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“My official stance on magic? There’s no such thing.”

-Dr. Grace Devereaux, Scientific American, April 1990

April, 2004

Tokyo, Japan

“More sake, Wiru-san?”

Deep in thought, Will Kramer looked down at his clay mug, still half-full of the warm alcohol. Or half-empty, he thought. After all, I’m a pessimist. Nevertheless, he turned and smiled at his hostess, Kanayo Saito. She was petite, even for a Japanese woman, and had aged so gracefully that she didn’t look anywhere near her age of eighty. Only the deep wrinkles around her eyes and the skin of her hands gave any indication of her many decades of life. She was wrapped in a traditional kimono, delicate red with cherry blossoms printed on it. Her husband, a tall reedy man named Hotaka, sat at the low table and sipped from his own mug. He had two of his crickets out of their gilded cage and watched them frolic on a mat, if such a term as frolic could be applied to insects. Nevertheless, their shiny black carapaces almost glowed as they crawled back and forth across the tatami mat.

“No thank you, Kanayo-san, but it is very good sake.” Will bowed. His tall purple mohawk bobbed forward with the motion. In parahuman circles, he was called Stratocaster, the superhero from America’s Lucky Seven team. He played a brilliant white custom guitar made for him by the oldest, most-skilled craftsman at the Fender company. He endorsed their products and they allowed him to use Stratocaster as his super identity. His powers, diverse and mysterious, could only be accessed when he played his instrument. He called it magic, and others laughed, because everyone believed there was no such thing.

Only a few people knew the truth: magic was real, and he was part of the very small fraternity of wizards and witches who could bend the mystical power to their wills.

Like Will, the Saitos were also mages. The couple had spent more than half a century in the study of magic and how to control it. Will suspected they were the most powerful mages on the planet, but for all that ability, they rarely called upon the power to do their bidding. The Saitos subscribed to the philosophy that power corrupts, and the more of it they acquired through their studies, original research, and practical application, the less they actually chose to use it. Sometimes they argued—good-naturedly, as they weren’t the sort of people to foment conflict—with Will about his persistence in continuing to put the power to use.

Will loved using magic, whether in the service of the Lucky Seven, or simply to make aspects of his daily life simpler. For him, the thrill of the power flowing through him came on like a runner’s high. The feeling of magic as it flowed through his fingers into the guitar beat any narcotic, and Will had tried a good number of them as part of his rock-and-roll lifestyle. He carried his sake in one hand and his guitar in the other, and walked over to the window to look out upon the lights of Tokyo, smothered in pollution and drizzling rain.

There weren’t many mages left in the world. Once, when civilizations were young, there had been hundreds, perhaps thousands, but they’d been mere dabblers and charlatans. According to the Saitos, the amount of magical energy in the world remained constant, like the mass of the universe. It could never be created anew nor destroyed; it could only be controlled by those who knew the secrets of it. As the number of mages decreased, those who remained could control a proportionately larger piece of the whole. 

And now there were seven fewer.

Hotaka had looked stoic and impassive, his cheekbones standing out in sharp relief from his tightly-clenched jaw. Kanayo’s eyes had filled with tears and she’d bitten a knuckle to keep from crying out when Will told them the news. Seven of their fellow mages had been slain in less than two months. Their names still echoed through his head: Gendarme and Rousseau in France; the Spaniard Gomez; Turko in Finland; Shostakovich in Russia; Vishnawas in India, and Sujin in Singapore.

Someone or something was hunting down the mages of the world.

“Surely you don’t believe it’s a coincidence, Hotaka- -san?” asked Will. “Seven of us dead in as many weeks?”

“It is no coincidence, Wiru-san,” said the elder mage at length. Neither he nor his wife could pronounce Will; Wiru was the closest they could manage. “I had hoped not to encounter an Archmage in my lifetime, but history and prophecy are against me.”

Will sat down across the table from Hotaka, crossed his legs and laid his guitar across his lap. “I know the word, but what does it mean in this context?”

“According to the histories, every thousand years a single mage will absorb all available magic, stealing it from those who possess it. His or her power will become virtually absolute.” Mages acted as batteries for magic, and released those energies upon death. A nearby mage could absorb those energies into his own body and become that much more powerful instead of letting the energies dissipate throughout the world or remain in isolated pockets until found by future mages.

“So you think that it’s a mage who killed the others?”

“I do.” Kanayo hunkered down next to her husband and placed a loving hand on his shoulder. He smiled at her, sad but full of love. “And I fear he will come for us.”

“Who is it? Is it Banks? Or maybe Williamson? I never trusted him very much.” Stirred by his strong emotions, a ghostly whine of harmonics echoed from the strings of the guitar.

