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PROLOGUE




 



The streets were empty, but that was no surprise to Lockpick. Most of the cars he passed by had been abandoned in the moment, left to their fates by drivers more concerned with their own safety amidst the chaos and confusion. Nobody ever liked to be stuck in a traffic jam during the first rumblings of an encounter between a powerful supervillain and the Champion Authority.



In this case, the rumblings were literal. Lockpick could only hope that the rest of the
 Crimson Five
 were managing to deal with Stonehand, if not talking him down to a state of surrender.



He weaved a line through another clump of vehicles, heading for the next apartment building. The ground shook from his left, and a massive hand of rock broke out of the concrete, flipping over the truck nearest to it and sending cracks spiderwebbing outward.



He slid to a stop in front of the door to the apartments and hurriedly used his power to get it open. The common reaction of the average person during crisis was of course to flee, but a fair number would always choose to hunker down, weathering the storm.



Although—there was a certain amount of grim calculus behind those decisions. It wasn’t as if photos of what had happened to those out in the open during the Meltdown Abomination Event were hard to come by: corpses scorched beyond recognition, bodies still posed in their position of death all across the cities of what was now the Eastern Exclusion Zone.



The lower apartment was empty, but Lockpick could hear voices as he thudded up the stairs to the second level. The door on the right was unlocked, not that it would have stopped him. Panicked voices rolled over him with questions even as he tried to raise his voice and explain, to be taken seriously as a teenage apprentice hero with acne showing through the gaps in his mask and a cracking voice.



A trembling woman wielding a chef’s knife sat rigid on a couch, defensively clutching at a sickly older man covered by a blanket. The old man was smiling and out of it, but the woman understood the danger and must have judged the risk of running higher than staying put and hoping for the best. The building shook underneath them, dishes rattling with that horrible, ominous intensity.



“Outside!” said Lockpick. “There’s no time!”



She looked grateful, perhaps just to have the decision out of her hands. Lockpick hurried them to the door and pointed them away from the action. He was about to hurry off to clear out the next building, his regular assignment as a non-combatant, when he smelled bacon.



The woman and man he’d just saved still had plates made up on the table. Lockpick had missed breakfast that morning. Relic had been just starting it for him and Webcam when the call to handle Stonehand had come in.



Eggs, too, and those were bagels in the back if he wasn’t mistaken.



The building was unlikely to still be standing by the end of the day, and even if it happened to be, the occupants wouldn’t be allowed back for half a week. He saw no reason to abandon so much perfectly good food when it was all so easily savable. It was arguably part of his job to avoid such pointless waste. Strong argument, too, with his empty stomach leading the charge.



He fashioned himself a crude breakfast sandwich and shifted his focus back to saving lives.



The next building was empty, but Lockpick called inside anyway in between mouthfuls of deliciousness. He heard voices as he continued down the street, but not of the tenor of people fleeing. He slowed, wondering if perhaps Stonehand had picked up some henchman that Relic and Halberd hadn’t been informed of.



“You got your sketch pad?” asked a gruff, older man.



“I’m not a fucking idiot, Greg!” barked a younger voice. “You think this is my first time out?”



Had to be reporters. Sketches were their way of getting around the Superhero Privacy Act. Lockpick crept a bit closer, not trusting his assumption enough to expose himself quite yet.



“Could have fooled me,” said the older man. “Remember, the law extends to any obvious, uncommon, defining physical characteristics even in sketches. You see a scar, a mole on someone’s face, distinctive chin, dimpled cheeks, whatever. You downplay it or leave it out.”



“Again, I’m not a fucking idiot.”



The older reporter let out a grunt of a laugh. “Then give me a rundown on who we came here for.”



There was a sigh, followed by the flick of a lighter and the smell of cigarette smoke. Lockpick knew he should be hurrying to double check that the area was clear, but the rumbling had stopped for the moment, and he was curious about what the reporters would say. Relic didn’t let him and Webcam watch the news channels, and she discouraged them from searching their hero identities on the net.



“The amazing
 Crimson Five
 ,” said the younger reporter. “Hottest upcoming mentor team on this side of what’s left of America. Two adults, three kids, brought together from all across the country. Rumor has it they live together as a family in their mundane identities under assumed names.”



“I’d hardly call that a rumor, given the info we have on some of the other mentor teams,” said the older reporter. “Let me get more specific. Recognize her? The one upfront?”



“How could I not?” said the younger one. “That’s Relic. One of, in my opinion, the sexiest superheroes to ever walk the face of the Earth.”



“Halberd is a lucky man,” grunted the older reporter.



Lockpick risked a glance at the corner, not at the men, but at the rest of his team. Halberd stood next to Relic amid a crater the size of a city block. Stonehand was across from them, and it seemed as though they were close to defusing the situation without further bloodshed.



“He’s luckier than I think you realize,” said the younger reporter. “A friend of mine got an interview with Invisibella. It seems she and Halberd are also
 close
 , behind the scenes.”



Lockpick frowned at that, thinking back to all the times Invisibella had been over to their house. Relic had never seemed put off by it, but there were several occasions in which it had just been him and Halberd home when the silver-haired woman had dropped by.



“No shit,” said the older reporter. “Anyway, you seem to know those two. Tell me about the girl in the air.”



“That would be Kestrel,” said the younger reporter. “The oldest of the brats. One of my personal favorite supers, in general. Just turned
 eighteen
 in case you were wondering.”



“Why did you say it like that?”



“Like what?”



“I have a teenage daughter, jackass.”



The younger reporter laughed. “Well, there’s your first mistake.”



“Go fuck yourself.”



“Lighten up, big guy. It was a joke.”



There was an annoyed sigh from the older reporter. “Whatever. You got another one of those?”



“Sure.” The lighter flicked again. “Last two are Webcam, who ironically is camera shy, and, um… what’s his face? Sneakboy or some shit.”



“Lockpick,” said Lockpick, stepping forward. The two reporters drew back in surprise.



“Fuck!” said the younger one. “No offense. I mean, granted… that was some sneaky shit.”



“The two of you need to get out of here.” Lockpick waved a hand in the direction he’d sent the other people he’d rescued. “This isn’t over yet, and you’re well within the range of danger and destruction.”



“It’s our job, kid,” said the older reporter. “You got yours and we’ve got…”



There was an angry shout from where Halberd and Relic had been negotiating with Stonehand. The ground rumbled as the villain thrust his own palm down against the gravel, forcing half a dozen larger, stonier types to surge up from various places along the destroyed city block. One nearly struck the younger reporter as it emerged no more than a foot from his shoulder.



“Right,” said Lockpick. “You were saying?”



“We…” The older man cleared his throat. “We’ll be on our way. Think there might be time for an interview after?”



 



***



 



Halberd smashed through a towering a hand of rock, wielding his conjured axe like a scythe through wheat. Relic was next to him, channeling the various powers of the artifacts through which only she could draw power. A shaft of sunfire erupted from the ground up, channeled from her connection to the Circlet of Ra she wore atop her head, pulling back her blonde hair like a headband.



Kestrel was more on distraction duty than in the midst of the fray. She was paying attention to everything but herself as she flew through the battle, her voice clear over the communicators each of them wore. She wasn’t ready.



Lockpick was already moving when he saw the hand seize her by the chest. Stonehand laughed from where he controlled the appendage, the threat to squeeze the life out of her a sudden, unspoken weight on his side of the balance of battle.



Lockpick seized one of the fingers, pulling and twisting and even scratching with his eponymous lockpick. The finger broke loose. Kestrel came free, gasping. The hand slapped outward, knocking Lockpick backward into a sprawl across the concrete.



The moment he’d opened was enough, however. Halberd struck a great blow with his axe, lengthening and curving it to cut into the supervillain’s shoulder. Stonehand lost focus, falling to his knees in a howl of pain as blood gushed from his now useless arm.



Lockpick was dazed, having knocked his skull more than once on his way across the ground. All part of being a hero. He felt soft hands shifting his body, followed by the softer sensation of his head resting on a pair of costumed thighs.



“You did good, LP,” whispered Relic. “Kestrel would have died if not for you.”



“Oh my God, LP!” Kestrel landed next to Lockpick, grabbing his hand.



“Is he okay?” Webcam came running from her hiding spot nearby, curly brown hair bouncing as she slid to a stop on his other side and indulged her own concern.



“He’ll be fine.” Relic smoothed her hand across his forehead, still covered by the same identical crimson and black mask which every member of their team wore. “The fight’s over. You can rest now, sweetheart.”



Halberd had finished subduing Stonehand and walked over to the rest of the team. He took a sip from his flask, grinning and flipping Lockpick a thumbs-up. “Good job, kiddo.”



The two reporters from earlier slunk in along the outskirts of the destruction. Halberd waved them over, which earned a small frown from Relic. They’d never really seen eye to eye on how much interaction the team should have with the press.



“It violates Champion Authority policy for us to be giving interviews,” she muttered. “Especially now. We need to get LP home.”



“We’ll just take a question or two,” muttered Halberd, sniffing his flask. “He deserves the attention after what he pulled off. How the hell
 did
 you break that stone, anyway?”



Lockpick grinned. “Just luck, I guess.”



The older reporter was already busy asking a question while hurriedly working on a sketch of the team, faces vague and relatively shapeless to preserve their identities in respect of the law.



“Have you thought about what you’ll move on to next, Kestrel? You’ve been a member of the
 Crimson Five
 since you were a toddler, and you’re eighteen now. Think it will be hard to say goodbye?”



Kestrel looked around at the others, mouth quirked sideways. “It doesn’t really work like that. This is as much my family as it is my mentor team. Even if I did move on, which I don’t plan on doing, it wouldn’t be saying goodbye.”



The two reporters shared a telling glance. The younger one cleared his throat.



“So, Lockpick,” he began. “How does it feel to be a hero? You’re not usually upfront in these encounters, given your power. What gave you the courage to take such a risk?”



“It wasn’t about courage,” he said. “Someone I loved was in danger. It was that simple, really. It’s just how I was raised, and what Halberd and Relic would have done in my place. I want to be a hero worthy of their legacy.”



Relic grinned down at Lockpick and then up at Halberd, who came close behind her and set his hands on her shoulders, face full of pride.



“Well, as far as I can tell, you’re well on your way!” said the older reporter. “I get the sense that you’ll go on to do great things with the Crimson Five.”



“Great things,” agreed his partner.







PART ONE: HOMECOMING



 










CHAPTER 1




 



“Step away from the door, prisoner.”



Will stepped away from it. He knew the drill, so he moved to the back of his cell and set his hands against the wall, resisting the urge to glance over his shoulder, aware of what would happen if he made any sudden movements.



“William Carroll Sorling,” said the neutral voice of the prison AI, in the comm speaker above. “Twenty years old. Sentenced to four years for aiding and abetting a supervillain, served two years, three months. Scheduled for early release under the conditions of level-one probation.”



He heard the thrumming of Architect’s energy barrier abruptly cut out, the noise so familiar that he’d started to hear a faint ringing in his ears when it wasn’t there. Footsteps, followed by a gentle hand on his shoulder. Sheila, the deputy guard captain. One of the few he respected within the prison.



“About time. You’re getting out today, Will. Packed and ready to go?”



“Been prepping all morning,” he said, smiling.



His cell was, of course, empty. He wore only his blue prison jumpsuit and a pair of generic, uncomfortable sneakers. He’d arrived with basically nothing, and it still felt as though he was leaving with less than what he’d gone in with, like grinding a dull knife to true flat.



“You don’t sound all that excited,” she said.



He shrugged. “I am excited, it’s just… a lot at once. I never really expected to get through to the other side.”



He let her put the knockout cuffs on him, nerve shockers that could turn off his brain with a flick of the switch. Even less than that if the prison’s AI was in a frisky mood. The Chief Warden, Cryptkeeper, also lingered outside Will’s cell, the ominous super standing back a few feet in his strange, mouthless costume.



They stepped out into the hallway and began walking through Mastodon Supermax Penitentiary in the direction of the front entrance, a path Will had only walked once before in reverse, when he’d first been brought in.



“Prison has a way of making the world seem small, even for us guards,” said Sheila. “I can only hope that once you’re outside, you’ll—"



She jumped back a step as a bottle full of faintly yellow-green liquid hit the floor in front of them. Several shouts filtered down from the upper levels, overlapping and echoing in that familiar cadence. It was like being in a stadium, an arena, with exponentially more violence and no exit.



“A piss bottle,” said Sheila, nudging the bottle with a toe. “I suppose it’s better than projected blasts of energy or kinetic shrapnel. A lot of your fellow inmates still hold a grudge, I take it?”



“They do, but that’s not a piss bottle,” he said. “That’s an escape attempt.”



Sheila furrowed her brow. “…What?”



“Algae Double up in cell 305.”



“Seriously?”



“He’s tried it before. I thought you knew?”



Sheila nodded to Cryptkeeper, who seized the bottle and began to drain the life from it using his strange, decrepit power.



“Well,” began Sheila. “Like I was saying…”



Another bottle crashed down, this one losing its cap and splashing open partially onto Will’s shoes. Second time was apparently the charm, and the smell left no doubt.



“That one was a piss bottle,” he muttered.



Sheila made a face, hopped over the puddle, and continued leading him out. She’d always been kind to him in a tired sort of way, and he appreciated talking to her. There weren’t many other people, inmates or guards, willing to act friendly after all the shit he’d pulled.



They passed by Fishman’s cell. The bald supervillain slammed into Architect’s barrier with his grotesque forehead, shouting wordlessly in rage. He opened his mouth and vomited a barrage of tiny piranhas in Will’s direction, which pattered against the projected energy plane and slapped to the ground.



“You bastard!” screamed Fishman. “Fucking traitor.”



Will flipped him off, not breaking stride. Bassbruh had a similar reaction when he saw them pass by, as did Inkfuck. He’d always found it hard to take those two seriously. Supers having the agency to name themselves was more of a curse than a blessing when it came to the idiots of the world.



Everyone within the prison was unmasked while incarcerated. They knew who Will had been in the outside world just as he knew more than he wanted to about them. He’d thought that his past as a superhero might breed a certain amount of animosity. He’d been so naïve about the true dangers that lay within the prison.



They passed by Despot’s cell, and this time, Will had to look. He saw the leader of the Power Realists meeting his gaze, fury and hatred written deep into his expression. He didn’t attack the barrier or throw his piss. He just lifted a hand and pointed a single finger.



“You’re marked,” shouted Despot. “You can’t just walk away, Pick. Not after everything you’ve done. You’ll be at the top of the list, and you won’t even see it coming.”



“That’s cute, coming from you.” Will drew closer to the barrier, near enough to feel the hum of energy vibrating against his face. “All talk, all bluster. It really is too bad that they’ll never let you out of here,
 Jacob
 . I would love to encounter you on the outside, without Cryptkeeper breathing down our necks.”



He threw his hand forward, letting it slam into the wall next to the cell, triggering the other man into flinching backward. Despot would never have admitted it, but he was terrified of him, just like so many of the others within that pit of supervillainy and corruption.



“I bet you wish it were just me and you, Pick!” screeched Despot. “You and I both know it’ll be more than that! So much more. You were one of us, and you fucking betrayed us!”



One of us
 . The universal rallying cry of the super supremacists. A phrase he’d even tried out himself for a time, worn like armor for protection against the chaos of the pen. Despot wasn’t wrong. He was marked, but he’d be damned if he’d let anyone tell him that he couldn’t walk away.



The tattoos across his back and chest suddenly itched all over, and his entire body felt hot. The reality of everything he’d done was like a bad dream, except there he was, awake and sorting through the aftermath.



“Don’t listen to him,” said Sheila. “You did what you had to. You kept your head down and served your time. That’s coming from me. Honestly, I don’t think you deserved to be in here at all, not like most of these guys. You were just trying to be a loyal son. It’s not your fault that your father happened to be Halberd.”



There was some truth in that, but only some. Halberd, former superhero and leader of the Crimson Five, had arguably become the most infamous supervillain of all time after leaving the team. He was Will’s father, by role if not by blood, and Will had been loyal to the man. But Sheila didn’t understand, not really. He wondered if she’d still show him such kindness if she did.



“It’s not that simple,” he said. “I did belong in prison.”



She didn’t contradict him. The truth of Will’s crimes extended so far beyond just aiding and abetting. Robbery. Extortion. Bribery. Murder, even, from a certain perspective. Shade, Mismatch, Willowbark, all dead by his hand.



He still couldn’t think about that or let himself see any of their faces, even if he’d had his reasons. And that was all before he’d even arrived at Mastodon and fallen in with Despot and the Realists, before he’d willingly betrayed men he’d once called brothers, before his time in solitary.



“Well, according to the judge, you now belong back in the world,” said Sheila. “Looks like you’ll have someone helping you take that first step, too.”



She held her arm out, ushering him into the prison’s main entrance. A barrier partition with heavily reinforced glass windows let him see the lobby, where an all-too-familiar face was waiting, wringing her hands with worry.



Jess looked good. Better than good.



It had been five years since Will had last seen her, which would make her…
 38? No, 39.



Her blonde hair hung loose across her shoulders, framing her face, her deep blue eyes like pools into eternity. She wore a thin cardigan sweater, open in the front to reveal the drooping neckline of her white blouse, along with a thigh-hugging pair of jeans and black sandals.



She was as astounding out of costume as she was in it. She was tall, though not as tall as he was now, Will could already see. She had the sort of body which stirred the enmity of women and the urges of men, curves in all the places that mattered and thin, sinewy muscle underneath. She was a goddess, basically—beautiful and strong, but none of that held any weight compared to the power her eyes held over him.



“I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. She couldn’t hear him on the other side of the glass, on the other side of the civilized world, but he felt he needed a practice run of saying the words.



It was a long walk to the security checkpoint, and he gave up on trying to hold her gaze after a few seconds. He’d never been so ashamed in his entire life, standing before the woman who’d raised him, who’d loved him, who’d taught him everything that mattered… in a prison jumpsuit, shoes stinking of piss from the hateful parting gift.



More guards patted him down as he reached the security checkpoint. One forced his legs wider with the baton before searching his groin with uncomfortably close pats. He clenched his teeth, humiliated and frustrated, but beyond anything else, just so relieved that Jess was there.



“Would you like to hear the full terms of your release agreement?” chirped the prison’s AI.



“No, I’ve read it,” he said. “I agree.”



“Please speak your full name and prisoner number to begin.”



He winced and spoke quickly, just wanting it over with. “I, William Sorling, prison number one seven nine, agree to the full terms of the release agreement.”



Jess was still watching him with those intensely concerned eyes. He felt as though he needed to contemplate what he was going to say again. He needed her to hear his apology. He needed her to understand, to
 accept
 it. How could she not hate him after everything? He couldn’t bear her hating him.



“Please pay the storage fee for holding your confiscated possessions or waive your right to file suit against Mastodon Supermax for any and all personal damages which may have occurred during your incarceration,” said the prison AI.



“I absolve the prison of any and all personal damages,” he muttered.



Not much choice, really. He didn’t have money to pay what they’d demand from him. Sheila gave him a clumsy smile as she undid the cuffs. Will rubbed his wrists, heart pounding as he stepped toward the final checkpoint.



The scanner ran over him, beeping and showing a green light. A guard on the other side of the partition passed a bundle of his personal artifacts into his hands. An old set of slightly blood splattered clothing. The key to a long-since totaled car. His penknife, a gift from Halberd.



They didn’t say anything else to announce his release. He heard Sheila yell a goodbye from beyond the glass, and the other guards just sort of shuffled off, leaving him and Jess alone in the lobby. He looked at her again and was hit by how much of a disparity there was between her and his memory of her.



She looked like so much more than the motherly, doting woman who’d looked after him and Avery and Rue. She looked… well, a lot more like the illustrations and computer-generated images of the capital R
 Relic
 that so many of the other inmates had put up in their cells.



Pin-up images, no less. They’d worshiped her, despite being on the opposite side of the law. They’d probably also done more than
 just
 worship her, judging by the tenor of many of the comments he’d overheard.



Jess was walking toward him, and he felt his breath catch in his throat, infinitely vulnerable in that endless moment. She blinked, a smile coming onto her face, but it was paired with a deeper uncertainty that it pained him to see.



“LP,” she said.



“Jess.”



She flinched at that. He’d always called her Mom back before he’d left, but referring to her as such when Halberd had been drinking often resulted in the older hero having an emotional meltdown. So he’d fallen out of the habit, and as much as Jess had stumbled upon hearing him call her by name, he was relieved to see her already moving past it.



“Oh, LP!” She wrapped him in a tight hug, and Will squeezed back, completely overcome by the intensity of their reunion. “I’ve missed you so much.”



“So have I,” he said. He ran a hand over her hair, finding it hard to speak past his surging relief. She still loved him, despite everything.



“I’m so glad you’re alright,” she whispered. “You’re all grown up.”



That much was true, perhaps more than she even understood. Her body felt so soft against his, so much smaller than he remembered. Being taller than her was one thing. Being able to envelop her in his arms, feel the feminine crush of her breasts against his chest, breath against his neck, was, well…



It was going to take some getting used to.



She pulled back, holding him by the shoulders and looking him up and down as though checking for hidden injuries. “Are you okay?”



“I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve managed well enough. I’m not a kid anymore.”



“Barely,” she said, grinning. “I’m going to dote over you anyway, mister twenty years, eleven months, and… seventeen days old?”



“Eighteen.”



“You cut your hair.” She reached a hand out, touching his head.



“
 They
 cut my hair,” he said. “I would have kept it long if…”



“I can even it out,” she said quickly. “It’s not a bad look for you, sweetie.”



“Thanks.”



She held his hand, threading her fingers through his, staring at him with that serious expression, as though she was waiting for something to go wrong. He couldn’t blame her, not after what he’d put her through.



“Did you drive up in the minivan?” he asked.



She shook her head. “I traded it in for a Prius a few years ago. Didn’t need the extra space with… you and Hal gone.”



He sucked in a breath. It was now or never. “Jess… I’m so sorry.”



She nodded slowly, but he wasn’t sure she’d really heard, or perhaps internalized, the apology. Too soon for it? Maybe. Probably. As much as he wanted to get it over with, he knew it would take a heavier conversation. More explaining on his part. More forgiveness on hers.



“You call me Jess now,” she said. “You really are all grown up.”



He shrugged. “I… could still call you
 Mom
 if you wanted. That’s what you are to me.”



He squeezed her hand. It was true, despite the nature of the mentor team. None were related, but like all supers, their real mothers had died in childbirth. Beyond that, Will had never known his real father. He’d been with Jess and David,
 Relic
 and
 Halberd
 , from his very earliest memories.



“It doesn’t matter what you call me,” said Jess. “I think we know that better than most people. All that matters is how we feel.”



“Fair enough,” he said. “
 Mom
 .”



“Sweetheart.”



“Jess.”



“William.”



He chuckled. “Why did you use that tone?”



“What tone?”



He pulled her sideways and off balance as they headed for the doors. “You know what I mean. As if I’m in the hot seat.”



“You are, or at least, freshly out of it.” Jess gave him a stern look and then purposefully eyed the prison’s heavily defensible entrance, automated turrets and watchtowers and patrolling guards.



“…Fair enough.”








CHAPTER 2




 



 Jess, in her infinite foresight, had brought a change of clothing for him. It took Will longer than it should have—after pulling the loose t-shirt and baggy sweatpants on in the prison’s public bathroom—to realize that they had obviously once belonged to Halberd. Remnants of a happier time. Strange to think that she hadn’t thrown them out.



He followed Jess out into the parking lot, taking in the world like a waking dream. The sun was out, bright and brimming with power, hot on his face. The area surrounding Mastodon Supermax was rural, a deliberate choice, from what he understood, to make escape less appealing. He could hear the birds, the insects, feel the breeze, smell the grass.



“You’re gawking.” Jess leaned against the hood of her Prius, smiling fondly at him. “This must be a lot to take in at once.”



“Yeah,” he said. “It’s just so much more than I remembered. I was a little worried I’d have agoraphobia after so long indoors, but being out here now just makes me want to go camping.”



Jess furrowed her brow. “You must have had at least some time out in the yard, right?”



“That privilege was reserved for prisoners with powers that implied a lower escape risk. I wasn’t allowed outside, just like I wasn’t allowed visitors.”



He smiled, but it wasn’t funny to him, not in the slightest. The worst part of it was that the Risk Assessment Board and Architect and Cryptkeeper had been wise to take him so seriously. His power, his true power, the one he’d never talked about to anyone but Halberd, had made him the most dangerous individual within the prison.



“Oh, LP.” Jess pushed forward off the car’s hood, blonde hair streaming in the wind. “That must have been so hard.”



She pulled him into another hug. It felt incredible, too good, and he knew that it was at least in part due to how long he’d been away from the world. Away from women. But Jess was Jess, and he only let himself linger in the embrace for long enough to inhale her smell, long enough to feel the squeeze of her body against his, before pulling back.



“I’m fine,” he said. “Really. This is one of the best days of my life.”



She reached out, hesitating before tentatively pressing her hand to his cheek, the way she’d used to when he was little. “You and me both.”



She rose on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek, and then wiped the spot with her thumb where he assumed a bit of lipstick or something had stuck. The sun highlighted her profile as she walked around to the driver’s side of the car, leaning forward with her butt jutting outward as she hurried to clear the passenger seat.



The first few minutes of the drive were dead silent. It felt like a contradiction, a reversal of how quickly they’d fallen back into their old rhythm. Like a physical blockade, an object that belonged specifically to him, that he either needed to move out of the way or smooth out for the both of them.



He forced himself to ask the question that had so often been on his mind across the past two years. The past
 five
 years, in truth.



“Are you mad at me?”



Jess took a minute to answer, and it was by far one of the most stressful singular moments of Will’s life. She glanced at him when she was finally ready, smiling but not smiling, and then her eyes were back on the road.



“Of course not,” she said. “At least… not anymore. I felt a lot of strong emotions while you were gone. When the two of you were in the news, it was hard not to. But you were only fifteen when you left. I blame Hal for what happened, not you. You were just along for the ride.”



He wanted to tell her everything, the full, complete truth. But that would have been as hard for him to voice as for her to hear. He would, in time, over time, maybe bit by bit. But for now, he needed to at least tell her this.



“I chose to go with him,” he said. “He didn’t kidnap me. I went willingly and… I could have come home if I’d really wanted to.”



Jess bit her lower lip. She flicked the car’s blinker, slowing to pull into a rest stop along the highway ahead of them. Putting the Prius into park, she dropped her arms and sagged her shoulders. One of her hands sought out his, and Will threaded his fingers alongside hers, holding tight enough to feel her pulse.



“I don’t care,” she said. “All that matters is that you’re back, Will. You’re back, and you aren’t going to leave again.”



It was a question disguised as a statement, but one that meant so much to hear from her. He could see the fragility in her expression, so rare for Jess, for
 Relic
 .



He squeezed her hand. “I’m not going anywhere. I don’t think you realize how long I’ve been looking forward to this day. To be back home, back with my family again.”



Her face lit up, and she put her other hand atop the pile, holding tight as though she really might just hold him in place if he decided otherwise. She could, in truth. She almost never took off the Cord of Achilles, the artifact which gave her superstrength.



“Thank you, LP,” she whispered, blinking fast.



He laughed and put an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to him. “Want me to take over driving for a while so you can indulge your motherly emotions and ball your eyes out?”



She gave him a mock glare, still smiling. “Watch yourself, mister.”



“Or what?”



She held his gaze long enough for the car’s interior to feel strange. Stuffy, a few degrees hotter, out of sorts from how they’d been five years before. Jess cleared her throat.



“I think I should stay behind the wheel, for the time being,” she said. “But thank you for offering. Very gentlemanly of you.”



“I’ve been called many things before. Rarely a gentleman.”



Jess smirked at him and made a show of looking him up and down. “You’re just out of practice. A few days back in the real world and you’ll be a humble heartthrob by anyone’s standards.”



“Right,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “A former supervillain on probation is exactly what the girls my age are pining for.”



Jess leaned her head to the side, propping it against her hand on the steering wheel, still watching him. “I think you might be surprised about what the girls your age are into these days.”



