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​Chapter One
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July 13, 1977, 9:00 AM

Faith smiled as she awoke, despite the jangling alarm clock on her bedside table. She had been dreaming of Rick, his soft fur caressing her skin, a rumbling purr emanating from his thick chest. The clock drove away the last remnants of golden mane and liquid amber eyes from her mind, leaving only warm fuzzy feelings lingering inside her as she opened her eyes. The lion-faced superhero had starred in many of her dreams of late, and more often than not, she found herself watching him when they were together in head- -quarters, careful never to let anyone notice her attentiveness. Especially not Bobby.

Bobby rolled over and mumbled something in his sleep before his snores filled the air once again. She watched the rise and fall of his chest beside her, smooth and hairless, unlike the wild-maned torso of her crush.

Faith loved her husband, but he was so . . . tame.

She and Bobby had been together since ’69, and the last exciting thing he’d done was to steal his father’s car so they could go to Woodstock together. Since then, he’d been a comfortable but mundane husband. Even his parahuman ability of enhanced hearing could never be considered the least bit flamboyant. They’d been married since ’72 and he was the only man she’d ever slept with. It made her feel both old-fashioned and at times, disappointed. At twenty-three, she wasn’t the oldest member of the Just Cause superhero team, but she’d been with them since she was sixteen—much longer than anyone else—and some days she felt like the only adult surrounded by petulant teens.

She didn’t want to stay in bed any longer. Superheroes didn’t punch a time clock, but it bothered her to lounge around instead of being responsible. The least she could do would be to honor the heroic tradition set by her parents, the founders of Just Cause, and drag her sorry self into headquarters, at least to give the illusion that she was doing something to better the city and state of New York.

The morning had already grown hot. New Yorkers could expect more triple-degree temperatures with no relief in sight, the radio announcer warned. Bobby had been talking about installing central air conditioning in their brownstone, but until that actually came about, they slept in the miserable heat and humidity, windows open and fans fighting a losing battle against the merciless daytime sun and stagnant nighttime air.

Faith took a fast shower, not bothering to wait for warm water. She soaped away the night sweat and the smell of Bobby on her skin. The metaphor wasn’t lost on her, as she remembered snippets of her dream, the feel of Rick’s claws gently pricking against her skin. She shivered, and not from the cool spray.

Wrapped in one towel and another around her blonde hair, cut in the feathered style Farrah Fawcett had made famous, she headed for the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. Halfway down the short hall, she stopped to gaze upon the photo montage of her fellow heroes and friends. Her eyes lingered longest on the picture of Rick, dressed as Lionheart, mugging for the camera next to a real lion that day the team had gone to the circus. In comparison to the great cat, he looked much more human than feral, but the similarities were unmistakable. If King Richard from Disney’s furry-animal version of Robin Hood had been real, he’d have been the spitting image of Rick Lyons. Faith reached up to touch the picture.

Bobby stirred in the bedroom and Faith drew her hand back in a guilty blur as if the picture had scalded her.

She retreated into the kitchen. Although she had little skill in the art of cooking, she did lay in a supply of expensive African coffee. Bobby drank the stuff like it was water.

Rick had likewise acquired a taste for it after Faith brought him some to try one day. Ever since then, she made a point to bring him fresh coffee when she could.

While the coffee percolated, Faith returned to the bedroom to dress. She kept three complete costumes in rotation, so while one was at the Chinese laundry up the street, she still had a spare in case the one she wore got torn or dirty enough to necessitate a change. She pulled on the cropped crimson t-shirt with the yellow horse-head logo emblazoned across the front. Her mother had worn the same logo as Colt, one of the founders of Just Cause. Faith’s own take was far more revealing than her mother Judy had ever dared to be in the Forties and Fifties. Where her mother’s outfit had been demure and conservatively cut, Faith as Pony Girl was a symbol for the sexy, liberated women of modern times. Her low-cut red stretch-denim jeans with the yellow piping showed off her legs all the way down, as her mother liked to say.

She debated whether or not it was too hot to leave her lightweight fringed leather jacket behind, but common sense won out. It wasn’t so much for protection from criminals, because there weren’t any who would dare take on a parahuman anymore. One slip-up at super- -speed and she’d give herself a nasty case of road rash without the jacket to protect her. She pulled on her soft leather boots with the heavy steel-belted dual-ply radial soles. They were weighty, but her legs were fast and strong enough that it didn’t matter.

She tucked her fingerless yellow gloves into her sash, shook out her hair, and rested her goggles on her forehead. The former were a quirky affectation and the latter a necessity, for nothing felt worse than to have a piece of road grit or a bug hit an eye at well over a hundred miles per hour. A quick check in the full-length closet door mirror and she was satisfied with her appearance. She wondered if Rick checked her out as much as she watched him.

