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INTRODUCTION
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Superheroes are messy. Yeah, I mean, they’re cool and everything. We love the costumes and the powers, and we all like to fantasize about what superpower we wish we had. Me? I want to teleport and have the ability to manipulate time and space. Basically, I want to be a human TARDIS, but I digress. Superheroes, if they existed in real life, would be a nightmare of human rights and basic infrastructure. Think of how all the buildings would have to be reinforced just in case some brick lost his temper. Think of all the riders business owners would need to carry on their insurance policies. Think of the current nightmare of airport security and amplify it by a thousand. Think of all the taxes that would go toward just the cleanup costs after a couple of them have a fight in a populated area. Did Superman get a bill after Man of Steel? Even the Ghostbusters got sued and forced out of business after they took down Gozer and blasted the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man, so I would say such there has to be some kind of bureaucratic red tape action happening, even if we don’t see it on the screen.  

So yeah, superheroes are messy. But not a lot of people want to talk about that, because we’d rather see them kicking butt, not testifying in congressional committee hearings about their potential threat to public safety. Right?

Well, actually, I think that’s exactly what we need to see. We’ve become more than a little weary these days of displays of wanton destruction just for the sake of spectacle. It was a major part of the discussion following movies like The Avengers, Man of Steel, and the most recent Godzilla remake. If we’re really to suspend disbelief, should there not be at least some accountability for the aftereffects of a fight between two god-like entities? In 2001, our real world equivalent of super villains took down two skyscrapers filled with people in the middle of Manhattan. Nearly fifteen years later, we can still say we know all too well what such trauma does to a nation.

In CASTLES, perhaps more than any other volume in the Just Cause series, Mr. Healy begins to answer a call to accountability. Or, rather, he sends his heroes in to do it for him, and it’s not always pretty or fun. Because if anything else were to exist in an actual world populated by super-powered humans, it would be politicians looking to stake a career on building policies to either help elevate these people or break their backs. Shades of fascism, and perhaps even war and genocide, are inevitable. And you would be forced to ask yourself what side you would stand on. It would not be an easy answer, I’m afraid. Because parahumans, as Healy calls them, are capable of so much, and they don’t always come in tidy packages with a virtuous hearts and healthy consciences. We can’t even have a reasonable conversation about guns today. Imagine if someone could shut down a power grid with his mind, or fully inhabit any secure computer system in the world, or could absorb any bullet or rocket you shoot at him. It’s the stuff of nightmares, and is one reason why I think the superhero genre is within kissing distance of the dystopian one.

Humanity would be bitterly divided in a world filled with parahumans. But there is a glimmer of hope. If Healy can answer the nearly impossible questions he raises in this book, perhaps there is still hope for us in our simpler world to figure things out. Because superheroes are messy, but so are we.

Allison M. Dickson

February, 2015
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Playboy Interview of James Forsythe, PRA Director
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January 2009, reprinted with permission

James “Juice” Forsythe was appointed by President George W. Bush to head up the brand-new Parahuman Resources Agency in December of 2006. After two years on the job, he used the canny leadership he exhibited as the leader of Just Cause to transform the PRA from a small office in the unfashionable wing of the Pentagon into a powerful administration in its own right, helping the world keep tabs on the ever-growing population of parahumans and using that intelligence to dispatch them to where they could do the most good.

We sent reporter Cheryl Bradley, who interviewed Jack “Crackerjack” Raymond in the October  2006 issue, to talk with Forsythe. She tells us:

“I met with Forsythe over two days in a Lower Manhattan tavern where we could look out across the Bay to see Fort Justice being renovated under its bright lights and scaffolding. Forsythe is a giant of a man, nearly having to duck and turn sideways through doorways so his shoulders don’t get wedged. Despite being nearly fifty, he’s in phenomenal shape and has been known to play pick-up basketball with a certain President-Elect. I asked him to demonstrate his parahuman powers and he said it wasn’t really appropriate for the tavern, so we went to the alley out back. He took the battery from his own car and brushed the naked terminals. Sparks shot out as if we were using jumper cables. He drained the battery dry, then picked up a piece of rebar we found in the alley and bent it into a pretzel as easily as if it were actual dough. I offered to replace his battery myself but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

How is running the PRA different than leading Just Cause?

The hours are longer and the coffee isn’t nearly as good. [laughs]

Honestly, I thought I was busy when I was in law school, and then I thought that was nothing. Being busy was running a superhero team. Now that I’m behind a desk, I look back at my years in costume and think how great it was to be able to just hit people who needed it.

The PRA is a challenging job, but it’s one America has needed for a long time. After 9/11 and the loss of so many of our teammates, it only made sense for Just Cause to leave the private sector. With the resources of Homeland Security behind us, Just Cause could become a more effective force for good in America, and Mr. Bush was always a great fan of the team. I’m sure that’s why he tapped me for the PRA position.

Now that there are so many new parahumans, and more of them turning up almost on a daily basis, there really needs to be an organization to help keep track of everyone. Names change, costumes change, but parahuman powers don’t. It’s been said the only thing that can stop a parahuman criminal is a parahuman cop, and the PRA exists to help those cops do a better job. Think of us like the FBI, but focused upon parahuman-related issues.