They got back on the highway. Jess talked a lot, not so much to fill the air as simply in response to how much she had to say, how much he’d missed. She gave him a rundown of what she liked about her new car.



She brought up a few aspects about how Lancaster City, their hometown, had developed and evolved. She explained her new role as a solo hero within the Champion Authority, along with her work at a local community center under her mundane identity.



“How are Rue and Avery?” he asked when he got the chance.



“They’re doing well.” Jess flashed a quick sidelong smile. “As far as I can tell, at least. They’re both at that age where independence comes naturally and it’s hard for them to slow down. Avery’s moved past it a bit, but it’s still a challenge to get her to come over for dinner or meet me for lunch.”



“Avery doesn’t live at home anymore?”



“Right. I should have mentioned that first. She went to the Academy, got herself a degree, a steady job, an apartment. I’m honestly beyond proud… but it is a bit lonelier with just Rue and me, and I know she’s next.”



“Looks like I came back at just the right time, then,” he said.



“Looks like it.” Jess patted his knee affectionately, and Will tried to ignore the tremor that having a woman touch his leg sent through him. It was
 Jess
 , of all people. He took a breath.



“So,” he said. “Rue.”



“Rue.” Jess sighed. “She’s… been struggling a bit more. Her grades weren’t spectacular in her last two years of high school, so she’s doing her Super Academy work through the online program. The rest of her classes are at the local college.”



“Ah.” Will knew how much pride and prestige came with officially getting onto the Academy’s campus. “That sucks.”



The Seattle Super Academy was basically an Ivy League school for supers, except even more consequential in terms of career development. The online program had begun as a way of expanding the lessons to a wider base of supers, but not being physically at the Academy meant not having the experience of rubbing shoulders with other teenagers from unique backgrounds with interesting powers.



“She’s nineteen,” said Jess. “She’s justifiably upset over it, on top of the normal teenage moodiness. I’ve been doing my best to just give her space, encourage her when I see an opening. It’s less about finding some perfect solution and more about, well… getting over the hump.”



“Cammie’s nineteen,” muttered Will. “That’s insane.”



“She grew up so fast,” said Jess. “I sometimes find myself wishing that she’d slow down. I feel like the proud mother bird who isn’t ready for her nest to be empty just yet.”



“You’ll have to get rid of me first,” said Will, grinning.



“What if I don’t want to?” She smiled back at him and touched his knee again.



God, her hand felt good there. He patted her knuckles and gently slid her fingers away, trying to uncross whatever wires had gotten tangled in his head to make Jess’s touch feel like that.








CHAPTER 3




 



The drive home was only an hour or so, but Will was out of practice riding in the car. He dozed off for a good portion of the trip, coming awake only as Jess navigated the car across the beautiful, hilly Vermont terrain.



The house that the Sorlings, the
 Crimson Five
 , had once all lived in was nestled within the inoffensive suburban sprawl surrounding Lancaster City. Will felt strange as Jess turned onto their street.



The house had never seemed anything special to him as a kid. Five bedrooms, two baths, a spacious double-doored garage. In the time since he’d left, he’d lived out of motel rooms, penthouses, a school bus filled with stolen money, and of course, a prison cell. None of them had stirred this kind of emotion with him, this unpredictable feeling that left him suddenly unsure of who he was.



He’d dreamed of coming home so often during his time in self-enforced exile, but it had never been like this. As Jess brought the car to a stop in the driveway and turned off the engine, Will felt such a powerful sense of anxiety that he had to close his eyes for a second.



“What’s wrong?” asked Jess.



“I just…” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s as if I’m only just now realizing how badly I fucked up, and how I have less than nothing to show for it.”



“You still have people who love you,” said Jess. “If that’s not enough… there might also be some leftover pie in the fridge.”



He laughed, and she squeezed his shoulder, and he found the courage to climb out of the car and make the long walk down the paved walkway leading to the front door. It was still his home. He could confirm that much with his heart as he set his hand on the doorknob and stepped into the familiar entranceway.



It was quiet inside. Will took his shoes off and set them in the neat row alongside Jess and Rue’s extensive collection of footwear. He slowly walked into the living room, feeling a strange impulse to touch everything, to run around, to see where things were different, in which ways the space had left him behind.



“Um…” Jess kicked off her boots as she came up behind him, sounding similarly unsure of how to welcome him in. “It’s pretty late in the afternoon. I could start dinner early if you’re hungry?”



“Sure,” he said. “I missed lunch because of the release procedures.”



“Right. Your room is still, well, your room. We didn’t change anything if you want to head up and relax.”



“Maybe after,” he said. “I’ll keep you company in the kitchen.”



“I’d love that.”



He took a seat at the counter, still feeling an overwhelming sense of surrealness in the current moment. There was an aspect of freedom, true freedom, which he still had to adjust himself to. In prison, he’d never had a choice about what to do, what he should be doing. Back home, he was almost paralyzed by the range of his options.



“I bought some steak,” said Jess. “I thought I’d do stir fry with rice?”



“That sounds fine.”



“I might still have that seasoning you used to love.” Jess rose on her tiptoes to investigate her spice cabinet, sliding various jars and shakers from side to side. “Drat. Never mind, I’ll have to pick more up. I—”



Will heard the front door open and then slam shut a second later. Fast footsteps headed for the stairs and then doubled back. He turned around on his stool and saw a beautiful young woman come through the doorway into the dining room.



Rue. He almost didn’t recognize her. She was young and confident and, well, bouncy. She’d filled out, her once boyish build now full, some might say
 thick
 , with flesh and feminine curves in a modern hourglass figure. Her hair was dark brown, curly to the point of verging on poofy, like an aura around her face.



She’d been an orphan, a true orphan with no paper trail, just like him. Her heritage was likely some combination of African and Asian, from her mid-toned skin and almond-shaped eyes, but she’d never bothered to get a DNA test… just like him.



He saw the confusion in her expression as she stared at him. She even went so far as to zip up her sweatshirt, which she’d been in the middle of pulling off as she’d first entered the room. Will realized that she didn’t recognize him, or if she did, she wasn’t comfortable.



“Cammie,” he said. “Hey.”



She blinked a few times fast. “Nobody calls me that anymore.”



“Except me, apparently.” He smiled, trying to draw one out of her, without success.



“You cut your hair,” she said.



“The prison cut my hair,” he said, gesturing to his head.



“It looks awful.”



“Rue!” snapped Jess.



“What?” Rue made her way into the kitchen, shouldering loose her bag onto the counter. “It does. Don’t be mad at me for being honest. How long until dinner?”



She pulled a soda out of the fridge and popped the tab.



“It’ll be a few minutes,” said Jess.



“Call me when it’s ready.” Rue turned and started back toward the stairs. Will got up, moving to catch up with her before she could disappear.



“Hey,” he said. “Can we talk?”



“No,” she said, glaring at him. “I don’t think we can. What would you even have to say to me at this point, LP?”



He shook his head, feeling so drained. He was ready to give her an apology, but couldn’t find the words to do it justice. It all felt so unfair, like he’d stepped out of a world moving in slow motion into one that flew by at hyper-speed. Rue was already stomping her way upstairs, and he heard her door slam shut an instant later.



“That was my fault,” muttered Jess. “I told her you’d be coming back this month, but not the specific day. I thought… maybe the surprise would help jar her out of her teenage headspace. I wasn’t thinking.”



“It’s not your fault,” he said. “Trust me when I say I deserved that. I… made Rue a promise before I left. Made it and broke it on the same day.”



Jess slid the contents of her cutting board into the pan and nodded slowly. “I know. Rue and I talked a lot about that in the first few months after you left. She really thought you were coming back. She refused to give up on you, at least at first.”



Will winced and took a seat at the counter again. “For what it’s worth, I thought I was coming back, too. At least at first.”



“All that matters is that you did,” said Jess. “Eventually.”



She left the stove to come up behind him, setting her hands on his shoulders and kissing the top of his head. Will sighed, so relieved to be home and out of the pen. To not have to worry about what Despot and his lackeys might try to pull, or how he was going to make it through the grinding boredom of another faceless day.



“Is Avery coming for dinner?” he asked.



“She’s on assignment tonight, but she said she’d be by in the morning,” said Jess.



“Assignment?” He furrowed his brow. “What kind of job does she have, anyway?”



Jess flashed him a coy smile. “Better for me to let her explain it.”



“Fair enough.” He pushed his stool back. “I think I’ll head up to my room for a minute. Settle in.”



“I’ll call you down when the food’s ready,” said Jess. “I love you, Will.”



“I love you, too.”



He made his way upstairs slowly, dragging his fingers along the polished banister, feet taking in the texture of the carpet. His room was at the end of the hall, right across from Rue’s. True to what Jess had said, it was almost exactly as he’d left it.



Almost. She’d apparently hung his old costume up on the wall, like someone might if they were constructing a shrine to a departed loved one. Black mask, crimson spandex tights, black, fingerless gloves. As though it mattered whether or not the gloves were fingerless for him to use his power.



Lockpick
 had always been a misnomer, so much further from the truth than anyone aside from Halberd would ever know. Will had never picked a single lock in his life. His power was a scalpel, in a literal sense. He could cut through anything.



He needed a knife to do it, of course. Thin lockpicks were close enough, perfectly suited for opening doors by cutting just right. The skillset had pigeonholed him into that role within his team early in his short career as a super, given how useful it had still been even when he’d been a child. He’d never showcased the full extent of his ability to anyone other than Halberd, after they’d left home. It was his secret, one he wasn’t even sure why he’d first started keeping.



He could cut through brick with a butter knife, or steel with a shaving razor. Titanium, diamond, whatever. It didn’t matter how hard his cutting edge was, how sharp it was, how much strength he put into his movement. Will’s power was simple, elegant, and as he’d learned during his time with Halberd, incredibly dangerous.



And just like a scalpel, it could mend as effectively as cut. Will didn’t even need a knife to do it, though unlike cutting, it was limited to his own body.



Minor wounds, bruises, cuts, sprains, they all rubbed out with the pass of a hand. Major wounds, serious stabs, broken bones, severed appendages, they took more time, but could be mended just as easily.



He assumed he could still die from blood loss, too much too fast, or a serious enough injury that overwhelmed his ability or killed him before he could use it, but obviously it wasn’t a limit he’d tested. Mending was the second half to his secret, a talent he owed as much of his success to as cutting.



He found it funny that he thought about the past few years that way. But the fact that he was still alive was undeniably a success, though it was like the bitter relief at the end of a crucible.



He took the costume down from the wall and set it across his bed. He could hear music playing from Rue’s room across the hall.



Things could have been so different.








CHAPTER 4




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Hey!” cried Cammie. “You cheated!”



“No, I didn’t,” said Lockpick. “It’s a combo. If you’d blocked the first hit, you would have been fine.”



“I don’t even know what button block is.” She set her controller down on the carpet, crossing her arms and pouting. “Can we go back to playing Minecraft, now?”



Lockpick chuckled and nodded his head. He brought the game back to the menu, the background music cutting off to reveal what they’d been trying to distract themselves from in the first place. Relic and Halberd were arguing again.



“Stop it,” said Relic. “Please, Hal.”



“They’re sanctioning me again!” shouted Halberd. “Fuck, am I not allowed to be upset?”



“You can get upset,” said Relic. “Hell, you can even drink if you want to. I don’t care about that. It’s the…
 other stuff.
 ”



“Hey, I’ll go if you want me to.”



“I didn’t say I wanted you to go.”



“I can’t believe they fucking sanctioned me,” muttered Halberd. “I didn’t even mean to cut that statue’s head off.”



“There was… more than one.”



“The first one, I mean. I thought just, you know… made sense for them all to match.”



“Those were priceless historical relics!”



“Which is why I stopped to consider the importance of symmetry, woman!”



Relic gave a heavy sigh and hurried upstairs. She stopped by Kestrel’s room, sharing a few quick words with her, and then continued down the hallway. Lockpick knew what Relic was about to say before she spoke, and so did Cammie, from the way she rose to her feet.



“Your father… needs some time to blow off some steam,” said Relic. “I thought the rest of us could go out and get some ice cream? Maybe see a movie?”



There was a crash from downstairs, the sound of a plate or bowl breaking, Halberd muttering a muffled
 fuck
 in response.



“I… should probably stay here,” said Lockpick. “Make sure he gets to bed without breaking too much stuff. Remember the window incident?”



“LP…” Relic set a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to do that.”



“I don’t want him to leave,” said Lockpick. “He might this time.”



“If he leaves, he leaves,” said Relic.  “He’s a grown man. At this point… I just can’t deal with it anymore.”



“You’re not going to leave with him, LP, are you?” asked Cammie.



“Of course not.”



“Promise?”



He hugged her tight. “I promise.”



 



***



 



“Would you stop already?”



Lockpick was downstairs, trying to watch TV and keep Halberd from doing too much damage simultaneously. The older superhero had begun banging his head against the house’s front door over and over again in protest of what he took to be a violation of his inalienable rights.



“Come on, LP,” he muttered. “Give me my keys.”



“You’re too drunk to drive,” said Lockpick.



“I don’t even have any beer left.”



“Too high, then. Too… whatever it is you’ve taken this time.”



“Come on, LP,” said Halberd. “I’ll buy you a milkshake.”



“I’m fifteen years old,” said Lockpick. “You’re not going to bribe me with a fucking milkshake.”



“Alright, alright…” Halberd snapped his fingers. “I’ll buy, ah… a videogame?”



“Tempting, but no.”



“At least we’re getting somewhere now,” said Halberd. “The new Xbox console just came out.”



“You can’t find it in the stores.”



“But what if we can?”



“You couldn’t afford it, with how you spend your money,” said Lockpick.



“But what if…” Halberd made a gesture with his hands, flipped them both open, revealing a bunch of nickels and dimes. “…I have a hidden stash of cash saved for just such a purpose?”



Lockpick sighed and tried not to smile. It was so hard to stay mad at this man, who he alternated between looking up to and looking after. Halberd was genuinely funny, mostly good-natured… and very much lost in the grip of his addiction. It was hard not to look at him and imagine the man he’d be if he could just get his shit together, and keep it together, for a little while.



“I’m not giving you your keys,” he said. “If you really have to go to the store, I’ll drive you there.”



“You’re fifteen,” said Halberd.



“I have my permit.”



“Touché.” Halberd slapped him on the back as he stood. “Thanks, LP. We’ll roll the windows down, put on some music. It’ll be fun, I promise.”



They walked out to the car together, Halberd stumbling, leaning on the younger man’s shoulder. It was the last time Lockpick would see his home for years.








CHAPTER 5




 



Will sighed, running his hands across the fabric of his mask.
 Lockpick’s
 mask, more accurately. He’d never wear it again, though even if he’d been so inclined, it was far too small for him as an adult.



There was a knock at his door which he’d left open. Jess poked her head into the room, the smile on her face fading into something more subdued as she saw him with his old costume.



“Did I stumble upon your reminiscing, or mourning?” she asked.



“A bit of column A, a bit of column B.”



He tossed the mask down into the heap and leaned back on his hands. Jess took a seat on the carpet next to him, letting her shoulder rub against his.



“We retired all of the other costumes, too, if it helps at all,” she said. “I still use Relic as my hero name, obviously, but I have a completely new aesthetic now.”



“I’ve seen it.” He turned, meeting her gaze, her face so near to his. “Sketches of it, I mean.”



“A couple of your fellow prisoners had artistic talent?”



“Something like that.”



He coughed and glanced away. There’d been every sort of sketch of Relic imaginable, in various poses, states of undress, and…
 other
 situations. He’d learned early on that it was best to just look the other way, rather than starting fights over it. Crude sketches had been the least of his worries during his time in Mastodon.



“Do you miss it?” asked Jess. “Being a hero?”



Will shrugged. “Does it matter? My CA license is permanently suspended, so that’s that.”



“Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked it like that. I just meant… we were in it together. The
 Crimson Five
 . We were dedicated to helping people, and then…”



And then Halberd became a notorious supervillain. That unfortunate bit of history that would always be impossible to forget, too jagged to polish smooth, too vivid to white out. In the end, Halberd got himself killed after chasing away everyone who might have mourned him, his greatest crime of all, in Will’s opinion.



“I miss my family,” he said. “You and Rue and Avery. I miss being home. I’d be greedy to ask for anything more from my current position.”



“It means so much to hear you say that.” Jess grinned and ran her hand along his shoulder, along his arm, and briefly across one of his pecs. “We should head downstairs. Dinner’s basically ready. I was just waiting on the rice.”



“Sounds good. I should probably talk to Cammie first, though.”



“
 Rue
 , you mean,” said Jess. “I don’t know, sweetie. You being back is a lot for her to take in. She might just need some time to come around.”



“You’re probably right, but I’ve wasted enough time over the past five years thinking about what I should say instead of just saying it.”



Jess sighed as she stood up, but she was smiling. He followed her out into the hallway, stopping in front of Rue’s door instead of continuing downstairs. He took a breath, made a fist, and knocked as politely as he could.



“Rue?”



She made an annoyed noise from inside her room. “What do you want, LP?”



“To apologize to you,” he said firmly. “I broke my promise. I fucked up, and I hurt you without thinking. I’m sorry.”



She didn’t reply right away, but Will didn’t give up. He slumped down, sitting on the floor with his back against the door. The angle let him hear her better through the crack beneath it, or at least how quiet she was being, a definitive, brooding silence.



“Do you really think I still care about that?” she eventually said, voice bratty. “Or you, for that matter?”



“I still care about you.”



“Shut up. Don’t treat me like a child.”



“Oh, I get it.” He snapped a finger, letting his head settle back on the door. “You’re still pissed that I kicked your ass in Smash Bros on the day that I left. I’d offer you a rematch, but I think we both know how that would go.”



“Shut the fuck up,” she said, with the slightest edge of muffled laughter. “God. Only you would say something like that. You’re so lame.”



“Forgive me?”



More silence. It was weightier this time. Will had to squeeze his eyes shut. He wasn’t always good at being this vulnerable. Prison was a hell of a thing. A
 humbling
 thing.



“Why should I?” asked Rue.



“Because you’re Cammie, you’re
 Rue
 , and you’re extremely awesome.” He shrugged, though he knew she couldn’t see him. “I missed you enough to get sappy. Don’t rub it in.”



“You never called. Not once.”



“I couldn’t in prison. They thought I was too
 dangerous
 . Before then, I suppose it was just because Halberd was touchy about that stuff. He thought we were in danger, and that I was going to abandon him if I got back in touch with you guys.”



Like I abandoned all of you
 , he thought.



Rue could still weaponize her silences when she chose to. Will waited, dreading her reply, for as long as he could bare.



“Cammie?” he whispered.



The door opened without warning, inward, swinging fast. He fell backward with it, suddenly staring up at Rue’s shapely figure from the viewpoint of the floor. She was smiling, though trying not to, as she walked out into the hall, stepping onto him rather than over him.



“Ow!” he said. “That hurts.”



“No it doesn’t,” she said. “I don’t weigh that much.”



“More than you used to.”



“Jerk.” She reached a hand down to help him up, glancing away as soon as he was on his feet. “You’re only half forgiven, by the way.”



“That’s not a thing.”



“Of course, it is.” She crossed one arm over her body, bringing her other hand to thoughtfully stroke her cute chin. “I’ve received your apology and recognize that it has a certain amount of feeling behind it. I plan on judging your behavior over the next few days… no, weeks… to determine whether I will officially accept it.”



He tried to suppress his grin. It was a start. More than just a start.



“I suppose that’s not entirely unreasonable,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to expediate getting the second half of your forgiveness?”



“Possibly. Let me give it some more thought.”



She started to turn toward the stairs. He swept her into his arms, hugging her against him, noticing how quickly she hugged back. Noticing how big her boobs had gotten. Massive, and impossibly soft. Christ, they were like…



Shut up, brain. Shut right the fuck up, right the fuck now.








CHAPTER 6




 



“We never eat at the table anymore,” said Rue.



Will sat next to her, across from Jess, busy reacquainting himself with the concept of a knife with an actual point and edge. The smell of Jess’s cooking had brought about a profound sense of nostalgia. The taste of it, teriyaki beef and broccoli garnished with tiny little diced scallions, was nearly enough to make him cry.



“We
 would
 eat at the table if you’d come out of your room more often,” said Jess. “Besides, tonight is special.”



She slid her hand across the table and touched Will’s. He was starving, but let his fingers lace with hers for the moment anyway, attacking his plate one-handed.



“You’re fawning over him,” said Rue.



“I am not fawning over him!” said Jess.



“You’re literally fawning over him.”



Will laughed and flicked a bit of rice in Rue’s direction. Jess sighed, briefly stroking Will’s wrist before finally returning her attention to her own food.



“So,” he said. “What’s new around here? In the city, or the world, even. Recent events?”



“The city has been rather quiet,” said Jess. “With Avery working her job and, well, the rest of the
 Crimson Five
 having… moved on, it’s just been me. It’s not as though I inherited the work of five, however. There have been fewer aspiring supervillains to worry about, fewer abominations stumbling out of nowhere.”



“Out of
 nowhere
 ,” said Rue mockingly. “Is that what we call the space between a promiscuous super’s legs, now?”



“Rue!” said Jess sternly.



“What?” She shrugged, glancing toward Will for help. “I’m just saying… it’s not like they come from nowhere. Two supers need to have hot, sweaty, baby-making sex to produce a monster. Just facts.”



“I don’t think a discussion of the particulars of the Super Paternity Law are proper dinner table conversation,” said Jess.



Will cleared his throat. “So, it’s just you in Lancaster City now?”



“Yes and no.” Jess set her fork down, growing serious. “The Second Advent opened a new church on the other side of town.”



“Religious zealots,” muttered Rue.



“They’re good people if a little… earnest,” said Jess. “They have five templars, I think, that patrol the city. Father Darkeye is their priest.”



“Five?” said Will. “That seems like a lot, comparatively. Strange that the Second Advent would take an interest in such a tiny city.”



“They take an interest in everywhere and basically everything these days,” said Rue. “When’s the last time you turned on a news stream?”



“Honestly…” He shrugged. “Bit over two years ago?”



“I just meant, um, never mind.”



“It’s cool, no offense taken,” he said. “Really, it was more like a… meditation getaway than a prison sentence. I worked out. I picked up new skills. Check this out.”



He closed his hands together, forming a closed hollow and blew into his thumbs to produce a flute-like effect.



“You’re so weird,” muttered Rue.



“You’re eating vegetarian teriyaki tofu, and I’m the weird one?”



“It’s vegan, and yes.”



Will gave her shin a gentle kick underneath the table. Rue retaliated by sending a chunk of tofu catapulting off her fork and toward his chest. He sliced it in two with his knife on reflex, glad that it was tofu and not something that would properly demonstrate his precision with his power.



“It’s so good to have conversation back around the table,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Does anyone want seconds?”



 



***



 



Will insisted on doing the dishes after the meal. Jess wasn’t easily convinced, but he’d learned how to be properly stubborn in prison, and refused to take no for an answer.



He took a shower afterward, feeling spoiled by having control over the hot water, the freedom to stay in for as long as he wanted. He was still lacking clothes that fit his current self, rather than him at fifteen, so he borrowed a pair of track pants and a t-shirt from Halberd’s old wardrobe. It was all stuffed into the attic, but the clothes were still cleanish, if a bit wrinkled.



He sat down on his bed and booted up his Xbox. It was last gen’s console, but he hadn’t exactly been spoiled by a wealth of time to play anything newer over the past few years. He left his door open a crack, wondering if he might tempt Rue into joining him.



His door opened after a few minutes, but it was Jess who stepped through, not Rue. She’d also taken a shower, and her hair was still damp and scraggly, darker blonde than normal. She was barefoot and only wearing a thin, white nightgown.



“Hey,” she said. “Can we talk?”



Will paused the game. “Of course. What’s up?”



He patted the spot next to him on his bed. It was strange seeing Jess like this. Even though she was without makeup, she seemed so young, so… girlish, almost. He wondered if that was just him, the effect of prison aging him up too much, too fast.



“I’m proud of you,” she said, plopping down on the bed.



He grinned, warm with the praise. “Why? What did I do?”



“Nothing.” She smiled back it him. “Do I really need a specific reason? Can’t I just be proud of you?”



She was teasing him, but he couldn’t help but take the question seriously. “Maybe. Jess… I wasn’t the best person in prison. Or before. I—”



“It’s alright.” She set her hand on his chest, drawing closer. “LP. Will. You don’t have to explain.” She slid sideways and then prodded one of his chest muscles. “Jesus, how much time did you spend working out in there?”



“It was basically the only thing worth doing,” he said. “You should have seen how sweaty I got.”



She worked her thumb into his pectoral muscle, sighing with appreciation. “I can picture it.”



He felt that stirring again, more pleasant than unpleasant, but more wrong than right. Jess was watching him, waiting, almost. It was nothing. It was dangerous. It was absolutely uncalled for, inappropriate, unexpected. He cleared his throat and stared up at his ceiling as though a bat had flown into the room.



“Well,” he said. “If there’s still workout equipment down in the basement, I suppose I’ll keep it up.”



“Maybe I’ll come down and join you, sometime.”



“As though
 Relic
 needs to work out.”



“Needing to and
 wanting
 to are two different things,” she said. “Right?”



“Right.”



They stared at each other again, and it was even worse this time around. He couldn’t think, which was probably a blessing. He didn’t want to know what was going on in his own head right then and there.



“I just came to say goodnight,” said Jess. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to let me know.”



“I’ve got more than everything I need.” He took a breath, calming down. “I love you.”



“I love you, too. Sleep tight.”



She kissed him on the cheek and left his room. Will stayed sitting on the bed, not daring to even get up and close the door until he was sure that it wouldn’t force him to notice and reckon with how tight his pants had become.



It was a prison thing. He was all backed up, at the mercy of his urges. It wasn’t his fault for being horny, and it probably wasn’t the last thing he’d find confusing about his newfound freedom. He repeated the words in his head like a mantra against evil.



As he sat back down on his bed, he acknowledged that his current problem had an obvious solution. Which was to say, he had his own room, with a laptop wirelessly connected to the internet, and it had been a very long time since that had last been the case.








CHAPTER 7




 



Will double and triple checked that the door to his room was securely locked before even daring to open his web browser. His laptop was slower than he remembered, or perhaps the internet had just gotten more resource intensive since he’d last used it. Still, it was serviceable, and he was soon staring into the screen, considering his options.



It was bizarre how illicit it felt to him to be on the verge of looking at porn in his old childhood home, with Rue and Jess in their rooms just across the hall, probably still awake given how early it was into the night.



It felt more like committing a crime than many of the actual crimes he’d committed.



He found his old box of tissues still hidden in the back of his sock drawer, and let himself give in to temptation. Two things became immediately clear. One, many of the websites he’d once frequented for this sort of thing were gone, dead links or redirects to other, seedier porn sites. Two, his adblocker was shit.



Will finally settled for simply googling search terms with his browser in stealth mode. He felt like a preteen trying to get his first glimpse of naked flesh as he typed in phrases that sounded juvenile even to him in his lust-drunk haste to get going.



Sexy naked women



Models undressing



Porn site with no ads



He eventually just settled on clicking the first result, which, ironically, probably had that position due to its massive advertising budget. It was a camgirl site, filled with pretty young women desperate for money and attention. Probably more money than attention. It would do just fine.



He scanned the top categories and moved his mouse to click on one that suited him. It was then, after clicking, while his molasses-slow laptop was preparing to load the next page, that he noticed the section labeled “Just Started Streaming.”



One of the thumbnails was of a woman, a girl, who looked like Rue. She could have been her twin. Will blinked, and the next page abruptly loaded. He clicked the back button, but the camgirl thumbnails were all of new faces, and he was left sporting an extremely confused boner.



It couldn’t have been her. It didn’t fit. Rue was objectively too pretty to be on one of these websites, and arguably too prissy. He felt gross for even making the connection between her and some random lookalike, probably in another state, if not another country.



Besides, Jess would kill her if she ever discovered her doing something like that. In her own room, just across the hall from Will’s, no less. He looked at the door, still stroking his erection absent mindedly. There was no way… she was probably asleep, or texting on her phone. Not doing
 that
 .