She turned around and found Bobby sitting up in bed, watching her.

“Oh!” She jumped in spite of herself.

He smiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. You look great, babe.”

“Thanks.” Faith’s heart pounded. After all the dreaming and then daydreaming about Rick, she now felt guilty, like she’d been caught stealing. “Was I too loud? I tried not to wake you.”

He flicked one of his ears and grinned. “I can hear what they’re saying across the street, babe. Don’t worry about it. I’m used to the noise by now.”

“Do you want me to wait for you?”

“Nah, you’re already ready to hit the road. I’ll grab a bite and catch a cab into the city.”

“Okay.” Faith turned to go.

“Love you, babe,” said Bobby in a soft voice.

Faith crossed the room to him. “I love you too,” she said, determined to mean it with all her heart. She kissed him, morning breath and all.

She skipped to the kitchen and filled a thermos full of coffee, and then stepped out the door. In a couple steps, she accelerated to a nice and easy sixty miles per hour. She could have gone much faster, but Rick had asked her to keep her speeds down except on emergency calls. Drivers tended to panic when a pedestrian blew past them like a jet on two legs, even if those legs were as nice as hers.

Faith hurried for Manhattan; she wanted Rick’s coffee to still be hot when she arrived.

~~~
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“Boy, you best get your lazy butt out of that bed!”

Thirteen-year-old Harlan Washington didn’t move. He laid in his bed in the Harlem tenement with his hands folded behind his head and stared up at the ceiling, not seeing the water stains in the old corkboard. Instead, he was inventing things in his mind. His teachers had called him creative, inattentive, and prone to daydreaming and that was why he was stuck in summer school for the second year in a row.

He hated school. It was so boring, the way he had to learn bunches of facts and numbers and formulas and dates about stuff that didn’t make any difference to him. He’d rather be tinkering in his workshop. He could learn more in an hour in a mechanic’s garage than he could in a month in that school with the busted old ceiling fans and the crabby teachers who seemed to delight in humiliating him. The desk where he was supposed to do his homework in his room was cluttered with tools, pieces of Erector sets, and miscellaneous mechanical and electrical parts that he tinkered with instead of playing outside.

He closed his eyes again, imagining a giant, like Mechagodzilla from the movies. He dreamed of seeing neighbor kids flee in terror before it instead of going out of their way to tease and belittle him because he was a little smaller, a little dirtier than the rest of them. In his mind, he rode within the behemoth, safe within its armor, surrounded by the switches and levers of control. It followed his directions to the letter, spreading forth destruction at his whim. Like a king surveying the destruction wrought by his armies, Harlan smiled.

His mother flew into the room like a football linebacker. She was a large woman who worked two jobs to keep food on a table and a roof over the heads of Harlan and his two sisters, and she had no patience for layabouts like him. In one fell swoop, she closed a meaty hand around Harlan’s ankle and yanked him right off his mattress. “If I told you once, I told you a thousand times to get a move on.”

“Ow, Momma.” Harlan rubbed his head where it had bounced off the floor.

“Get your clothes on and come have breakfast before you leave.” His mother flounced out of the room.

“Bitch,” Harlan muttered. He lay on the floor for a moment, trying to recapture the vision of gears and shafts he’d been imagining when he felt eyes on him. He turned to see Reggie staring at him. His younger sister wore her hair in two poofy pigtails on either side of her head. She held a dirty stuffed elephant clutched against her t-shirt.

“What?” growled Harlan.

“You done said a bad word. I’m gonna tell.” Reggie’s voice was full of wicked glee as she skipped off toward the kitchen.

Harlan said another forbidden word under his breath, and then threw on a clean t-shirt and some grubby jeans. He jammed his feet into his Keds without bothering to tie them and trotted into the kitchen where Reggie was regaling their mother with half-truths about Harlan’s language. Momma wasn’t really listening; instead, she was fawning over Irlene, much to Harlan’s disgust. Beautiful Irlene. Brilliant Irlene.

Irlene the parahuman, who’d just become a member of Just Cause.

If Harlan disliked his mother and tolerated Reggie, he detested his older sister Irlene. She was eighteen and could shrink herself and other objects or people down to ten percent of their original size. Harlan still remembered the night in March when she’d announced to the family over the dinner table, tears streaming down her cheeks, that she had parahuman powers. Instead of being upset, Momma had been ecstatic. From then on, Irlene could do no wrong in her eyes. She’d flown about the apartment in her shrunken state and zapped dust bunnies down to the size of dust motes to Momma’s and Reggie’s great amusement. Harlan had looked on with disgust. He perpetually heard “why can’t you be more like Irlene?” from Momma and here was yet one more thing he could never aspire to.