Those issues include the Champions. Talk a bit about that.

The idea came to us after seeing Champion’s advertisement back in ‘07. There are a lot of parahumans out in the world. More than we know. More than most people can even imagine. Not everyone is cut out to be in Just Cause, though. There are very strict and exacting guidelines for membership in the world’s premier superhero team, and even with the guidance provided by the excellent instructors at the Hero Academy, a lot of would-be heroes still don’t quite measure up. That doesn’t mean their desire to do good is any less, but for whatever reason, be it psychological, parapower-based, or something else, they are unfit for Just Cause membership.

We took Champion’s idea and ran with it, setting up teams around the country with PRA backing. It’s analogous to minor-league sports teams. Almost anyone can be a Champion. All it takes is some paperwork and a demonstration of abilities at a local Champion franchise. The idea is you don’t have to be a full-time superhero if you don’t want to be, but you can be on call if your particular skill set is needed. On the other hand, if you have the desire and motivation to be a superhero, the Champions give you that opportunity. And if you really prove yourself, there’s always the chance you might get called up to the major leagues.

With the expanding parahuman population, the Hero Academy has been cranking out larger and larger graduating classes, and we at the PRA thought it might be time to expand Just Cause again, something we hadn’t done since 1998. We approached the big private teams—the New Guard, the Lucky Seven—and asked if they wanted to become part of the Just Cause organization. Frankly, they jumped at the chance to have the kind of resources available to them that Just Cause has had for years. Other than the minor restructuring required to bring them from the private to government sector, the teams can still operate as they always have. Additionally, we’re expanding to a total of eight Just Cause teams around the country [San Francisco, Seattle, Denver, Dallas/Fort Worth, Chicago, New York City, Richmond, and Miami—CB], each staffed with a mixture of rookies and experienced heroes. Chicago and San Francisco are already up and running, and Richmond has been around for ten years already. New York is next.

Is Champion in Just Cause now? Or is he running a Champions franchise?

We don’t actually know where he is. It’s one of the many unsolved mysteries at the PRA. We spent a lot of resources trying to track him down and identify the man behind the mask, but at the end of the day we never did figure out who he was. For all we know, he could be a Champion. All he had to do was take off the mask and we wouldn’t ever know who he was before.

But his powers are identifiable, right?

Yes, that’s part of what we do at the PRA. By cataloguing abilities, we have a better chance of identifying parahuman criminals, who change their names and costumes as often as some people change their clothes. And for that matter, a lot of them don’t even bother with the whole super identity thing. It’s one thing to rob a bank as Asphalt, and another to do so as just some guy with a throwaway identity. But if we know he has the ability to armor himself in paving compound, it’s easier to find him no matter what name he’s using.

Is that a violation of his civil rights?

Is it a violation for the FBI to profile criminals? To maintain a database of their fingerprints and vital statistics? To share information with other law enforcement agencies? No, of course not. That’s what we do at the PRA. We profile and share information so Just Cause and Champions teams can respond accordingly.

That’s the attorney in you talking. The PRA also profiles parahumans who haven’t broken any laws, right?

Yes, but that’s because parahuman abilities are a unique resource in the world, and if we have the resources to match someone’s power to a situation where it can save lives or property, we’re going to do it. For example, when that coal mine collapsed last month in Utah, we were able to get parahumans to that location within eighteen hours. One of them had the ability to generate oxygen sufficient to keep a dozen people alive in close quarters. Another could reshape solid rock. A third could generate a powerful force field. The three of them worked in tandem to explore deep into the mine, much faster and safer than mining crews could. Sadly, when they reached the trapped miners, they had already died, but at least we were able to recover their bodies. If the PRA hadn’t had the resources we do, those miners might never have been found.

Although the primary Just Cause team will still be headquartered in Denver, the world is most anticipating the return of Just Cause to New York City. Tell us about the two heroes you’ve picked to spearhead the new branch.

Just Cause New York will be led by two heroes that happen to be close personal friends of mine. Mustang Sally, who’s been like a daughter to me over the years, will be running the show. I was briefly in Just Cause with her parents [Pony Girl and Audio—CB] before one retired and the other died in 1985. I’ve watched Salena grow from a precocious youngster with unbelievable speed, into a talented young heroine with the strongest desire to do good I’ve ever encountered, into a confident leader. She’s only twenty-four, but she’s accomplished more in that time than a lot of people who are two, three times her age. Quite simply, I would trust her with my life, the lives of my children. If I had to call on only one single person to save the world, she’d be on my speed-dial. She will be a brilliant leader for what is likely to become the most well-known team of heroes on the planet.

Backing her up as her second-in-command will be Jack Raymond, whom everyone in the world already knows as Crackerjack and the so-called Face of Just Cause. Jack is old-school, like I am. We came up to the team together back in the ‘80s. He’s sharp as a tack and has a surprisingly refreshing perspective when it comes to solving problems. It helps that he’s pretty much fearless, and believe me, in New York, Just Cause will be under a constant spotlight, with everyone analyzing and second-guessing their every move.