“No. Attend.” Hotaka pulled a small pouch from inside his robe and poured a sparkling powder onto the table before him. He muttered some ancient words and the powder streamed into the air before him as if guided by invisible breezes. It shaped itself into glyphs which Will couldn’t translate. He marveled at the relaxed ease with which Hotaka channeled the power. “I believe his name is . . . I apologize, it is a difficult name. Wufegane Feraziare.”

“Wufegane . . .” said Will thoughtfully. “Wolfgang?”

The older man smiled in relief. “Yes, that is correct.”

“I don’t recognize the name.”

“He has been hidden,” said Kanayo softly. “Shielded, certainly, by dark magics. Only now has he begun to draw the power to him. Surely you have noticed the pull on your own powers.”

Will took another sip of his sake. He had indeed felt something tugging on him, like a magnet. He hadn’t understood what it meant until the Kanayo explained it. He could sense it even now, like a voice that whispered in his ear like a seductive lover. “Yes,” he said. “You said he’s coming for us?”

Hotaka’s face became impassive, but a single tear tracked down Kanayo’s face. “He comes for all of us. He means to become the only magic user in the world. The Archmage. He can only succeed by eliminating all rivals.”

“Meaning us.” A squeal of feedback from the guitar punctuated Will’s remark. “Can we stop him?”

“I do not know, Wiru-san. We are very old. We may not have the strength to battle him, and he is already very powerful.”

Kanayo laid her head on her husband’s shoulder. “You may be our best hope to stop him, Wiru-san.”

Will choked on the mouthful of sake he’d just taken and spluttered. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes watered as the alcohol found its way into his sinuses. “Excuse me?”

“My wife speaks the truth. You are not like other mages, Wiru-san. Your powers follow neither convention nor form. You can achieve amazing results with your instrument, and yet cannot perform the simplest incantation without it. It is this . . . flouting of magical standards that may prove to be the key to defeating this man.”

“How can you say that, Hotaka-san?” Will felt a cold sweat break across his forehead. “I’ve never had any formal training. I hardly even know what I’m doing. I just kind of make things up as I go along and hope to hell it works.”

“And that makes you unpredictable. It is as if you can think in three dimensions when the rest of us only think in two,” said Kanayo.

“Okay, I’ll give you that. Suppose that I am such a brilliant, unpredictable mage—which I don’t believe for a second—how am I supposed to defeat someone who’s taken the magic from seven other mages? That makes him seven times as powerful as before, right?”

“Unfortunately you are correct,” said Hotaka. “I did not say your task would be easy.”

“There is one way we could give you our power, to make you stronger,” said Kanayo, her mouth a razor-thin line.

Will sprang to his feet. “You mean die? Commit suicide or seppuku or whatever you call it? Or have me kill you? No way.” He flung his guitar strap over his shoulder angrily and prepared to strike the power chord that would send him away in a flash of purple light.

“Please, Wiru-san. No offense was meant. Do not leave in anger.” Hotaka’s voice was calm and quiet, and yet it sliced through Will’s hot anger like an icy blade.

Will bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Hotaka-san. I know you meant well. I am honored that you would offer your lives to me, but I am not worthy of such a gift.”

Hotaka carefully lifted his crickets in the palm of his hand and whispered to them. He opened the door of the little pagoda-shaped cage to allow the crickets to walk into it where they joined several of their brethren. One began to chirp. After a moment, another joined in and soon their ghostly chorus echoed through the large apartment. It was a peaceful sound, reminiscent of Will’s childhood in rural Illinois. He felt the tension wash away from him. 

It returned a moment later full force when Kanayo spoke. “He approaches, husband. I sense him.”

“Yes,” said Hotaka with a deep, worldly sadness. “Wiru-san, this does not yet have to be your fight. If you wish, you may leave to rejoin your friends now.”

“No way, Hotaka-san.” Will checked the tuning of his guitar. “I’m not about to let some asshole come in here and . . . and do as he pleases.”

“You must swear an oath to us,” urged Kanayo. “Right here and now, or we shall bar you from this place. Certain things must never come to pass so long as you live.”

“Anything you like.” Will’s skin prickled. He spun all his tone and volume pots to maximum and was rewarded with a gentle whine of feedback from the air around him. His guitar produced amplified sound even though it wasn’t connected to anything, as if the very air itself became his speaker.

“Swear that you will not let him take our power. If our defeat is inevitable, you must take our power for yourself. It is your only chance to survive.”

“What?” Will couldn’t believe his ears. “Come on, you can’t be serious.”

Hotaka set his cricket cage on a high shelf so it would be out of danger. His ancient paper-thin skin took on a hardened, shiny appearance. The fabric of Kanayo’s clothing moved to reshape itself around her as if it were alive.