Momma and Irlene ignored Harlan as he slipped into his chair at the stained Formica table, and that was just fine with him. They were busy making last minute adjustments to the hero costume Momma had spent all week sewing in between her day job at the bakery and her evening job cleaning up a dentist’s office. Momma had described the colors as berry and dove, but to Harlan it was just a pink and gray bodysuit with a stylized I on the chest and a domino mask. Irlene had teased her hair into a large stylish afro and put on lipstick and face makeup.

“I swear, you look as good as Pony Girl or that trollop Sundancer,” said Momma with conviction.

“Oh, Momma, do you really think so?” Irlene floated into the air and twirled about.

Harlan bent forward and shoveled cereal into his mouth, hoping the crackle of his corn flakes would drown out the coos of his mother and sisters.

“I think you look real pretty, Leenie.” Reggie stuck her tongue out at Harlan.

“Thanks, sweetie,” said Irlene. “What do you think of my costume, Harlan?”

Harlan glanced up and shot his older sister his most withering look. It infuriated him that as much as he couldn’t stand her, she was friendly and even kind to him. Just once, he wished she’d get angry, call him a name, scream at him. Such a display of real, human hate from her would give them common ground from where they could forge a real sibling relationship. But no, she always smiled pleasantly at him and spoke to him with love. He knew he was supposed to reciprocate, but he felt nothing, and that made him hate her even more. “You look like a strawberry slush with whipped cream,” he said in a weak attempt to be mean.

Irlene laughed it off. “That’s wonderful, Harlan. Thanks. I feel that sweet. Hey, maybe you can come with me to visit Just Cause Headquarters sometime. I bet they’ve got some really cool equipment there that you could look at.”

“For God’s sake, Irlene, don’t encourage him,” said Momma. “The fool boy spends all his time playing in repair shops and junkyards instead of learning what he ought to be in school.”

“School’s stupid,” mumbled Harlan.

Momma sighed in exasperation and turned back to Irlene. “You better be off, sweetie. You don’t want to be late on your first day.”

Irlene laughed. “Momma, I’m not punching a time clock with them. I’m a superhero, not a line worker.”

“But they are paying you?”

“Yes, Momma. The Devereaux Foundation—they’re the folks that run Just Cause—they pay us all a salary.”

Momma’s eyes glistened with tears. “I’m so proud of you, Irlene. If only your father could see you now.”

Harlan only had faint memories of his father, who’d disappeared when Harlan was only two. Most days he wore the old man’s army jacket from when he served in Korea. He often laid awake at night wondering whatever had happened him. Momma wouldn’t ever speak of it. In his active imagination, he fantasized about his father doing some kind of great work in secret, and that someday he would return to take Harlan away to a life full of adventure and excitement instead of his current miserable existence.

“You best be on your way, sweetie,” said Momma at last. She stopped fussing with Irlene’s costume and stepped back.

“Guess so. Don’t wait up, Momma. They might want me to do a night patrol or something.”

“Make me proud, Irlene.” Momma picked up a dishcloth and commenced her assault upon the prior evening’s dinner dishes that she’d been too tired to clean after her second job.

“I will, Momma.” She shrank down to the size of a pigeon, flitted around the kitchen once, and then sped out the window to head south toward the ritzy part of Manhattan where the brand new World Trade Center towers gleamed in the distance.

Harlan growled deep in the pit of his throat. Momma must have heard him, and a wooden spoon cracked across the back of his hand. “Boy,” she said, “you best rethink your attitude before you leave this house today, or there will be hell to pay by the time you get home.”

Harlan hung his head just a little lower.

~~~
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The lazy smoke from his clove cigarette curled in the breeze from the ceiling fan as Tommy lay naked amid mussed sheets in his Greenwich Village apartment. A couple of pigeons perched on the fire escape outside his window and cooed to each other over the noise of the morning commuters below. The closed bathroom door muted the hiss of the shower. André was nothing if not considerate. Tommy had met the French Canadian at the beginning of the man’s vacation, but it was ending today and André would have to return home. The thought made Tommy feel a little wistful; André had soft and delicious skin, but like so many other relationships, this one had been doomed to fail from the start.

Tommy didn’t try to sabotage his relationships on purpose. They just seemed to fall apart after a month or two, or a night or two. Sometimes he felt all he ever did was jump from the arms of one man to another. “Perpetually rebounding,” Pony Girl said to him. He supposed it was a good description. He took a long drag on the cigarette and let the fragrant blend assail his lungs from the inside. The time with André had been good. He was thoughtful, kind, generous—everything Tommy could hope to find in a long-term partner. But of course, when he did find someone who exhibited those traits, circumstances demanded it be only short-term.