People are already second-guessing you, based upon the heroes who will be filling out the ranks of the team. You’ve opened the door to a lot of potential criticism from every political corner.

[laughs] Well, if we went with a politically-safe route when it came to staffing, we’d have a team of uniformly ineffective people. Look at how certain Senators and Congressmen are insisting their goal has to be to make President-Elect Obama a single term president. I fear the next four years are going to be plagued by inertia and confrontation. You can’t please everyone, so I’m not trying to please anyone with my staff selections for Just Cause New York. Instead, I’m picking a mix of heroes I feel will make a complete, useful team able to respond to a variety of emergencies, whether natural disasters, man-made disasters, or things we haven’t even anticipated yet.

Besides Sally and Jack, we have four veteran heroes coming over from Just Cause: Mastiff, Minerva, Ment, and Snowball. In addition to them, we’ve drawn from the ranks of recent Hero Academy graduates to bring aboard Snapdragon and Shillelagh. We have a parolee from Deep Six, called Failsafe, who was instrumental in helping to halt the escape attempt back in 2006. He’s volunteered to serve his parole and beyond as a member of Just Cause. Detroit Steel is an independent hero whom I’ve had my eye on for a couple of years, and she finally accepted a position with us. Finally, rounding things out we have a Chinese superhero named Yunbao, which means Clouded Leopard. She’s here essentially as a visiting dignitary. China literally has tens of thousands of parahumans in its population, and the Chinese government is very interested in how the PRA and Just Cause are working together to put a structure in place for parahuman issues.

I can see how that will upset certain political elements. What you haven’t said is that you’ve got a team staffed with hot potatoes: an LGBTQ hero, a Muslim, a Chinese citizen, an ex-con, the son of a supervillain, and the notorious Crackerjack, a man whose face has graced the cover of every tabloid on the planet.

He’s also been interviewed here four times, as I recall.

I believe diversity makes for stronger teams. Like for a professional sports league, it’s important for children of varying ethnic, religious, and political backgrounds to see athletes that can set aside their differences and work together. Parahumans are even more diverse in their origins, and I wanted to be sure the most visible team of all will have heroes anyone can look up to.

And it helps that they can kick ass when needed.
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“Parahuman proliferation is the arms race of the 21st Century. We must take steps to ensure that America is at the forefront of this challenge.”

—Senator Christine Goodwin (R-NY)



January, 2009

New York City, NY

“Mustang Sally, checking in at Pier 11.” The microphone button sewn against the collar of her bodysuit picked up Sally’s voice and relayed it across the water back to Fort Justice in New York Harbor. “I’m going to patrol.”

“Control, receiving you.” The disembodied voice sounded in her ear. “We’ll monitor you and inform you if you’re needed.”

“Copy that.” Sally took her goggles off her forehead and shook out her hair. She was still getting used to her new short hairstyle after years of having long braids hanging down her back. She’d felt like she needed a look that was more grown-up given her new command position, and had spent an entire weekend flipping through webpage after webpage of hairstyles until she’d found one she thought she could live with. Jason had given her his blessing, and she’d cried when almost two feet of her hair hit the floor. Once the stylist had finished giving her a layered cut that accentuated her natural waves, she had to admit that she looked pretty good. At least it was easier to manage and could all fit beneath her cowl so it didn’t get windburned. She pulled the cowl up and over her head, tucking any flyaway locks beneath the edges. The goggles went back on over the cowl, connecting to tiny catches that would keep them from being ripped away due to wind friction. She wouldn’t be running fast enough to need the breath mask to protect her lungs, but she wore it anyway because there was nothing worse than aspirating road grit at triple-digit speeds.

Her face fully protected from the wind, she waved at the onlookers, and then lit out. Her perceptions accelerated along with her speed, giving her plenty of time to avoid collisions. She zipped across the pier and turned right to follow FDR Drive along the East River. She’d checked the GPS map on her phone on the ferry, and she knew to count bridges. The fourth one would be the Queensboro, and taking a left there would bring her right to Central Park, which was where her mother had run when she was in Just Cause back in the Seventies. The Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges flashed past, great titans sprawling across the icy waters. Sally kept well to the right of traffic, running along the breakdown lane as much as possible. It had been her experience that running too close to the speed of traffic tended to be a distraction for drivers as they actually had time to look at her. Going two or three times faster than the flow meant she was gone from most drivers’ vision before they really registered what they’d seen. When there was no breakdown lane, she dipped down an exit ramp to run beneath the FDR viaduct, having to weave around ubiquitous construction sites.

She passed by a lovely park near the Williamsburg Bridge, which was a welcome relief from all the gray. It was too early in the season for any real greenery, but a few hardy crocuses were pushing their way up through the dirt. Horns honked and a police siren blared and she wondered if she should stop, but one of the things Juice had told her was that Just Cause wasn’t supposed to respond to every minor infraction or incident. If local law enforcement needed parahuman assistance, there were avenues for them to request it, whether from local-level Champions or escalating to Just Cause if needed. “It’s important that local police don’t grow to resent you. We want them to be willing to call for help, and they can’t do that if they feel like you’re trying to replace them.”