“Swear, or I shall banish you from this place forever. You know I have the power to do so, Wiru-san.” Hotaka raised a hand surrounded by a glowing nimbus of energy.

“Okay, I swear,” Will grumbled.

He had never before seen the Saitos use their magic in great quantities. Hotaka stood straighter, and somehow taller and more massive than before, as if his legs and body had lengthened. His skin transformed to shiny, black chitin, and horny blades pushed out of his arms and legs. He looks like a cricket, thought Will as he noticed the long antennae sprouting from Hotaka’s forehead.

Meanwhile, the layers of her clothing had reshaped around Kanayo to form an approximation of ancient samurai armor. A sash whipped out, straight and hard, and she grasped it like a katana sword. Magic crackled off both of them like static electricity. They seemed almost young and vibrant as the power flowed through them.

Lightning flared outside the windows, and thunder boomed instantly along with it. Will saw a dark figure floating in the air, backlit by the storm. He had just opened his mouth to shout a warning when all the windows facing east shattered inward. Razor-sharp slivers of glass whirled through the apartment. The shards deflected off Hotaka’s insectile armor and only cut a few threads on Kanayo’s fabric. Will barely managed to strum a chord in time to create a screen of force in front of him to keep from getting shredded.

Will squinted through the rain that blew into the room. The figure drifted closer to the building face, illuminated by the room lighting. He was in his mid-thirties, with a slender frame and gaunt face. Male-pattern baldness had begun to show through his short black hair and gray hairs streaked his neatly-trimmed beard. Although he floated in the rain, not a drop reached his skin or his fashionable clothing. No costumes for this fellow; he wore designer jeans, a white Oxford shirt, black leather jacket, and alligator skin boots. He gazed into the Saitos’ apartment with interest.

“How nice,” he said. “You have company. Saves me a trip. I’m Wolfgang Frazier and I’ll be killing you all this evening.” His voice was husky, as if he smoked a couple packs a day, but carried subsonic power in it that made Will’s stomach churn.

Kanayo raised her hands and a mass of sashes and ribbons shot forth like serpentine missiles. They raced through the air toward the man as if they were alive. The man countered with a spell of his own that caused the fabric to blacken and crumble into ash as it touched him.

He stepped out of the air through a broken pane of glass, and Will let him have it with a massive, crunchy power chord from way down on the neck. The blast of sound turned the remaining glass shards in the room into powder. Frazier flew backwards from the impact and tumbled out of the window.

Will turned to face the Saitos with a smile and a shrug. “That didn’t seem so hard.”

Eldritch flames spurted into the sky as Frazier rose again, borne on a column of flame. “Simpleton,” he hissed through magical amplification that parroted Will’s. “Did you really think I would be so easily defeated by the likes of you?”

“I was sort of hoping, yeah.”

Kanayo and Hotaka stepped in front of him and assumed fighting stances. “You shall not have him, monster,” rasped Hotaka through jaws better-suited to tearing steel than starting conversations.

Will’s jaw dropped. “What are you doing?”

“Oh, please,” Frazier snarled. “You think a couple of fossils like you can stop me?”

Hotaka rasped his forearms together with a sound like swords being sharpened. Fabric flowed around Kanayo like living water. “Coward.” Kanayo’s voice sounded like that of a young woman, smooth and silky.

“Fancy a melee, do you? Fine. It should be quite amusing.” Frazier extended his hands and a pair of glowing swords grew out of them. Each blade sparked and spat flames. He held one in front of him vertically, and lifted the other over his head in a mock salute. “Come on, then. I haven’t got all night.” Smoky Western-style armor appeared around his body and glowed dim purple in the gathering darkness.

Will started to play his best speed metal attack riff. The steel girders of the high-rise vibrated in sympathetic harmony. A single word of power passed from Frazier’s lips and suddenly Will couldn’t feel his fingers. The sounds of his guitar changed from mellifluous to jarring and dissonant, and his magic became erratic and uncontrolled.

Hotaka and Kanayo rushed the intruder. Frazier moved in a blur and used his magic to counter theirs. Hotaka’s chitin blades flashed as Frazier deflected them with his own swords. Kanayo used her magic to make her curtains constrict him. He struggled to move against fabric as unyielding as steel. As Hotaka closed in on him, a cloud of pitch darkness filled the room. Frazier’s swords flared hot and orange in the unnatural darkness. 

Will closed his eyes against the black and concentrated on finding his fingers again. He knew they were still there; his body had the memory. He just needed to reestablish the paths of his nerves. Magic coursed down his arms and overcame the spell which held his fingers fast. He began to play once more. A pinched harmonic on the high E string dissipated the darkness as quickly as Frazier had created it.