The shower stopped and a moment later André stepped into the bedroom, one towel wrapped around his waist as he dried his hair with another. “Bonjour, mon cher,” he said in his soft tenor.

Tommy smiled. “Good morning to you too.”

André raised a finger in mild admonition. “Ah ah, en français, s’il vous plaît.”

Tommy’s smile faltered as he tried to recall some of the French André had taught him. “Uh, bonjour. Comment ça va? Is that right?”

André took the cigarette from Tommy and took a drag. “Ça va bien. Very good. You have paid attention.” He sighed. “It is a shame I must return home today.”

“You can’t stay another day?”

“Mon cher . . .” André traced a finger down Tommy’s jawline. “Truly I would love to. You have been a gracious, accommodating host, and I have enjoyed this past week. But I would never fit into your lifestyle for a long-term commitment.”

“What do you mean, my lifestyle?” Tommy gestured around at his apartment, full of Quaker-built furnishings, tasteful artwork, and track lighting.

“Please,” said André. “Do you think I was born yesterday? I know who you are. Him. La Tornade. Tornado. The hero of the Just Cause team.”

Tommy looked away. “So what if I am?”

André gave a sad smile. “You are a superhero. I am only a florist.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Ah, Tommy. You are a sweet man, full of love and life, but it is not for me to share. Your heart belongs to another. I could see this from the moment I met you.”

Tommy pulled away from André and slipped out of the bed, the sheet wrapped around him like a robe. He went to the window and looked out at the city beyond the fire escape. How many hours had he spent flying between those towers? How many miles had he logged with his cape flapping behind him as he tried to outrun his own feelings? “You’re wrong,” he said at last. “I’m just another swinger, André. That’s all. I’m not in love with anyone.”

André embraced him from behind, resting his cheek against Tommy’s shoulder. “Tu es un pauvre menteur.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re a bad liar, mon cher. Who is it, dare I ask? Whose face do you imagine when you make love with me?”

Unbidden images of a stone-cold, chiseled face came to Tommy’s mind. Angry at himself, he thrust the thoughts away.

Tommy brushed away André’s hand with a sharper motion than necessary. “Nobody,” he said. “But I think you should leave.”

André was silent for several seconds. Tommy could sense the man wanted to say something helpful, words to salve the burn in Tommy’s soul. But instead, the Canadian man returned to the bathroom and shut the door.

A profound sadness took hold of Tommy. He wasn’t the sort who cried at the drop of a hat, but his eyes got a little watery and he sniffled once or twice. Once again, he’d managed to sabotage a budding relationship, and this time he hadn’t even done anything. He sat in the windowsill and watched the world pass by on the streets of Greenwich Village below until André left the bathroom.

André bent down and brushed Tommy’s lips with his own, his dark stubble scraping gently against Tommy’s smooth chin. “Au revoir, mon cher. May you find peace with yourself.”

A moment later, he was gone, and Tommy watched as André walked up the street without a look back.

The black emptiness threatened to overwhelm him. He couldn’t stay in his loft any longer. The sky called to him. He yanked open his closet and grabbed the garment bag containing his Tornado costume. He drew on the blue and white bodysuit, the gray boots and cape, and clasped the sparkling faux-gold bracers around his wrists. He shook out his shoulder-length hair, which a reporter had once compared to the best of both Cassidy brothers. 

A photo taped to the back of his closet wall caught his eye. The Just Cause team smiled back at him from the grand opening of their new headquarters in the World Trade Center, completed just two years ago. Lionheart showed his sharp canines and leonine features, his mane carefully brushed out for the occasion. Pony Girl looked pert and pretty as ever beside her husband Audio. Javelin stood with the Steel Soldier, both resplendent in their polished armor, burnished bronze and shining steel. Beneath his armor, Javelin was a wisecracking Puerto Rican, whereas the Soldier’s armor protected only the circuitry and mechanical linkages of the advanced combat android. Beautiful Sundancer stood with Tommy, and John Stone hulked behind them both, eight feet of solid granite. Tommy stared at the man who looked like a living statue. John was his best friend. He couldn’t be in love with his best friend, could he?

Ludicrous.

Nevertheless, he kissed his fingertip and brushed it against the photo anyway, obscuring John for a moment with his blue-gloved hand. Then Tommy spun on his heel and went to the window. If anyone looked up as he climbed onto his fire escape, they’d know where Tornado of Just Cause lived, but at the moment, Tommy didn’t care.