“But how will I know what to do to help, then?”

“You’ll know in your gut. You always have, Sally. That’s why we chose you.”

The buildings went from brown stone to gray as Sally continued her trek northward. She skipped off of FDR to run along a bike path right alongside the river. “Sally, Control,” said the voice in her ear.

“Go ahead, Control.”

“We’ve got some unusual activity on social network monitoring. Your name has popped up tied to Central Park and we don’t show that you’re anywhere near there yet.”

Sally skidded to a halt, startling several joggers. “What do you mean, my name has popped up?”

“We’re seeing images tagged with you. It looks like someone has burned letters spelling out your name into the grass on the southern end of Central Park. We’re seeing multiple mentions of it as well as pictures.”

“I’m heading there to investigate it now, Control. Is the fire out?”

“We have no information on it at this time.”

“Copy that.” Sally launched into motion once again, blowing well past a hundred fifty until the buildings and cars blurred past. She spotted an exit ramp and turned down it to head inland, towards Central Park. She had to be very careful on the narrow and congested road, and there were a lot more pedestrians milling about. She zigged and zagged around them, outrunning the confused and typical-New-Yorker angry shouts in her wake. She realized she’d turned the wrong way up a one-way street but it didn’t matter; her speed made the cars seemed like they were standing still.

She slipped between a bus and a panel truck and then she was crossing a plaza into Central Park. “Control, I’m at Central Park. Where’s this fire?”

“Roughly a hundred yards from the southeast corner,” said the voice in her ear.

Sally slowed her headlong rush and lowered her rebreather. The chill air made her skin prickle and sting. The trees that would be so lush and green by the spring were still mostly bare black and gray trunks with branches like skeletal fingers. She sniffed at the air and there was indeed a tang of smoke present, which she recognized as the burning of dry grass, a common enough scent in Colorado during fire season. She raised her tinted goggles and tried to pick smoke out against the cloudy sky, but with no success.

“Hey, Mustang Sally!” someone called. She looked to see a young man waving at her. “Somebody wrote your name on the ground.”

She moved beside him in a flash. “Where?”

He jumped at her sudden appearance. “Whoa!”

“Sir, please.”

“Oh, sorry. Right over there, behind those trees.” He licked his lips. “You, uh, you seeing anyone?”

She smiled at him. “I’m married.”

“Yeah, but is it working out?”

She didn’t dignify his query with a response. Instead, she zipped past him, through the trees, to confront whoever had called her out.

A woman in a tight-fitting turquoise and black bodysuit similar to Sally’s in cut and design stood there, arms crossed, looking impatient. She was several inches taller than Sally—no real feat there, given Sally was barely over five feet tall herself—but with a much more muscular build. She wore a blue helmet with a gold-tinted visor and a rudder emerging from the back. Her boots were much more stylized in design than Sally’s high-tech utilitarian clunkers. Instead of matching the blue-and-black color scheme, the other woman’s boots were orange and red with a flame design upon them that reminded Sally of hot rod paint jobs.

“About time you showed up,” she sneered at Sally. “For a speedster, you’re pretty slow upstairs.”

Sally felt her ears burn. She’d faced down some of the world’s most dangerous supervillains and not only lived to tell about it, but in many cases been triumphant. How could this unknown woman get to her with such a simple insult? She made herself shake it off. The snide statement demanded a response, and although Sally wasn’t the wittiest conversationalist in the world, she could at least hold her own. “If you were in that much of a hurry, why didn’t you just call? I had to wait for social media to catch up.” She folded her own arms. “Who are you and what do you want?”

The woman smiled behind her visor. Sally didn’t recognize her face. She realized she ought to have cameras built into her goggles so she didn’t have to take time to use her phone to snap a picture. She could take a picture faster than anyone could move, but she invariably moved too fast and the camera would only ever show a blur. “I’m Afterburner,” said the woman. “And I’m here to take you down, Mustang Sally.”

Sally snorted. “Just like that? You show up out of the blue, set some grass on fire, and now you’re going to . . . to fight me like some kind of stupid archenemy? Who writes your dialogue, George Lucas?”

“Who’s that? I don’t . . . oh.” Sally got the distinct impression that the woman was speaking to someone else. And then in a flash of motion the woman was in front of her. Sally’s accelerated perceptions kicked in a fraction of a second too late—a side effect of never dealing with anyone whose speed could approach her own—and the woman shoved her backwards. Sally stumbled and fell onto her ass, bruising her tail bone on the hard-packed dirt with its layer of dead grass. “I’m not afraid of you. You ain’t jack shit. Get up, or are you gonna just let me kick your ass laying down?”

Sally sprang to her feet, her heart hammering behind her ribs. In her life she’d encountered only two other parahumans with what she’d categorize as extreme examples of enhanced speed. Carousel was an advanced android who’d been a member of the Lucky Seven team where Sally had trained before joining Just Cause. Johnny Go was a good friend who’d gone through the Hero Academy and now one of the trainers for Champions. Neither of them came close to approaching Sally’s level of speed; they were like thoroughbred racing horses trying to compete against a Formula I car.