Hotaka and Kanayo fought on full defense, hard- -pressed by Frazier’s attacks. Fresh gouges in Hotaka’s armor smoked where the would-be Archmage’s flaming blades had cut it. What seemed like several acres of cloth swatches were strewn across the floor, their edges charred. A deep cut in Kanayo’s side stained her fabric armor with her blood. Frazier appeared unharmed, and even seemed to be enjoying himself.

Will swore that if nothing else, he would wipe that stupid grin off Frazier’s face.

His fingers danced over the frets as he wove magical energies in a storm to compete with nature’s own pyrotechnics outside. His force interposed itself between Frazier and the Saitos to protect them from his flaming swords. Then it gently lifted them over and behind him. They might not be out of harm’s reach, but at least he’d moved them out of melee range. 

Frazier’s smile fell as his kills were robbed from him. He snarled and his swords vanished. He drew power into him in preparation for the incantation which would destroy Will. Will could feel it draining from the very air around him.

Will compressed as much of the magical force around Frazier as he could and shoved him once again out into the rainstorm outside. He pulled off a difficult two-handed arpeggio up and down the neck of his guitar and built up to a climax which should crush Frazier into powder.

A sparkling shield emerged from within the enemy mage and pushed back against Will’s energies. Even though he worked hard to defend himself, Frazier still found enough power to go on the offensive. He released a glowing yellow cloud that drifted through the air, unaffected by wind or rain. Will changed tactics from technical prowess to sheer balls-to-the-wall speed metal. The cloud broke apart and flowed past him in thin yellow streamers.

The Saitos! Will realized.

He whirled around just in time to see the yellow cloud envelop the two elder mages.

“No!” screamed Will as he tried to find the right chord to fling the poison away from them.

Hotaka took his wife’s hand in his own and smiled even as blood began to trickle from the corner of his mouth. She in turn nodded at Will before she closed her eyes. They both pitched forward to crumple into heaps which decomposed into dust.

And their energies poured into Will.

“No, it was supposed to be mine! Mine, you bastard!” shrieked Frazier.

Between them, the Saitos had nearly two hundred years to absorb magic, and those energies flowed out of their remains like water from a fire hose. If the power had been lightning, it would have sought the ground. But this was magic, and it sought the nearest conduit of eldritch ability.

It sought Will.

Brilliant white light surrounded him. He stopped playing; he couldn’t have continued even had he wanted to. His body went completely numb. The concentrated power protected him from Frazier’s sneak attack, a bolt of power which rebounded away to dissolve a large hole in the apartment’s wall.

The landlord’s gonna be pissed, thought Will, drunk on the power as it coursed through his body. He immediately understood the appeal of becoming an Archmage, if it felt like this all the time. He turned, only dimly aware that his feet hovered several inches over the floor.

“No matter,” grumbled Frazier. “I’ll get their power when I kill you.”

Options poured through Will’s mind like sand through a sieve. There were so many new things he knew he could do with the fresh influx of pure power: invocations, evocations, transformations. Choices overwhelmed him and he floated, helpless, unable to decide on one. Another of Frazier’s power bolts blasted against Will and shattered the magical shield between them.

At last, Will understood discretion was the better part of valor. His mind latched onto a spell he hadn’t known before. His fingers flexed on the guitar to form the chord to unlock the power. Might as well look good doing it, he laughed to himself. “You’ll have to find me first,” he mocked. 

He pointed the neck of the guitar straight up in the best stadium rock tradition and struck the chord.

When the swirling purple energies around him dissipated, he found himself back in his studio in the Lucky Seven’s Chicago headquarters. Frazier’s scream of fury still echoed in his ears. The incantation seemed to have worked properly, since Will had been transported to a place of safety. Furthermore, he was masked from Frazier’s magic, and effectively invisible to magical detection.

So many new ideas ran through his head that his legs grew wobbly and he had to sit down. Maybe there really was something to all the book learning that most mages followed. Nah, he decided. Studying was for the birds. Satisfied with that rationale for now, and secure and comfortable in his studio, Will began to play again. This time he played not for the magic, but for the music.

The magic simply happened anyway.
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“One of the myths about superhero teams that perpetuates is that we’re always busy fighting the so-called Forces of Evil. The truth is that there is far more down time than action. It can actually be pretty boring.” 