He called to the winds, and they swirled to do his bidding. His cape filled with capricious breezes like some great parachute, and he flew skyward to heal his soul from gravity’s clutches.

~~~
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Since graduating in June, Gretchen had been working at Joe’s Diner as a carhop. It was a fun job. She got to see all her friends on Friday nights and even got to wear roller skates to deliver the food to the strapping farmers’ sons in their pickup trucks and muscle cars. They flirted with her and she gave back as good as she got and even made decent money in tips.

Then one night there was Donny Milbrook.

He’d spent all evening parked at the diner, smoking and drinking and occasionally ordering some fries or a corndog. By closing time, his Trans-Am was the only car left in the lot besides Gordie the cook’s. Gretchen discovered he’d fallen asleep at the wheel. She gently shook him awake. “Donny, it’s time to go home. We’re closing up for the night.”

He grunted and opened his bleary eyes to look at her. “’Zat time already?”

“I’m afraid so, Donny.”

He yawned and dry-scrubbed his face. “Can I give you a lift home, Gretchen?”

Her bicycle sat alone on the rack at the side of the diner. She lived two miles away and didn’t mind riding it home even late at night; Dyersville didn’t have serial killers lurking in the bushes like big cities did. But it was a nice night, and Gretchen felt a bit lonely and Donny looked really handsome in his shiny Trans-Am with the Firebird decals on the hood. “Okay,” she said.

The inside of his car smelled like cigarettes, beer, aftershave, and pot. She squealed with laughter as he floored the accelerator and the car fishtailed out of the lot in a cloud of stinking smoke. He took a bottle of Stroh’s from between his legs and took a swig. “You wanna beer? I got another one here.”

“Sure.” She fumbled with the bottle opener hanging from his rear view mirror and shrieked as foam shot out of the neck.

“Oh shit,” he said. “Drink it, quick! Don’t get it all over my car!”

Gretchen laughed and wrapped her lips around the cool glass until the eruption subsided. Donny kept the pedal mashed down, ran through the flashing stoplight in the center of town, and blasted around a corner. Beer bubbled out of her nose as Gretchen slid across the vinyl bench seat into Donny. The car fishtailed as he reacted to her sudden, unexpected impact. She clutched at him in surprise and he responded by throwing one hand around her shoulders and squeezing her arm.

It felt nice, so she let him hold her as he guided the car past the edge of town. “Uh, Donny?” she said. “You passed my house.”

“Oops.” He grinned. “Guess I’ll have to find a place to turn around.”

She looked out at the dark rows of cornfields as they gleamed in the moonlight. They were on Olde Stage Road, famous among the local youth for the numerous places to pull off the road and fool around. She glanced sidelong at Donny, who squinted into the darkness as they passed occasional turnouts occupied by other cars that rocked with the rhythmic motion of their inhabitants. He kept going, well past the last parked vehicle.

“Donny,” said Gretchen. “Why don’t you turn around? I want to go back to town.”

“Jus’ looking for a place. There, that oughtta do it.” He slowed and pulled the Trans-Am onto a gravel lane beside a small grove of trees and shut off the engine.

“Donny?” Gretchen felt a little spark of fear.

Donny leered at her, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight. “You’re a really nice girl, Gretchen. I like you. I been watchin’ you.”

Gretchen slid back across the seat, putting some space between them. “You’re nice too, Donny, but I think you ought to take me home now.”

“Oh, I will. Eventually.” He scooted over next to her and put one hand around her shoulders and the other on her thigh. “I said you’re a nice girl. Show me how nice you are.”

“You’re drunk, Donny. Cut it out.”

“Come on, Gretchen, be a sport. All the other girls do it.” His hand slid up her thigh toward her crotch. 

“I’m not the other girls, Donny. Get off!” She squeezed her legs together and tried to push him away. He growled in the pit of his throat, took a handful of her hair, and yanked her head back. She cried out at the shock of pain. He gnashed his teeth against her neck and sucked, giving her a hickey she’d have to explain to her parents. She slapped at him and he drove a hard fist into her face. Bright stars flashed in her eyes and the world spun around her. Her flailing hand found the door handle and a moment later, she spilled out into the shallow ditch beside the lane.

Before she could get her bearings, Donny jumped onto her. He slapped her twice across the face. Gretchen couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe from all the blood and snot in her nose. Somewhere above her, Donny was laughing. She felt the cool night air in places she shouldn’t have as Donny yanked off her shorts and underwear. Her hands fluttered, helpless against him. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t seem to draw breath. He leaned forward and forced himself into her.