He clicked on a different model’s profile and tried to shift his mood back in a lustful direction. A noise came from elsewhere in the house. Was that a… giggle? He stood up, making himself decent, and headed for his door.



He hesitated, thinking it through. There was no way. He was being ridiculous, but… still. He pictured that thumbnail again, simultaneously wishing he’d simply clicked it to dispel his suspicion and never seen it in the first place.



Will sighed, headed into the hallway, and knocked on Rue’s door.



“Hey,” he said. “Are you still up?”



There was a beat of silence. Suspicious silence?



“What?” she called. “Sorry. Listening to music.”



He heard footsteps, and then the door swung open. Rue wore an oversized t-shirt with the Super Academy’s logo on the front, which raised a few questions in itself.



“I just, uh, wanted to say goodnight,” he said.



“Goodnight. Why are you looking at me like that, LP?”



He scratched his head, fumbling for an excuse. “The t-shirt.”



“I’m wearing panties underneath, you perv.”



“No, I mean, where did you get it?”



“I did a tour of the campus with Jess when I first applied,” she said. “They were giving out free t-shirts. I never would have worn something so lame and basic in my actual size.”



“Right.” He leaned forward, glancing around her room. Her computer wasn’t even on, as far as he could tell.



“Um, okay, officer,” she said. “Are you detaining me, or am I free to go?”



“Shut up,” he said.



“Good night, Will.” She smirked at him for a second and then surprised him with a hug. “It is sort of cool that you’re back.”



“Thanks.”



Such incredible, big, plump boobs. If she really were a camgirl, she’d—



“Goodnight!”



Will hurried out, more confused than ever. He headed back to his room, sat down in front of his laptop, and made it through two and a half minutes of a curvy redhead’s camshow before needing an impressive number of tissues.








CHAPTER 8




 



Will had forgotten where he was the next morning when he woke up. It took him a few minutes to adjust to being in his soft, childhood bed, rather than a hard prison bunk. He felt the surrealness of being on the outside anew, but it was a sensation blunted by a rather more familiar problem.



A certain hard, manly part of him was clearly still thinking about the previous night. He turned from his side to lie on his back, amusing himself at the size of the tent his erection had raised in the sheets. This wasn’t really a problem he could leave be if he wanted to interact with Rue in a passably normal manner over breakfast.



He found his worn shirt from the day before to use for damage control and got to work. It was to keep his imagination from straying into weird places, but he wasn’t quite so far gone as to need to reach for his laptop and boot up a video. He pictured Liz Laser, the first girl he’d hooked up with while on the run with Halberd, remembered the cool little trick she could do with her—



“Will?” Jess pushed her way into his room. “Are you up? I was…”



She trailed off, and Will had a perfect view of her shocked expression, eyes blinking, mouth agape. He cringed and bunched his sheets over his crotch, which really only drew more of her attention to what he’d been doing.



“Knocking is a thing!” he said. “Knocking on doors.”



“Sorry.” She brought a hand to her mouth, but she wasn’t laughing. She started to speak again but then hesitated, leaving the moment open for a strange vibe to run rampant. “I was… in a rush. Your probation officer is going to be here in fifteen minutes. I thought you might need a… change of clothes.”



She bent forward to pick up the pile of clothing she’d dropped in surprise, her blouse billowing downward to reveal a hint of her generous cleavage, along with the top edge of her white and blue bra. She smiled awkwardly at him and then strode over to sit down on his bed.



“It’s perfectly natural,” she said. “You’re a grown man.
 William
 .”



“Can we not talk about it?”



“If you don’t want to, we don’t have to.”



“Why would I want to talk about
 that
 with, well…
 you?”



“I mean, I hope you’d be comfortable enough to talk about anything with me, but I take your point,” said Jess. “Look, I’m sorry. I’ll just pretend that I never saw anything. No big deal.”



She patted him on the knee and stood up, heading for the door. Will leaned his head back on the pillow. It felt as though they’d all be pretending in a silly little circle. He hadn’t seen anything on his laptop last night. Jess hadn’t seen him doing anything this morning.



“This is torture,” he muttered.



He was too out of sorts and too pressed for time to get back in the mood for self-love, so he simply waited until his lower half was mostly calm and pulled on the clothes Jess had brought for him. A pair of jeans with a nice white dress shirt. The fit was a little loose, but in a fashionable way. It wasn’t wrinkled, and he realized, dumbly, that Jess had ironed it for him.



He felt a little nervous as he made his way downstairs. The truth of his current existence was that he was very much still a super-felon, out on parole.



His probation officer could bring it all crashing down. Being home with Jess and Rue felt like a dream come true, and waiting at the dining room table for his PO to arrive and introduce himself was like dreading the beep of his alarm clock.



“Here,” said Jess. “Eat something.”



She set a plate of pancakes in front of him and slid a bottle of maple syrup his way.



“Not really hungry,” he said. He found it a little hard to look at her after how she’d walked in on him
 in action
 , so to speak. Jess seemed like her normal self, setting her hands on his back, and giving him a quick shoulder massage.



“Relax,” she said. “I wouldn’t worry, if I were you.”



The front door burst open. Will flinched, spinning around in his seat. He blinked, seeing an all too familiar face.



Avery, or
 Kestrel
 , as she’d been known on the Crimson Five, looked different. The change wasn’t as pronounced as how Rue had grown into her body, but was still striking. Her red hair was cut short, hanging just past her ears, almost like his hair had once been.



Avery was a petite woman with compact curves that punched above their weight. She wore a leather jacket, and one of her ears was heavy with metal studs and rings. Her pale face made her deep green eyes that much more vibrant, but she didn’t even look his way as she flung open the fridge and started poking around inside it.



“I made pancakes,” called Jess.



“Not all that hungry,” said Avery. “I need electrolytes, or vitamin C, at the minimum. What happened to that orange juice you bought?”



“I think Rue drank it.” Jess still stood behind Will and set her hands back on his shoulders. “Avery.”



“Yeah?” She finally looked up, face going from casually bored to completely stupefied across the span of a second. “He’s back? You said he wasn’t getting in until this afternoon!”



“That seemed to be the case a few days ago, but his release was moved up, and, well, I thought it might make for a fun surprise.”



“Good to see you, Avery.” Will grinned as he rose to his feet. “How have you—”



He grunted as she leapt onto him, hugging him and forcing him to catch her all at once.



“LP!” She made a squawking, laughing noise and ruffled his hair. “You’re back! You’re… tall, all the sudden.”



“Yeah,” he said. “Literally just happened overnight.”



She hopped down, still grinning and eyeing him up and down. “Still sarcastic as ever.”



“I learned it from you.”



“I bet you did. You got buff, apparently, too. Do I have to pay for a ticket to this gun show, or is it open to the public? I’m going to have my hands full with you, that’s for sure.”



She grabbed a cup and poured herself water from the pitcher on the table.



“Hands full with…” Will blinked, finally connecting the dots. “No fucking way.”



“Yes fucking way,” said Avery. “You’re staring at your assigned probation officer for the indefinite future.”



“You can’t be serious!” Will gaped at her and then looked at Jess, who wasn’t smiling, but had amusement written across her eyes. “You’re… a probation officer?”



“Been one for a little over a year now,” said Avery.



“They let you, of all people, become a probation officer?”



Avery narrowed her eyes into a glare. Jess stepped in between them, holding up her hands for peace.



“She was recruited for the position, if you can believe it,” said Jess. “Her power and insight into the mind of supers, heroes and villains, make her a perfect fit. She’s good at her job, LP. Be respectful.”



“Yeah, LP,” said Avery. “Be respectful.”



She grabbed a pancake and stuffed it into her mouth, washing it down with a sip of water. Will ran a hand through his hair, suddenly smitten with that surreal feeling of being in a waking dream again.



“I’ll be taking him for his first power abstinence treatment,” said Avery. “After that, I suppose I’ll have him shadow me while I check up on one of my other clients. Back by tonight, at the latest.”



“Drive safe,” Jess said to Avery. She looked at Will. “Listen to your sister.”



“Right,” he said. “I guess I’ll see you tonight?”



“I’ll wait up for you.”



“Wish Cammie a good morning for me,” he added.



“Come on, Will,” said Avery. “You’re acting like you’re saying your goodbyes before going back to prison.”



He shrugged. “You never know.”



He felt raw as he considered the truth within that statement. It wasn’t as though they’d even charged him for half the crimes he’d committed with Halberd. He was, in a sense, living on borrowed time.



With that said, despite his earlier protestations, he was glad that Avery was the one with her finger on the button.








CHAPTER 9




 



Avery grabbed Will’s shoulder as they stepped out onto the porch. She squeezed with her fingers, putting a surprising amount of strength into the gesture for such a small woman.



“I bet you’re thinking that you lucked out getting me as a probation officer,” she said. “I bet you’re thinking that I’ll take it easy on you, let things slide, and give you special treatment, right?”



Will thought about denying it but decided on the truth instead. “More or less, yeah.”



Avery sighed and flashed him a devious smile. “Oh, LP. I’m going to ride you like a horse on the way to the glue factory.”



“Phrasing.”



Avery’s car was parked in the driveway outside. It was an old Dodge Neon, with chipped paint, small rust spots around the wheel wells, and a spoiler on the back that looked like something out of a teenage tweaker’s wet dream. Will couldn’t suppress a slight smile.



“What?” snapped Avery. “You’re judging my ride, aren’t you?”



“Absolutely.” He ran his hand over a spot that had obviously been patched on the front bumper. “Jess made it out to seem like you’d gotten your shit together. An adult job, your own apartment… but still the same old junky car.”



“Why would I spend my hard-earned money on a new car?” Avery took a step upward, rising to float in the air, red hair dancing like grass in the wind. “Please explain to me, in your wisdom and brilliance, how it makes sense for a woman who can fly to invest in a far less convenient form of travel?”



She showed off, doing a slow backflip that briefly exposed her taut stomach and pale navel.



“Get down from there, you airhead,” said Will, laughing. “The neighbors are going to see.”



He leapt up to grab her and began pulling her back down. One of his hands briefly brushed her petite chest, but if she noticed, she didn’t say anything.



“If I were you, I would be extremely mindful about how you address your probation officer,” said Avery. She tried to lift up again with him still holding her and they fell sideways, banging into the car, bodies pressed together.



“You’re still as crazy as ever, apparently,” said Will.



“You just got out of prison for going on a crime spree with a supervillain, and I’m the crazy one?”



Oof. Punch to the gut.



Will opened his mouth and shut it, with no retort and no wind in his sails.



“Sorry,” said Avery quickly. “I just meant…”



“I know what you meant,” he said. “And you aren’t wrong. I apologized to Jess and Rue, but I should also apologize to you.”



She nodded slowly, clasping her hands together, making a show of waiting. Will shouldered past her and climbed into the car.



“I said I
 should
 , not that I’m going to.”



“You little ass!” laughed Avery. “I am going to ride you hard. Just wait.”



 



***



 



Seeing more of the area reinforced just how much it had changed across Will’s time away. The community center had been torn down and rebuilt in a different part of the city. An old, empty parking lot now held a five-story condominium.
 Baker’s Grocery
 was, well, still
 Baker’s Grocery
 , but they’d painted it blue instead of its former uneven beige. Blue! The insanity of it galled him.



“So,” said Avery. “You actually did luck out a bit more than you realize. The parole board has been flexible about the terms of your release, given the, um,
 focus
 of your power.”



She’d been teasing him about how useless lockpicking was since they’d been kids. It had been kind of funny, the secret of the truth, and he’d enjoyed the bickering more than he should have.



“Shut up, pigeon girl,” he said.



“Hey, we all know it’s not the size of the power that counts, but how you use it.” She poked him in the ribs. Will pretended to snap his teeth at her finger.



“Anyway,” she continued, “you won’t have to undergo the usual Normexital battery of injections and pills. You’ve been approved for a therapy and meditation-based superpower abstinence treatment.”



“That’s sounds good to me,” he said. “A little new-agey, but good.”



Avery snorted. “Extremely new-agey. But it has been effective enough for some of my other clients.”



She parked in a pothole-ridden lot next to the old movie theater. The building’s sign read
 Faithful Remedies
 , and Will could smell an abundance of incense even before they’d opened the front door. A curtain of beads divided the coat room from the waiting room, and a dark-haired woman with thick glasses sat behind the counter.



“Hey,” said the woman, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.”



“Gracie. It’s beyond good to see you.”



The two women shared a long hug.



“This is my brother, William,” said Avery.



“It’s nice to meet you, Will.” Gracie flashed a dimpled smile and reached out to shake his hand.



“Likewise,” he said.



“He’s also one of my clients.” Avery frowned a bit and tapped her fingers on the counter. “Any chance you have an opening for the abstinence treatment this morning?”



“I’m free right now, if it works,” said Gracie.



“Perfect. Put it on the usual tab.”



Gracie stood up. She was slightly chubby, but not unattractive in the slightest. She wore a long white coat resembling a doctor’s, though the crop top underneath and the mood rings on her fingers somewhat counterbalanced the effect.



“Right this way, Will,” said Gracie, leading him by the hand. “Take your shoes off at the door.”



“Sure,” he said. “What does this entail, exactly?”



“Oh, you’ll see.”



“Don’t tease the boy too much, Gracie,” called Avery.



She led him into a room with a massage table in the center and began bustling around the edges, lighting candles and incense. Will was sufficiently skeptical, but with Normexitral being the alternative, he was still fairly optimistic. Besides, it didn’t really matter all that much to him whether the treatment was effective or not.



“Full disclosure,” said Gracie. “I know about you.”



Will sighed, picking up on the coy edge to her smile. She crossed her arms and waited, and he knew he’d already damned himself with his silence.



“It’s not exactly common information, but it’s not like it’s much of a secret at this point either,” he said. “I’m sure you manage to deduce the identities of a fair number of your clients.”



“Well, in your case it’s through Avery, but I do like to get to know people,” she said. “Though, not all of them have very interesting stories to tell. Do you mind taking your shirt off?”



“For…?”



“The massage,” said Gracie. “I’m going to release some of the tension in your chakra points. It will allow your inner energies to flow more freely through you and dampen the effect of your power.”



“Of course, of course,” he said, a touch sarcastically. He started to unbutton his shirt and then froze, remembering his tattoos.



“What’s wrong?” asked Gracie.



He didn’t answer right away. Truth be told, Will was possessed mainly by an urge to head for the door. To leave instead of revealing this particular truth so soon after getting out of prison, especially to someone Avery obviously knew.



“I collected a decent amount of ink during my incarceration,” he said, after a while. “I’m not proud of some of it. Most of it, really.”



“I’m not going to judge you,” said Gracie. “I am the anti-judge.”



“I appreciate that. Could you keep this between the two of us? I haven’t exactly opened up about this to many people yet. Avery included.”



Gracie blinked. “Yeah, no prob. Client confidentiality.”



If anything, her eyes locked onto him even more intensely after his disclaimer. She grinned and started helping him with his dress shirt’s buttons, running her hands across his chest as soon as it was accessible.



Will’s tattoos were easy enough to hide with a t-shirt or even an undershirt if he tried. He’d been careful to keep Jess and Rue from catching a glimpse of them, not really wanting to have that particular conversation just yet. Not ever, if it could be helped.



“Do you mind if I use oil?” asked Gracie.



“Will that help lubricate my chakras, or whatever?”



“You’re almost as much of a smartass as your sister,” said Gracie. “She and I go way back, so I’ve had time to get used to it. Lie down. Also, pants off, too.”



“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to—”



“But you do know better,” she said, interrupting. “This is my show, kiddo.”



He laughed and slowly unzipped his jeans. “Boxers, too?”



“If you’re comfortable with it,” she said. “Makes it easier to reach everywhere.”



“Sure.” Despite his previous insulation, Will felt a little awkward as he climbed onto the massage table naked. He lay on his front, face pressed into the little cushioned circular hole that supported his forehead and neck.



“This might be a little cold,” said Gracie. He heard the sound of her oiling her hands, a vaguely lewd churning, and then felt soft fingers on his shoulders and back. Will couldn’t help the sigh her touch drew out of him.



“Mmm,” he said. “I think I’m warming to this treatment.”



“Glad to hear it.” She slowly began massaging his back, stopping to press her fingers deeper into the muscles at various points along the way, presumably his chakras, or whatever. “So. From your perspective… What was he like?”



He knew who she was asking about, but saw no reason to put out so easily. “What was who like?”



Her hands massaged deeper, caressing and stroking. It felt good, really good, especially after so long without that kind of tender touch, behind bars.



“I think you know who.” She waited and pushed further when he wasn’t forthcoming. “Halberd.”



“You’re welcome to look him up online. There’s plenty of info out there about his nefarious legacy.”



“I could, but you knew him,” said Gracie. “You were basically his son, if not his best friend.”



“Ask Avery, then,” he said. “She was as much his daughter as I was his son.”



“She’s not the one who was with him during his time as one of the most famous supervillains on this side of the Atlantic.”



Will chuckled. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you have a bit of a supervillain fetish.”



“Could you really blame me, given my line of work? Halberd was larger than life. He was chaos incarnate, sure, but he had a certain… charm to him, I suppose you could say.”



“He was human,” said Will. “More human than I think you realize.”



“Time to flip,” said Gracie. “Do you want a cloth for your… oh!”



He’d turned onto his back without thinking, without pausing to consider the effect of Gracie’s soft touch and feminine presence. He had a full-blown erection, and unlike with Jess that morning, there was nothing suitable to grab to cover it with.



“I was going to ask if you wanted me to cover, well… this.” She held a finger just over his cock, nearly touching it. “I guess you’re one of the bold ones.”



“Yeah. Chaos incarnate part two.”



He gave her a slightly cocky half smile, and she held his gaze in an interesting way. She let her fingers tap against his leg as though considering how to continue with the therapy.



“There are two chakra points on the inside of your thighs,” she said slowly. “I don’t have to get them if you’re not comfortable with it. I’ll have to… touch you if that’s alright.”



Her hands were still slick with oil, and her fingers left little smears across his leg as she slid them further up. It was as though she had an adjustable switch to make his cock harder and was slowly turning it up to the max.



“Touch away,” he said. “I want the full treatment.”



She laughed, bringing one hand up to pantomime fanning her face. “You are definitely Halberd’s son. Avery’s brother, too, for that matter.”



He wasn’t sure what to expect, how she’d be touching him, whether she was actually as flirtatious as she seemed. He soon realized that it hardly mattered as she pressed her palm against his hard-on and gently shifted it out of the way. The pleasure hit him like a lightning strike.



Prison had him really,
 really
 backed up. He’d known already, but not the full extent of it.



“Let me just get in there a little more,” said Gracie. Her fingers tugged as she pulled his member further out of the way, still pressing with her thumb, the oil warm and slimy and wonderful.



“Oh,” he said. “You should, uh…”



“Harder?”



He nodded, though that wasn’t what he’d been trying to say. Gracie pulled his tool to the other side, touching it freely. Her oil-slick thumb grazed the tip, and that was it for him.



Will came with the force of more than two years of late teenage abstinence. Gracie made a tiny, surprised noise, and then immediately grabbed a cloth to cup over his actively spasming cock. Will was too blissed out to be embarrassed, but he saw the look on her face. She knew exactly what she’d been doing, coy as she acted.



“Well,” she said. “At least I got this big guy out of the way.”



“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he said. “I mean… It’s been a while. It may continue to pose a problem for you.”



“Well, you’ll have to regale me with more stories to make up for it, then!” she said, still wiping him off. “You do that, and I promise, William. You will always be one of my
 favorite
 clients.”








CHAPTER 10




 



Avery had a knowing smile on her face as Will finally came back into the front of the shop. Gracie had taken her time cleaning him up, and more time after that to diligently return to the act of adjusting his chakras.



“He’s all set,” said Gracie. “I doubt he’d be able to use his power if he tried.”



He had tried, while she’d left him alone to put his clothes back on, with a tiny antique nail file she’d had out on one table. It had worked just fine, but the accidental handjob had been pretty cool.



“I’m so glad,” said Avery, still with that smirk. “Well, he’ll be back in a few days for the second treatment and then regularly after that for follow ups, as needed.”



“I’ll be looking forward to it,” said Gracie.



“So will I.” He tried not to grin too much as he nodded to her. “Gracie.”



“William.”



Avery gave him an odd look as they walked out into the parking lot.



“She’s… very good at what she does,” he said, a touch defensively.



“Advice from me. Don’t fuck her. Or if you have already, don’t go for round two.”



Hearing Avery speak so bluntly wasn’t surprising, exactly, but it felt a bit pushy on her part to give such candid advice about a love life that had been dead and buried for the past two years.



“I’m not admitting to anything, but I’ll bite,” said Will. “Why not? Are you worried I’d fall in love and have my heart broken?”



“Not really,” said Avery. “I suppose it’s possible, but my issue with her is… look, I don’t want to get into it. Just trust me when I say it wouldn’t go well, regardless of how innocent she may seem.”



“I noticed that,” said Will. “I’ll be careful.”



“I’m not telling you to be careful, I’m telling you not to be anything.”



“Just got out of prison in case you forgot. No promises.”



Avery gave him another look and punched him in the shoulder. She started the car but checked her cellphone before pulling onto the street.



“Ah,” she muttered. “One of my clients has been missing his check-ins with the Second Advent. I need to go find him and make sure he’s not up to anything.”



“Another super?” asked Will.



Avery nodded. “He’s from outside the area, though. I doubt you know him. Trevor Atkins, formerly known as
 Barnburner
 . He was held at one of the Second Advent’s prison churches in upstate New York.”



“Never heard of him. Some type of pyro, or…?”



“You’d think so from the name, but no,” said Avery. “He’s a strongman. Bulks up in front of crowds when there’s tension and excitement in the air.”



“Interesting,” said Will.



Avery put on music and pulled onto the highway. She tapped her fingers to the song, looking pensive, watching him out of the corner of her eye.



“How well, exactly, did Gracie’s treatment work on you?” she asked.



“Am I disclosing this information to Avery, or my probation officer?”



“I’m not going to bust you if it isn’t working right away,” she said. “You’ve only had one treatment, after all.”



“I’m not sure yet,” he said, still cautious.



“Good. Think you could still get a door open for me, Lockpick?”



 



***



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Here in my car,” sang Halberd. “I feel safest of all. I can lock all my doors. So please please start… in cars.”



Lockpick watched as Halberd leaned forward and began kissing the steering wheel, still turning the key, the ignition sputtering hopelessly. Snow fell outside, and enough had collected on the car’s front windshield to occlude their view, despite the fact they’d swept it clean when they’d first gotten in.



“It’s not going to start,” said Lockpick. “You didn’t put gas in it. Do you not remember last night?”



“Just needs a little love,” muttered Halberd. “A little… a lotta… love.”



“Look,” said Lockpick, pointing to the next parking lot over. “There’s a motel. Let’s stay there for tonight and figure this out in the morning.”



“With what money?” Halberd groaned and banged his head on the steering wheel. “Wait, do you have money?”



“No, I just thought…” Lockpick winced as he saw Halberd’s disappointment.



The older man buried his face in his hands and started crying with exaggerated noises.



“I’m done,” he cried, a touch overdramatically. “Finished! It’s you now, LP. You have to be the big man… wear the big boots… field the big, swinging cod piece.”



“Uh…”



“Say it.”



“Look, maybe we should just—”



“Say it!” Halberd began slamming his fist into the car’s horn, honking madly into the night.



“Whatever, sure!” Lockpick grabbed his arm, holding it back. “I’m the big man with the big, um, swinging cod piece.”



Halberd reached over, tussling his hair. “I’m so proud of you.”



“You’re so drunk. You shouldn’t be driving, anyway.”



Lockpick looked back at the motel, the neon sign flickering behind the falling snow. True, they had no money, but this was a shitty motel they were talking about. He would have been surprised if whoever was behind the desk was awake, let alone keeping an eye on the empty rooms.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.”



He got out of the car and carefully pulled Halberd out of the driver’s seat, supporting the stumbling with one shoulder. Together, they crossed a dimly lit road that was far from intended for pedestrians, hurrying in between cars speeding through the night.



Lockpick chose the room farthest to the left, listening at the door to make sure it was empty while Halberd sat his ass down in the snow, still mumbling about cod pieces. He took out his actual lockpick and had the door open in less than a second.



“Look,” he said, helping Halberd up. “I got us a room.”



“Dijyou… find money?”



“Sure.”



“How much?”



Lockpick sighed and set Halberd down onto the dingy motel bed. “Why don’t you get some sleep?”








CHAPTER 11




 



“Will,” said Avery. “Earth to Will. Please tell me you’re not fantasizing about Gracie right now?”



“Why? You jealous?”



“Excuse me?” Avery sighed in annoyance and shook her head. “You know what, forget it. Do you think you can open an apartment door or not?”



“Of course, I can,” he said. “This is legal, technically speaking, right? I mean, you’re a probation officer, so this is like an excusable part of your job?”



“Let me put it this way. It’s more in line with the spirit of the law than the letter.”



They drove for half an hour before pulling off the highway and navigating a few rundown streets to their destination, a five-story apartment building with an ongoing domestic dispute outside. She pulled out a notebook as they climbed out of the car, flipping through the pages.



She looked serious and businesslike despite the leather jacket and wild earrings. She’d always seemed mature to Will, from his perspective looking up to her, but now there was an aspect of identity to Avery that impressed him even more. She knew who she was and what she was doing.



Her jeans also fit her incredibly well, hugging her butt so tightly that he started to imagine the wiggling she must have done to put them on. For such a petite woman, she certainly still had the right kinds of curves.



“Ready?” she asked.



Will brought his eyes back to her face. “What?”



“Were you just… never mind. We’re heading up to apartment 317. Let me do the talking.”



“I’m going to need something to do the actual lockpicking with,” said Will. “I don’t carry my old tools on me anymore, for obvious reasons.”



Avery looked thoughtful for a moment before reaching into her jacket and pulling out a thin, metal hairpin. “Will this work?”



He pretended to give it some thought and test it out. It had a point, and that was more than enough. “I think so.”



“Good,” she said. “Let’s go.”



She took a few steps, pulling in front of him and then stopped and looked over her shoulder. Will glanced upward, feeling the depths of his shame as he realized that she’d caught him looking at her butt again. Except… she didn’t say anything, didn’t even glare at him. He could have sworn she was smiling as she started walking again, hips swaying perhaps a bit more intentionally with each step.



There was no elevator, but three flights of stairs were hardly a challenge for them. Avery set a hand on his chest, slowing him down as they neared the door to Barnburner’s apartment.



“Now, I’m only here to confirm the conditions of his parole and figure out why he’s been out of touch,” said Avery. “We’re not here to arrest him or treat him like a threat, if it can be helped, and if he’s willing to talk.”



“What were the conditions of his parole?” asked Will.



“No drugs, no drinking, no using his power,” said Avery.



“Sounds fair enough.”



“If he does get belligerent, though, we need to take him down quick,” said Avery. “Especially if he tries to run. He could do serious damage if he finds his way into a crowd.”



“He’s not on Normexitral?”



“No. The Church has its own abstinence treatment.”



“If he’s out through Second Advent, why aren’t they sending their people to look in on him?” asked Will.



“No idea,” said Avery. “They offered the Champion Authority the contract, the CA reached out to me, and I like money.”



She gestured to the door. Will crept forward, spinning the hairpin between his fingers. It took only an instant for him to slide it into the lock and the deadbolt and cut them in a way that would give them entry.



Avery flung the door wide, revealing a studio apartment out of a hoarder’s wet dream. Beer bottles, pizza boxes, and plastic bags littered the floor. An overweight man with greasy black hair lay on the couch, bottle of whiskey partway to his mouth, eyes wide with surprise.



“Ah,” he said. “Ms. Sorling. I, um… aren’t you supposed to call first?”



“You act as though I haven’t been trying,” said Avery. “Care to explain what you’ve been up to the past few days, Trevor, or would you like me to take a guess?”



 “Sorry…” muttered Trevor. “Let me just, ah, take a piss, and I’ll… explain.”



He stood up, set the liquor down, and took a step through the trash covering the floor. Avery relaxed and shot Will a smile. In that same moment, Barnburner was moving, sprinting toward the open window of his third-story apartment at a speed inadvisable for such a small indoor space, and flung himself out of it.