-Jack “Crackerjack” Raymond, The Late Show With David Letterman, August 28, 1998

––––––––
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May, 2004

Denver, Colorado

Just Cause Headquarters

Jason’s alarm chirped. Sally groaned, rolled over, and felt around for the clock as she tried to avoid opening her eyes. After a minute or so, she still hadn’t found the elusive alarm, so she cracked open one eyelid and tried to resolve the blurry images into something familiar. He’d moved his clock again, the sneaky jerk. It mocked her, just far enough out of her reach that she’d have to get out of bed to shut it off. He knew her proclivity for sleeping in, and had moved it before he’d left for his shift in the control center.

“Dammit, Jason.” She grumbled as she got to her feet and trudged across the room to shut it off. Shenanigans like this would irritate her to no end if it had been anyone else but Jason doing them. She wouldn’t let something this trivial get her all riled up, especially now they were sort of living together. Sally stripped off Jason’s oversized t-shirt which served her as a nightgown and headed for the bathroom.

A splash of red and yellow made her glance toward his computer. His screensaver showed the picture they’d had taken together the day she’d been inducted into Just Cause. He mugged for the camera in his brown and gray costume, blond hair flopped over his face, chin unshaven, while she smiled from behind her goggles. Her slender form, wrapped in her bright red and yellow speed suit, contrasted with his thick muscles and earth tones, like a hummingbird beside a bear. She rarely noticed how much smaller she was than him except when she saw that picture. She was a third of his weight, and only reached up to his shoulder if she stood on tiptoes.

He treated her as gently as if she were made of delicate porcelain. When they made love, he took great care not to crush her. To that end, they’d started to experiment with some different positions they’d found on a website. A couple of them made Sally blush just thinking about them, although she liked the one called the cowgirl. It made her think she ought to get a special hat to complete the experience.

She decided she’d better wash her hair since it had been a couple days. Conventional wisdom for super- -speedsters was to keep hair short. She rejected that trope, and kept hers long enough to touch the small of her back, in spite of the hassle. Super speed presented its own unique hair-care concerns: split ends to give beauticians nightmares, thatched tangles like birds’ nests, and the ever-present danger of catching it on something and turning her head into a 500-mile- -per-hour tetherball. She went through conditioner as fast as she did tread on her boots. More than once she’d considered cutting it all off and going with something short, cute, and sexy. But Jason loved her long hair, and when he ran his fingers through it, it gave her the best kind of shivers.

She shut off the water, dried herself, and dressed in a short-sleeved hoodie and shorts. She slipped out of Jason’s room barefoot and with her hair still dripping, and headed up the hall to her own quarters. She paused by Sondra’s door and considered whether to knock, but Jack had just come off monitor duty and they were probably occupied with one another. Jack and Sondra, known respectively as Crackerjack and Desert Eagle in parahuman circles, were her two best friends.

She let herself into her quarters and wrinkled her nose at the slight stuffiness. Just Cause members rated their own private suites as nice as any in an upscale hotel, but the windows weren’t designed to open except in an emergency. She hadn’t known this and had set off a general alarm the first time she propped hers open. Team commander Juice had been very nice about the whole thing, but dropped a thinly-veiled suggestion that perhaps as the newest member of the team she might read her book of rules and regulations. All she’d wanted was to feel the spring breeze and to air out her suite.

She slipped on her knobby-soled trainers, grabbed her costume goggles, and headed for the nearest exit. Most people took showers after they ran, but Sally wouldn’t be working hard enough to even break a sweat. She mostly just did it to dry her hair. A couple of laps around the Just Cause compound at a nice, easy sixty miles per hour would take about as long as fighting with a blow dryer, plus she’d get a tan.

She slipped the goggles over her eyes as she stepped onto the pavement outside the dormitory and took off. Cool air blew against her bare legs and helped wake her up a bit more. She needed to do anything she could to wake up. Between Control Center shifts, training, public relations, volunteering, and the occasional date with Jason, it felt like she never got enough sleep. And when the need arose, Just Cause heroes responded no matter where they were, or how much sleep they’d had.

Sally kept well inside the perimeter fence for her morning jog. She had once thought the locals in Denver would be used to parahumans with Just Cause Headquarters and the Hero Academy both in the metro area, and had gone to run along a bike path. Then some morning commuter caught a glimpse of Sally as she ran twice as fast as traffic, spilled his coffee, and rear-ended the car in front of him. They all had a good laugh about it at a subsequent staff meeting.

When it happened a second time, it wasn’t nearly as funny and Juice called her into his office for an explanation. Since then, she tried to be a lot more careful about using her powers out of uniform and off-duty. It seemed she’d spent more time in Juice’s office than out of it ever since becoming a full-time member of the team. She wondered if everyone new got into as much trouble as it seemed she had.