“Shit,” he gasped. “Fucking whore. You fucking bitch. You’re a fucking virgin. I love that shit.” He thrust again and again. “Nothing like—” pant “—a cherry pie—” pant “—for dessert—” pant.

Out of her dizzy, murky brain, a single thought bubbled up. She wished he would just stop breathing on her. Her entire body had gone numb except for where she could feel his hot beery breath on her cheek. She just wished he would stop.

Thunder crashed all around her . . . 

. . .A hand on her wrist awakened Gretchen. She started and stared around at the interior of the Greyhound bus before she remembered where she was.

“I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t mean to startle you,” said the matronly woman seated beside her. “We’re almost there.”

Gretchen leaned over to peer out through the glass at the Manhattan skyline. The buildings rose up farther than she’d ever even imagined in her tiny hometown of Dyersville, Iowa. She’d left home two days ago, without telling anyone but her best friend Elizabeth. After what had happened, she couldn’t possibly stay in town.

“Honey, I don’t mean to pry, but did a man do that to you?” asked the woman.

“What? Oh.” For a moment Gretchen had forgotten her black eye, tender nose, and bruised cheekbone. She’d covered it as best she could with makeup and put on some large sunglasses to hide the rest. “No, uh, I just fell.”

“Hmph,” sniffed the woman. “Well, I hope you’re on this bus to get away from him, honey. Men are pigs.”

“I’m not . . .” began Gretchen. Then she sighed and smiled. “Yeah, I am getting away from him. And he was a pig.” A flash of blue and white caught her eye and she saw Tornado flit between two buildings. That brief glimpse more than anything helped to solidify that she’d finally gotten away from Donny and Dyersville.
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​Chapter Two
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July 13, 1977, 10:00 AM

Faith stepped off the elevator onto the 95th floor, which contained Just Cause Headquarters and the related support offices. She nodded to Holly, the receptionist, and headed left into the team’s side of the floor. 

Two years ago, when the World Trade Center had opened, Just Cause’s founder and benefactor Lane Devereaux had made a strong case to both building management and the Mayor of New York to let the team move its headquarters there. With their approval, the team had packed up everything in the Lower East Side warehouse they’d been using as a headquarters and moved into brand-new facilities near the top of the city. After a year, the carpet still looked new except for some unexplained stains the cleaning staff hadn’t ever been able to completely eradicate. Faith was certain they were party-related. 

All the Just Cause traditions had likewise transferred to the new headquarters. The most important of these was Wednesday Night Poker. The weekly poker match had started a few years ago between Javelin, Lionheart, and John Stone on a slow night. As time passed, more heroes joined the game, and even crime rates dipped on Wednesdays, because nothing brought down the full wrath of Just Cause like being called away from a high-stakes hand.

Eventually, Wednesday Night Poker became more than just a gambling night. Nowadays, it was an excuse for wild parties. Just Cause heroes, their friends, their friends’ friends, acquaintances, other celebrities—all made regular appearances on Wednesday nights. Sometimes the place was so packed full of people drinking and dancing that Faith couldn’t navigate through headquarters without getting elbowed, bumped, and groped. 

She hated those parties and all of the drinking and drugs. Both men and women had propositioned her numerous times, even though her marriage to Bobby was public record. And if she hated the parties, it must have been a thousand times worse for him with his parahuman hearing. Bobby’s powers weren’t nearly as flashy as Faith’s, but extremely useful in their own way. He could hear clearly at great distances, like a shotgun microphone, and could pick out distinct details from auditory mishmash. He didn’t like to deploy with the rest of the team; he didn’t have a costume and only accepted the code-name Audio at Devereaux’s insistence. Bobby preferred to work behind the scenes as the team's administrator. 

The team didn’t have much in the way of training facilities on the premises of the World Trade Center. Building management had balked at the idea of parapowered people blasting each other with lasers or energy darts and shaking the entire building with enhanced strength. Devereaux had been happy to oblige and spent a small fortune refitting the Lower East Side warehouse from a full headquarters to a large training facility. With multiple combat rooms, obstacle courses, target ranges, it was now considered one of the best places for parahumans to train anywhere in the world, and heroes came from all over to test their skills against the facility’s combat drones and each other.