“Dammit!” snapped Avery.



They both hurried over, kicking aside piles of trash in time to see Trevor Atkins sprinting toward the parking lot at a fantastic speed. Will assumed he was seeing the man in action, using his power. He was rather spry even just from the attention of two extra sets of eyes.



“Get the car!” said Avery. “I’ll follow by air.”



She dove out the window without waiting for Will’s response. Her leather jacket opened to flutter behind her like a bird’s wings as she took flight, closing the distance to Trevor with speed, but not enough of it.



“Fuck,” said Will.



He hurried back outside. Avery had left the key in her beater car, which seemed reasonable given how unlikely it was to be a target for thieves. He attempted to floor the engine as soon as he was on the road, and it replied with a series of disappointing, sputtering noises. Probably for the best it could only go so fast, given that he technically didn’t have a valid license.



He could see Trevor Atkins’s car speeding off in the distance and settled for following in the same general direction. A few minutes went by, with Will eventually losing sight of his quarry. There was a knock at the window as he approached a mostly empty intersection. Avery, this time on her feet, was at the passenger side door.



“He’s at a movie theater,” she said, climbing in. “Take this next right.”



“A movie theater?” asked Will. “Should we be concerned?”



“He’ll have a crowd, but he’d still need to draw attention to himself to take advantage of it.” Avery pointed to a building ahead. “Just up here.”



“Do you have a plan?”



“Sort of.” She gave him an uncertain smile. “I might need you to make use of those prison muscles.”








CHAPTER 12




 



“How do we know which actual theater he’s in, though?” asked Will.



“You’re smart, Will, but you need more guile,” said Avery. “Leave it to me.”



There was no line as all of the scheduled movies were currently in progress. Avery strode up to the counter, affecting a deeply annoyed expression.



“Hi,” she said. “My boyfriend just bought a ticket. We were arguing about what movie to see, and my phone died. Just give me one for whatever movie he picked.”



“That guy was your boyfriend?” asked the employee. “Sunken eyes, big gut?”



“It’s true love, what can I say.” Avery batted her eyelashes, and the employee shrugged and took her card.



Will followed after, purchasing a ticket for
 Fumes of Love
 with what little was left on his ancient debit card. He drew close to Avery again as they headed down the hall toward their movie.



“Everyone is going to be watching it,” said Avery. “They won’t notice me if I use my power to rise up to the ceiling. Hell, I doubt they’ll even be able to see me in the dark.”



“Right,” said Will. “From up there, your client should stick out a bit. He’s probably going to be sitting alone.”



“Exactly. I’ll find him and then come back to you. We’ll just wait for the movie to end, follow him out, and confront him when it’s safe.”



“Is this everyday stuff for you as a probation officer?”



“Only on the fun ones.” She grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks for helping out, Will.”



His part in the plan was deceptively simple. Will found a seat in the back of the theater that gave him a decent view of the crowd, if not the movie.
 Fumes of Love
 was a cheesy romance flick about two drag racers who fell in love after running up debts with a gambling ring.



“I don’t just drive fast,” said Diego. “I live fast.”



“How fast?” gasped Sophie.



“Really, really fast.”



Will closed his eyes, unable to withstand any more. Prison suddenly seemed a lot less boring compared to the alternative. He dozed for a while and awoke to the mild, post-movie lighting and Avery shaking his shoulder.



“I found him,” she said. “Come on.”



She pulled him up, started to step into the aisle, and then quickly spun around.



“He’s coming by us!” she hissed. “He’ll see me!”



“What?”



“Quick,” she said. “Kiss me. He won’t look closely if he thinks we’re a couple mid-PDA.”



Will blinked, seeing from her expression that she was serious. He pulled her to him, hesitating for only one second—as awkward as it was interesting—before pressing his lips against hers.



She kissed him back with intensity, playing up the moment. It was Will’s first kiss since before he’d first been locked up, and it sent a jolt of excitement through him that was just wrong in every way. Avery was basically his sister, and in essence, this was a stage kiss.



Those facts seemed to fall to the wayside, not out of view, but certainly out of focus. The theater’s crowd was only slowly dispersing through the exit doors, which meant one kiss became two, and Avery pressed herself closer, her small body soft and touchable against him.



He stroked her hair, kissing her again. Their eyes met. She was blushing so hard that her cheeks matched her hair, but her eyes begged him to keep going, push the ruse further, if only for another few seconds. He let his thumb run across her lips, and she kissed the tip, almost sucking it for a second. Christ, the idea of Avery sucking anything at all at that moment drove him crazy.



“He’s by us,” said Avery. She turned around, still against him, her butt sliding to mash into his crotch.



“Alright,” said Will. “Let’s go after him.”



She lingered for an instant longer, leaning her head back onto his shoulder. There was a weird second where she still hadn’t started walking after Barnburner, and then she cleared her throat and was Avery again, mature and professional, and bossy.



“Come on!” she said, as though he was the one dallying behind.



Trevor Atkins sipped a half-empty soda in the parking lot outside. He groaned and tensed up when he saw them, looking caught in the midst of his fight-or-flight instincts. Avery held her hands out, approaching him slowly.



“Come on, Trevor,” she said. “It wasn’t very cool of you to run off like that, but if you can just relax and be reasonable, I can let it slide.”



“Fuck, Ms. Sorling,” he muttered. “My phone died. And I wasn’t… drinking before. That was, uh…”



“Non-alcoholic whiskey?” provided Will.



“No, it, uh…” said Trevor. “I mean… fuck.”



“Look,” said Avery. “I can let that slide. I can let a lot slide, but you have to start getting your shit together. This is your last warning. I don’t like the idea of having to rat you out to the Second Advent. They’re not as understanding as I am, Trevor. You know that as much as I do.”



“I know,” muttered Trevor. “I’m sorry. I’m just… a fuckup.”



Will set his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Everyone’s a fuckup, until they’re not. And vice versa.”



“Who are you?”



“My brother,” said Avery. “He’s speaking from experience.”



“You’re too kind,” said Will.



They took Trevor back to his apartment, given Avery’s reluctance to let him do any more drunk driving. Will drove the parolee’s car for him, fighting off nostalgia for back when he used to take care of Halberd in the same way that he neither wanted nor needed.



He joined Avery back in her Dodge Neon once they were finished. She paused, not pulling the car out of the parking lot right away. A song played quietly over the stereo, cheesy K-Pop.



“Thanks,” she said. “You were… helpful today.”



She gave him a look that instantly brought him back to the movie theater’s aisle, lips locked together in that spontaneous, forbidden make-out.



“To be honest, it was fun,” he said. Almost instantly, he began picking apart his own word choice. It
 had
 been fun… a bit too much fun.



Avery cleared her throat. “You’re a good actor.”



“My co-star brought out the best in me,” he said. “Plus, I mean, I just got out of prison.”



She blinked, perhaps considering what he meant by that. What
 had
 he meant by that? That it wasn’t an accident that he’d been staring at her ass all day? That he’d missed her a little
 too much
 in his time away?



“Well, um…” She let out an odd giggle and set her hands back on the steering wheel. “We should get going. Nothing left to do here.”



“Yeah.”



“Mom called me earlier,” said Avery. “I didn’t pick up, and she didn’t leave a message, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it had to do with checking in on you.”



“Maybe.”



“I bet she’s mad at me for stealing you for most of the day right after you got back.” She started the car and rolled it forward. “Anyway, I just have to stop by the Church, and then we’ll head home.”



“Works for me.”








CHAPTER 13




 



Lancaster City’s chapter of the Second Advent was housed within a white and gold church that was arguably the grandest building in the county. There weren’t many cars in the parking lot given it was a Wednesday afternoon, and Avery found a spot right next to the entrance.



Will felt strange walking down the aisle, past rows and rows of pews. The Second Advent was open to anyone, but their tenants decreed that only supers could become ordained priests or templars. It was
 God’s
 choice
 , not theirs.



To Will, that edged a bit too close to some of the super supremacist rhetoric that his former prison inmates had espoused, toxic nonsense he’d unfortunately bought into once. The idea that supers were above normal people, that they deserved preferential treatment or had the blood of Christ running through them, chafed him far more than it once had.



People were just people, weak or strong, good or evil. He knew enough about himself to know that whatever differences lay between supers and mundane humanity were more a matter of scales of power. Nothing new, nothing even really all that special. Supers, excepting Algae, Double, and a few others, all still went to the bathroom.



The Second Advent was a minor league cult, by Will’s estimation… but also a militarized charitable organization. Its templars had, in some ways, become the frontline of the struggle against abominations and the monsters that spewed forth from the Exclusion Zone, a partner to the Champion Authority itself.



Will accepted that the situation was more complicated than his intuition might want him to believe, but he still couldn’t shake his feeling of unease as he approached the Church’s winged cross.



Two men stood in front of it, speaking in quiet voices. One was dressed in the black cassock of an ordained Second Advent minister, tall, with short grey hair, pale skin, and intense eyes. The other was a bald man in jeans and a t-shirt with a neck tattoo spiraling up from it. Will recognized him immediately.



Chauffeur
 .



“Father Darkeye,” said Avery, nodding in respect. “I come bearing good tidings.”



“Ah, Avery Sorling.” Father Darkeye had a surprisingly deep, grandfatherly voice. “I am ever so glad to hear it. Who is this? Have you finally taken my advice and hired an assistant?”



“Not just yet. This is my brother, William.”



“William.” The priest smiled at him. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Your sister is one of the foremost of the
 desposyni
 within Lancaster City.”



Will still eyed Chauffeur, but he frowned at that. “The… desposyni?”



“Those who are touched by the essence of the second coming,” said Father Darkeye. “Supers, as we’re more commonly known. Regardless of the path we each choose to walk, the beliefs we each espouse, all of us bear a responsibility to serve the Lord.”



He smiled, glancing meaningfully at the bald convict next to him. Chauffer was still staring at Will. The tension between them was as brittle and violent as ever. Will shifted one of his hands, seeing the way the other man tracked even that tiny movement.



Chauffer was still afraid of him, and rightfully so. Will had earned his reputation back in Mastodon fight by fight, cut by cut. With his powers, he’d been one of the most dangerous supers there, a duelist in a place where violence was a way of life.



He remembered slitting ankle tendons, dropping other supers to their knees in front of him. Blocking punches with a razor between thumb and forefinger, and severing half his opponent’s fingers with a wave of the hand. Mending stab wounds on reflex, one quick, reflexive slap, before the blood could even begin to bud.



Chauffer had never moved against him on the inside. He’d been smart enough to guess how it would go, given that his power was essentially useless behind walls of concrete and Architect’s barriers. Still, Will knew how much this man hated him, along with how much it would count toward the Realists if he could pull off a hit on him now.



“Do you know each other?” asked Father Darkeye.



The priest had been continuing his conversation with Avery, their voices quiet as they got down to business, but the mood around Will and Chauffeur was clearly too hard to ignore.



“Old friends,” muttered Chauffeur, in a gravelly voice.



“Yeah,” said Will. “We go way back. We’ll have to get together again.”



“Real soon. Best believe it.”



“That’s a splendid idea,” said Father Darkeye. “Brother Chauffeur is still new to the city. He’s only recently taken his wings and become a member of the Church. I think it would do him good to become more active in the community.”



“Right,” said Avery, frowning at them both. “Anyway, about the contract…”



“Of course. I’ll have Sister Ivy forward the payment to your account.”



 



***



 



“Are you going to tell me who that guy really was?” asked Avery as they climbed back into her car.



“That depends,” said Will. “Do you
 really
 feel like you want to know?”



There was more bitterness in his voice than he’d intended, and he saw the concern in her expression.



“Hey.” She set a hand on his shoulder. “Talk to me.”



He wanted to, but at the same time, he didn’t. It was hard to think about some of the things he’d done while serving his time, let alone discuss them out loud. But he cared for Avery, for Jess, for Rue. He had to talk about this, for their sake as much as his own.



“Prison wasn’t summer camp,” he said. “It was a dumpster fire filled with some of the worst people imaginable. He’s one of them.”



And so was I.



“Was he violent, or…”



“He was locked up for using his power to crash a woman’s car and then raping her,” said Will. “It wasn’t the first time he’d done it, just the only time he got caught. They never would have found that woman if she hadn’t managed to slip away while he was trying to find his cigarettes.”



Avery chewed her lip, glancing out her window at the church.



“The two of you have some lingering animosity, then,” she said.



“Last I checked, he was one of the Realists,” said Will. “A super supremacist gang. I… was not on good terms with him or them before I got out. He was transferred to one of the Second Advent’s prisons a few months ago. That was the last I heard of him. I can’t believe that they would ever release him in the first place, let alone put him in a position like this.”



“Fuck,” muttered Avery. “That’s messed up. I’ll see what I can do, maybe ask Father Darkeye how much he actually knows about the guy. Not really a situation I feel comfortable leaving alone.”



“Yeah, me neither,” said Will under his breath.








CHAPTER 14




 



Avery parked her car next to Jess’s when they arrived back home, and the two of them headed for the door. Seeing Chauffeur out and about had been unsettling for Will, but he wasn’t about to let it ruin his own newly regained experience of freedom.



“Staying for dinner?” he asked Avery.



“Of course,” she said. “It’s the first time we’ve all eaten together since… well, it’s been a while.”



He nodded. “Too long.”



Jess was coming up from the basement as they entered the living room, clad in a workout bra and leggings, blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. She smiled when she saw Will and made a beeline for him with wide arms.



“You’re back,” she said, pulling him into a hug. “How was your day?”



“Pretty normal.” He chuckled, squeezing her back. “With the way you’re greeting me, I feel like I’ve been gone another five years.”



It was an understatement if anything. He wondered if Jess had any idea of the effect she had on him, still sweaty and musky from her workout in that not unpleasant way that comes naturally for beautiful women. He could feel her breasts against his chest, and his hands touched the bare skin of her back, which radiated warmth like a fire.



“It almost feels like it,” said Jess. “I missed you. I should have vetoed Avery’s request to steal you for the day.”



“It’s no big deal,” he said. He cleared his throat, trying to slip away as the hug continued. She just felt like any other woman against him, any other
 gorgeous
 woman, and his body reacted regardless of whether it was appropriate.



“He’s a grown man,” said Avery. “Pretty sure he gets the final say on how and where to spend his time.”



Jess finally pulled back, still smirking as though he was a prize that she’d just won at the carnival. “Of course. I suppose I should be grateful you at least brought him back in time for dinner.”



“You should be, and on that note, we’re both starving,” said Avery.



She and Jess headed into the kitchen together to survey the landscape of potential dinners. Will headed for the couch. Rue was stretched out across it, wearing a white t-shirt and a pair of blue shorts that he was fairly sure were from his old wardrobe.



“Move your feet,” he said.



She barely glanced up from her phone, sliding her feet back a few inches at most. Will grabbed them and forced them farther back.



“Quit crowding me,” said Rue. “Sit in the chair, instead.”



“You sit in the chair instead.”



She shot him an overblown glare and settled for resting her feet in his lap. Her toenails were painted cotton candy pink, insanely cute against her light brown skin, and he had to resist the urge to start plucking at them like he might have when she was little.



“What’d you do today?”



“Homework,” she muttered. “Research stuff. You?”



“I helped Avery track down one of her clients and saw a movie.
 The Fumes of Love
 .”



She snorted. “Please tell me it wasn’t by choice.”



“It was pretty bad, and not in a ‘so bad that it’s good’ sort of way.”



He took the remote and started searching for a channel with something decent on.



“Hey,” said Rue. “I was watching that.”



“You’re on your phone.”



“It’s called multitasking.”



She kicked her leg, making a halfhearted attempt at jarring the remote loose from his hand. Will set it down on the armrest and seized her by the ankle, holding her leg in place to tickle her foot.



“Stop!” she said, laughing. “That’s a war crime!”



“White phosphorus is a war crime,” said Will. “This is a proportional response.”



She kicked again, her foot cuffing him in the shoulder. Will pushed her leg back and began tickling behind the crease of her knee. Rue kicked him again, still laughing, and rolled onto her stomach, setting her feet back down in his lap.



He stared in disbelief at the awesome mound that was her butt, straining against the fabric of those tiny blue borrowed shorts. It seemed to just… rise up, thick and bold, and significant. He was glad that she was as consumed by the pull of her phone, because for a good minute, Will found it impossible to drag his eyes away from that godly hump of perfection.



Prison
 , he reminded himself.
 Still readjusting to the fact that attractive women exist. Not that big of a deal.



He moved her feet off his lap and stood up, still aware of Rue’s posture as though she was radiating erotic pheromones. He headed toward the kitchen where Avery chatted with Jess as she prepared dinner.



“Smells good,” he said.



“That’s just the garlic,” said Jess.



“Garlic is a foreign word to me after so much prison food.”



“Jess was in the middle of trying to convince me to buy a new car,” said Avery. “What do you think, LP?”



“I think you should buy a new car,” said Will.



Jess grinned and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.



“I barely even drive,” said Avery with a sigh. “Cars are wasted on a super with the power of flight.”



“Think of your passengers, though,” said Jess. “If you’re going to be giving Rue and Will rides, I’d be a lot more comfortable if it were in a more reliable vehicle.”



“I’d be a lot more interested in humoring your case if you agreed to help me fund this theoretical purchase,” said Avery.



“I’ll consider it if you will,” said Jess.



“Deal. Do we have any booze?”



“Just wine,” said Jess.



Avery found the bottle in the cupboard and set about removing the cork. Will held out his own glass as she poured for herself. Jess frowned over her shoulder, still in the process of preparing dinner.



“I’m not sure if it’s such a good idea for you to be drinking.”



“Let me run it by my probation officer,” he said.



“I approve,” said Avery. “As long as it’s a reasonable amount imbibed in a supervised environment, so on and so forth.”



“One glass,” said Jess. “That’s it.”



“One glass during dinner, and one to relax after,” he said.



Jess made an attempt at a stern, disapproving frown, the edge of her mouth betraying her with a hint of a smile. “Two glasses, and that’s it. I’ll have my eye on you, mister.”



“Is the food almost ready?” called Rue.



“It’ll be another minute for every time you ask that,” said Jess.



A haughty, heavily exaggerated sigh came from the living room. Avery sauntered off, shrugging out of her leather jacket to hang it from the coat rack as she sipped at her wine.



“So,” said Jess. “Tell me about your first full day back home.”



Will shrugged. “It was interesting. More eventful than I’d been expecting.”



“How so?”



He felt a bit trapped as he considered how to answer that. From the accidental discharge during his chakra release massage, to breaking and entering with Avery, and even his brush with a former prison nemesis, it was hard to know what he could tell her without pricking her concerns.



As it happened, he was saved by an all too familiar noise, an alarm sounding on Jess’s phone, and she let out an annoyed breath as she pulled it from her apron’s pocket.



“Shoot,” she muttered. “Something just came up. A low-level supervillain broke into a factory on the outskirts of town.”



Will stood up, almost rushing upstairs on reflex before remembering who he was now, how much had changed. “Nothing major though, right?”



“I doubt I’ll even have to fight,” said Jess. “Do you mind watching dinner? All you have to do is stir for another ten minutes and heat up the naan.”



“Yeah,” he said. “No prob.”



He took her spot at the stove, watching her sprint upstairs. Avery and Rue barely looked up from where they sat on the couch, no doubt far more accustomed to Jess in the solo hero role than he was.



It was hard for him to put a name to the emotion he felt. He wanted to be there with her, with
 Relic
 , to do his best to help as he so often had during their days as the Crimson Five. It wasn’t out of any major concern for her safety, given that Relic was easily the most powerful of any of them with her artifacts.



He just wanted that experience, perhaps even more now than when he’d been a kid. To be a moral adult, a career superhero, Relic’s partner. To stand alongside her and face any foe as an equal, kind of like Halberd once had. He blinked, realized the curry was about to burn, and started stirring again.



“I might be back late,” called Jess as she hurried downstairs.



She was only half dressed, and Will couldn’t stop himself from gawping at her new costume. He’d seen it before in illustrations, but never up close. Jess pulled the front of it up over her bra, breasts squeezing inward as she tightened the crisscrossing strings of what looked almost like a black corset, replete with a tiny cleavage window that seemed both glorious and totally unnecessary.



A red skirt of the same color crimson as their old costumes clung tight to her curves underneath. She wore the Cloak of Damascus over her back and shoulders, along with tight black gloves, knee-high black boots, and of course, the Circlet of Ra, which neatly held back her blonde locks.



“You haven’t seen me in this costume yet, have you, LP?” said Jess. She grinned at him, one leg still lifted as she hurried to pull her second boot on. “What do you think? It’s, um, a little tight in a few places, but serviceable.”



She spun in a circle, cape fluttering outward, a subtle back and forth jiggle running across her chest as she came to a stop. Will gaped at her. He would have applauded had he not still been tending to the cooking. He already knew that the image of her spinning like that would be forever burned into his mind, whether he wanted it there or not.



“You look incredible,” he said. “Kick some butt.”



“With any luck, I won’t have to,” she said. “I’ll see you three later tonight or early tomorrow.”



She gave him a kiss on the cheek. Will couldn’t resist putting an arm around her to draw her in for a quick side hug. He watched her hurry outside, taking flight with the power of her cape as soon as the door was shut behind her, and felt so incredibly proud of her.



“You must really like her new costume,” said Avery.



“Shut up,” he muttered.



“Gross, Avery,” said Rue.








CHAPTER 15




 



“The food is ready,” called Will. “Come and get it.”



He brought the naan over, setting it down next to the rest of the food on the table. He’d even taken the time to set out plates and forks, more just because he could than because it was necessary.



“Thanks,” said Avery. “You’re going to be a hunk of a house husband for some lucky woman, one day.”



“I don’t see myself ever getting married, but I appreciate the sentiment,” he said, grinning.



“At least you’re realistic,” said Rue, in a teasing voice.



Will kicked out under the table, nipping her in the shin. She flicked a wad of rice at him, but he blocked it with one hand.



“Remind me how old you both are?” said Avery.



“She’s a shameless instigator,” said Will. “That much certainly hasn’t changed since I left.”



He glanced toward the front door. He wasn’t worried about Jess, exactly, but the knowledge that she was out there alone sat wrong with him, somehow.



“We should have curry more often,” said Avery.



“We have it almost every week,” said Rue. “You’re just not here for dinner enough anymore.”



She took a bite of chicken and rice, poking her fork at the various items left on her plate.



“I thought you didn’t eat meat, Rue?” said Will.



“This is chicken,” she replied. “It’s red meat that I try to avoid. I’m still omnivorous, just mindful of what’s sustainable for the world.”



“Right,” he said, smiling a little. “On that note, how has the city been lately? You know. Villain wise. Chaos wise.”



Avery and Rue looked at him and then shared a glance with each other.



“It’s been a lot calmer than it used to be,” said Rue. “I wouldn’t worry.”



“Why did you stop taking combat contracts, Avery?” asked Will. “You could still be out there with her if you wanted to, as Kestrel.”



“That’s kind of a rude question,” said Avery.



“He sort of has a point,” said Rue, shrugging.



“You aren’t out there either,” said Avery.



“I can see through cameras,” said Rue. “I don’t need to fight to be useful.”



“Now that is actually rude.” Avery swirled her wine glass and made a face. “I had my reasons.”



“Let me guess,” said Will. “Jess was worried for your safety.”



“No. It was my choice. If anything, I think it disappointed her a little, even though she was always clear that she respected my decision. I just… didn’t want to live that kind of life anymore. Smart enough to know that I didn’t have to.”



She turned a hand over and examined her neatly manicured fingernails.



“Do you miss it?” asked Will.



Avery smiled, holding his gaze in a manner that made him think of their kiss in the theater. “Do you?”



“Fuck!” said Rue. “I lost track of time. I forgot that I was, um, supposed to call a friend of mine tonight. She’s been going through some hard times.”



“You have friends?” said Will.



“Screw you.” She glared at him as she hurried upstairs.



Will turned back to the table to catch Avery pouring herself another glass of wine. He nodded his head toward the stairs as they both listened to Rue’s door slamming shut in the distance.



“What’s with her?” he asked.



“Puberty?”



“She’s nineteen.”



“Probably drugs, then,” she said sagely.



Will laughed and finished the last bite of his naan. “You’re lucky I appreciate your sense of humor more than Jess does.”



“So lucky,” she said. “Well how about that. Looks like it’s just us tonight.”



There was a hint of something in her words, or perhaps a lack of something. As though she was trying to tiptoe around the odd tension that still lingered between them from that kiss, with mixed success.



“Looks like it,” he replied. “Want to watch a movie?”



“Yeah. Let’s do it.”



They settled down on the couch together after clearing the table, sitting with a respectable gap in between them. They could have sat closer, he reminded himself. It was not as though it mattered. This was Avery he was with, the faint smell of Avery’s perfume he could detect, the way her breathing seemed obvious and worth his attention whenever the room went silent.



“Here.” Avery pulled out a flask and passed it to him.



“Jess said—”



“Two glasses of wine, yes, I heard,” said Avery. “She said nothing about
 gin.
 Now either take a sip or be a nerd and pass it back.”



“You really haven’t changed a bit,” he said. “23 going on 16.”



He took a sip from the flask, regardless.



“Oh, please,” she said. “You’re one to talk, mister returned and reformed. You’ve been a total horndog since you got back.”



“I have not.” He tried not to smile as he pushed her playfully in the shoulder.



“You should have seen your face when Jess came out in her costume,” said Avery. “I realize that she does look really good in black leather, but still… a bit oedipal.”



“Shut up!” He pushed her again, face going hot. “I just got out of prison. It’s not what you’re thinking.”



“And with Gracie this morning,” said Avery. She narrowed her eyes. “I know something happened there, by the way.”



“Nothing happened. Basically nothing. I don’t think you understand the extent of my plight. A warm breeze basically turns me on at this point.”



She laughed and leaned in closer, forming a tiny o with her lips and blowing in his face. “Like this?”



“You’re drunk,” said Will. “Let’s watch the movie.”



“What about this?” She switched targets, but not tactics, leaning her head down to blow against his crotch instead. He could feel her breath, hot and humid, through his pants, but it was really the closeness of her presence and the nature of the situation that stirred him.



He tried to push her away, but she grabbed his thigh, which gave her a front row seat to his growing erection. It was a bizarre moment, thick with tension and a strange, uncontrollable momentum.



“LP,” she said. “Are you seriously getting hard from that?”



“I warned you,” he said.



“I barely even did anything.” She set her hand down, touching him with her fingers through his pants, testing how hard he was as though she honestly couldn’t believe it.



“It was enough,” he said. “Apparently.”



“I felt it before, too,” she said. Her fingers were still caressing him, tracing the outline of his cock. “When we kissed in the theater. Are you going to blame your time in prison for that, too?”



“Christ, Avery,” he said. “We’ve both been drinking. Let’s just watch the movie.”



“Are you even going to be able to, at this point?” she asked, giggling.



“Are you?”



He stared at her and decided it was time to hit back. He slowly, blatantly, reached a hand out and cupped one of her breasts.



“What are you doing?” she whispered.



“What are
 you
 doing?”



“Trying to watch a movie, but you’re—”



He kissed her on the lips, a quick little nip, just to see what she’d do. Avery looked stunned for a moment. She stopped touching his cock but left her hand where it was and slid closer to him, her shoulder rubbing against his.



“Hit play,” she said.



He wasn’t even sure what they were watching, the sequel to some random action movie. Avery got up briefly, and he thought that it was perhaps time for both of them to calm down. She came back with a blanket, smiling mischievously, and spread it across both their laps.



“I was cold,” she said.



“It is a bit nippy in here.”



“You’re
 so
 funny,” she said. “Have you ever considered—”



He reached out, making a teasing pinch at one of her nipples; it missed but still made her squeal. She muttered something and tried to pull the blanket away from him. Will tugged back, and they drew together, laughing and playfully cursing each other out.



They fell sideways, blanket still between them, but almost an afterthought in the face of the press of their bodies. Will felt Avery’s legs wrap against his waist, trapping his crotch against hers, his hard cock grinding into soft flesh.