She reached her first marker, near the northwest corner of the compound property, and turned to the east to run toward the morning sun. The heat on her face reminded her of Phoenix, where she’d grown up. Her hair streamed behind her like a blonde flag and flapped itself dry. Speed beckoned to her with its tempting call, but the winter had been mild and the spring dry, and most of the land on which the Just Compound sat was covered with prairie grasses and weeds. If she stepped carelessly on a stone and it glanced off something the wrong way, it could spark and ignite a grassfire. Over time, she’d worn a clean track from her daily runs, but kept her speed down just to be safe.

Her phone beeped from its clip on the back of her shorts. She sighed and skidded to a stop in the dust. Never really off-duty. “Sally, go ahead.”

“Good morning, beautiful,” replied Jason’s voice. “Enjoying your run?”

“Well, I was until you interrupted me. You couldn’t have waited another ten minutes?”

“Hey, you’re a speedster. I figured you’d be done already.” He laughed.

“Liar,” said Sally as she bent down and touched her toes to keep herself limber. “You’re probably watching me from the satellite feed right now.” 

“Uh, no I’m not,” stuttered Jason, and she grinned with the knowledge she’d caught him.

“Oh, good. What’s on your mind, sweetie?”

“Juice asked if you could stop by his office when you’re done this morning.”

“Am I in trouble?” she asked. Going to see the boss during downtime was never a good sign. It usually meant a reprimand of some sort.

“No, he said he wanted to ask you about a couple paras you might know.”

“And his fingers are broken so he couldn’t call me himself?” She turned to walk back toward the headquarters building, some five miles away from her current location. She could have covered the distance in seconds, but she wouldn’t be able to talk and run at the same time, and she didn’t mind making Juice wait so she could keep talking to Jason.

“He seemed pretty busy. Bustled through the Command Center and barely even said hello. I suppose maybe he thought you’d rather talk to me than him?”

Sally laughed. “Well, he’s right about that. Anything you want to chat about, Jase?”

“Not really. Just grumpy about monitor duty on opposite hours of you.”

“I could always start sleeping really late.”

Now it was Jason’s turn to laugh. “More than you already do, you mean? I think you’d sleep for twenty hours a day if you could.”

“Yes, please. It’s my metabolism. Super-speed is a rough power to use. It really wears you out.”

“Nice try, babe. I almost bought that.”

Sally giggled. “Yeah, pretty convincing, wasn’t it? I almost believed it myself. Oh!” She caught her foot on a rock which protruded from the ground. Her lightning-fast reflexes saved her from a tumble. She caught her phone before it hit the ground. Like most Just Cause equipment, the phones were made from pretty durable construction, but they still had the unfortunate luck to always land on a fracture point.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I just tripped. Hang on.” Sally checked around to see which rock was the offending culprit. It had to be the odd-shaped dirty gray one. She blinked at it. It didn’t look like a rock; it looked more like the end of a bone sticking out of the ground. Curious, she crouched down for a closer examination.

It had to be a leg bone because of the ball-shaped knob on one end. She wondered if it was from one of the deer that ran wild across the territory. She looked around and found a sturdy stick and scratched away the hard dirt around the bone. After a few minutes of rapid scraping, she had the bone exhumed. The shape looked familiar; she didn’t think it was from a deer any longer. She held it up against her own leg for comparison. It matched in length. “Hey, Jason?”

“Yeah?”

“See if Jack’s busy or if he wants to play amateur archaeologist with me. I think I’ve found a dead person. Really dead. Like maybe for decades.”

“You found a body?”

“No, not a body. Just a bone, but I think it’s human. You’d better mark this spot on the map for reference.”

“I’m buzzing Jack now,” said Jason. Sally scratched around in the dirt a little more.

“Sally?” Jack’s voice came over the phone. “What’s this about you finding a body?”

“I didn’t find a body, I found a bone.” Her stick uncovered what she thought was a tibia and fibula. “Make that bones.”

“Well don’t disturb them. It could be a crime scene,” said Jason.

Sally looked at the stick in her hand with sudden guilt. “Uh, okay.”

“Let me get some gear together and I’ll be right out. Mind if Sondra comes along?”

“Of course not.”

Ten minutes later, Sally heard the sound of an engine and saw Jack ride an ATV up over a hillock. His brown hair, starting to gray at the temples, flopped in the breeze behind his yellow-tinted tactical glasses. Sally could see his grin the second he came into view. She must have interrupted paperwork or some other thankless misery with her find. Sondra wheeled overhead with her large brown wings spread wide. The full-blooded Apache woman wore cutoff jean shorts and a string bikini top, one of the few things that she could wear easily over the huge brown and white wings that sprouted from her muscular back. She fluttered lightly to the ground and flexed her primary feathers before she tucked her wings against her back. Sally hugged them both.

