Heroes of Coast City: Crucible

By Doug Roth

Coast City Courier


    his week, The Courier’s own Doug Roth visits 

   one of Coast City’s more colorful superhero personalities, the high-flying, flame-throwing Edward Blake, more commonly known as CRUCIBLE.


After the rigors involved in obtaining some of the interviews for this series, getting a chance to speak to Crucible was almost too easy.  After all, how many other local superheroes have their own 1-800 number, and public-relations staff?


My phone call was routed through the Crucible Incorporated main switchboard and I quickly found myself speaking to his Media Relations Expert, Sally Juspeczyk, who was happy to set up an interview.


I arrived at the Millennium Tower facility on a gray Thursday morning and was promptly shown up to the 30th floor, Crucible Incorporated’s base of operations.  There, Ms. Juspeczyk, an attractive middle-aged redhead showed me around the floor, from the call-in center where three phone lines are monitored around-the-clock for people phoning the Crucible hotline (1-800-CRU-CIBL, for those who haven’t seen the ever-present television spots) in the event of an emergency.  I was also shown the Marketing wing, which is responsible for product placements and the action figure and trading card lines (and are in negotiation to develop a Saturday morning cartoon, according to Ms. Juspeczyk), the liaison with the Police Department and the legal wing before being shown into her office.


I took the opportunity whilst awaiting Laurence Schexnayder, Edward Blake’s Personal Assistant and CEO of Crucible Incorporated, to ask some questions of Ms. Juspeczyk.


“So, what’s it like working for a Superhero?,” I inquired.


Ms. Juspeczyk laughed, “Actually, it is probably not as unusual as one might think.  I find it little different than past positions as a retainer to celebrities and movie stars.  And, given Edward’s media exposure, this probably shouldn’t have been such a surprise.”


“But isn’t this a little higher risk than representing a movie star?,” I pressed.  “Don’t you concern yourself whether some attempt upon Crucible will put you at risk?  I’ve read that Lloyds has required a substantially increased premium to cover your corporate insurance.  Why, for instance, locate your offices one floor beneath Mr. Blake’s living quarters?”


“Well, if we weren’t willing to have our base of operations this close to Crucible, how could we in all fairness expect others to do so?  At least all of the building clients know about the presence of Edward upstairs;  it’s not like they are being placed at risk without their knowledge, as is the case with all of these costumed adventurers who hide their real identities.”


“Not that we think that there is a risk to being this close to Edward.,” she was quick to clarify.  “If anything, we feel that Lloyds is not taking into account the benefit’s of having a live-in superhero on premises.  Certainly we’ve never once been placed at risk by our location.”


“How about you personally?,” I pressed.  “Aren’t you afraid that someone will try to get at Crucible through your relationship to him?”


“Well, such is a natural risk that accompanies the field.,” Ms. Juspeczyk avowed.  “I would think that your series would place you even more at risk of capture by would-be villains or ‘heroes’ in search of notoriety or exposure.”


I had to cough and tug at my collar at that idea.  


She continued, “Besides, Edward takes his personal loyalty seriously, but takes his responsibility to the public even more seriously.  We have seen that he doesn’t buckle down to such pressure,”  mentioning the Dr. Cyclops incident and the tragic affair surrounding the death of Sylvia Kovacs.  “All such attempts have accomplished is to piss Edward off, and that has never done a villain one iota of good.”


At this point we were interrupted by the arrival of Laurence Schexnayder, a thin, unprepossessing man with a pencil-thin moustache and old-fashioned spectacles who looked more like an accountant than the shrewd businessman that had turned Crucible Incorporated into the powerful firm it is today.


Laurence greeted me by name and shook my hand politely, whilst begging me to forgive him for his tardiness.  As he escorted me to the private elevator up to Edward Blake’s private penthouse, he went on to warn me that he wouldn’t take kindly to any attempts to pull a “hatchet job” on his boss, all the while remaining unfailingly polite.


Once in the steel-walled elevator, Mr. Schexnayder was pointed out the elaborate security precautions that were in place to prevent unauthorized access to Blake’s apartments.  “We have a special arrangement with Acme Security,” he mentioned, “This stuff is the best that money can buy, and will soon be available on the open market with the Crucible seal of approval.”  I could hear the unspoken trademark around the name.