He kissed her the way he had in the theater, their lips meeting with that growing, inevitable need. Will had never been so horny in his life. He cupped one of her breasts, a perfect, petite handful. Avery let out a soft moan and rocked her hips upward. He started to unzip her jeans, remembered the blanket, reached for it to cover them, and had a moment of unwanted clarity.



“What are we doing?” he muttered.



“Nothing.” Avery cleared her throat. “Watching a movie. Getting drunk.”



She stilled her upper body, smiling innocently, still flexing her hips against his in that lustful way. As if she was begging for it. As if she needed it.



“Avery,” he said gruffly. “If you keep doing
 nothing
 …”



“What?” she said, jutting her chin.



It took serious effort to keep from picking up right where he’d left off, yanking her jeans down, and… ruining everything. Will forced himself to take a breath, to think, to turn away from disaster. Avery seemed to realize it right then, too.



“Where’d that blanket go?” She wriggled out from underneath him, sitting upright and fixing her clothes.



“On the floor,” said Will.



“It’s one of the clean ones,” said Avery. “Mom would probably be pissed if she found it there.”



“Just put it back,” he said. “She’ll never know.”



“She’s like a hawk.” Avery frowned, blinking and looking at him, as if only then understanding the full extent of the moment. The full danger. She slowly stood up.



“You’re leaving?” asked Will.



“I think so.” Avery ran a hand through her hair. “You’re right. I’m too drunk to be around people right now. I get stupid and horny.”



“…You and me both,” said Will.



He got to his feet, but didn’t look at her—and she didn’t look at him. Stupid and horny was spot on. If Jess had caught them, the damage would have been the equivalent of setting off a hand grenade in the living room. Hell, it might have been just as bad if Rue had walked in, given how fragile his relationship with her still was after breaking his promise.



One thing was for sure—this was a step beyond just being sexually pent up from prison.



“Can I have another sip of that gin?” he asked.



“Think I need one, too,” said Avery. “What the hell is wrong with us?”



“You started it,” he said.



“You tried to take my pants off,” she muttered. “You were acting like you were going to…”



“Going to what?”



“You know what.”



She stared at him, reaching out to pass him the flask from a reasonable distance. His finger tingled as hers brushed his. He took a sip, trying to ignore the way she was biting her lower lip, short red hair still messy from their tussle on the couch.



She all but snatched the flask back from him, rushing to take a big sip. “Whoa. Okay, I should really go now.”



“You’re too drunk to drive.”



She surprised him, pulling her keys out and tossing them onto the table. “But not too drunk to fly.”



He followed her to the door, stewing in the strange tension as she watched him watching her. She took to the air with surprising grace for a petite woman who’d spent the lion’s share of the night downing gin and wine.



Her red hair fluttered upward, getting ahead of her body, dancing like a halo of flames in the dark. She hovered for a moment, flashing him a smile, then leaning back into a smooth somersault before surging skyward and disappearing into the night.



“Goodnight, Avery,” he whispered.








CHAPTER 16




 



The house was quiet as Will made his way upstairs. Deceptively so. Rue had been in her room for just about the entire night since dinner, which while not directly suspicious, did make him wonder.



He tiptoed down the hall, stopping to press his ear against the wall. He couldn’t hear anything, making him think that she might be sleeping given the time of night. The idea of simply knocking and seeing what she was up to or possibly just throwing the door wide was tempting, but a bit too blunt for his taste.



She deserved her privacy, still adjusting to having him back. And he had no interest in testing their relationship while it was still in recovery. Will continued to his room and, taking the path of least resistance, brought up the website.



Rue, or her thumbnail doppelganger, didn’t appear to be streaming at a glance. Though with upward of several hundred models currently online and undressing, it was hard to completely dismiss the possibility. Especially when so many faces and sets of breasts and buttocks seemed to steal his attention as he made an attempt at mounting a search.



He glanced toward his door, taking a second to make sure it was locked. This was the privilege of being back home, of not having to worry about a prison guard glancing through the energy barrier of his cell every sixty minutes on patrol.



The privilege, and the curse. Being home meant being around Rue, Avery, and Jess again, and he hadn’t really thought ahead of time of just what that meant, how it would play out. He wasn’t fifteen anymore… and neither were they. Every interaction felt so full of potential, of pitfalls… potential pitfalls. So full of a hidden context that was just wrong in every sense of the word.



He wasn’t even looking at the screen anymore, just thinking about Avery, about what would have happened if he’d yanked a little harder downward on those tight-fitting jeans. Would she be by tomorrow? It wasn’t as though they wouldn’t be alone again soon enough. He could almost perfectly picture how they’d be looking at each other through a haze of lust and secrets.



A loud, sudden bang came from somewhere downstairs. Will jumped, quickly making himself decent. He listened for a moment and then headed out into the hallway.



“LP?” called Rue, from her room. “What was that?”



“I’ll go see,” he said.



It was too soon. He’d hoped he would have had at least a few days, maybe a week. Time to learn more about Chauffeur’s situation and plan things out. But he’d been there before, if not with this meth-head car freak, then with other supers. He knew what to do.



He crept downstairs, staying low against the railing underneath the bannister. He could see a silhouette, a figure working to stay silent, just as he was. He waited in the shadows, judging his moment, waiting until he could spring from an off angle, and then…



Jess gasped as he wrapped his forearm around her throat. She grabbed his wrist, thumb prodding inward, threatening to lever his arm in a way that would force a breaking point for someone of her enhanced strength. Though really, any point was a breaking point for her at her power level.



“Jess…” he said.



“William.”



He noticed something in that moment. She’d taken her costume off and it was on the floor; presumably, she’d dropped it when he’d attacked. He still had an arm around her throat and loosened it, though it slid downward instead of completely pulling back. He set it on her hip, as though steadying her after bumping into her… except they were still bumped.



“I heard something and just assumed,” he said. “Sorry. Still tense from prison.”



“Anything I can do to help?”



He noticed something else. He was still… mostly hard, Jess still against him, butt to crotch, breathing heavy, as she always was after a flight. Her open-ended question hadn’t exactly soothed his arousal. There was plenty a woman like her could do to help, had she been anyone but
 Jess
 .



“Not tonight.”



He forced himself to pull back from her, but couldn’t quite summon the will to look away. She glanced to the side, aware of how nearly naked she was. Her sports bra was the same one she’d had on earlier that day. Her panties didn’t match, white and black, and of opposing styles. Neither covered all that much, and that was so disgustingly meaningful when it came to someone with as much to show as her.



“Did you manage to spend some quality time with Avery and Rue?” Jess folded her arms, smiling.



“Rue hung out in her room for most of the night, but Avery and I… watched a movie.” He made himself turn sideways for both their sakes. “Find any action?”



“A bit. A super took revenge on an ex. He could throw energy projectiles, worked a bit like conjuring boomerangs. He gave up after two hits.”



“Impressive. You sound almost bored by it.”



Jess laughed. “
 Bored
 isn’t the right word, but it was pretty straightforward. You know… I actually found myself thinking about you while I was fighting the guy.”



It stung to hear her say that. He knew she didn’t mean it as a jibe or insult, but his mind went to that place as he considered what they probably had in common.



“It would have been so wonderful to have you there with me, LP,” said Jess. “God… It still feels like a dream to have you back. I just want to grab you and hold on tight.”



“I’m right here.” He turned to face her again, and she was there as soon as his arms were open, hugging him fiercely.



Very
 fiercely. Will was acutely aware of her body against his. He took a breath and could swear he felt her exhale in time. One of her legs shifted, hinting at opening or sliding upward, or…



Fuck.



He didn’t feel himself getting hard so much as suddenly realize that he just was. The couch… his bed… which was closer? Should they do this? Irrelevant. Could he make this happen? He slid his hand up, caressing her head, hair tight in that bobbling blonde ponytail. He started sliding it toward her cheek.



She pulled back and looked down.



“Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” she asked.



Will stared at her, hopes sinking. “I… was just…”



Jess knelt down in front of him, scooping up the nice blanket from where it had fallen onto the floor, tossed aside earlier, from him and Avery on the couch. “You just left it on the ground! You didn’t fold it. You didn’t put it back. Seriously?”



“You caught me. What can I say?”







PART TWO: SETTLING IN



 










CHAPTER 17




 



Two of them. They were set up on either side of the shower, the narrow passageway the guards led inmates down, one by one. Will knew what that meant. One would feint, the other, most likely the one in back, would go for the stab.



His heart pounded hard enough to make his vision go red, hot enough to make the steaming water feel cold. It never got any easier. He could beat them, but he had to be smart, fast. Better. He had to hurt them to make sure they understood how things were.



Slow steps. The one in front was pretending he was out of it, as if he didn’t even see him. Will relaxed his arms, two lines of muscle and survival instinct, ready to do what had to be done. Slow steps. Need to time this perfectly. Wait for it…



He thrashed and came awake all at once. His sheets were wet with sweat, but he realized where he was. Back at home. Safe. Still, it took too long for the adrenaline to wear off. It was morning, but he still wished he had at least the option of going back to sleep. After that kind of dream, he didn’t like the odds of what his mind might decide to show him for an encore.



He threw on a shirt but couldn’t find a pair of clean pants. Scratch that. He didn’t
 own
 a pair of clean pants, at least not ones that fit him. He hoped the sight of him in t-shirt and boxers wouldn’t offend Jess and Rue too much.



Jess was in the kitchen, at the stove. She grinned when she heard him coming down the stairs, but did a double take when she saw him, brushing a few strands of blonde hair back behind her ear.



“Morning, LP,” she said.



“Morning Jess.” He came in close, kissing her on the cheek and pulling her into a quick side hug. She had on her apron over a nightgown, and while certainly more covered than he was, the thinness of the clothing between them was a spell over the moment.



“Hungry?” she asked. “I’m making home fries and scrambled eggs.”



“Starving.”



She had her laptop out on the counter, streaming the local morning news. One of the anchors was describing a car accident, but it wasn’t until he’d taken a seat at the table that the details registered for him. Single woman, young, car crashed in the middle of the night,
 missing and unaccounted for
 .



Chauffeur was off to an early start. Will sagged in his seat, wondering if he might have saved someone’s life by being a little more savage and preemptive the day earlier.



“Do you want your potatoes more on the crispy side, or soft, or…?”



“Crispy,” he said.



Rue pounded downstairs and into the kitchen, seeming to have psychically picked up on the low clothing theme of the morning. Baggy t-shirt, panties, wild hair. No bra, which was a bigger deal for her. A massive, plump deal, one might say.



“Morning,” said Will.



“Morning,” said Rue. “What happened with you and Avery last night?”



“What?” He shook his head. “Nothing. Why?”



Had Avery said something? He couldn’t imagine that she would have. How would that conversation even have gone?



“She didn’t sleep over,” said Rue. “I thought you might have done something weird or argued with her to scare her off.”



“That’s not fair, Rue,” said Jess. “Avery doesn’t always sleep here. Her place is barely three minutes away for her, by flight.”



“We just watched a movie,” said Will. “You’d know that if you’d bothered to poke your head out of your room to say hi.”



Rue glared at him, but it was more of a playful thing than serious. Jess brought the food over, serving them each up with a full plate of breakfast goodness.



“Will,” said Jess. “I’m going to give you some money to go to the mall today and pick up some new clothes for yourself. Shirts, shoes…
 pants
 , whatever you feel you need.”



She set her hand on his shoulders, looking down at him pointedly from where she stood behind his chair. There was an obvious imprint of his cock through his boxers. A bit too blatant, after all.



“I don’t really need much,” he said. “Maybe just a single new…”



He trailed off, wondering if it even made sense to protest. He did need new clothes, and if there was enough extra coinage left over… a new costume. Something he could wear to go after Chauffeur with impunity.



“Nonsense,” said Jess. “You need clothes. I have the money. I still like to think that I bear at least some responsibility in looking after you.”



“When you put it that way, how can I refuse?” He stood up, which felt a bit like a mistake as he realized how it felt to face her directly in just boxers. “Thanks.”



He hugged her. It felt like the right thing to do. His crotch identified that it was the
 wrong
 thing to do, at least if he wanted to preserve his modesty, reputation, and not get an incredibly obvious boner in front of Jess and Rue.



“Let me get this straight,” said Rue slowly. “You’re giving LP money to go shopping?”



“Mmmhmm.” Jess was still in Will’s arms, and she nestled her face into his shoulder. “He needs it.”



She set a hand on his chest, looking dreamy and incredibly satisfied when she eventually pulled back.



“How is that fair?” snapped Rue. “He doesn’t even do any chores around here.”



“I’m more than willing to do chores,” said Will. “I cooked dinner last night, in case you forgot. Also, I don’t think you understand. For men, shopping for clothes is a chore.”



“How about this?” said Jess. “I have to handle some paperwork this morning. If you go with Will and make sure he picks out at least one or two flattering shirts, stuff that’s up to date with the current trends, I’ll give you a bit of spending money.”



“How much is a bit?” asked Rue.



Will kicked her leg under the table. She glared and retaliated, still debating her fee with Jess. He ate breakfast, went upstairs to throw on yesterday’s jeans, and eventually met up with Rue at the door.



“Here,” said Jess. She counted out three hundred dollars into Will’s hand.



“Jess…” he said. “I can’t possibly take all this.”



“I want you to feel confident in your wardrobe,” she said. “And I would prefer if you had a pair of sweatpants or two so you don’t have to strut around in your boxers every morning.”



He smiled, pulling her in for a quick peck on the cheek. “You should know that I prefer to do that anyway.”



He saw her trying to suppress a grin. “Watch it, mister.”



“Are you ready yet?” asked Rue. She leaned forward to grab her shoes, showing off the incredible fit of her denim cutoffs. She wore a tight crop top that said “MADNESS” across the front and managed to show off both ample cleavage and cute navel. Madness, indeed.



“I’ve been ready,” he said. “Are we walking, or?”



“I can drop you both off, but you’ll have to take the bus or a taxi back,” said Jess. “Or see if Avery will come and pick you up.”








CHAPTER 18




 



It was a relatively quick drive. Will had been in jail for just long enough to forget how the mall was on the weekend. People crowded about the main entrance, and it felt a bit like sensory overload, so much activity, so many other young people.



“I’m not going to hold your hand,” said Rue.



“Excuse me?”



“You have to pick out your own stuff,” said Rue. “I’m not going to lead you along.”



“Didn’t Jess give you money based on that exact condition?”



“If you have a question about something, just come find me and I’ll give my opinion,” said Rue. “Do you really want me looking over your shoulder while you’re shopping?”



“That’s… actually a super good point.”



“Cool.”



She split almost as soon as they were inside and in the part of the mall with all the clothing stores. Will felt strangely protective as he watched her walk away, as though he was absconding from his duty as an older brother by letting her walk around on her own, dressed as she was. There would be no shortage of men eyeing her, if not trying to work up the courage to hit on her.



She made her way into the safety of a relatively girly clothing store, however, and that would have to be enough. He headed his own way, wondering if it made more sense to shop for actual clothes first or his costume.



The terrain of the mall decided it for him. He picked a mask out from a ski store, a nylon thing with an adjustable tie in the back, a bit like the strings of a bandana. It would cover him from the nose up, but his face and chin would still be exposed. He figured he’d wear a hood, too, which would be enough in combination.



The rest of the costume was made easy by the nature of what was currently popular in men’s clothing. He found a black and grey hooded sweatshirt, half spandex, half cotton, tight around the chest with a short cape hanging from the back. An
 actual
 cape. He couldn’t imagine wearing the thing as a normal clothing article, but it was beyond perfect for his needs.



He bought a black pair of parkour sweatpants from another store, this time, tight around the waist but loose and baggy everywhere else. They served a practical purpose, enlarging his general profile in costume and making him a more elusive target for attacks, particularly gunfire.



He’d been shot once before, through the shoulder, back when he was on the run with Halberd. His mending had been enough to seal the entry and exit wounds, but it had been far from a fun experience. Bullet wounds bled fast, and for him, bleeding fast was a quick way to end up dead.



The last thing Will bought was a nice pair of black military boots. So nice, in fact, that he found himself wishing he could wear them separately from the other pieces of his costume. It would all need to be hidden, reserved for the purpose of going out again as a hero.



Black mask, black boots, criminal record. A hero. Right.



He almost rolled his eyes, but it wasn’t as though he could have pulled off a brighter color scheme. Will, or rather,
 Lockpick
 , had a permanent suspension from the Champion Authority. At best, he would be seen as an unregistered upstart by the CA and the Second Advent. At worst, an active, unknown threat.



He didn’t have much money left for regular clothing once he’d assembled his costume. He found himself deciding between two dress shirts, noticing the anti-theft clips on each one, thinking of all the times he’d simply cut them off for easy shoplifting back with Halberd.



That wasn’t who he was anymore. Will needed that to be true, if not for himself, then for Jess, Rue, and Avery. They didn’t deserve to watch him go down that path a second time just because he wanted a shirt he couldn’t afford.



He made sure to hide the bag with his costume within one of the others, but knew he’d still have to be careful with Rue. He spotted her through a store window as he wandered toward where they’d split up. She was apparently shopping for lingerie.



 He couldn’t resist. He went into the store and crept up behind her with silent footsteps.



“Who’s the lucky guy?”



She gasped and spun around, clutching a black lace bra with sheer fabric. “Jesus, LP! Don’t scare me like that.”



“So?” He took the bra from her and nodded appreciatively. “When do we meet him? The two of you must be serious if you’re bringing out the weaponized nightwear.”



It was tough to keep himself from picturing how insanely erotic the top he was holding would look on Rue. He almost couldn’t imagine it, almost felt as though he needed to see it on her to truly understand, which was a thought that led to a weird and dangerous place.



“There is no
 lucky guy
 ,” snapped Rue. “It’s just for me. Obviously. Mom is old-school when it comes to me and Avery. She’d freak out if she knew that we were dating without discussing it with her first.”



“Can you blame her?” he asked.



“I blame reality,” said Rue, with a sigh.



He felt that. He’d always thought it was a raw deal what female supers had to go through. Sex was never just sex when the risks of a super pregnancy were so high. Sex between supers was even more dangerous, given how much more commonly abominations were born to superpowered couples.



It made him think of the previous night again, him and Avery, drunk on the couch. She had been absolutely right to head back to her apartment. Will wasn’t even sure he could have found a condom in the house if he’d tried. Not that he would have let it go that far with
 Avery
 , of all people, but still… they’d been playing with fire.



“God, you’re such a pervert, LP.” Rue had snuck behind him, taking revenge from before. “Are you just going to eyefuck that mannequin, or are you going to ask it out to dinner?”



“Shut up.” He playfully knocked his shoulder back into her. “Hurry up and buy your slutty lingerie, already.”



She quirked her mouth sideways, looking at him curiously. “Are you planning on… you know… telling Jess that I spent her money on this?”



“Christ, Cammie, I can keep a secret,” he said. “It’s not that big of a deal. I’m sure you’d do the same for me.”



“…Thanks.”



“You
 would
 do the same for me, right?” asked Will.



She tapped a finger on her lips. “Well… it’s debatable.”



Will shot her a mock glare and knocked his shoulder into her again. “Does that one even fit you?”



She’d picked out a black one piece, not outright trashy, but incredibly skimpy. It was basically just two pieces of fabric that came together at the crotch and fanned outward to barely cover the woman’s breasts, with a patch of sheer fabric in between.



“I don’t know,” she said. “I was going to try it on before you started badgering me with questions.”



“Well, don’t mind me.” Will held his hands up.



Rue gave him an odd look as she headed into one of the dressing rooms. Eager to get home and hide his costume, he took a seat at one of the chairs set up for the boyfriends or husbands of eager shoppers to wait in shopping purgatory,



“LP,” called Rue, cracking open the dressing room door. “Second opinion?”



Second opinion… on her lingerie. He was about to tease her for asking, but his legs were already moving, casting their own vote. He glanced toward the cashier, making sure she was distracted with other customers, and then slipped into the dressing room.



It was tiny. Tiny and hot. Rue had her arms crossed over her chest at first, but she drew them out to the side, awkwardly displaying her nearly naked body for his eyes to feast on. The lingerie onesie fit her, that was for sure, clinging so tightly to her bulging breasts and the curves of her ass that it may as well have been painted on.



Rue was sexy and thick in all the right ways. He wanted to give her more than just his opinion, but even as he had the thought, he felt ashamed of them both. Why had she thought it was a good idea to display herself for him like this in the first place?



“Well?” she asked, a touch shyly.



“You look… good,” he said.



“You’re staring.”



“Isn’t that what you asked me to do?”



“I guess.” She shrugged. “Should I buy it?”



He nodded his head, staring at what he swore was the edge of one of her brown nipples poking out from the edge of the fabric. “It looks soft.”



“It is.” She rubbed her hand along the edge of it.



Will touched her without thinking, feeling her suck in a gasp as he ran his hand along the side of her lingerie-clad hip. It was almost as though she was buying it for him, at least in the vibe of the moment. He found himself hoping that she was, but then… he remembered the website, the thumbnail, the lookalike.



“I should change back into my clothes now,” she said. “Thanks, LP.”



“Anytime.”



They stared at each other, the moment overstaying its welcome within that hot, tiny dressing room. Will desperately needed a cold shower as he came back out into the store.








CHAPTER 19




 



They took the bus home. Rue had suggested calling Avery, but Will had made an excuse about her having said she was busy. In truth, he wasn’t sure how to face her after how they had fooled around on the couch. Would she even remember, given how much she’d been drinking? He remembered.



Jess was down in her office in the basement, sparing Will and Rue the questions that would have ensued otherwise. As soon as Will was upstairs, he took out the pieces of his costume and hid them throughout his room.



He made sure to keep everything separate. Sweatshirt hidden within one of the wall panels. Pants pressed between his mattress and the bedframe. One piece of a costume, discovered on its own, was simply a black piece of clothing. He had to maintain that aspect of deniability to the end.



He spent most of the rest of the day working out in the basement. Jess’s office was its own room next to the home gym, and she was in and out on her trips upstairs. She always took a moment to watch him on her way by, he noticed.



Dinner was a brief affair, with Jess still working at her laptop and Rue on her phone. Will was basically counting the minutes to the earliest hour he could sneak out to go after Chauffeur. Tonight would just be the start, a quick foray into the Church of the Second Advent to uncover more info.



He had just begun his preparations when the door to his room opened. Will flinched, dropping his penknife onto the bed and silently cursing his own oversight in not locking the door.



“Is knocking not a thing in this household?” he said, a bit annoyed.



“Sorry, sweetie,” said Jess. “I just wanted to check in with you. I thought… what’s with the knife?”



 



***



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“A knife?” muttered Lockpick.



“A knife,” said Halberd. “It’s just a little one, but I want you to hold onto this. You’re coming with me tonight, and you at least need to have something. Just in case.”



Halberd gently closed Lockpick’s fingers over the closed penknife.



“Just in case… what?” asked Lockpick. He wasn’t sure what concerned him more. The knife, or the fact that Halberd was sober in both body and attitude. Sober for the first time since they’d left home a little over a week ago.



“I owe some money to some people.” Halberd shrugged. “Some supers. A sort of… group, or collection, or… um, gang of them. But it’s going to be fine. You’re pretty tall now, LP, and useful. Between the two of us, we can figure this out.”



“Why does it have to just be us?” asked Lockpick. “We could just go home! Mom would be able to help, and if she couldn’t, the Champion Authority could.”



Halberd winced, the way he often did when Lockpick brought the others up.
 “Jess
 is part of the reason why I had to leave, LP. Why I need you with me, too. She and the girls… they’re all in danger if I stick around. They’d be targets, too.”



“But not me?”



“You’re a man now, LP,” said Halberd. “You wear the big boots, the big swinging—”



“Can we not do this again?”



“Right.” Halberd slapped his hand down on Lockpick’s shoulder. “My point is, you have good instincts, and you’re tough. You also have a power that might help us here. I’m going to see if they’ll let me repay my debt by pulling a job.”



“A… job?”



“Just a little thing. Maybe they need something. Maybe we can go get it for them. One hand washes the other. Probably they’ll go for it. But if they don’t…” He patted the knife in Lockpick’s hand. “Just in case.”



 Lockpick was still new to shady dealings with gangs of supers, but an abandoned warehouse in the bad section of town seemed a little cliched as far as places to discuss illicit business went. Halberd stayed close as they made their way inside. A collapsed section of roof let in enough of the late evening sunlight for them to see three figures standing in wait.



“The tall one in the center is
 Shade
 ,” he whispered.



“Shade?” Lockpick shook his head. “That’s his name?”



“His name and his power. Take him seriously, LP.”



He saw what Halberd meant as they came to stand in front of the criminal supers. Shade was no more than a vague figure against the shadow, his entire body wreathed in darkness, like a suspiciously-shaped oil stain in three dimensions.



“You’re late,” hissed Shade in a low, gravelly voice.



“Car trouble,” said Halberd.



“Well?” Shade held out a hand, palm up. “Where is it? Marauder says you’re overdue on your next payment.”



“I don’t have it.”



The other two men, both tattooed, bald and muscular, made to step forward.



“Hold on!” said Halberd quickly. “I don’t have it… yet.”



“That’s not acceptable,” said Shade.



“I know that,” said Halberd. “I came here knowing that. Which is why I brought my boy. Lockpick. I thought together, all of us could maybe find a way to help each other out.”



Lockpick felt a chill as he tried to gauge Shade’s mood. He had no face to read, no eyes to look into, nothing resembling emotive posture.



“Lockpick,” said Shade, as though testing the word out. “Mmm. He could be useful. More useful than you, undoubtedly. Good.”



“Good!” Halberd chuckled and slapped Lockpick on the back. “You have my number. Just let us know when—”



“The boy stays,” said Shade. “He’ll work directly with us. You can go.”



Halberd glanced back and forth between Shade and Lockpick. “I can’t just leave him.”



Lockpick was overtaken by a sinking feeling as he realized the situation, realized that he wasn’t going home, or even back to their shitty motel room.



“It’s not up to you,” said Shade.



The shadowed super stepped forward, his two-henchman moving to get between him and Halberd. Lockpick drew back, fingers clenching the penknife in his pocket.



“Don’t try to run,” said Shade. “I’m faster than you.”



“Don’t fucking touch me,” said Lockpick.



“The pup has a bark,” said Shade. “Yeah, I think he’ll do just—”



Lockpick swung the penknife, slashing through where he assumed the man’s chest to be. It passed through Shade’s body as though made from smoke. The super laughed, looking sideways at Halberd who’d started fighting the two men. He made a motion with one arm, flinging a glob of shadow onto Halberd’s face and seemingly blinding him.



“You think I would have come with just these two if I were that easy to take down?” asked Shade. “Try again.”



“Sure.” This time, Lockpick used his power as he slashed, focusing on the knife, on the points, the creases he could sense within all things. Cutting was all about finding where to set the blade, all about the angle, the point of initiation.



He went for Shade’s face. He didn’t feel any pressure as the penknife bit in. It was still as though he was cutting through smoke, but the effect couldn’t have been more different.



Shade made a hissing noise and clutched at his head, falling to his knees. The shadow lingering on Halberd disappeared, and he conjured his axe from the minerals in the concrete as he leapt back to his feet, cutting both thugs down with blurring strikes.



“Go, go, go!” shouted Halberd.



They sprinted outside, not stopping until they were in the car, not speaking until they were well onto the highway.



“How did you do that?” asked Halberd. “Shade is supposed to be intangible. You… cut him?”



“It’s my power,” muttered Lockpick.



“Your power is—”



“Cutting,” said Lockpick. “I don’t pick locks. I’ve
 never
 picked locks. I cut them.”



“You’re just telling me this now?” snapped Halberd.



“You never asked.” Lockpick looked down at his trembling hands. “Did I… kill him?”



“No, but he’ll probably need some stitches,” said Halberd. “So hold on… You can cut through anything?”



“As far as I know, yeah.”



Halberd chuckled, tapping a hand on the steering wheel as though applauding. “Possibilities, LP. I see new possibilities.”








CHAPTER 20




 



“Will?” said Jess. “The knife?”



“Ah.” He shook his head, coming back to the moment. “Taking all the tags off my new clothes.”



“I can’t wait to see you in some of them,” she said. “I have to head out right now, though. A friend of mine is in town, and she and I are going to grab some drinks.”