“Hey, now . . . people are going to talk.” Jack sounded pleased. He opened the tool box strapped to the rack of the ATV and rummaged through a haphazard lot of tools. “I didn’t know what all I’d need, so I grabbed everything,” he said.

Sondra examined the bone Sally had unearthed. “Well, I don’t think this is a crime scene. Or if it is, it’s only of anecdotal interest. This is really old.”

“We can take a sample back to the lab guys and let them carbon date them.” Jack staked out the site. Since he was invulnerable to physical harm, he just held the stakes on top and hit his hand with the hammer, which made both Sondra and Sally cringe and wince.

“I hate it when you do stuff like that,” grouched Sondra as she looked away.

Jack grinned. “I know. You suppose this is like an Indian burial ground or something? Maybe we’re going to get swamped by angry ghosts. You moved the gravestones but you didn’t move the bodies!” Jack whisper-screamed the last, a quote from the movie Poltergeist. He was a movie buff, and tended to spout off lines at opportune moments.

“Last I checked, dear, we were still calling ourselves Native Americans.” Sondra shook out her raven-black hair and punched him in the shoulder.

“I’m speaking with forked tongue, you know,” said Jack, and laughed. “Check this out. Subsurface radar set.” He held it up with all the fervor of a kid showing off a new toy. He fiddled with the set for several minutes after he hooked it to his laptop and ran what looked like a high-tech ping pong paddle across the ground.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” asked Sally.

“Back off, man. I’m a scientist,” retorted Jack.

“Ghostbusters,” said Sally. “You quote that movie all the time.”

“Good lines in that one.” He ran the colorful images through filter after filter on the laptop. “Far as I can tell, there’s all or most of a body down there.”

“I could have just dug for awhile and told you the same thing,” Sally grumbled.

“But this is much more fun,” said Jack. 

Sondra sighed. “Boys and their toys. So should we exhume it?”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t see why not. At the very least, it makes for an interesting scientific find. At the most, it could be enough of a mystery to be a refreshing change from the everyday drudgery of our dull and wasted lives.” He pulled a couple of shovels and a pick from the back of the ATV and passed them out.

“What’s with him? He’s acting like Mr. Discovery Channel.” Sally raised an eyebrow at Jack as he attacked the dirt with fervor.

“He’s been frustrated,” said Sondra. “All his investigations into that German guy who was working with Destroyer in Guatemala turned up nothing. He needs something to take his mind off all the dead ends.”

Four months ago, Just Cause and several other allied teams had faced off against the deadly villain Destroyer and an army of artificially-created parahumans. Destroyer had been plaguing Just Cause since the late Seventies and showed no signs of slowing down as he reached middle age. His silent partner in the parahuman-creation operation in Guatemala had been a mysterious German man known only as Heinrich Kaiser. Both Just Cause and the CIA had launched independent investigations of the man, but nobody had turned up any information on him. Jack had taken the investigation very personally because Destroyer and Kaiser had killed two Just Cause members, tortured another, and nearly killed Sally as well. 

The two women watched Jack work for awhile, then shrugged and began to help. Sally could work much faster than either of the other two, but she had to be careful not to dig so quickly that she threw away small bone fragments. Jack had Sally switch from a shovel to a brush and she dusted away loose dirt from the bones. They uncovered a pelvis, then vertebrae and ribs. “Indiana Jones makes archaeology seem a lot more exciting,” she said, fussing with the brush.

“Hollywood makes everything seem a lot more exciting,” said Jack. “Maybe we can find some Nazis to shoot at us while we’re digging. Uh oh.” He knelt down and picked something out of the rib cage. “Looks like this answers some of our questions.” Sondra and Sally crowded in to see what he held: a triangular piece of stone worked into a sharp blade.

“Is that an arrowhead?” asked Sally.

“Yes.” He turned the stone around in his hand. “See the edges? How they’ve been sharpened?”

Sally nodded.

“Well, it’s definitely foul play,” Jack continued. “But this is one heck of a cold case. I guess we can leave this one for the historians to solve.” He sighed and looked a little glum.

Sondra stepped over to him and ruffled his curly hair. “Hey, it was fun for a few minutes at any rate. Come on back. I’ll make coffee.”

Jack made a face. “Thanks, love, but no thanks. I’ve had your coffee.”

Sally laughed.

“Oh well,” he grumbled. “Sally, you want a lift back to headquarters?” He jammed his shovel into the ground.

“No, I’m going to finish my run first. Then Juice wants to see me so I ought to at least clean up. I’m a mess.” Dust and dirt caked her sweatshirt, arms, and legs—and probably her face, too—from her rapid digging. Sondra stuck her shovel into the ground like Jack, but when she did so they heard the unmistakable clink of metal on metal. The heroes looked at each other in surprise.