This woman, Afterburner, was dangerously fast. Maybe even as fast as Sally. She was also bigger, stronger, and knew how to fight by the way she carried herself. Smoke leaked from beneath her feet and Sally realized she had another, even more sinister power. She could ignite the ground where she stood. Hence the name, Sally thought. Sally hadn’t ever trained in physical combat very hard; with her speed, standing and fighting an opponent was a poor use of her abilities.

Afterburner leaped and spun, her right foot arcing around in a devastating roundhouse kick. Flames trailed off her heel, making a whooshing noise. Sally just barely ducked out of the way as Afterburner’s foot flashed through the air where Sally’s head had been a moment before. Sally tried to remember all her basic combat training, which she’d had in her very first year at the Hero Academy. She hadn’t paid attention then, trusting her speed to get her out of a dangerous situation.

She hadn’t ever planned for this. She threw a punch the way she’d seen Jason do it when he sparred with other bricks.

Afterburner laughed, slapped aside Sally’s ineffectual blow, and smashed her helmet against Sally’s face. Sally’s mouth and nose filled with blood. She staggered back, tears of pain blinding her. Her foot caught against something and she fell. Afterburner leaped into a forward tuck. She extended her right foot as she came up and around, lashing downward with an axe kick that could have broken any bone it struck. Sally rolled aside to avoid the strike and kicked at Afterburner’s ankle. Afterburner turned her foot enough that Sally’s kick only glanced off the edge. “That’s more like it. Ain’t no fun when they don’t have any spirit.”

She stomped down on Sally’s leg but Sally’s heavy boot absorbed the worst of the blow. Sally tried to fight back by grabbing at the woman’s foot, but it was like grabbing a pan out of the oven without a hot pad. Sally yelped as she burned her fingers through her gloves. Blood ran down the side of her face and dribbled onto her logo.

Afterburner lunged and grabbed Sally’s neck. “There’s a new sheriff in town, bitch.”

Sally felt her lungs burning and she struggled against the woman’s grip. Afterburner lifted her off the ground. Sally tried to kick but she had no strength left as the life was being choked out of her. As a last-ditch effort, she let go of Afterburner’s wrists, grabbed the woman’s helmet, and twisted it hard to one side. The helmet turned faster than Afterburner’s head did and the edge of the visor opening cracked hard across Afterburner’s nose, breaking it. Afterburner dropped her and struggled with her helmet, cursing and spitting out blood.

Sally ran. She couldn’t stand and trade punches with Afterburner; the woman fought like a martial artist, and Sally barely had basic brawling skills. Afterburner was after her in a flash and they raced across the park, a red streak pursued by a blue one. Sally’s head cleared as she ran, but she had to keep spitting out blood so she wouldn’t swallow it, and she couldn’t breathe through her swollen nose so her breath mask was out of the question.

They raced through the trees, whipping up a storm of dry grass, dead leaves, and twigs in their wake. Sally realized not only was Afterburner a much better fighter, but the blue-garbed woman was keeping pace with her. Sally put her head down and poured on the speed. She’d broken the speed of sound once; she could outrun Afterburner. Everywhere her pursuer set a foot down, the ground was left smoldering, but Sally discovered she could turn and change directions much faster. She doubled back twice, forcing Afterburner to skid to a stop with a curse each time.

“I know, I know,” Afterburner yelled at whoever was on the other end of her radio.

That gave Sally an idea. She headed across the gigantic meadow where she could really unleash the speed. With her attention no longer needed to keep her from smashing into a tree trunk, she called in to headquarters. “Control, Sally. I’m engaged with an unknown parahuman assailant,” she gasped out between breaths. “Enhanced speed at my level. Scramble backup.”

“Roger that, Sally,” said the voice in her ear. “The Dorothy will be airborne in five minutes. ETA to your location in thirteen minutes, plus or minus two minutes.”

Sally wasn’t sure she’d last another five minutes against Afterburner. Her backup might arrive to find themselves claiming her body. “Sooner would be better, Control. Also, she’s in radio communication with someone. Try to locate and track that signal.”

“That may be difficult given your speed and altitude, but we’ll work on it. You could shave five minutes off the response time if you came to the southern tip of Manhattan.”

“Negative. Central Park is the safest place for this. Sally out.” Being late winter, the park wasn’t nearly as crowded as it might have been had the weather been warmer. She dashed across a bridge and around a rocky outcropping, trying to outmaneuver her pursuer.

“You won’t get away like that,” hissed Afterburner. She sounded winded to Sally. Perhaps she didn’t have Sally’s stamina for long sprints.

“I don’t have to get away. I just have to outlast you.” Sally grabbed hold of a sign pole and swung, letting her momentum carry her around it like a tether ball. Her feet flashed over a sliding Afterburner’s head, just missing a double kick that might have decapitated her assailant, or broken every bone in Sally’s legs, or both.