Reminding me once more to “be respectful” of Crucible, he showed me into a plainly furnished office, trimmed entirely in metals - steel and chrome - before taking his leave of me.  The slight chill in the air was soon dissipated, however, by the arrival of Edward Blake, Crucible in the flesh.


Everyone is familiar with the appearance of Edward Blake by now - think of a young Robert Redford and you won’t be far off - what isn’t apparent merely from pictures and films is how much he fills a room merely by being in it.  He swept into his office and within mere moments had me entirely at my ease in a conversation about sports, for crying-out-loud!  I was talking baseball with Crucible!


Before starting the interview proper, Blake offered me a tour of his apartments, which I accepted.  These were a relatively spartan affair, given his wealth and noteworthy for the lack of fabrics in view;  all furnishings were metallic and he had few prints on his walls, with the exception of a single hallway of family pictures.  When I asked about this, he pointed out that a person who burst into flames on a regular basis was best served by minimizing the amount of flammables in his immediate environment.


Other noteworthy details of the apartment include the well-stocked workout room, Blake’s extensive collection of superhero action figures, and what would appear to be a sliding door, as if to a balcony, save that this door was festooned with yellow warning symbols, appeared to be armored and voice-locked, and opened onto a thirty-floor vertical drop. 


After making me feel comfortable and returning to the office, Blake asked me what I wanted to know about himself.  I started, as usual, with his background.  “So, tell me about yourself,” I prompted.


“Well, you may have heard the story, but I was the son of a minor superhero;  Digitalis, or Mortimer Blake.  Well, we’d term him a superhero, but he called himself an inventor, who merely liked to use his gadgets to prevent crime.”  Blake recounted a few anecdotes about his father’s career, and how his father met and married his mother,  Dolores Shairp, the daughter of a rich financier whose inheritance enabled the elder Blake to pursue his goals.  [Both of Edward’s parents died while he was still rather young, victims of an “industrial accident” in Mortimer’s workshop.]


When I asked if he had inherited any of his father’s technical prowess, Blake had to laugh.  “No, I think it would be fair to say that I am night to my father’s day.  I have trouble setting my VCR.”


Blake’s powers began to manifest, not surprisingly around puberty.  “I was in a private boarding school at the time, and there would be these suspicious fires around me all the time.  I think that the headmaster thought that I was a pyromaniac,” he chuckled.  “I wasn’t the best student at the time, and I get the impression that they thought I was just trying to cause trouble.  This was a very frustrating time for me.”


“Over time,” he continued, “I grew slowly to understand and master the extent of my powers.”


“And for the sake of my readers. could you detail said extent?,” I asked.


“Well, I think it’s a pretty standard package,” Blake explained, “All my powers seem to do with the manipulation of heat and flame.  I can see in the infra-red, produce flame blasts, walls and shields, and cause explosions and the like”


“Don’t you also fly?,” I asked, “How does that fit in?”


Blake looked blank for a moment, then chuckled,  “You know, I haven’t got a clue...  I only hope that the next time I leave by my aerial exit here that lack of confidence on my part doesn’t cause it to fail on me!”


“How would you describe yourself?,” I probed.  “Would you call yourself ‘extrahuman’, or a ‘mutant’?  What is your preferred term?”


“Well, I’m not terribly fond of either of those terms,” responded Crucible, “I just consider myself to be ‘special’.  I don’t question it too much.”


“How did you come up with the Crucible name?”


“Well,  the book of that name - by Arthur Miller, I believe - was a favorite of my mother’s.  I remember her joking with her friends that if she were a superhero, that her costume would have a large scarlet ‘A’ emblazoned upon it.  The name kinda stuck with me.”


[Editor’s note:  prior to the publication of this story we were contacted by Laurence Schexnayder who objected to the inclusion of this comment, calling it a “joke” made by Mr. Blake. We include it with this disavowal.]


“Can you give me a demonstration of your power?,” I asked.


“Well,” said Blake uncertainly, glancing down at himself, “Ok; here goes.”