“I suppose . . . a little more digging wouldn’t hurt?” asked Sally.

“Sure. Maybe it’s an old six-shooter or something. That would be cool.” Jack retrieved his shovel and they started the excavation anew.

After a few minutes, they retrieved the culprit. Jack laughed when he saw it. It was a horseshoe, caked with rust. “Here you go, Sally.” He offered it to her. “You can start a collection. Or maybe keep it as a replacement in case you ever lose one of the others.” Sally had inherited a pair of horseshoes that her grandmother had wielded like brass knuckles back in the ‘40s when she fought crime as the hero Colt for Just Cause’s precursor team American Justice.

She took the shoe with a hint of distaste. “Thanks . . . I think.”

“Don’t mention it.” Jack grinned. “Let’s pack this fellow up. We’ll shoot an email over to the Colorado Historical Society and let them know what we’ve found. They’ll probably want to take a look at his bits and pieces. Good opportunity for some PR.” Jack was Just Cause’s official Public Relations manager, and looked at everything from a promotional angle. 

Jack marked the boundaries of their dig in case an archaeology team wanted to do any further digging. Sally helped he and Sondra pack the bones back onto the ATV. She grimaced at just how dirty she’d gotten from a bit of digging. “I’m going to need to take another shower.”

“Too bad Jason’s on duty today or he could scrub your back,” Sondra whispered to Sally.

“No kidding. I hate monitor duty.”

“It’s got to be worse for you.” Sondra flapped her wings to snap the accumulated dust from her feathers. “Since you’re a speedster, time’s got to pass a lot slower . . . especially when you’re bored.”

“You got that right.”

“Well, ladies,” said Jack. “I’m all finished up here with the packing. I hope I’m not interrupting your conversation or anything.”

“Oh, sorry, Jack.” Sally smiled and hefted the horseshoe. “Thanks for this, anyway. Maybe I’ll try to clean it up.”

When she got back to her room, she left the horseshoe on her desk by the two from her grandmother. She took a five-minute shower and scrubbed herself pink. She sighed in discontent at her mass of once-again-wet hair. She did her best to towel-dry it and then worked it into her customary twin braids. 

She made her way through the headquarters building toward his office. It seemed much emptier since both Forcestar and Glimmer had died in Guatemala, leaving the team two members short.

Juice’s real name was James Forsythe, but he was one of those rare superheroes whose alter ego seemed to fit better than his given name. Almost nobody called him James; even his wife tended to call him Juice, honey. He bent over his desk, locked in mortal combat with a stack of paperwork that could choke an industrial shredder. A fine film of sweat shone on his clean-shaven brown head.

Sally rapped her knuckles against the door frame. “You wanted to see me?”

He smiled, took off his reading glasses, and set them on top of the paperwork, all of which bore official Department of Homeland Security or Just Cause logos. “Sally, what’s this about you finding a body today?”

She sighed inwardly. News traveled faster than she could outrun it when Jack was involved. “Not exactly a body. More like some bones that are probably a hundred years old or more.”

Juice chuckled. “You know, we’re sitting on some seventeen thousand acres out here and I’ll bet that in sixty years nobody has done any kind of serious surveying. They used to manufacture chemical weapons and pesticides here way back when. I doubt they ever looked around all that much. Who knows what else is out there, just waiting for you to trip over it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Rhetorical question, Sally. Sit down. Don’t worry,” he said as he saw the look of concern on her face. “You’re not in trouble or anything. We’re getting two new team members. One is temporary, the other might be permanent. Do you know about a psi by the name of Switchboard?”

“Isn’t he on the Second Team?” Just Cause had a second unit based in Richmond, Virginia.

“Yes. They’re going to loan him to us for awhile. I’ve got my eye on a promising kid in the Academy, but we’re looking at a minimum of thirteen months before we can bring him aboard even as an intern.” Juice closed a file folder on his desk. “Switchboard is a better telepath than Glimmer was, but unfortunately he doesn’t have such a wide range of other abilities like Glimmer did. It’s too bad psionics are the rarest of parahuman powers. They’re just so darn useful to have around.” He leaned back in his oversized chair, which creaked under his weight. 

“Yes sir.” She wondered where Juice was going with all this.

“His name’s Chris . . . he’s a good guy and should fit in fine here. However, the other para we’re being assigned I don’t know anything about. And you do.”

“Who is it?”

“Shannon Tokugawa, also known as Vapor. What can you tell me about her?” Juice cracked his knuckles with a sound like boards snapping.

Slut. Bitch. The words came unbidden to Sally’s mind and she clamped down on her tongue lest they escape between her lips. “She’s nice,” she lied.
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