Afterburner rolled into a combat crouch to face Sally as Sally dropped down beside the sign pole, her sides heaving. Behind her visor, Afterburner’s face was crimson and evaporating sweat rose off her body like steam in the chilly air. “That was dirty.” Smoke curled upward from around her feet as the grass beneath them ignited.

“You want to call this off now, before one of us gets really hurt? Come on, I’ll buy you a beer and you can tell me what I did to earn your wrath.” Sally held out a hand. “What’s your name?”

“Martina. What? I know, I know!”

“Who are you talking to? Sounds like they’re being a real pain in your ass. Somebody putting you up to this?”

“Shut up, I got this.”

Sally couldn’t tell if Afterburner was talking to her or to whoever was on the other end of her radio. “Look, if you’re in trouble, let me help you. You might have heard that me and my people are pretty good at this sort of thing.”

“I know!” Afterburner charged at Sally.

“Shit.” Sally found herself engaged before she had a chance to flee. She danced backward, ducking underneath Afterburner’s punches and jumping to avoid her kicks. The flurry of limbs seemed to come at her from every direction. A hard roundhouse kick caught her hip and made her right leg go numb. Afterburner followed up with a hard punch straight to Sally’s face. Blood splattered up Afterburner’s hand from Sally’s already-bruised nose, and she yelped from the pain. Her hands found her horseshoes where they were still clamped to her belt. Over the years she’d used them as brass knuckles when she needed a little more heft to her super-speedy punches, and if there was ever a moment where that was required, this was it.

Afterburner punched at her again and Sally dropped her chin so Afterburner’s fist smashed against her forehead, breaking her goggles. Sally responded by driving the twin forks of the horseshoe clutched in her right hand hard into Afterburner’s visor. The yellow-tinted faceplate cracked and the sharp plastic ends lacerated Afterburner’s face.

She staggered back, shrieking incoherence. Sally knew she should have pressed the advantage while she had it, but her entire face hurt, and her nose and lips were swelling like an allergic reaction. Her vision was growing blurry but she didn’t know whether it was because of swelling around her eyes or something worse. She’d suffered concussions before and knew she was high risk for them.

She hooked the horseshoes back on her belt and ran again, hoping she could outrun Afterburner. With her goggles destroyed, she couldn’t get up much faster than two hundred or so before the stream of icy air against her tender face became too much to bear. She skirted the edge of the large lake. When she looked back over her shoulder, she didn’t see any sign of Afterburner, and thought perhaps she’d escaped the mysterious speedster at last. But then she glanced back across the lake and got the shock of her life.

Afterburner was crossing straight over the surface of the water, racing toward Sally like a speed skater. Her feet kicked up steamy rooster tails of water vapor with every step.

“No. No way.” That wasn’t fair. Not only was Afterburner fast, setting fires with every step, and a superior hand-to-hand fighter, but she could run on water too? Physics said Sally should have been able to cross open water at her speeds without any problems, but she couldn’t do it no matter how many times she tried. Deep down, she knew it was a psychological barrier, but that didn’t change the fact that Sally couldn’t run across water and Afterburner was racing towards her. Sally gathered up a handful of suitably flat rocks and hurled them at Afterburner, using her speed to accelerate the stones like bullets.

Afterburner stepped around the first couple of skipping stones but then one caught her in the knee and another followed immediately after, striking the top of her foot. Sally saw blood splatter from each wound. Afterburner yelped and lost her balance. She fell sideways, kicking up a tremendous wave as she plowed into the water. The water seemed to move like molasses in Sally’s accelerated perceptions, and she saw Afterburner tumble into it in a jumble of twisting limbs. Sally didn’t like the way Afterburner’s head snapped back when it hit the water, and she slowed her racing senses to get a better feel for time passing. Seconds ticked away and still Afterburner didn’t emerge from the water.

Sally realized that the other speedster wasn’t going to come up. “Shit.” She raced to unlace her tall boots. “Control. ETA to my location.” Speaking hurt her face, she discovered, and so did wincing at the pain.

“Less than four minutes.”

Sally shook her head. “Not fast enough. Tell them to prepare for a water rescue, and get some paramedics out here stat!” She yanked off her thick socks, cringing at the cold on her bare feet, and charged into the water.

She still couldn’t run across the water, but years of trying had necessitated her becoming a good swimmer, and she struck out toward the area where she’d seen Afterburner go under. The icy water seeped into her uniform and made her hands and feet go numb instantly. At least the cold would help with the swelling in her face, although her swollen nose made it impossible for her to swim in any way but a dog paddle.

It was a speedy dog paddle, though, and she found Afterburner after only a few seconds. The waterlogged woman was a few feet below the surface, unmoving. Sally took a deep breath and dove down beneath Afterburner, moving her legs in a blur to push the woman back to the surface. Their heads broke water and Sally grabbed Afterburner beneath her arms and kicked backward, pushing for the shoreline.

