shawna as one of their own. She was born and bred in Detroit, and more importantly, she had come home to them. She was filled with the sort of kindness and generosity Ava couldn’t believe. She donated her time and strength to help people and businesses in both the immediate neighborhood and the greater city at large. When abandoned buildings needed to be torn down, she could take the place of an entire demolition crew by herself. It wasn’t just demolition work, either. She helped wherever she could, whether it was pushing stalled cars to service stations or posing for photos for charity. Hospitals and nursing homes were regular stops for her. She fed stray dogs, for the love of God. Ava dutifully tagged along on all these charitable missions and wondered when they would get around to doing any actual superhero work.

“We are,” Shawna said when Ava asked about it. “We’re being present and approachable to people. They need to know we’re with them and among them, not living above them in some ivory tower.”

“Was that why you left Just Cause?” Ava asked.

“Partly. Mainly I needed to get back to my roots. After being hunted by the government and fighting aliens, it’s been a relief to just deal with more mundane problems like Wool.”

Shawna had been working the Wool case for months but hadn’t made much headway on it. Her biggest problem was the way she stood out in a crowd. Being over six feet tall and made of silvery metal made it hard to do the kind of covert investigation that was required. “My gut tells me parahumans are involved in this. You can’t create such a wide-ranging intelligence network and make it completely untraceable without using a parahuman ability.”

“Maybe you should ask a psi to come help you,” Ava suggested. “Like that guy Ment in New York, or that kid in Kansas City. What’s his name? Zayden Lord’s little brother.”

“Ment said he’s going to drop by as soon as he has a few free days and try a deep scan of the city. Problem is, he’s only really optimized to detect psionic powers. If this is a low-fi tech-based network, he won’t find anything.” Shawna sounded doubtful.

“Well, that’s a hint too, isn’t it? And what’s low-fi? Is that like landlines and stuff?”

“No, those can still be traced digitally. I’m talking really low-tech, like amateur radio on oddball frequencies. The kind of stuff you can’t ever find unless you’re searching in exactly the right place.”

“But that still takes people to run it,” Ava said. “Somebody would talk, sooner or later.”

“Unless they’re too scared to.” Shawna pulled her phone from her hip pocket. “Or they’re Sheep and don’t know they’re part of the network. Pizza?”

Ava nodded. “Green peppers and hot sausage.”

The phone went off in Shawna’s hand. Her face fell. “Uh oh.” She slid her rubber-tipped finger across the screen to unlock it. “Detroit Steel.” She listened to the voice on the other end. Ava felt her pulse quicken. It was a call-out. It had to be. She knew call-outs for superheroes tended to be few and far between, because they were generally considered matters of last resort or when parahuman opponents were involved. “We’re on our way.”

“What is it?” Ava asked immediately as Shawna returned the phone to her pocket.

“Wool,” Shawna said. “Suit up.”

* * *
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Ava’s superhero costume was practical with an emphasis on durability over finicky details, since her strength and toughness optimized her for front-line assaults and hand-to-hand combat. She changed quickly in the camper trailer that served as her apartment inside the warehouse. It was spacious for a single occupant, and still empty of any personal touches several weeks since she’d partnered with Detroit Steel.

She pulled on her one-piece gymnastics-style leotard made from Just Cause-spec bullet- and tear-resistant fabric. It was shiny black with a rough-textured circle of armor plating over her torso. The texturing made it look like stone, which was in keeping with her chosen superhero name of Flint. The leotard incorporated a half-mask cowl that left her hair uncovered. Masks were never required for superheroes, but many heroes chose to wear them to honor those who came before, who had to go masked to protect their identities. She stepped into her dark gray cargoes and belted them around her waist, then laced on her steel-toed combat boots. Finally, she looped the Tiara of Death around her forehead.

Her Hero Academy roommate Rhiannon had named it the Tiara of Death, which caused no end of amusement amongst their classmates. It wasn’t a decorative tiara, but a broad band with a slender two-foot cable welded onto it. Clamped to the other end of the cable was a twenty-pound iron kettlebell weight. Over the past three years, Ava had learned to use it as a third fist when needed, and when she braided the cable inside her hair—which was as strong as the rest of her—she could strike an opponent from an unexpected direction. She quickly braided her hair halfway down her back, looping the plaits back and forth around the cable, and clamped the ends with a special heavy-duty steel zip tie that her hair wouldn’t cut. She dangled the kettlebell over one shoulder and stepped from the trailer.

Shawna didn’t wear much in the way of costumes, because her steel body was pretty much all the visual glam she needed. She’d dressed in hip-hugging denim bellbottoms and a matching sleeveless denim blouse. She was barefoot since there was no practical shoe or boot that would improve upon her own flesh for protection. She had rubber traction pads glued onto her toes and fingers. She was already straddling her big rebuilt Indian. “Hop on,” she called over the thrum of the motor.

Ava shook her head. “I want to ride my own bike.”

“Not this time. Now let’s go. We don’t have time to talk about this.” Shawna locked her phone into its cradle between the handlebars with an address already plugged into the GPS.

Ava hesitated but realized Shawna wouldn’t wait forever. She pulled on her helmet, working her braid through the notch she’d cut into the impact foam. The kettlebell bounced against her chest as she jumped onto the pillion seat and wrapped her arms around Shawna’s waist. The motorcycle leaped forward, engine howling. As it burst from the warehouse, the doors rolled closed behind them, locking the building down with enough security to keep out all but the most determined burglars.

The afternoon sun beat down upon them, making Ava’s eyes hurt from the reflection off Shawna’s shoulders. Wind whistled through the woman’s metallic hair like a chorus of piccolos with the basso roar of the engine as accompaniment. Between them, Ava just knew she would finish the day with a migraine. Still, she was supposed to be a superhero, so she clenched her teeth against the glare and the noise and held on tight so she wouldn’t be jarred loose. Shawna weaved around the worst of the potholes as they headed west toward the Interstate. “Where are we going?” she shouted in Shawna’s ear so she’d be heard over the noise and the muffling of her helmet.

Shawna said something that sounded like “Head shop” over her shoulder, but Ava couldn’t be sure. She made a mental note to suggest earbuds and throat mics for them. Shawna had been too long without teammates to be thinking about stuff like that.

As they approached the interstate onramp, Shawna turned on her lights and siren. Even though she was detached from a team, she retained the law enforcement powers granted her by Just Cause, and that meant running red lights. A few angry horns sounded in their wake but people were conditioned to pull over for emergency vehicles and they made it to the highway without any trouble. Once they had a half dozen lanes to work with, Shawna opened up the throttle and passed other cars like they were chained down.

They flew over the Rouge River and dove down a ramp to enter the Boynton neighborhood. Pedestrians shouted and pointed as the superheroes raced past them, dodging around civilian vehicles until they reached their destination, yet another in the seemingly unending series of run-down industrial buildings that was Detroit’s legacy of better times.

A gunshot sounded and Ava looked in the direction of the source to see a man in the uniform of a security guard duck back behind the engine compartment of a parked car. He was peeking over the hood toward the building. A van with two flat tires and several bullet holes riddling its flanks was parked near the building’s entrance, doors open and engine running. Another security guard lay facedown in the parking lot, and by the amount of blood spreading around him, if he wasn’t already dead, he wasn’t long for the world.
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