In spite of regulations, the team managed to finagle a few training amenities on-site, and it was in the dojo where Faith found Lionheart doing his morning forms. Richard Lyons looked like he was frozen halfway through a transformation between man and lion. Tawny fur covered his dense, powerful muscles, and a magnificent golden mane framed his leonine features as both hair and beard. His nose and jaw protruded forward slightly to give him an even more bestial appearance. Instead of finger and toenails, he had razor-sharp claws, and his teeth were best suited for tearing flesh. In an earlier age, he might have been hunted as a demon or worshiped as a god, but now he was the leader of Just Cause. He was one of very few bona-fide mutants in a world where most parahumans could pass as normal. Like John Stone, the living granite statue, Rick had been born with his catlike appearance. It had forced him to grow up early, learning to fight the hordes of bullies that came after him in school before his parents finally admitted defeat and had him study with private tutors for the remainder of his education.

He’d developed his own style of Kung Fu after studying for years with some of the best Chinese masters. He called it, naturally, Lion Style. It complemented his greater-than-human strength and toughness, and incorporated many of the moves that lions themselves used when taking down prey. Faith watched the play of his muscles under his fur as he sprang and spun through the air, carving furrows in the wooden combat dummies around him, which the support staff had to replace weekly because he wore them out every few days.

He wound down his routine. The training room air was heavy with the musky scent of his sweat as he swiped a towel from a hook, worked it through his prodigious mane, and then hung it over his shoulders. He smiled at Faith with a mouthful of sharp fangs. “Early as always, I see.”

She held up a thermos. “I brought you coffee, Rick.”

“My hero.” He took it and unscrewed the top to inhale the fragrant steam.

She grinned up at him; he towered over her by a foot. “Always in the right place at the right time. That’s me.”

Lionheart laughed. “So you are, Faith. That new girl will be here today. Think you could show her the ropes?”

“Sure,” said Faith. “Make the old lady do the grunt work. I’ll just go get my apron on.”

“You’re like our House Mother. Hey!” Lionheart wasn’t fast enough to avoid Faith’s playful punch at his right bicep. 

“This fraternity ought to be closed down for pledge violations,” said Faith. 

“What fraternity?” Sundancer strode into the dojo. Her white and yellow leotard with the triangle-shaped opening over her navel offset her dark tan. The Hispanic beauty was like a ray of sunshine in both a figurative and literal sense. A faint glow suffused the air around her, and occasional motes of brilliance spun away to burn out in the air like sparks from a campfire. She was a cross-continental transplant, having grown up in the surf country of southern California.

“The fraternity of stupid boys on this team.” Faith smiled. “It’s like a high school boys’ locker room.”

“How do you know about boys’ locker rooms?” Sundancer giggled. “You must not be quite as good a girl as you’ve led us all to believe.”

Faith and Sudancer followed Lionheart out of the dojo. As they did, Javier staggered out of one of the overnight quarters the team maintained for those heroes who needed to stay on site. The Puerto Rican hero stumbled across the hall into a bathroom. The sounds of vomiting emerged from behind the door a moment later. 

Faith raised an eyebrow at Lionheart, whose nose wrinkled in distaste; with his enhanced sense of smell, he was probably getting a bad whiff of stomach acid and bile. “Maybe we do need to review some house rules,” said Lionheart. 

Javier came out of the bathroom all smiles, despite the pallor under his natural skin tone. “Rules were made to be broken, amigos. Or at least, bent.”

“What did you take, Javi?” asked Sundancer. “Pills? Coke? Acid?”

“No pills,” said Javier. “Too much tequila. I was doing shots with these twins. Twins, Ricky! They’re still sacked out in my room. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Pig,” said Sundancer. 

“Says the centerfold,” said Javier. “Miss February had bigger tits, but you were a hell of a lot more a looker than Miss April.”

Sundancer’s glow brightened and sparks of fury shot from her eyes. She’d done a photo shoot with Devereaux’s permission; the first parahuman ever to appear in Playboy. She was proud of her pictorial, but Javier delighted in cheapening it.

Faith stepped between the two bickering heroes. She hadn’t minded so much that Sundancer did the glossy spread, and had even been approached numerous times to do one herself. But having to deal with Javier’s chauvinism day in and day out would grow even more tiresome if he had that extra ammunition. 

“Knock it off, you two,” said Lionheart. “Save it for the bad guys.”

“What bad guys?” Javier asked.

He had a good point, admitted Faith to herself. It had been years since any parahuman criminal had dared to rear their heads and risk the wrath of the greatest superhero team in the world.

And like a muscle that didn’t get used with sufficient frequency, the team was getting soft.