She was so cold she barely felt her feet brush against the soft bottom, and a moment later she was dragging Afterburner up onto the sand at the water’s edge. Both women choked, coughing up lake water. Sally’s shivers seemed to take over her entire body. As the water drained from her ears, she heard the distant roar of the approaching Dorothy, loud enough to drown out the much closer howls of emergency vehicles. “Y-you all r-right?” she managed through chattering teeth.

Afterburner gagged and spit up a lungful of water onto the sand, so weak that she couldn’t even raise her head. Steam rose from her feet as the heat they produced evaporated the lake water. Sally could feel the radiance from them and wondered if it would be too weird to use them to warm herself back up. “W-why?” asked Afterburner. “I t-tried to . . . You still s-saved me.”

“I’m a hero. That’s what we d-do.” Her chattering teeth made her nose throb.

“What? No. I’m not—” Afterburner paused and her eyes narrowed. “What do you m-mean no longer required?” She started to say something else but Sally’s perceptions accelerated to their maximum and for a moment she didn’t understand why, but then she saw Afterburner’s face tearing apart as slow-motion flames forced their way through her skin. Sally was fast, but she was exhausted and injured and the shock wave of the explosion caught her as she turned to flee and sent her tumbling along the sand of the lake front. When she rolled over to look back at Afterburner, she saw the woman’s helmet split in half and nothing but ruin above her neck and below her wrists.

Feeling like she’d failed, Sally lay back and cried silent, painful tears as the Dorothy circled overhead, spilling colorful heroes from its bomb bay doors.

* * *
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They gave Sally New York.

She’d known Just Cause was going to expand, because Juice had already talked to her and the other team members about it. She’d suspected she would be put in charge of one of the expansions, because the PRA needed experienced leaders for the new superhero teams across the country, and no matter how little confidence Sally felt she had in her own abilities, everyone else seemed to think she was darn good at being a superhero.

But New York? Come on, that was ridiculous. New York was the most important city in the country, maybe in the world. Just Cause hadn’t had a presence there since 9/11, and now they were going back with a brand new team in a brand new facility, and Sally was Head Chef and Chief Bottle Washer.

It was ruining her beauty sleep.

Even though the official facility was called Just Cause New York Headquarters, everyone in the media referred to it as Fort Justice, which rolled off the tongue much easier. It was a refurbished oil platform, cleaned and rebuilt into a high-tech superhero headquarters and sitting well out in the middle of New York Bay. The first day on board, Sally and Jason had stood on the deck, bundled up against the chill wind of the Atlantic coast winter, and could just make out the Statue of Liberty to the north through the gray skies. Jason squeezed her hand and Sally began to think that maybe they would be okay after all.

Just as long as she didn’t look down. She understood the reason for placing Fort Justice out in the water, well away from the skyline of Manhattan and the rest of the densely-populated East Coast. Like it or not, Just Cause was and always would be a strategic target for terrorists, parahuman criminals, and even foreign military powers. After losing more than half the team when their headquarters in World Trade Center 2 took the jet strike point blank in 2001, the organization had learned from its mistakes. Isolating the headquarters meant collateral damage in an attack would be minimal at worst. The facility wasn’t entirely toothless either. Besides carrying a large complement of powerful parahumans, Sally knew the breakaway buildings at the corners of the top deck housed turrets of surface-to-air missiles and cannons.

The turrets made Sally think of explosives, which reminded her that someone hadn’t wanted Just Cause to dig deeper into the mystery of Afterburner, and that had Sally pacing at super-speed through the Command Center. She wished Jason was around, but knew he was doing important work down in the training center, working with the structural engineers, testing the limits of the reinforcements they’d built inside one of Fort Justice’s legs, and interrupting it for personal reasons would be extremely unprofessional of her. She left the Command Center, probably to the relief of the crew trying to get everything up and running, and retreated into her office.

Her office. When had she ever needed an office before? She didn’t even know what she was supposed to do in one. She had a big comfy chair, a sleek, modern-looking desk. There was a slender laptop folded shut on top of it and she knew she had a printer and scanner built into one of the drawers, in case she ever needed to print out pictures of cats she found on the internet, she supposed. One wall was dominated by a huge flatscreen television that had her aching to lock the door up tight and watch classic space operas until she could forget about the problems of the real world. Another had distressingly empty bookshelves, with only a hard-bound copy of the Just Cause Rules and Regulations manual, Matasuko Musashi’s The Origin of Parapowers, and Grace Devereaux’s definitive work on the team her grandfather had envisioned, Just Cause: Sixty Years of Heroism. Sally knew she should at least put up her copy of her own grandfather’s book, Dangerous: The Autobiography of Doctor Danger. What else was she supposed to do with those shelves? She barely had time to read for pleasure, much less for work. Her office even had its own wet bar, in case she wanted to get started on her alcoholism, she supposed. She wondered if she could even get a cup of coffee. She had a feeling she was going to need to be freebasing caffeine if she was going to get a handle on weaving all the various strings it took to run a superhero team together into something resembling an actual tapestry.