“Right,” said Will. “Have fun.”



“If you get a chance, would you call Avery?” asked Jess. “I haven’t heard from her since she stopped by to grab her car earlier today.”



Will furrowed his brow. “Is that unusual for her?”



“Not overly so, but you know how I am,” said Jess. “Sometimes, I can’t help but worry.”



She kissed him on the cheek and headed for the door. She wore casual clothing, a loose green blouse that showed off her neckline and shoulders with tight tan khakis. She grinned, noticing his attention, and flipped some of her hair back for his benefit.



“You look incredible,” he said.



“Aw, that’s sweet,” she said. “Thank you, Will. You can have a little bit of the leftover wine if you want. Don’t want you to be too bored here while I’m gone.”



“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find something to do.”



 



***



 



If he’d been set on investigating Chauffeur before, hearing from Jess that Avery might be missing all but cemented his decision. He waited for half an hour after Jess left before putting on his new costume and testing the full fit.



It covered him perfectly, which was a relief. It would have been a pain to have to draw attention to himself by returning pieces of it and having to buy alternatives. He had pockets in the pants, front and back, along with a central pocket in the sweatshirt that he doubted he’d use much.



Will eyed his reflection in the mirror, testing the different angles of visibility for his face. He would need to keep the hood up as much as possible, but it wasn’t a major concern. He doubted anyone would recognize him at a glance from any significant distance away, and with the Super Privacy Act, he didn’t have to worry about photos and videos giving away his identity.



He took a few minutes to listen to the house, making sure Rue was in her room and unlikely to confront him as he left. He took his costume off, packed it into a shoulder bag, put on some of his new, normal clothing, and headed out through the front door.



Like all aspiring super vigilantes, Will took a taxi to the general region of his destination. He paid the driver in cash, some of the change from the money Jess had given him earlier that day. The Second Advent’s elegant church was visible against Lancaster City’s modest skyline, no more than a few blocks away.



He walked slowly, taking in as many relevant details about the surrounding area as he could. He wanted to know where every alley, fire escape, and abandoned building was. He also made note of the sightlines from both the street and nearby apartment buildings.



There was only so much scouting he could do before having to commit. Will found a discrete alleyway and waited for a minute before changing into his costume. He stowed his bag behind a dumpster. He hadn’t bothered to bring his wallet or phone, and there was nothing that could tie it to him beyond some stray hairs if it did happen to be discovered.



His hood was up. His mask was on. He was ready. It felt familiar, though not in the way he’d assumed it would while picking out the costume in the store. Will wasn’t flashing back to his time with the Crimson Five, but rather, his misadventures with Halberd. The robberies, the scrapes with hostile gangs, the chaos and the trouble.



He waited at the edge of the alleyway for traffic to clear before sneaking across the street in the shadows. Other than a few cars parked over by the section he’d marked as the clergy’s quarters, the Second Advent church’s parking lot was empty.



There was a chance that Chauffeur currently lived among the other supers at the church, bunking with the priests and the templars. If that were the case, Will would need to find a time to confront him when he was alone, or risk a fight that he would very likely lose against too many uninvolved people.



He wasn’t at that point yet. His focus for the night was simply to investigate, turn up any documents or relevant information that might shed light on Chauffeur’s role within the church, or find a schedule that would tell him where Chauffeur would be and when. If the entire Lancaster branch of the Second Advent was corrupt, as it might well be, he would have to decide if it made sense to expand his plan of action.



Will had the entire night to work with. He took his time, first sneaking to a bush against the wall of a building, and then waiting, watching the chapel’s interior through a nearby window. His spied and listened, but the only disturbance was the gentle stirring of the grass at the behest of the early spring breeze.



He found a window to go in through. Not one of the elegant, expensive stained-glass ones — he wasn’t a monster. He cut an uneven half circle against the bottom of the window frame, wiggling the glass until it slid outward through a tiny groove he made in the wood below. He’d slide it right back into place on his way out, and the odd shape would make whoever discovered it assume that it was a natural break, rather than intentional.



It took a bit of wriggling, but otherwise minimal effort to slip into the chapel. It was quiet inside, fairly dusty, though the air didn’t taste stale. He kept low as he crept through the pews, not necessarily expecting danger, but feeling obvious and exposed.



There was a door in the back of the church that immediately caught his attention. He headed straight for it and tried the handle. Locked, though that was neither a surprise nor an obstacle. He opened it and slipped inside.



He found an office on the other side, with a desk, a table with numerous chairs, lots of stacked papers and thick folders. There was a large washboard calendar on one wall, covered in various initials with times written next to them. Exactly what he was looking for.



He found a spare sheet of paper and a pen and started scribbling down the details. There was one unexpected issue that he would have to account for. The initials on the calendar seemed to be color-coded. There was an FD — presumably Father Darkeye, and an SI, Sister Ivy, the woman Avery had gone to see about the money.



But there appeared to be two BCs, a blue and a red, and Will was fairly certain that only one of them was Chauffeur. He chewed his lip, scanning the desk for anything obvious that might clue him in to an answer to the discrepancy, but he didn’t have time for a thorough search.



Confusing information was better than no information. Will finished copying, slid his cheat sheet into his pocket, and crept back out into the chapel. He was about to head for the window when he heard something. Footsteps, faint, coming toward him from down an adjoining hallway.



There was no time to escape. He dropped flat, sliding into the small gap underneath one of the pews. It was a tight enough fit to partially restrict his breathing, but unless someone was down on their knees, they probably wouldn’t see him. He hoped whoever was interrupting hadn’t come for a late-night prayer.



A door on the far wall opened. Someone entered the chapel, walking slowly, which seemed bad. They had a flashlight, worse still. Will took slow breaths, forcing himself to stay calm as he also acknowledged the fact that his hiding spot would be infinitely more difficult to escape from quickly than if he’d simply retreated back into the office.



The footsteps came directly toward him… and then passed by. His judgment was reaffirmed as the late-night investigator made a beeline for the office, heading inside to have a full look around, before walking back down the aisle between the pews and disappearing through the door from which he or she had entered.



Will waited another minute or two before slipping out from his hiding spot, sneaking over to the window, and slipping back out through it. The glass he’d cut away fit back into place so neatly that the crack would only ever be visible under certain lighting conditions. He’d accomplished what he set out to do.



Still, there was no point in getting sloppy on the way to the finish line. He was careful as he sneaked back across the street and toward where he’d left his bag. His caution proved prudent — a shout came from just down an empty street full of rundown buildings and abandoned trash. A shout, and then laughter.



A woman was walking fast and looking distinctly uncomfortable, arms wrapped tight around her chest, purse strap clutched in a white-knuckled fist. Two men were following behind her, one of them grinning, the other drunkenly mumbling compliments. They weren’t small men either, and their persistence seemed more dangerous than awkward.



It was none of Will’s business. He’d be taking a risk by getting involved. The church, Chauffeur, had been his objective, not taking on the ills of the city as an unregistered super on probation.



One of the men grabbed the woman’s arm. There was a gleam of metal in the moonlight. Two as Will snapped the blade of his penknife open.



“Help!” screamed the woman. “Please!”



He slammed his shoulder into the first one, knocking him back, though not quite down. The man holding the woman made to use her as a human shield. Will slashed, cutting several tendons in the arm he had around her neck and rendering it useless for much more than decoration.



The woman took off at a dead sprint. The injured man stumbled backward, but his friend still had violence in mind.



“You dumb fucker,” he snarled. “Quit playing at being a super. If you had a power, you would have used it already.”



“Very true.” The penknife was pretty dull and always had been. Will was nearly always calling on his power when he was using it as a weapon.



The man threw a punch. Will ducked, then countered with a quick jab and an elbow to the man’s face. He went for the knee as the man stumbled, cutting him in a way that would leave him hobbling until a surgeon could repair it.



That was enough for the pair. The one with the bad arm lent his good shoulder to the one with the bad leg. They hurried off down an alleyway, and Will found a spot in the shadows to breathe and collect his thoughts.



He’d helped someone, which was always good, but it wasn’t part of his plan. He hadn’t considered how he’d react to these sorts of situations in costume, passing by emergencies that required intervention.



His old superhero instincts were deep in his bones, a part of him that he couldn’t just turn off. He’d have to learn to. Unregistered supers who made a habit of casual heroism were always discovered by the Champion Authority or Second Advent eventually, especially if they didn’t have a power related to stealth or flying or speed.



Will was still a fair distance away from where he’d left his change of clothes. He waited until he was sure the street was empty before starting his jog to the next alleyway.



There was a rush of air as something flew by him, fluttering his costume, followed by the sound of that same something touching down. He spun around, penknife out, and then stopped.



He’d been discovered alright, and far more quickly than he’d expected. By a super he knew all too well.



Relic.








CHAPTER 21




 



“This was supposed to be my night off,” called Relic. “I suppose if I deal with you quickly enough, it still can be.”



Will stared at her, realizing that he was king of the idiots, truly the first among them. How had he not thought to account for Jess, for
 Relic
 ? Relic with a capital fucking R. One of two or three female superheroes in the running to be the most famous and idolized.



He understood his thinking, the gestation of such a massive oversight. Relic was Jess, and he loved Jess, and she loved him. He supposed he’d been careful enough to pick a night when she’d been busy to avoid alerting her to his nighttime activities, but not this situation, not the question of what to do if they actually came face to face. Mask to mask. Fuck.



What was he supposed to do? Run? No, he’d never escape her on foot, not with the Cloak of Damascus and its gift of flight.



Fight? This was Jess he was talking about… no, just no. Tell her the truth? Also no, given how he was on probation and the mess it would make. Try to bluff her? No chance she’d take his word if he kept his mask on, and probably even less if he took it off.



“What’s the matter?” called Relic. “Cat got your tongue?”



Probably more accurate to say the woman he used to call Mom had his tongue. He was, in fact, afraid to say anything. She might recognize his voice if he wasn’t careful to disguise each and every word. Plus, the longer he went without committing to an approach, the more time he had to think.



It didn’t help that she looked
 really
 good in her new costume. So much black leather, tight and suggestive and bouncy in places when she moved. The boob window in the front of her chest piece was practically a hypnosis power in its own right given the way it demanded his attention.



He started silently retreating backward, away from her. There was an alleyway behind him. Maybe he could make it work somehow. Relic matched each step, keeping the distance between them even, striding as though she was taking a slow stroll down a catwalk.



“A disturbance was reported in this area,” said Relic. “A man, possibly two men, harassing women. I wasn’t expecting it to be an unregistered hero, but I’ve certainly encountered stranger things before.”



Will shook his head to the best of his ability within his baggy hood. Relic wasn’t smiling. She snapped her arm out to the side, the Sacred Scepter blossoming into existence within her grip.



“Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said. “You’re going to take your mask off. You’re going to come with me. You’re going to explain yourself, and we’ll figure out a fair, appropriate punishment, one that may even leave room for you to register with the Champion Authority later down the line.”



He was actually a little annoyed that she’d use that tone with him, or with who she thought he was. He wasn’t a child, er, his costumed vigilante self wasn’t. She was used to getting what she wanted, dictating and enforcing, and it wasn’t fun to be on the receiving end.



He had to try something, so he tried something.



Spinning his penknife back into grip, Will slashed at the metal struts of a nearby fire escape. The stairs jerked a few inches downward, catching on the supports higher above, until those groaned and snapped half a second later.



The entire fire escape fell sideways in an avalanche of metal that would have been dangerous, if not deadly, for a normal person to be under. Relic had the Cord of Achilles around her waist, however. Will used to joke with her about how it was basically a belt of superstrength, and that wasn’t far from the truth.



More than anything, the wreckage blocked her way for a critical few seconds. She could fly over it, but she wouldn’t, not right away. Flying with the Cloak of Damascus wasn’t as comfortable for her as Kestrel’s flying, more like using a paraglider with some extra oomph.



 Will cut into the wall of the abandoned building next to him, making a hole. He knocked his way through shoulder first, stumbling into an empty warehouse space. He ran until he could see a door, unlocked it, and pulled himself through the doorframe and back up to speed.



He’d put enough distance between them to stand a shot at losing her through the maze of dirty, litter-strewn alleyways. He took turns at random, cursing as he recognized that he was moving away from where he’d hidden his bag. Unfortunate, but unavoidable.



He glimpsed a ladder to his left and flung himself up it without a second thought, taking the rungs mainly with his arms to keep the sound from giving him away. He took a second to catch his breath once on the roof.



He only got that one second. A flutter of air rushed past him, nearly pulling his hood back. Will hurried to his feet, turning to face Relic, who looked decidedly less patient than she had before.



“That was not a smart move,” she said. “I wasn’t planning on hurting you before if it could be helped. I’m still not, but you are making the prospect appeal to me more and more as you drag this out.”



He felt rebellious in his silence this time around. She assumed that she was just so much stronger than him, that even without knowing his power, she could easily win in a fight. It was a fair assumption coming from her, but Will had never let people talk to him like that in prison.



He stood a shot at winning against her. That wasn’t the issue, not really. His concern was on finding a way to defeat her without hurting her too badly, possibly inflicting permanent injuries, or worse. He would need to be precise to the point of millimeters to pull off what he was considering.



Hopefully, she was being honest about holding back. The Cord of Achilles gave her the kind of strength that would demolish him with a punch, the ability to inflict the kinds of injuries from which he doubted his mending would let him heal. This was going to be one of those twitchy fights, all reflexes, over and done with in the span of a blink.



He held his penknife in a grip so tight that his fingers felt cast in steel. Bringing his other hand up, he gestured to her with a
 come here
 motion, cocky enough to bait her in while hopefully not pissing her off enough to crush him like a bug.



She was fast. Not superspeed fast, but the strength she derived from her artifacts was a full body thing, legs capable of propelling her forward faster than any mundane human. Will reacted more than planning his counter, dodging her punch and slashing at where he knew the Cord of Achilles was tightly strapped around her waist.



The margin of error was tiny, but Will was just that good. Relic’s artifacts were more or less unbreakable while she was using them, but his cutting didn’t adhere to that same physical logic. He felt the penknife’s blade cut neatly through the belt. She could repair it as long as it wasn’t in use, so it was just a temporary setback.



But the belt wasn’t the only thing he cut. His slash had been from the bottom up, and the penknife’s blade continued along that narrow angle, opening a massive tear in a number of the horizontal ties of her costume.



He heard her gasp as she slid to a stop just past him. He spun around in the same moment that she did and discovered… that she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath, this time around. Relic’s breasts, Jess’s breasts, plump and pale and slightly pointy in the cold night air, hung on full display. He saw her blink in complete shock, cheeks rapidly reddening, and watched her clutch an arm across her chest.



His first impulse was to apologize, because that’s what he would have done for Jess. That was how he actually felt, like he’d done something mean to her by accident and should try to make it right with words.



But there was simply no way. He couldn’t be Will right then and there, couldn’t let her even suspect that whoever was under the hood and mask might be Will. What would a normal superhero… or supervillain… say in a moment like this?



He smirked as it came to him, and spoke in a gruff, slightly accented voice. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”



“You bastard!” hissed Relic. She took a step forward. Will brandished the penknife. She must have sensed the danger of his power to her, in her now partially powerless state. It wasn’t enough to simply have the Cord of Achilles on her person. It needed to be worn as a belt to work.



She glared at him with such hatred that, despite having given himself an opening to escape, he still felt he’d made an unfortunate blunder. Relic’s intensity didn’t ebb as he hurried to the ladder and slid down it. He was careful as he looped around through the alleyways, watching to make sure she wasn’t following and making his path as confusing as possible.



He got to his bag, checked to make sure he was still alone, and changed as quickly as humanly possible. He still needed to beat Jess back to the house. If he wasn’t there when she got home, she might grow suspicious—if not right away, then later on, when other details came into view.



He took a taxi, paying with just about the last of his money. Jess’s car wasn’t in the driveway or the garage when he arrived back, and only after seeing that did he let himself breathe.








CHAPTER 22




 



Will went inside, turning on the light and surveying the empty living room. He was starving and grabbed a granola bar from the kitchen and some beef jerky to wolf down as he made his way upstairs.



The light was on in Rue’s room but it wasn’t that late, not quite midnight. He headed into his own room, shutting the door and locking it. Hiding his costume came first, and he made a mental note to consider whether it made sense to keep it somewhere other than the house for the time being. A storage locker? Though he’d need a regular source of income for that.



There was one small bit of investigating he still wanted to do before passing out. He had the schedule of the Lancaster City Second Advent church, but he still needed to sort out the issue of the two BCs. He wondered if there might be a list of the clergy on their website, or other information that might help him discern his stolen schedule data.



He still had browser tabs open from the previous night. Porn tabs, as it happened. He sighed and shook his head as he went to close them. One was still on the camgirl website’s homepage. He stopped, blinking and staring at the thumbnails under the “newly online” section, which apparently updated automatically.



There she was again, just as she had been. Like a favorite lost sock that turns up in the sock drawer after previously searching everywhere else. Will’s heart skipped and pounded simultaneously as he gaped at the caramel-skinned teenager sitting on a familiar bed, in a familiar room. Too similar to be a doppelganger. Too much matched up.



Her username was
 MissMasquerade19,
 and true to what it would suggest, she was in fact a nineteen-year-old wearing a mask. He gritted his teeth, suddenly realizing it was her old mask from her days on the Crimson Five. Un-fucking-believable.



He stood up, headed for his door, stopped before setting his hand on the handle, still actively struggling with the newfound truth. He must have seen the thumbnail wrong, jumped to a bizarre conclusion. He went back to his laptop and stared at the image again. The page would update again soon, and she’d be off the front. He had to know for sure.



Will sat down at his desk and clicked on the thumbnail, palms sweaty, breath held. The stream took a second to load. When it finally did, there she was.



“I’m going to wait until a few more get on before starting,” said Rue.



Several responses instantly appeared in her chat. Girthy420 said it was fine, that he was excited. OldYeller said he wanted a preview.



“You want a preview, OldYeller,” said Rue, in a teasing voice. “How bad?”



OldYeller tipped five camcoins. Rue was wearing one of her bath robes, and she flashed an impish smile as she slowly pulled the front open, revealing a hint of the sheer black fabric of the lingerie Will had gone with her to buy that same day.



He was in a state of shock. All these men, watching Rue on stream, throwing money at her to do… what? He felt himself getting hard as he considered
 what
 . How could she be doing this? It made no sense.



Rue stiffened and looked right at the camera, blinking slowly as though someone had prodded her with a stick. It was only then, at that long overdue moment, that Will considered how someone with a power like hers, like
 Webcam’s
 , might use it while stripping for men on stream.



She could see them. She could see
 him
 .



He stood up, feeling disgusted with himself, angry at her… confused by his erection. He shifted to be somewhat presentable and hurried out into the hallway. Rue’s door was locked, but he still had his penknife in his pocket and got it open in under a second.



“Jesus, LP!” cried Rue. “I’m… I’m changing.”



She’d closed her stream in a panic, and nothing untoward was visible on the monitor. Otherwise, everything perfectly matched what he’d just been watching. She was still in her robe, cheeks flushed, curly hair in loose brown curls about her shoulders. Her legs were bare, and she’d shaved them. Just them? More?



“Cammie…” he muttered. “I have to tell Jess.”



“What are you even talking about?” She swallowed nervously and shot him a glare that was obviously forced. “You can’t just come in my room like this. You didn’t even knock, and I
 know
 I locked the door.”



“I saw what you were doing, Cammie!” he shouted. “You were… on that site. I saw it a few days ago but didn’t click. It was you. Username MissMasquerade19.”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Rue. “Quit being a psycho, and—”



He lost it, getting angrier than he knew he should have. He seized her robe and yanked it open. She shouted something at him and pushed him back, but he was so much bigger that it sent her backward instead. She fell on her bed, lingerie exposed, big breasts bouncing as the mattress absorbed her fall.



“Why?” muttered Will, forcing himself to calm down, to think. “You’re a super. You have an incredibly useful power. You’re enrolled in the Super Academy. Sure, maybe you’re not on campus, but still… You could potentially have an incredible career as a hero!”



“I don’t know what you’re…” Her mumbling died off, and she closed her eyes, clearly acknowledging that her denial had gone sour. “You want to know why? You just said why!”



“Because… what? You didn’t get into the college you wanted? Are you really that immature?”



“Fuck you.” She glared at him with real anger this time. “What do you want to hear me say? That I hate being stuck here? That I wanted to go to the Super Academy and have a normal college life… That I wanted it so bad that I just… LP, it was the
 only
 thing I ever wanted out of this.”



“You could still have that!” said Will. “Two years online, two years in person, or six if you go for your post grad.”



“Unlikely. Tons of other supers in the online course will reapply to get on campus, just like me.”



“So what?” said Will. “In that case, who cares? It’s just college. You’ll still have your power. You can still work with the Champion Authority after, join a team, or start a new one, even.”



Rue pulled her robe tighter closed. “I knew you wouldn’t get it. I hoped that you, of all people, might. My power isn’t that fun normally, Will. It’s like… staring at a screen full of tiny webcams and being able to go into them. The Champion Authority will have me playing
 Where’s Waldo
 with unregistered supers, and that will be… the rest of my life.”



“How is this the alternative?”



“I can make a lot of money doing this if I’m smart,” said Rue. “Which I am.”



“A lot of money.” He shook his head and gave her the side eye. “Right. That’s why you had to beg Jess for a few bucks to buy that…
 thing you have on?”



“I only just started last week,” said Rue. “You have to clear a thousand dollars before they send the first payment.”



“Do you not see how exploitative that is?” he snapped back. “It’s a trick to get girls who don’t know what they’re doing, girls like
 you
 to commit to a bunch of streaming they don’t want to do just to avoid sacrificing money they’ve already earned.”



“I know that you jackass!” screeched Rue. “I knew it when I signed up. We’re just going in circles. Will you get out of my room already, LP?”



She tried pushing him again, but put less effort into it. Will wasn’t angry anymore, just sad, and a little disappointed. He held her forearms gently, trying to think of how to approach the real crux of the issue.



“I have to tell Jess,” he said.



“No, you don’t.”



“She deserves to know.”



“No, she doesn’t!”



“Cammie…”



“My name is Rue!” she shouted. “And you can’t tell her. How would that conversation even go?
 Um, Mom? I was looking up porn and beating my meat, and I saw a camgirl who I think might maybe be Rue.
 ”



He recognized her point, but he was no stranger to the methods of anonymity. “No. I’ll just email her a screenshot from a burner account. She’ll never even know it was me.”



Rue’s eyes widened with real fear. She shook her head slowly, and Will thought she might just be on the verge of tears. Real tears, though? He’d seen her fake cry before a few times back when they’d been kids.



“Look…” she said. “Just let me earn enough to get my payout, and then I’ll stop. Please don’t tell Mom, Will.
 Please
 .”



“Rue…”



“You just got back after leaving!” she hissed. “After running off with our supervillain father and ending up in prison. And I forgave you!”



He held up a finger. “I believe you
 half
 forgave me.”



“You want the other half or not?”



He tried to keep from smiling at that. “…You’re done after that first payout.”



“I’ll stop completely.”



“And I get a hundred bucks from it.”



“What?” She set her hands on her hips. “How is that fair?”



“It’s a
 finder’s
 fee.
 ”



“Hilarious,” said Rue, rolling her eyes. “Fine. Whatever.”



She gave him another push, this one more playful than serious, and Will headed out into the hallway. He felt he should say something else, bestow a few more words of wisdom upon her, but couldn’t get the image of her on her bed, bouncing in lingerie, out of his mind.



“I don’t want you to do anything too extreme for those guys,” he finally said.



“I’m not that easy, LP.”



He sighed, closed her door, and went back to his room. He still had her page open, though the stream had been cut off. He was moving his cursor to close the tab when it suddenly refreshed and started up again. Rue was back on screen, robed up and ready to go.



Turn it off
 , he told himself.
 You already confronted her. You don’t need to see this.



“Sorry about that, guys,” she said, smiling broadly. “Unexpected interruption. I’ll make it up to you. Promise.”



This was Rue. He knew he shouldn’t be watching, that it was wrong in every sense of the word. Beyond that, she could literally see him through his webcam. He could cover it but she’d still know.



Maybe there was an upside to that. She’d be accountable if she knew he was watching. She couldn’t slip in anything too crazy for the pervs watching if she knew he was keeping a close eye on her, too. Nothing that her brother wouldn’t approve of. Why did thinking about it that way stir him up so much?



“Mmm…” moaned Rue. “It’s too hot in here for this robe. Should I take it off?”



The camcoins came in a flurry, twenty-five in just a couple of seconds.



“Chat has spoken.” She grinned, tossed her hair over her shoulders, and slowly undid the robe’s belt. She seemed totally comfortable, which made him wonder if she was using her power or not, if she knew he was watching.



He slouched in his chair as Rue pulled her robe open, revealing the lingerie-like stage curtains at the start of a show. Will’s hand settled in his lap, thumb gently brushing against his cock, which was hard enough to make his pants feel tight.



“What do you think?” asked Rue. “Do you guys like my new bodysuit?”



She turned around, giving her exposed buttocks a small, jiggling shake. Facing front again, she lifted her big breasts and let them drop, fabric straining to hold their plumpness. Responses from chat came in rapid fire,
 too tight, take it off, so hot.



“Too tight?” She let out a giggle. “I have it on good authority that it fits me perfectly.”



She looked right into the camera as she spoke, all but holding his gaze through the screen. More responses came in the chat, but Will couldn’t take his eyes off Rue.



“I suppose you guys might persuade me to take it off,” she said. “The top half, at least. I have to play by the rules tonight.”



Another twenty camcoins came in. Rue sat down on her bed, lips full and pouty, cheeks flushed.



“The fabric is so thin,” she whispered. “That’s what I love most about it.”



She stretched out on the bed, opening her legs. The bodysuit was opaque enough to hide her crotch, but she let out a low moan as she started to rub down there with her fingers.



“I’m getting distracted,” she muttered. “Why am I so turned on right now? This is… dirty.”



Will didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t a matter of right and wrong. His arousal was like snow mid-avalanche — it would simply go where it went.



He took out his cock, briefly eyeing his webcam, making sure it only displayed his upper body. Rue was breathing heavily, and she reached up to pull the arm straps of her bodysuit sideways. A single shrug of her shoulders, and her tits would be on full display.



“Well?” said Rue. “What do you want me to do next?”



Responses came in faster than Will could read. He reached out to type his own before remembering that he still hadn’t made an account. It was irrelevant. Rue wasn’t watching the screen, anyway. Her fingers began stroking her crotch, drawing small circles, a tiny wet spot growing bigger as her breathing got fast.



“Oh, fuck,” she muttered. “This was what you wanted to see, isn’t it? This is why you clicked.”



Will put the video in full screen. He stroked himself off with reckless movements, too in the moment to slow down, too turned on to think.



“Oh!” cried Rue. She shifted one of her shoulders, letting the tight fabric of her bodysuit fall open and expose her right breast. It hung sideways at an odd, sexy angle. She brought her free hand up, cupping it and then gently tweaking her nipple. “Oh, fuck! I… I…”



“Cammie!” groaned Will.



Her back arched as she came, legs shooting out wide, toes curling, the wetness becoming even more visible between her legs. Will blew his load an instant later, making a mess of the underside of his desk. He was too blissed out to care, eyes still locked on Rue’s stream as she mewled and struggled to regain her composure.



“Short stream tonight, guys.” She cleared her throat and walked back to her computer on shaky legs. “See you soon.”



The stream cut off. Will exhaled, ran his hands through his hair, and shook his head.








CHAPTER 23




 



Will awoke to the sound of someone rifling through his closet. He blinked, still hazy from sleep, and took longer than he should have to realize what that meant. Jess was searching his room. She knew. She was trying to find the evidence, his costume.



“Hold on!” he said. “I can explain!”



He hurried to his feet. Jess slowed down for a second, glancing back at him over one shoulder with a frown.



“I mean, your room is kind of a mess, but that doesn’t warrant an explanation,” said Jess. “You’re a teenager. Or recently were one. This is a minor disaster zone compared to what Rue can still manage.”



“Uh, right,” he said. “What are you doing?”