~~~
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Harlan decided to ditch summer school for the day. Again. He’d catch hell for it later from his mother, but he had a project at the junkyard that was nearing completion and felt his time was better spent there turning wrenches than learning to diagram sentences or whatever foolishness would be covered in class. Where most people saw trashed vehicles and garbage, Harlan saw opportunity. He spent as much time as possible—really, far more than was prudent—working on his fanciful projects there amid the rusting hulks of Chryslers and Pontiacs. 

Harlan loved science fiction books and movies. He was a slow reader, but he struggled through a few pages every night, marking the words with his finger and sounding them out under his breath. When he could, he sneaked into movies and watched them. He had a special love for the Japanese giant monster movies, and one of them had inspired his latest project. 

The massive hulking machine that would walk like an elephant and was strong enough to tear a building apart was nearly ready. Harlan imagined sitting inside it at the controls and laughing at everyone who’d ever teased him or talked down to him as he turned them into human jelly. 

The first thing he had done with the abandoned junkyard was to secure it as much as he could. His gift for mechanical engineering helped him rig a crane to move heavy parts and even entire vehicles. He blocked and barred every possible way in, leaving himself only one secret entrance under a fence and through the trunk of a rusted-out Buick.

He wriggled through this tight space, pausing to disarm his security systems with a switch hidden inside the Buick. He’d installed the autonomous security devices after having problems with rats, both of the four-legged and two-legged varieties. They sensed motion and heat signatures and delivered a suitable warning: recorded sounds of dogs barking and men shouting and waving flashlights. Normally that was sufficient to scare off any stray animals or juvenile delinquents looking for cheap thrills.

And if those weren’t sufficient, well, Harlan had thought of more severe consequences.

The sentry turrets looked innocuous, placed around the junkyard in locations where they could cover significant areas. They were tied into the same systems that detected motion and heat, and if the offending intruder didn’t leave the area after a certain number of seconds, the turrets would go into action.

He called them Eggbreakers, because he’d once heard someone say you can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs.

Every so often, he’d find a dead dog or cat out in the open spaces of the junkyard, the victim of an Eggbreaker turret. The cleverly-designed devices fired engine block bolts like deadly projectiles, using a propellant that he mixed himself with a half dozen different ingredients including gasoline and talcum powder. It had never occurred to him that what he was doing was wrong. They were trespassers, and he didn’t even bat an eye when he cleaned up the bloody remains of a furry interloper. To the contrary, he rather enjoyed the vindication of his design.

As he crawled out of the Buick’s trunk, he found a new victim awaiting him. A man laid face down amid a large bloodstain with one hand outstretched and snagged in the tarpaulin covering the giant robot. The thick cloud of flies around the body resembled a moving shadow, obscuring the man’s tattered and shabby clothing.

Harlan froze as he took in the grisly scene laid out before him. The man might have been a hobo or vagrant. He might have come in over the fence, or even found the secret entrance by accident. Maybe he was looking for something to steal or sell for a few pennies. He’d ignored the warning sounds and gotten a little too curious for his own good. The buzzing of the flies matched the humming in Harlan’s brain. This wasn’t an accident. This was on purpose. This man was dead because Harlan had intended it. Yet he didn’t feel remorse. Instead, it made him feel powerful.

“Got you,” whispered Harlan. He pointed at the body, his arm moving as slowly as if it were underwater. “I got you, you fucker.” His extended finger drew a circle around the dead man’s head. It wasn’t enough, though. He had to see it up close.

He felt lightheaded and giddy with success as he tiptoed toward the body. Just because the man lay motionless in a bloody, muddy mess in the dirt didn’t mean he was really dead. Flies lined the edges of the congealing blood like pigs at a feeding trough. Close up, the coppery smell of death overcame even the odors of rusting metal, rotting plastic, and petroleum byproducts.

Harlan’s whole body shook as he stuck out a toe and kicked at the man. His poke elicited no response. He kicked harder. The shock of the impact of his toes against the man’s side ran all the way up his leg through his spine to explode in the pleasure centers of his brain. He kicked harder, over and over, and giggled with glee like a toddler.

“I got you, you motherfucker!” he shrieked as landed one blow after another, his foot making sounds like a sledgehammer might against a side of beef. “You thought you could just come in here and do whatever you want. Well, I sure showed you, dirtbag!” With his last word, he kicked the man hard enough to roll the corpse over.

The man’s eyes were wide open and his face frozen in a permanent mask of surprise. The hexagonal head of an engine bolt protruded from the center of his forehead.

Harlan’s breakfast launched itself out of his stomach and he vomited his corn flakes onto the ground beside the corpse. With a shaking hand, he wiped his mouth. The flies swarmed around his puke with new excitement as he backed away from the dead man before him. Harlan took a deep, shuddering breath. He felt empty, not just from vomiting, but as if someone had taken a fire hose to him and rinsed him out, leaving only an empty shell waiting to be filled anew. He wasn’t disgusted at his handiwork; he was awed. His Momma had dragged him to church regularly, but he had never had any sort of religious experience until he looked upon the face of a man he’d slain by his own hand.
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