“Now buttle off and tell Baron Brunwald that Lord Clarence McDonald and his lovely assistant are here to view the tapestries,” Sally uttered in a horrible impression of a Scottish brogue. Thinking of tapestries had put her in mind of the line from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, and she was thinking about running back down to hers and Jason’s apartment to find her DVD and hide somewhere to watch it when a knock on her door startled her.

Sally’s heart leaped into her throat. Had someone read her mind? Was there an emergency already? Maybe Fort Justice had sprung a leak and was heading for the bottom of the Bay. A million disastrous possibilities raced through her mind as she crossed the office to open the door. “Yes?”

She found herself face-to-face with a slender woman in a gray business suit, bearing a mass of wavy blonde hair that immediately made her miss her braids. Sally realized she was staring at the young woman’s hair and made herself look into the woman’s eyes instead. “Can I help you?”

The woman extended her hand and Sally shook it. “I’m Davey Spicoli, no relation to the Ridgemont High character. I’m your new assistant.”

“I have an assistant?”

Davey smiled. “James Forsythe personally offered me the position. I was working at his law firm. He said this would be more of a challenge for me, and I do love a good challenge.” She looked Sally up and down. “I’d say you’re overdue for some help. What are the three things you need off your plate most right this second?”

“I, uh, I’m not even sure what’s on my plate. I feel like, um, I’m a little lost, I guess.” Sally almost felt like crying at the admission, which would have done nothing to improve her outlook on her new job.

Davey stepped past her into the office and shut the door. “You’re from Arizona, aren’t you?”

“Yes . . .”

Davey went to the wall thermostat and upped the temperature several degrees. Then she picked up the remote, turned on the flatscreen television, and selected a screensaver that showed a rocky desert landscape, loaded with mesquite trees and saguaro cacti. “This is your office. It needs to feel like it belongs to you. If you want to change anything about it, let me know and I’ll make it happen.”

The hot air blowing from the heat vents and the serene desert landscape had already done wonders to cut down on Sally’s stress level. All she needed was a little soft music and it would almost feel like a place in which she could truly relax. “That’s really great. I didn’t even think about that.”

“That’s why I’m here. To think about the things you don’t, and to try to have solutions to your problems before you even have them.” Davey pulled a PDA from her jacket pocket. “Would you feel more comfortable having your calendar information in hard copy or sent to your phone and desktop computer?”

“Um, electronic is fine.”

Davey made a note. “I’ve sent you all my contact information. You can text or call me anytime, day or night. I have quarters here on base, and I will match my own schedule to yours.” She handed Sally a piece of paper. “These are my credentials and security clearance. I can pre-screen your emails for you, and I have access to your files. You can lock me out of any of them at any time if you need to.”

“Wow. That’s, um, that’s great.” Sally glanced at the paperwork Davey had handed her, realized she wouldn’t know forged papers from legitimate, and decided Davey wouldn’t have gotten this far purely on bullshit. She’d call Juice later just to make sure everything was on the up and up, but Davey exuded confidence, which was exactly what Sally needed. “So you said three things I need right now? I need to know where everyone on my team is and how soon they can all be here for a meeting. I need to put together a duty and training schedule. I need a cup of coffee, but I can get that myself.” She paused, trying to remember her whirlwind tour of Fort Justice. “As soon as I remember where the cafeteria is.”

Davey snorted. “This place is a maze. Some hospitals use colored stripes on the floors to help guide people through them. I’ll see about getting something like that set up here. Coffee I can do right now. I’m going to get you your own brew station to put on your bar so you don’t have to go looking when you really need your fix. A place like this runs on caffeine. I’ll have a duty and training schedule lined up for you in an hour and a report on your personnel and a selection of meeting times then as well. Sound good?”

“It sounds amazing. Davey, are you a parahuman?”

Davey stopped by the door and smiled. “Nope. Just goddamn efficient.”

“Yeah, you are. Thank you.” Sally sat down in her chair, took a deep breath, and smiled.

Things were going to be okay.

* * *
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Some time less than an hour later, but long enough that Sally finished the amazing cup of coffee Davey had sent up, Jason stopped by her office to report on the status of the Combat Simulation Chamber. Also, to deliver hugs and kisses to his wife, but that was something Sally intended to try to keep out of the view of coworkers, mindful of the discomfort it caused. A husband-wife duo, MetalBlade and Icebreaker, had been running the Just Cause Second Team in Richmond for years, and nobody ever brought up their marriage because they kept things professional in public. Sally intended to emulate that, no matter how good Jason looked when he was in his post-workout afterglow.

She allowed herself one lengthy, deep passionate kiss. Then another. Then she made herself push away before things went any further. “Save it for tonight, silly boy. I’m working right now.”

Jason’s lopsided grin and twinkling blue eyes nearly made Sally go back on her intentions. “Looks to me like you’re watching TV and basking in a furnace.”

“It’s not a furnace. This is the kind of regular temperature people are supposed to live in, not that blizzard outside.” This was old, familiar ground for the two of them. Despite growing up in Georgia, Jason had the kind of thick skin that made him immediately at home in subzero temperatures, whereas Sally began to complain as soon as the numbers on the thermometer dropped below the fifty-degree mark. “Did you know I have an assistant?”
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