“Looking for your old swimsuit. Today is a beach day.”



It was only then that Will noticed the relevant details. Jess was wearing a white bikini with a matching skirt wrap that might have been considered modest on most other women, but was borderline mind-blowing on her. She bent over again, skirt straining against posterior as she continued her search.



She might still find his costume, he realized, regardless of her intent.



“I can just wear one of Halberd’s,” he said, hopping out of bed.



“Halberd didn’t swim much.”



“A pair of his shorts, then.” He kissed her on the cheek as she rose to examine another pair of way too small swimming trunks and put his arm around her.



“They’d slide around too much once you get in the water,” said Jess.



“Swimsuits are supposed to slide around a bit.” He tugged the back of hers up and down, side to side. If he couldn’t dissuade her, raising her ire to the point of distraction was the next best thing.



“Watch it, mister!” She spun around, gently slapping his hand away. “I just want to make sure you can have fun today.”



“I appreciate it, but I’ll be fine,” he said. “Really. I don’t plan on going into the water much, anyway.”



Jess furrowed her brow. “Why not?”



“Just not my thing. But I’ll still come and hang out on the beach with you and Rue… and Avery?”



“And Avery,” said Jess. “All of us.”



She grinned and pulled him into a loving hug. She smelled clean and familiar, and he felt so content in her arms. So different from the way that Relic had attacked him last night. They were both the same person. He could never let himself forget that.



“Come on,” she said. “I made fruit smoothies for breakfast.”



“The pineapple and banana ones?”



“Of course.”



“I’ll be right down.”



He found a suitable pair of black gym shorts in Halberd’s room which he wore with a blue t-shirt. Jess and Rue were in the midst of an active discussion when he came into the kitchen, and he could guess the nature of it from their tones even before he was near enough to hear their words.



“I just… have stuff to do,” said Rue. “I’m busy.”



“Busy with what? It’s the weekend, and you haven’t graced us with any foreknowledge of conflicting plans.”



“I have… college stuff to do,” she said. “Term paper research.”



“For what class?” asked Will.



She spun to look at him, holding his gaze for a surprised second that felt somewhat guilty. He thought of last night, her stream, the insane hotness and madness of it. Guilty, indeed.



“It doesn’t matter what class,” she muttered. “And it’s none of your business, LP.”



“I think it is,” he said. “I just got back. Come on, let’s have a fun, family beach day.”



He gave her a knowing smile and grabbed his smoothie from the counter. He could guess what she’d do if they left her at home. That one-thousand-dollar payout target wasn’t going to reach itself.



“Please, honey?” said Jess. “You love swimming. You’ll have fun. Didn’t I just buy you a new swimsuit?”



“It’s not always about… having fun,” muttered Rue.



“Rue Alisa Sorling, you’re coming to the beach today, and that’s final,” said Jess.



Will saw Rue scowl, but she made no further objection. Jess had brought some towels and a beach umbrella out for them to take along, and he hefted them to carry out to the car.



“Is that everything?” Jess asked, a few minutes later.



“Should be, unless you want to bring a cooler.”



“Probably won’t need one. We’ll just drink from our water bottles.”



“Is Avery on her way?” Will looked both ways along the street and then up into the sky.



“She’s meeting us there,” said Jess. “It makes sense given where her apartment is.”



“Oh. Right. I haven’t been to her new place yet.”



He frowned and leaned against the car as Jess made one last trip back inside. Rue was watching him, clad in a black one-piece with a plunging neckline and slits along the sides. It reminded him so much of her lingerie that he felt caught between staring and looking away.



“You got weird when you asked about Avery,” she said.



“No, I didn’t.”



“Yes, you did.”



She leaned against the car next to him. She was, of course, right. He hadn’t seen Avery the day before, or at all, since their drunken make out. It felt a bit like she might be avoiding him, and as far as reasons go, she had a pretty good one.



“She’s my probation officer,” he said lamely. “Just trying to keep tabs on her.”



“Isn’t it a little weird having someone you’re so close to as your probation officer?”



“We’re supers,” he said. “The rules are a little different for us.”



Rue snorted and rolled her eyes. “You sound like one of those super supremacists.”



Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. He’d sworn off everything the Realists espoused, from the evolution argument to their supposed responsibility as Earth’s chosen shepherds. He’d learned his own truth in Mastodon, but for a time, he had thought like that, like them.



“Hey.” Rue set a hand on his shoulder. “It was just a joke.”



“A hilarious one, at that,” he said. “Nice swimsuit, by the way.”



“Are you being sarcastic?”



“If I say no, will you let me see what it looks like from the back?”



She elbowed him in the shoulder. “Perv.”








CHAPTER 24




 



Jess came back outside, and the three of them piled into her car. The drive out to the lake was a bit over an hour. Apparently, it was still the crowded summer hotspot that Will remembered, and he saw a line of cars parked on the road’s shoulder even before they’d reached the official parking area.



“Ugh.” Rue crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s going to be packed. I’m already starting to regret this.”



“Who cares?” said Will. “We’ll find a spot.”



“Yeah, that’s probably next to a bunch of beach creepers,” she muttered. “I’m so not in the mood to get ogled and hit on today.”



He wanted to point that it was exactly what she would have been doing had she stayed home, but Jess was right there, and he wasn’t about to be so flippant with Rue’s secrets. Though, he supposed there was a slight difference between faceless usernames in a chatroom and pushy men in public.



“Avery found us a spot using her power,” said Jess. “It’ll take a bit of hiking to get to, but according to her, it’s totally private.”



“Oh, thank God,” said Rue.



They slowly made their way along the road that ran by the main beach area, stopping for cars unloading and half-dressed pedestrians. Will was awestruck by the number of attractive women on display. Rue might have preferred the private beach, but he would have been just fine among this scantily attired crowd.



They kept driving for a good ten minutes, half of it down a sketchy dirt road barely a lane and a half wide, and then pulled off onto an unassuming dirt driveway overgrown with weeds. Jess parked in front of a house that—from its broken windows, peeling paint, and knee-high lawn—was clearly abandoned.



“It’s abandoned,” said Jess.



“Really?” he said, bringing his fist to his chin in mock consideration. “How can you tell?”



“Oh, shut it.”



They unloaded the car. Will carried the umbrella and lunch bag as they made their way down a disused trail, eventually exiting onto a beautiful private beach. Avery had arrived ahead of them, as Jess had said, and she lay stretched on her stomach, already tanning.



Topless. Her black bikini lay next to her on the sand, along with a pair of denim cutoffs, though the angle meant that Will couldn’t see anything. Avery did him the favor of yawning and rolling over as she heard them coming.



“Hey!” she called. “About time.”



She made no immediate attempt to cover her chest. Her breasts were small but not tiny, outlined by obvious tan lines which she was presumably trying to even out. Her nipples looked like sexy little candies, pulling each tit forward into a defined point.



Jess cleared her throat and glancing toward Will. “Your top, Avery.”



“Oh.” She looked down at her chest, bored by her own nudity. “Right.”



She pulled her bikini top on and tied it with dexterous fingers. It didn’t cover all that much more than she’d already revealed, though admittedly, Will preferred it off. Avery stretched as she rose to her feet and skipped over to pull them each into a hug.



“Hey,” she said to him as he wrapped her in his arms. “I missed you yesterday.”



“Likewise. Though it’s nice to see I’m already earning my probation officer’s trust.”



Her breath smelled of gin, and Will could see her flask poking up from the sand next to her towel.



“So far, you’re the easiest client I’ve ever had,” she said.



“Good to know.”



He spread out his towel next to the others and had a sudden idea that strode the line between genius and obvious. He found the suntan lotion in the beach bag and held it up.



“Does anyone need me to do their back?” he asked.



He looked toward Rue first, feeling a bit ashamed of how appealing the idea of rubbing his hands on her was after the previous night.



“I don’t burn, I tan,” she said. “I did put some on my face before we left, though. Anyway, I’m going to swim to the buoy and back.”



“Fair enough.” He turned to Jess.



“Sure.” She grinned and spread out on her towel, crossing her arms to make a pillow under her head. “Just the back though, sweetie.”



“Just the back of the back, or the back of the legs, too.”



“I can reach my legs, thank you very much.”



There was a coyness in Jess’s voice that told him she knew he hadn’t offered by accident. It made what he was doing feel a bit worse, somehow, as though even she understood how worked up prison had gotten him and was obliging his overflowing horniness.



He settled down behind her, straddling her, though it wasn’t really necessary. The suntan lotion came out into his hand with a slight purr from the bottle. He undid her bikini with his free hand, figuring it was better to do it and apologize if it made her uncomfortable than ask and hoist the decision onto her.



“Ready?” he asked.



She made a tiny, amused noise. “Go ahead.”



He set his hands down on her shoulders. Jess arched her back and sucked in a breath.



“That stuff is cold,” she said.



“Should have warmed it up in my hands first,” he said. “I’ll have to warm it up on you, instead.”



“Whatever works,” said Jess.



She let out a satisfied little moan as he started rubbing the lotion into her shoulders. He worked slowly, taking his time for himself as much as her. It felt good to touch her body—soft skin, but with a fair amount of muscle underneath. He was putting sunscreen on Jess, on
 Relic
 .



And he was… getting an erection while doing it. The fact that he wasn’t exactly surprised did nothing to reduce the awkwardness of it. He tried to shimmy backward along her body, but only ended up aligning his hardening cock into the obvious groove between her bikini-clad buttocks.



“What is it?” asked Jess. “You stopped.”



“Just getting a bit more comfortable.”



He set his hands back on her, doing the central area of her back. He could feel her breathing, each relaxed inhale and exhale. Her body felt warm underneath him, and so much closer, so exposed and open.



There was no real clear line denoting the edges of her back. His hands roamed a bit, running up her sides, briefly gripping her waist, right above her hips. The spot he might grab if he needed, well, thrusting leverage. He pictured Relic, the night before, costume ties torn open, breasts open to the cool night air.



He slid his hands higher, and without really meaning to, without committing to the risk, he lubed up the side edges of both her breasts. He felt Jess suck in a faster breath, followed by her clearing her throat.



“Thank you, William,” she said. “I think that’s good. Very thorough.”



“Always,” he said. “Let me know if you need a touch up after going in the water.”



“I just might.”



“I need a touch up,” called Avery. “If you would be so willing.”



“More than willing.” He adjusted himself to keep his erection from being quite so obvious as he stood up. It hardly mattered. Rue was in the water, and Jess and Avery were both face down on their towels.



Avery undid her top before she’d even stretched back out, and from the way she smiled, he knew it was an intentional flash. Will spared a glance in Jess and Rue’s direction, the former resting with her eyes closed, the latter deep in her swim.



“Where do you need touched up?” he asked.



“Everywhere you can reach,” whispered Avery. “Want some gin?”



“I would love some.”



He took a moderately sized sip from her flask, grinning as he settled onto her. He didn’t try to be polite with his erection, like he had with Jess. Avery’s ass was a bit smaller, proportional to her petite build, but his cock still felt glorious nestled against it.



“Is that a lockpick in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” whispered Jess.



“Hilarious. Do you really want me to answer that?”



“I want you to rub lotion all over me, LP.”



He didn’t know if she was playing a dangerous game, or the best game. Will eyed Jess again, making sure her attention was sufficiently averted, and then began touching Avery in earnest.



He went faster than he had before, running his hands over her shoulders and arms, getting the boring stuff out of the way. He couldn’t resist rocking a bit — not quite humping her or going too far over the line, but letting his
 lockpick
 jiggle around against the tumbler.



“You’re good with your hands,” whispered Avery.



“Comes with the territory.”



He went lower, sliding his hands over the sides of her breasts. When she didn’t say anything, he pushed it even further, easing his fingertips inward, between her body and the towel. He kept expecting her to stop him, but she just… didn’t.



His fingers brushed past her nipple. Avery tensed, arching slightly, or perhaps intentionally lifting and giving him more than enough room to openly grope her. He could feel the soft flesh of her smallish breasts, a bit more than a handful each, and the way her nipples pressed into his palms. She was perfect, she was gorgeous, a tight little bundle of sarcasm, booze, and seduction.



She was also
 Avery
 , and this was pretty messed up.



“You’re really going for it,” she whispered.



“We can’t have you getting burned, now can we?”



“It’s one of several things that we
 can’t have
 , little brother.” She lifted her leg at the knee, neatly kicking him in the side of the butt with her heel. Not hard, more playful than violent.



“Right,” he said. “I should do your legs, too.”



“Go ahead,” she purred. “Do my legs.”



He stifled a groan, pressing his erection into her one last, glorious time before pulling back, sliding down to kneel on the edge of the towel. Jess coughed, and he froze, paranoid and with good reason. She was still resting on her towel. Looked like they still had time.



He put more suntan lotion into his palm, rubbing his hands together to warm it up. The noise of it sounded so much lewder than it ever had before. One of Avery’s hands was splayed wide against the towel, as though she was anticipating having to dig her fingers in.



Will hesitated, feeling it hard to get around how wrong this was, especially how bad it would be if they got caught. Avery could decide at any moment that he was a pervert, a sudden mood shift that would kneecap his new life before it ever got off the ground. But somehow, he knew she wouldn’t, knew that she was just as weirdly turned on as he was.



He’d gotten women off before. He understood the power of anticipation. He started with her feet, coating them completely in suntan lotion, even the soles, aiming more for what was sensual than what was practical.



Slowly, ever so slowly, he let his hands glide up to her calves, coating them front to back. He kneaded with his thumbs, letting his fingers press in a flowing pattern that mimicked a more erotic, fluttering sensation. Avery was breathing with intention, inhale, exhale, calm but tense.



He went a few inches higher, and then dropped an inch back. Forward and back. His hands moved across her thighs, and he could almost feel what she expected through the way her muscles tensed, legs shifting open with subtle, but telling movements.



He did her butt with the utmost respect of a family member applying lotion… and then left his hands on her. With his thumbs on the inside of her thighs, fingers on the outside, he shifted back down, finally touching her… almost.



Avery’s breathing got weird, and he saw one of her splayed fingers twitch. Will kept going, letting his hands rub back and forth, thumbs pressed close enough to the tight bikini fabric across her crotch to charge the air with sex.



He pushed his thumb forward, finally rubbing her. He shifted one of his hands, letting the other rub her crotch directly, doing far too good of a job of putting on that sticky lotion. The other hand gripped her thigh, pulling her leg open, gentle, but dominant.



Avery’s hand, still splayed across the towel, finally dug into the sand. She was breathing heavy, almost loud enough to alert Jess. Will kept petting, smiling as he saw the way she pushed her butt up and out to give him an even better angle.



The paranoia struck him again and he looked toward Jess and Rue, but they were both still as they’d been on last inspection. Avery reached a hand back as he attempted to slip a finger into the crotch of her bikini bottoms, stopping him, but also redirecting his aim.



Message received. He could touch her, as long as it was in this particular spot, through the outside of her bikini. He almost laughed as he considered the gift she’d just placed in his lap.



For the next minute, Will touched everywhere but that one little, tempting spot. Avery kept shifting until she was positioned like a cat in heat. That wasn’t even doing it justice. He’d never seen a cat want it this bad.



“You’re welcome,” he whispered.



“Huh? For—”



He touched the spot, pressed the button, gave her what she wanted. Avery sucked in a breath, body tensing, but not quite thrashing against the towel. Will shifted himself over her, planting a chaste kiss on her hair.



“Avery?” said Jess.



She finally glanced over as Will was standing up, body turned strategically away from Jess’s gaze.



Avery was all but melting into the towel, one handing resting on her flask of gin. “I fell asleep while LP was working his magic.”



“He’s good, isn’t he?”



“So fucking good.”








CHAPTER 25




 



“Hey!” called Rue. “Are you guys coming?”



She’d made her way back into the shallows, body dripping wet and beautifully dark in the sun. Her hair lost some of its curliness in the water, seeming to fall much longer across her shoulders.



“Absolutely,” called Jess. She grinned at Avery, who was already getting up, and then looked at Will.



“I’m not really much of a swimmer anymore,” he said. “I’ll hang back.”



“What?” Avery frowned at him. “Come on, LP. We could do chicken fights. You and me versus Rue and Jess.”



“Tempting, but it’s not happening today.”



Not happening
 ever.
 He felt his tattoos again, burning this time instead of itching. Which ones would Jess and Avery and Rue find most offensive?



The one that read POWER REALISTS across his chest was damning, but not openly offensive like FUCK THE WEAK across his shoulders, or the one with a faceless super sitting on a pile of skulls. Even the more innocuous quotes, SINK OR SWIM, EVOLVE OR DIE, all of it blended together to form a concise picture of the hateful, bigoted person he’d once been.



There had been an aspect of brinkmanship in it back inside Mastodon. Becoming a member of the Realists was supposedly for life. This was a feature of the tattoos, not a bug.



The fact that Will had only wanted tattoos on his chest and back, upper shoulders, places he could theoretically cover, had given the designated body artists a smaller canvas to work with. But their goal had been the same. Mark him for life. Make it undeniable for life.



Fuck them. Despot, and Chauffeur, and all the rest of them. He was done with their games, but not done with them. Oh, no.



“What are you going to do, then?” asked Jess, her voice soft, bordering on concerned.



“I brought a book,” said Will. “I’ll be fine, really. I have a fine view of three beautiful women swimming from my spot here on a pristine private beach. Go have fun.”



Jess and Avery exchanged a look, but they didn’t push him. He wondered about the way he was with them, so free with his hands, always touching, always teasing, pushing the limit. Was it just a form of distraction to keep them from seeing worse things?



Like a controlled burn ahead of a major wildfire. A preview of just how messed up he was before the main event. But there was no deep calculus to it. He was scared, more than anything, that these moments with the three of them were a time-limited thing. He had to express all of his affection, deeper feelings, even, while he still had the chance.



He distracted himself with his book for a while. A shadow moved across him, and he looked up to see Jess, dripping wet in her white bikini, water droplets catching like crystals in the sun as they fell from her pale skin.



“Hey.” She moved her towel closer to his and sat down. “What are you reading?”



“Biography of President Astroman,” he said. “Riveting stuff.”



“I know you’re being sarcastic, but I actually would find that pretty interesting.”



She didn’t say anything else, didn’t try to draw the conversation out. She just sat on her towel, looking at Avery and Rue in the midst of a splash fight, occasionally looking at him. She looked so happy.



He had to tell her. He needed to tell her everything, not just about his time with Halberd, or the tattoos, or prison. About last night, too.



“Jess?” He cleared his throat, searching for the words.



“What is it?”



“…Uh, do you have any water left?”



“Yup.” She scampered over to the beach bag and pulled out her bottle.



Was he doing her a favor by keeping the truth hidden? She needed this, too. If by hiding the truth, he could stretch this happiness out just a little bit longer, for her, for him, for Rue and Avery… wasn’t it worth doing?



They would find out about some of it eventually. Maybe it was better for it to be in the future, when he’d been back for longer, and the trust between them was closer to what it had once been.



Maybe.



 



***



 



They spent most of the day at the beach. Jess had slipped a frisbee into her beach bag, and Will, Rue, and Avery played an intense game of keep away. It was a game that worked decidedly differently when the person in the middle had the power of flight.



The sun was setting when they finally packed up their towels and began the journey home. Avery came with them, opting to ride in the car rather than fly.



“It’s not starting,” said Jess.



“It’s not?” asked Avery. “Are you sure?”



Jess turned the key a few times. “Yeah. Positive.”



Rue groaned from the backseat. “Super annoying. I have stuff to do tonight.”



“I suppose I could fly to the nearest auto shop and pay for a tow,” said Avery. “Probably not a good idea to leave your car here overnight.”



“Hold on.” Will set a hand on Jess’s shoulder. “Pop the hood. Let me take a look.”



“What are you going to do?” asked Rue. “You don’t have any tools.”



“Let me just take a look.”



Jess shrugged and popped the hood. Will was fairly certain he already knew what the problem was. The engine wasn’t even turning over, and the interior light that normally came on when the doors were open hadn’t this time.



“Did you get a new battery recently?” he asked Jess.



“Yeah, I did. Um, the auto store installed it for me.”



Will immediately saw that one of the terminals was a bit loose. He could only tighten so much with just his fingers, but it would probably do until they got home.



“Try it now,” he said.



Jess turned the key, and the car started. Cheers came from within. Will took his place in the passenger seat. Avery reached forward to squeeze his shoulders from the back, and Jess leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.



“Nice going, LP,” said Rue. “Should have guessed that you were a car guy.”



“I would not describe myself as a car guy,” he said, chuckling. “Just a problem solver.”



“One of the hundred thousand reasons why it makes me so happy to have you back,” said Jess. “Let’s go home. Thoughts on dinner? I can pick up whatever you’re in the mood for on the way.”








CHAPTER 26




 



Will woke up late the next morning. Jess had left him breakfast and a note on the kitchen counter, off running errands. Rue didn’t seem to be home, probably at one of the classes she took physically at the local college. It was his first time really being alone in the house during the day, and it felt novel in its own right.



He ate slowly and then went downstairs for a workout. The house had a fairly nice home gym, with a heavy bag, a bench press, rowing machine, various other fitness odds and ends. He risked taking off his shirt as he worked up a sweat.



Which was a mistake. He heard the basement door open and had to dive for his discarded t-shirt, yanking it on so fast that he heard it tear somewhere.



“You down here, LP?” called Avery.



“Yeah,” he said. “Just working out.”



She grinned. “As though you need to. You should show off those muscles more often.”



“What can I say?” he said. “I’m the king of modesty.”



“Right. Anyway, I could use your help with a new client of mine, if you’re up for it.”



“Sure. Do I have time to take a shower first?”



“If you’re quick.”



He met Avery downstairs after showering and getting dressed. There was such an odd tension between them that it felt as though they were both carefully stepping around. He’d gotten her off at the beach, or come close to proving that he could. The massage had given his groping a small amount of plausible deniability, but they’d both been there. They both knew.



“We’re heading back to your old high school,” said Avery.



“You’re serious?” He furrowed his brow, immediately wishing he hadn’t agreed so quickly. “What for?”



“My newest contract is more… social work oriented. There’s a teenager at this school with powers. She’s had some disciplinary issues, and her guidance counselor is afraid that she’ll end up in a bad place if she doesn’t chill out.”



“Ah,” said Will. “That’s the kind of help you want. I’m coming along to scare this girl straight with my wealth of experience on the matter of being a teenage supervillain.”



“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.” Avery slowed as they approached her car. “I just thought… I mean, hell. They tried you as an adult. They treated you so much more harshly than they would have if you’d been powerless, and it’s not like you were shooting death lasers from your eyes or anything. No offence.”



“None taken. I’ll talk to her. What’s her power, anyway?”



“Don’t know yet. We’ll be talking to her guidance counselor first.”



The drive to the school took Will along a painfully familiar route. He felt strange as they passed by unchanged buildings, took all the expected turns, almost as though he’d gone back in time. It was like his periodic dreams of being back in high school, but with more clothes on and less confusion about remembering his locker’s combination.



They parked outside the generic, red-brick building, and climbed out of the car. The school wasn’t huge, around a thousand students or so, and if anything, it seemed far smaller to him now than it had at fifteen.



“How does it feel?” asked Avery.



“You went here, too.”



“Yeah, but I’ve been back a bunch in the time since.” She grinned at him and bumped into him playfully at the hips. “Come on. Lay all your nostalgia on me. Shed some tears if necessary.”



“I was here for a year,” he said. “I never really had the high school experience.”



“Feel like you missed out on the craziness?”



He didn’t know what to say to that. What he’d been up to with Halberd in the meantime was several steps past mere
 craziness
 .



They headed inside through the front entrance. The school had no security guard, but they did have to check in at the front office and receive visitor tags. Avery seemed to know where she was headed as they passed through the empty hallways. There was only a single lunch period which was currently underway, and the cafeteria was separate from the main building.



Avery knocked on an office door with a placard that read “Mrs. Handy,” a name Will didn’t recognize from his own limited time at Lancaster High. She invited them in and smiled as they came through the door. An older woman, Mrs. Handy wore her hair in a tight, partially grey bun and had a serious appearance.



“Avery,” said Mrs. Handy. “Please. Have a seat.”



“Thanks Tina. This is my assistant, William. I thought he might be able to provide some additional insight.”



“I’ll take whatever insight I can get,” said Mrs. Handy. She let out a sigh and spread her hands flat on her desk. “Where to even begin? The girl I called you here about is named Helga Dulcey. She’s seventeen, smart, quiet, a bit of a loner. She doesn’t exactly… fit in with the cliques or do many extracurricular activities. You know how high school can be.”



She set a photo down of a teenage girl with features better described as handsome than beautiful. She was built, strong shoulders, powerful jawline, not at all traditionally feminine but not bad looking, either.



“That I do,” said Avery. “What’s her power?”



“She generates temporary muscle when she gets angry or stressed,” said Mrs. Handy. “It’s a visible power when it’s in use, and… not exactly flattering. She had dreams of going to the Super Academy when she was a freshman. Used to talk my ear off about it when she was in here, the most I ever managed to get out of her, really. They have grown far more restrictive with who they admit, and she was rejected.”



“Familiar enough story,” said Avery.



“Let me find her file so I can give a bit more specific info.” Mrs. Handy turned and began rifling through a cabinet against the wall of her office. “It’s in here somewhere…”



“Why don’t you go wander around a bit, Will?” suggested Avery. “If we’re getting into her personal records, grades, medical history, that sort of thing, you won’t be able to be a part of the discussion, anyway. Legally speaking.”



“Sure,” he said.



He went back out into the hallway and started walking. The sensation of being back in his old high school was surreal, and he wandered a bit aimlessly through the hall. It was still lunchtime and the place was empty, which made Will feel a bit as though he was sneaking around.



He heard laughter as he passed by the library and saw a familiar face. Helga looked just like her photo, right down to a similar t-shirt and the same mom jeans. She had a lunchbox in her hand and sat at a table, taking discrete bites of a sandwich. Eating had been against the rules in the library in Will’s day, but the librarian was nowhere to be seen.



There was a group of girls giggling at another table, with Helga seeming to be the source of their amusement. She frowned, looking away, and got up, all but fleeing deeper into the library. The girls gave pursuit, shushing each other and making a halfhearted attempt at stealth.



Will had a sense of what was going on, but he had to see it, even if he couldn’t stop it. He entered the library and watched from an off angle. Helga sat in a chair with lunch on her lap in an out-of-the-way aisle, books on either side. The girls entered the next row.



He heard one of them say something mocking, though he couldn’t make out the words. There was a crash as a book was tossed over the top of the shelf, followed by several more, hardcovers raining down like a literary hailstorm.



Helga didn’t shout or run, or even try to fight back. She covered her head with her bag and closed her eyes, enduring the abuse with a stoic expression. Will saw the shift as her power began to come into play, shoulders thickening with muscle, arms bulging against the fabric of her shirt.



He was about to step in and stop it, given that there was clearly a danger of one of the bullies getting hurt. They seemed to come to the same realization, laughing and running off. Helga was still struggling with her anger as her tormentors left the library. Will walked over to her.



“Hey,” he said. “You’re Helga, right? I’m—”



“Leave me alone!”



She moved so much faster than he’d been expecting. She seized him by the arm and, with almost no hesitation, snapped it at the elbow.








CHAPTER 27




 



The pain was sudden and red, like the striking of some horrible bell, and Will fell to his knees. He hissed through gritted teeth, grabbing at his arm, which was dangling in a way that felt as terrible as it looked.



“I’m sorry!” cried Helga. “Oh, no… no, no, no!”



“Shhh…” whispered Will. “We’re… in the library.”



Broken bones varied in difficulty to heal with his mending ability. It always took more effort than a simple cut or shallow stab, but some were easier to set into place than others. Arms were painful, but fairly easy, without too many small bits and bobs to slide back together.



He took the lower half of his ruined arm, almost losing sight from the way the pain of it manifested as a black press against the edge of his vision. Slowly, with measured, meditative breathing, Will felt the wound out.



Two broken bones, the radius and the ulna. He’d done this enough times to know them both rather well, how they fit together, how long he needed to use his power for.