Holding up one hand in his trademark ‘pistol’ pose, he frowned.  A small flame flickered into existence over the top of his index finger, dancing and flickering.  It wasn’t as impressive as I’d seen before on film and I was about to ask about that when there was a whooshing sound and a wave of heat washed over me.  Blake’s hand had burst into flame, a flame which washed down over his body igniting and burning away his clothes, leaving him in his characteristic red-and-silver metallic outfit.  A nimbus of power, like unto a heat-haze rising from a desert, was now visible surrounding his body, and the flame above his finger was a powerful jet of fire until snuffed out by Crucible.


“Damn,” he said ruefully, as he looked down at the remains of his expensive-looking outfit, “I go through more clothes that way...”  He then went on, “I must apologize.  I am working on invoking my power in a much more focused manner, without fully igniting like that.  As you can tell, I still have some control problems.  Not that this makes me a risk,” he was quick to assure me, reaching out and grabbing my arm as I instinctively flinched away.  His hand was warm, but not flaming hot like I had half-feared from the heat-haze arising from it.  “I have a much finer control over the flames when I am engulfed like this.”  He proceeded to juggle small balls of flame, then ignited some pages with a touch.


“Err, how about your love life?,” I asked, changing the subject.  “Is there any special ladies in your life?”

  “They are all special.,” he replied with a chuckle.  “No, at this time, I am not seeing anyone seriously.”


“What about the actress you have been spotted going to the odd party and movie premiere with?,” I insisted.  “Jane Slater”?


“Janey and I are just good friends.,” he answered.  “Besides, with the type of life I lead, I don’t want to make someone a target for the evildoers out there.”


“Well then, as you look on your career to date as a practicing superhero, are there any standout moments?  Any battles that you find particularly noteworthy?”


“Hmm, let me think.  I’d have to say that a defining moment was when I encountered the Screaming Skull.  Do you remember him?,” he asked.  I nodded vaguely as he continued, “I think he’s due to be released on bail soon.  If you don’t remember him very well, he had a strange ability to manipulate sound such that he was able to knock out everyone in a bank and blow holes in bank vaults in order to loot it.”


“Anyway, I met him when I was still trying to get the hang of this superhero business, about 6 or 7 years ago. I stumbled upon him in the midst of one of his robberies and immediately launched into him with the full strength of my powers.  Before long, the whole place was ablaze, and the Skull stopped throwing sonic blasts back at me, grabbed a fire extinguisher and started battling the fire as I stood there stunned.  ‘Son,’ he said to me, ‘I am pretty sure that I could probably get away in this mess, and hell, I might even be able to beat you, but look at what you are doing!  You are supposed to be the good guy!  You serve these people!  If you cannot protect them even from you, then perhaps you are fighting for the wrong team!’”


“I helped him put out the fire, by which point the cops had arrived, but I had a chance to talk to him some more before they took him away.  Now there was someone who has been around in the business, and though he was a villain, he was still a gentleman.  This really helped shape me.  It is not enough merely to fight evil, but one must not become evil merely to do so!”


“Now that you mentioned the cops, how about your special relationship with the police department?,” I inquired.  “I note that very few heroes in the business are the equivalent of a honorary police lieutenant, the way you are.”


“Technically, I think I rank as if a police captain,” corrected Blake.  “This was something dreamed up by Laurence sometime after the Skull incident.  He noted that according to the letter of the law, there is the outside possibility that a villain could get off on a trial on technicalities, such as violent means having been used to capture him or the arresting entity not being an accredited police officer.  No, seriously,”  he added as we both chuckled at the absurd notion of the courts letting criminals escape on such grounds.


“Anyway, Laurence thought that it would make good legal sense, as well as being good for my image, if I had some legal authority, and so arranged for me to have the status of a Police Captain - in matters pertaining to costumed adventurers, of course.  Thus I have a liaison to the police department, have the official power to arrest someone, and generally have enough authority to be in charge when a situation arises dealing with supervillains.”


Seeing as how my allocated interview time was nearly at an end, I asked Crucible if he had any closing remarks.


“I don’t want any of your readers out there to get the wrong impression by talking about my legal authority.  I may have legal license as if a cop, but I don’t think of myself in that way.  I heard a quote once, from a book called 1984 I think, that went ‘Big Brother is Watching You’.  That is the way I like to think of myself; as a big brother watching out for those on the street.  A big brother with an attitude about evil.  Criminals beware!  I am Crucible, Fiery Hand of Justice!  And I am watching you!”


I think that about says it all.
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