It took perhaps two minutes, during which Helga silently sobbed next to him in a heap on the floor. A significant amount of the pain stuck around even after Will flexed his hand and tested his finished work. It would diminish only slowly over the next day or so, as much due to the trauma to his mind as to his body.



“There we go,” he said. “Can we talk now?”



“You… healed yourself?” whispered Helga.



“I call it mending,” said Will. “It’s one of my powers. I’m a super, like you.”



“…You are?” She sniffled and wiped tears from her cheeks. “Why are you here?”



“I’m working with your, um, guidance counselor.” He blinked, feeling so strange saying that, a sentence he never would have dreamed speaking even just a week ago. “I’m here to talk to you about what’s going to happen if you don’t get your power under control. Right on time, as it would seem.”



“It was an accident,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking. I just got so angry… those girls have been bullying me for years. You don’t understand.”



“I’m actually one of the few people in the world who does, in fact, understand,” he said. “I just got out of prison.”



Helga’s eyes went wide, and Will nodded a few times.



“That’s exactly the face you should be making. Prison for supers is
 really
 fucked up. Imagine a place a lot like high school, but with bullies who all have superpowers. That’s what Mastodon Supermax is like.”



“Are you going to turn me in for what I did?”



“No, I’m not,” he said. “I just met you, but you don’t seem like an evil person. I should know. I just want you to find a better way to deal with what you’re going through than sitting around and enduring your abuse until you’re so angry that you start breaking people’s arms.”



“What else am I supposed to do?”



“Be smarter,” he said. “The first rule of bullying, harassment, the only rule, really — don’t get mad, get even. Fight fire with fire.”



“But you just said—”



“It’s not about violence or hurting anybody,” said Will. “You have to start thinking like a bully to win here. Look… do you know where these girl’s lockers are?”



Helga nodded slowly.



“Good. How many minutes do we have until lunch is over?”



 



***



 



Will caught up with Avery just as she was leaving Mrs. Handy’s office. She was frowning and serious, and he couldn’t help but grin a bit as he rejoined her.



“I have all the info on Helga’s case,” said Avery. “We might not be able to see her today, after all, given how busy her schedule is.”



“I already spoke with her,” said Will.



Avery’s brows went up. “And?”



He motioned her down the hallway, toward the locker of the girl Helga had identified as the leader of the bullies. Helga herself was back in the library, establishing an alibi.



“Oh, I think she’ll find controlling her power to be a fair bit easier now,” said Will. “I helped her discover a better outlet.”



Avery blinked, mouth falling open in horror. “She’s seventeen, Will! Please tell me you and she didn’t…”



“Are you being serious right now?” He elbowed her gently in the ribs. “You really have that low of an opinion of me?”



“It’s not about my opinion, more just an assumption based, well…” She cleared her throat. “Proven recent behavior.”



He smiled, liking the way she was looking at him more than he probably should have. The bell rang, and students began flooding into the hallway from lunch. Will tried not to look too obvious as he watched Helga’s chief tormentor make her way over to her locker.



She opened it quickly, which was good as the smell would have been obvious otherwise. Garbage showered out into her face. They’d raided a few different trash cans, including one in the girls’ bathroom that the janitors hardly ever cleaned, on Helga’s suggestion. A surprising number of used tampons were in the mix.



The girl started crying. Will caught sight of Helga slowly moving down the hallway, smiling coldly as she innocently headed for her own locker.



“I’m not sure if I approve of this or not,” said Avery.



“You had nothing to do with it,” said Will. “Neither did I if anyone asks.”








CHAPTER 28




 



Will tagged along with Avery as she made the rounds on a few other clients, but he didn’t need to do anything quite as dramatic as how he’d assisted with Helga. They climbed back into her car as the evening rolled around.



“Thanks, LP,” she said. “You were a big help today.”



“I feel as though I should be getting paid for this,” he said.



“They’d never let me officially hire you while you’re still on probation. I hope sisterly appreciation dollars will be enough for now?”



“I suppose they’ll have to do.”



She started the car and pulled onto the street. “So… I’ll drop you off at home?”



“I still haven’t seen your new apartment,” he pointed out.



Avery was silent for a few seconds. “No, I guess you haven’t. I’ll talk to Jess about cooking dinner for everyone at my place. Maybe this weekend.”



“Are you hiding dead bodies in your living room or something?”



“It is pretty messy, but no corpses last time I checked.”



Will rubbed his hand along the edge of his chin. “It kind of sounds like you don’t want me to come over, Avery.”



“That’s not it,” she said. “My life is full of complicated emotions right now. I’m not a good host. More than likely I’d end up getting drunk and letting you run wild.”



Another telling silence. Was there a hidden implication underneath that, or was he just hoping for one? He wasn’t sure it mattered either way, or at least if it was fair to press her on this, whatever
 this
 was.



“Besides,” she said, a little too quickly. “You’d probably talk me into letting you drink more than Mom would want you to, for which she would ream me a new asshole, and…” She cleared her throat. “That would be
 messy
 .”



“Yeah,” he said. “I get that.”



She looked away from him. Will felt a little guilty, especially for how far he’d pushed it on the beach. There was a back and forth to it, and it wasn’t as if Avery hadn’t issued an invitation of sorts, but still. So much about this was wrong, and they both knew it.



“It’s complicated, LP,” she whispered. “I’m glad that you’re back. You’re so much more now, I don’t even know how to deal with it. So tall and strong and awesome. I guess I just don’t want to lose you again by doing anything… stupid.”



“Hey, it’s okay.” He set his hand on hers. “Just drop me off at home. We’re good.”



“I love you, Will,” she whispered. “Maybe… A little more than I should.”



“Good. I love you, too.”



She let out a slightly nervous laugh, and they sat in a fairly comfortable silence for the rest of the drive. The more Will considered it, the more what she was saying made sense. Besides, he had his own business to attend to that night, assuming he could sneak out of the house without attracting Rue or Jess’s attention.



“Have a good night,” she said as she dropped him off.



“You, too.”



He looked at her for a few seconds, seeing the affection in her expression, and then climbed out of the car. She turned around in the driveway, and that was that. Will made his way inside and was immediately surprised by Jess.



“Oh!” she said. “LP!”



She was sitting on the couch, clad in leggings and a loose t-shirt. She grinned when she saw him, all but bouncing across the floor as she hurried over to wrap in him in a hug.



“Hey,” he said, sinking into the embrace. “I see I’ve been missed.”



She gave him a quick peck on the lips. He could smell wine on her breath.



“Of course,” said Jess. “I thought it was just going to be me here tonight. Rue went over to her friend Becca’s house, and I’d assumed you and Avery would be working late, or whatever she has you up to. I just ordered Chinese instead of cooking.”



She gave a guilty shrug, smiling like it was mischief.



“Chinese is fine by me,” he said. “Want to sit on the couch while we eat? Watch a movie?”



“You are a certified mind reader.”



Will went upstairs to change into more comfortable clothing, a plain t-shirt and sweatpants. Jess already had a cozy blanket set out, though not the forbidden good one. He sighed as he settled in next to her, grabbing an egg roll to munch on and feeling blissfully at home.



“So.” Jess grinned and tapped her hand on his knee. “Tell me about your day. I’m insanely curious about what Avery has got you up to.”



“For starters…” He smiled, scooping up a carton of fried rice. “I went back to my old school.”



Jess pursed her lips, blue eyes searching into him. “How was it?”



“It was… weird. Not in a bad way, really. I helped a girl, a super, who was getting bullied.”



“Was she cute?” asked Jess.



“She was seventeen!”



“I was just asking. Anyway, do you know what number comes after seventeen?”



“You’re nearly as bad as Avery,” he muttered.



Jess laughed. “Where do you think she gets it from?”



They ate for a minute or so, both luxuriating in the greasy pleasures of take out.



“Have you ever thought about, you know…” Jess stared at her chopsticks, looping noodles around the wood. “…Going back to school?”



He chuckled at that. “In passing, I
 suppose
 . I don’t think it would be a good fit for me.”



“You wouldn’t have to leave home,” said Jess. “I don’t think I’d really want you to leave home… so soon. But if you ever wanted to get a job like Avery’s, it might be worth considering.”



“Yeah.” He set the food down, just about finished. “Maybe.”



“I don’t mean to push you, sweetie. I’m sorry if it came off like that.”



“No, not at all. You’re right in the sense that I probably do need to start looking at the bigger picture of my life, now that I have all this newfound freedom.”



She tapped his knee again. “If you need advice, or just a sounding board, I’m here.”



“I know.” He smiled, leaning into the moment, leaning toward her. She rubbed his knee, giving him a cheeky, familiar smile.



“It feels so nice to have a night off,” said Jess.



“I bet. How’s the nightlife been recently? Any interesting new villains out there?”



He hadn’t intended to ask, but it was a question which seemed reasonable, something that he should be interested in, as Will, as Lockpick.



“Oh, nobody special.” She shifted, bringing her legs underneath her and pulling the blanket up. “The guy I told you about the other night with the energy boomerangs was
 Backstrike
 . He had the worst aim. Such insanely bad aim. It wasn’t a long fight.”



Will laughed. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen someone use a boomerang effectively.”



“He certainly tried it. Points for effort, at least. There was another villain last week, before you got home. A speedster named
 Trackie
 accused of petty theft. She could run as fast as she wanted, but get this — she could only accelerate at the rate of a normal human.”



Will blinked as he thought about it. “So she’s just, what? Taking a full minute to get up to speed?”



“Longer. I basically didn’t even fight her, just scared her straight.”



“That’s a pretty massive weakness,” said Will. “So nobody has given you any trouble recently?”



He asked the question as innocuously as possible and still wished he could take it back as soon as it was out of his mouth. Jess had finished eating, and she brought the leftovers back into the kitchen, returning with a bottle of wine and two glasses.



“Not to brag, but you know how good I am,” she said. “I’m not Astroman or Galaxy Maiden, but I certainly handle my business.”



Will just smiled at her. She poured two glasses and matched his look with one of her own, eventually laughing and attempting to tickle him.



“Fine!” she said. “There was one punk who gave me some trouble. This… massive creep in black who was wearing, dead serious, parkour pants. That’s what I’ve decided to call him since he didn’t give me a name and I’m still not even sure what his power was.”



That’s excellent
 , thought Will.
 Let’s hope to keep it that way.



“Parkour pants?” He furrowed his brow, smiling for a couple of different reasons. “If you don’t even know what this guy’s power was, how did he get the better of you?”



“He didn’t get the better of me. He just… got away.”



“How?”



“It doesn’t matter.”



Will chuckled and took her hand into his. “Come on! Tell me. I’m just going to keep asking if you don’t.”



“Brat.” Jess cleared her throat. “I had a… wardrobe malfunction.”



“A wardrobe malfunction?” He opened his eyes wide with mocking surprise. “Like, your costume got caught on something, or…?”



“Again, it doesn’t really matter.”



“Did he pull on your cape or…?” He started tugging on her top around where the cape would have been.



“I’m not reenacting it for your benefit,” said Jess, laughing. She gave him a playful push, and they spent a minute grinning and having the better part of a tickle fight.



He let the matter rest as they calmed down. Jess stretched out on the couch as much as she could with him in the edge seat. The sun had set, and the only remaining light came from the TV.



“You can get comfy, if you want,” she said.



He hesitated for only a second then stretched out, lying down behind her. It was such a comfortable position, so easy and natural… but risky. Jess’s body felt good against him. Too good.



“This is nice,” whispered Jess. “We used to cuddle like this all the time.”



“Years and years ago,” he said. Jess wriggled slightly. His crotch was right against her butt, and he could already feel himself getting hard. Her leggings were thin enough to be painted on, and his sweatpants were just a single layer of cloth. The warmth and softness of her flesh practically oozed through.



“You used to be the little spoon,” whispered Jess. “I think you’re a bit too big for that now, mister.”



“This works.” He put an arm along the side of her body.



“This is perfect.” She shifted again, leaning back into him.



He was terrified that she was going to feel his growing erection, but if it happened, it happened. He wanted to be there, with her, on that couch, more than he cared about offending her. He was drowning in the love and familiarity of the moment, a tender high in its own right.



Will felt safe with Jess. Even with his tattoos, even with his vigilante alter ego, all of the secrets he had to keep, he still felt safe. Like she would love him no matter what. She’d been the first one to truly forgive him after he’d gotten out, on first glance, even though he’d been wearing a blue jumpsuit with the contents of a piss bottle on his shoes.



He wrapped his arm around her, hugging her tight. Jess put her hand over his. His face was right next to the nape of her neck, and he was drunk on her smell, breathing her in. As exciting as it was to have her against him like this, beyond that, it was just so incredibly cozy and comfortable and warm.



His eyelids felt heavy, and slowly, he let them close.








CHAPTER 29




 



“I know your weakness, Relic!” shouted Will. “Despite all of your reputation and your extensive powers, a simple wardrobe malfunction is enough to take you down!”



He rushed forward across the rooftop, swinging wildly with his penknife. Relic dodged the first few slashes, her breasts jiggling madly in her skintight costume, but eventually he hit his target. The tie cords in front cried like broken harp strings as his blade severed each and every one.



“I’ll destroy you,” shouted Relic. “You’re nothing but evil! The essence of decay!”



Her costume fell off in tatters, revealing her naked body like an unwrapped present. She brought a hand to her mask, channeling the power of Ra and unleashing the power of the sun.



Will grunted as the flame strike came down on him from above. Strange, though… It only seemed to hit his clothing, turning every part of his costume but the mask to ash in a blinding instant.



“You’re just as weak to wardrobe malfunctions as I am!” shouted Relic, laughing grandly.



“We’ll see who’s weak when I’m finished!” boomed Will.



He tossed his penknife aside and leapt at her, seizing her nude body by the shoulders. Relic twisted within his grasp, shifting closer to him. She tripped, but he held on, bringing him along for the ride.



He pawed at her body for any advantage he could find, aware of how dangerous she was. Dangerous and powerful… and sweaty and naked. She twisted. He pushed forward, stabbing at her with his manhood as vigorously as he might have with his penknife mere moments before.



“I know your weak spot!” he shouted, plunging deep.



“Oh!” cried Relic. “Oh, God! Mmm… I… have no weak spot.”



He pumped into her harder, taking her roughly from behind, listening to her tiny, pleasured moans. This was Relic he was dealing with, a dangerous superhero. He couldn’t let his guard down, not even for a second. He groped her breasts, still thrusting with as much strength as he could muster.



“I’m going to… bring you in after this,” she whispered. “You… evil doer.”



Will slapped her ass. Relic bucked, and suddenly they were wrestling, and then kissing, his hands all over her, tugging at the blanket.



Tugging at the blanket.



 



***



 



“Will?” whispered Jess.



He blinked, coming back to the darkness of the living room. He was on the couch with Jess, and his entire body tingled with heat. He realized, somewhat dumbly, that one of his hands was cupping one of her breasts.



How much of his dream had he just acted out? Some, at least, judging from how hard his cock currently was.



“Fuck,” he muttered. “Sorry, Jess.”



He slid his hand down, not taking it off her completely, but letting it rest in a comparatively safer spot on her stomach.



“It’s alright,” she whispered. “I was asleep, too, or just about.”



He rocked his hips forward, trying to find a better angle for his crotch but only really managing to work his cock into an even more compromising position. Why did it have to feel so ridiculously good?



“I was dreaming,” he said. “It was, well… you know. I just got out of prison, and—”



“You don’t have to explain,” she said. “And you shouldn’t be embarrassed. At your age, it’s perfectly natural to be a bit… excitable. You were asleep, and your body just made a mistake.”



“A
 big
 mistake.” He chuckled and flexed his hips forward, prodding into her a bit.



“Watch it, mister.”



“Sorry.” He pulled himself up, kissing her on the cheek. “Hard to resist.”



She didn’t reply, and without thinking, he started touching her again. His hand slid up, finding her breast, drawn as though by magnetic force.



“Will,” Jess whispered. “Sweetie. I want to help you, and I know how confusing this must all be, at your age, coming back. But you really shouldn’t be touching me like that.”



It was such a mild reprimand, even for her, but it still struck him like an arrow to the chest. Was that from her words, or simply his own guilt finally catching up with him? He pulled his hand back and started to rise from the couch.



“You’re right,” he said. “I’m going to head up to my room, I think.”



“Well, hold on.” Jess pulled the blanket back, turning sideways to make room for him again. “We can at least finish the movie. Right?”



She looked so beautiful in that moment. Not motherly beautiful, either. Her blonde her was a bit messy, bunched a bit against the couch’s arm. Her shirt had ridden up, pale, taut stomach and tight navel on full display. He stared, aware that he was facing her with a full hard on, impossible to hide. Aware that she could see it and had still invited him to slide right back in.



“It does seem like a shame not to watch to the end,” he said.



“I’d feel bad if I had to finish it by myself,” she replied, voice quiet and oddly thin.



His entire body was tense and pulsing with anticipation as he climbed back into position behind her, like all of him was erect and not just his manhood. He set a hand on her hip, holding her almost, as he stretched out against her.



His cock, hard to the point of almost being painful, nestled into that wonderful gap between her thighs and just below her butt. Arguably the most exciting place outside of a hole. He groaned as the thought struck him, and Jess reached a hand back to rub his leg as though that might calm him down.



“Comfy?” she whispered.



“Beyond comfy,” he said, almost growling the words. She let out a small, amused chuckle.



He had no real idea what, if anything, she’d let him get away with. She’d warned him about overstepping with how he touched her, but also called him back when he’d tried to leave. As she’d said, he was a young man, easily excitable. She had to know that she was behind his excitement, understand the urges that came with it.



Will went slow, rubbing a hand along the side of her body with mostly innocuous movements, gently rocking into her with a motion that mimicked the slowest sex could ever be. Jess let out a small, relaxed sigh and said nothing. He let his face nuzzle the nape of her neck. She turned slightly, letting him kiss her on the cheek.



She had such wonderfully soft thighs, and a perfect cushion of an ass. It felt incredible, less than what he wanted, maybe, but far more than what he assumed she’d allow.



What’s the end game, though?
 he wondered.
 Am I really just going to dry hump her until the movie ends?



He got more aggressive, speeding up a little, sliding his hand toward her breast, hearing her suck in a pleasured breath.



I am absolutely going to dry hump her until the movie ends. This is awesome.



It felt so unbelievably good. It wasn’t sex, but the fact that it was Jess shot the intensity through the roof. There was this indescribable vibe coming from her, too. As though she was
 flattered
 by how turned on he was by her. As though it was starting to make her share in those confusing feelings, even if the attention was wrong and forbidden.



There was far more of the movie left than he’d realized. Will spent long minutes softly rocking into Jess, edging himself to the limit. His hands rubbed her body, not groping her breasts or diving into her pants, but still finding places to caress.



She made soft noises, occasionally moved his hands when they veered too near a danger zone. He could swear he felt her pushing her butt back into him as the movie accelerated toward its finale. He sped up, feeling himself losing control, almost mimicking true sex. Dry humping, grinding, over and over. Jess made a soft, gasping noise and threaded her fingers through his, and that was enough to fling him over his limit.



“Jess!” he growled.



He pulled her tight against him, thrusting his hips forward as he came. The pleasure was unbelievable, enough to make him momentarily at peace with the horrible mess of it. It was like coming back to reality after an intense fever, except stickier, and a fair bit more embarrassing.



“Credits!” announced Jess. She hopped off the couch, smiling, but not looking at him. “You should get some sleep.”



“…Yeah,” he said.



“I think I might go out on patrol for a quick lap around,” she said. “Feel like I have some energy to burn off.”



She started toward her room and then stopped, coming back to kiss him. Her lips found his, pressing onto his mouth with surprising passion. She blinked as it ended and quickly kissed him on either cheek as though that would undo the slip.



“Goodnight, Will,” she said. “I love you.”



“I love you, too.”







PART THREE: OLD HABITS



 










CHAPTER 30




 



Will made his way downstairs slowly the next morning, steps weighed down by the events of the previous night. He listened as he approached the corner before turning into the kitchen, half hoping that Rue had come home early and might be eating at the table.



It was just Jess, as he’d feared, pouring herself coffee and still wearing the same clothes she’d worn on the couch the night before. Will had changed, of course, and remembering why he’d needed to stirred the memory of that dirty moment, which had basically been on repeat in his head for most of the night.



“Morning,” he said.



Jess smiled at him, cheeks slightly red, but otherwise normal. “Good morning.” She cleared her throat. “Sleep well?”



“Yeah,” he lied.



“Do you want some coffee?” she asked. “I could make you something for breakfast, too. I was just nibbling on a bagel.”



“A bagel works.”



“How do you want it?”



“Toasted,” he said. “Slathered in butter.”



“A man of culture,” she said, in a teasing voice.



Will took a seat at the counter, feeling relieved, though there was still a certain amount of undeniable tension lingering in the air. He watched as Jess leaned forward, pulling the milk out of the fridge. She glanced over at him, and they both looked away.



“Plans for today?” she asked.



“I think Avery had something in mind,” he said. “I should be back later this afternoon. You?”



“Shopping, cleaning, and all that,” she said.



“I can lend a hand,” he offered.



“Oh, no, you don’t have to.”



“I want to.” He stood, coming closer, standing behind while she sliced the bagel. “Whatever you need. If I’m going to be here, I should pull my weight.”



“If you insist, I won’t refuse.” She slid the bagel into the toaster, smiling as she turned around. “Really, though. It’s enough just to have you back.”



She reached out, taking his hands, bringing them up to gently kiss his knuckles. It was such an affectionate gesture that it left him wondering if she really had interpreted what had happened last night as just… watching a movie. Cuddling on the couch.



“Anything for you, Jess,” he said.



“My knight in shining armor.” She smiled and turned back to the counter.



He came closer, setting a hand on her waist and gently kissing her on the cheek. He saw the way it split her focus, hands stopping in the middle of stirring milk into his coffee. She was waiting, seeing what he would do next, probably
 conflicted
 by what he might do next.



The tension was nearing a bursting point, and both of them jumped as the front door flew open. Jess stepped away, and Will moved back to sit at the counter. Avery thumped into the kitchen, dressed in tight jeans and a white, sleeveless top.



“You ready to go?” she asked.



“Go where, exactly?”



“Your next appointment with Gracie,” she said. “Do I smell bagels?”



Will hurried upstairs to get dressed. He downed coffee in a few massive, somewhat scorching sips, and took his breakfast to go.



“See you later today,” he said to Jess.



“Try to behave while you’re with your
 probation officer
 ,” said Jess. “Avery. No day drinking.”



“That was just a phase,” said Avery. “Barely ever even tempted anymore.”



Jess frowned and shot a questioning glance Will’s way. He just shrugged, having long since learned the dangers of snitching from his time in the pen.



“Shall we?” asked Will, gesturing to the door. “Wouldn’t want to keep Gracie waiting.”



“No,” said Avery, with a bit of a frown. “I suppose you wouldn’t, would you?”



“Anything I should know?” asked Jess. She was still smiling, but there was a clear edge to it that had Will considering his next words very carefully.



“She guessed my old identity,” he said. “I think she’s just fascinated by the drama of, well, you know…”



“You don’t have to explain anything to me, Will,” said Jess. “Have a good day.”



She kissed him on the cheek and he followed Avery out the door.



“I’m in a rush today, so you’ll have to go to the appointment alone,” she said as they climbed into the car. “Are you comfortable with that?”



“Most definitely,” said Will.



“No funny business,” said Avery.



“Come on. Who do you take me for?”



“A man in deep need of guidance.” She grinned and accelerated as the stop light ahead of them turned green.



She dropped him off at the door to
 Faithful Remedies
 . Will found the lights off as he made his way inside. He rang the bell in the waiting room and took a seat. A minute or two passed before Gracie came to greet him.



“Look what the cat dragged in,” she said, with a broad smile. “Mr. Sorling. Please, come on back.”



She wore a girlish grey dress and sandals, and her hair was dark and glossy and bouncy.



“It’s good to see you again, Gracie,” he said. “Avery dropped me off.”



“I see. I suppose that means we’ll be unsupervised for today’s treatment?”



Her smile gained an edge of mischief. Will felt a laugh being drawn out of him. He hadn’t spent much time dating in high school, considering his life path, but this must be like what it felt to get the invite to the girl’s house while her parents were away.



Gracie brought him into her massage chamber, and Will started stripping. She looked away politely, pulling various oils and incenses out of a cabinet.



“So,” she said. “How’s your first week back in the world been?”



“More eventful than I’d been expecting. I’m free to do anything, including getting myself into complicated situations.”



He took his pants off, hesitating with his thumbs in his boxers. Gracie was watching him, in fact. There was a small mirror on the inside door of the cabinet she was peering into angled right at him. Will made eyes with her reflection for a dangerous instant.



“Is that really anything new for you,
 Lockpick
 ?” she asked. “It was one incident after another for you and Halberd.”



He chuckled, offended and amused by the question in perfect balance. “It’s funny. I think you might be the only person who has asked about my time with Halberd directly since I’ve gotten out.”



He pulled his boxers down, seeing the way her eyes locked onto him in the mirror. Taking his socks off, he climbed onto the massage table. Gracie was there a moment later to set a towel down, covering his lower back and ass.



“Is that bad?” asked Gracie.



“No. I don’t mind talking about him. I just… I think Avery and Jess and Rue… It’s not because they’re being polite. I think they’re scared of what I’ll say.”



“Hey…” she said soothingly. “You can say whatever you want to me, or nothing at all. I was just teasing you with that question. Supervillains have always been intriguing to me.”



“Then go ahead,” he said. “Ask me anything.”



He heard her putting oil on her hands, felt soft fingers against his back an instant later. She took her time, thinking of a good question, which he respected.



“How did it begin?” she asked. “I mean, I’ve seen articles about how you left with him, disappeared from the world of the Champion Authority. But… was there an actual turning point?”








CHAPTER 31




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Halberd slapped a hand down on the map, extending a finger to circle the bank. “We can do this, LP. With your power, your
 real
 power, it’ll be simple. We just cut our way in.”



Lockpick frowned and massaged at his temples. It was late, and he’d barely slept the previous night. Halberd had cut back on his drinking, but started taking pills, his
 medication
 , as he called it. Whatever it was had significantly altered his sleep schedule, and Lockpick’s along with it.



“Nobody is going to miss this money,” said Halberd, gesturing madly with his hands. “We need it more than they do if we want to get Marauder and his gang off our back. These bankers, these corporate scumbags, they’re like dragons, hoarding gold. And we can go in and take some of it from their lair. Is it illegal? Sure. But is it wrong?”



Lockpick shook his head, trying to find the right words. He took a breath.



“Your plan is ass,” he finally said. “Just because I could rob a bank doesn’t mean I should.”



“Well, I mean…”



“It’s not even a plan, really.” Lockpick spun the map around to face his way. “You just keep saying that we’ll cut our way in. Cut our way in, where? Do you know where the vault is, other than somewhere in the back? How long would it take us to find it? How quickly would police respond? Just… stop and think, for a fucking second.”



“Watch your mouth.” Halberd grinned and pulled the pill bottle out of his coat, popping one into his mouth like candy. “But I like where your head is at. You got a better idea, mister mastermind?”



“We don’t aim for the bank, itself. We aim for one of their transport vehicles. If we’re patient enough, we can figure out their schedule, stop one, scare the people out of it, and cut it open. This would be a piece of cake if we could get Cammie to watch cameras and let us know when—”



“No!” snapped Halberd. “Cammie, Relic, Kestrel… They’re out of our lives now. That’s just how it has to be. Any contact with them would be dangerous. Marauder would go after them. You understand, LP?”



“I know, I just—”



“Do you understand?” asked Halberd. “After we pull this off, it’s even more important that you never contact them. Never.”



“…Yeah, I got it.”



Halberd sighed, seeming at least partially satisfied. “Good. Now let’s go over this again…”



 



***



 



Face paint was itchy. Lockpick’s forehead tingled to a degree above and beyond any discomfort he’d endured while wearing his real mask. The binoculars, combined with the wait, made it worse.



He and Halberd had traveled for hours to reach the spot he’d picked. A rural stretch of the borderlands running along the Eastern Exclusion Zone, the type of place regular people didn’t drive through, let alone live in.



The bank had outfitted its transport vehicle with half a dozen armed security contractors, perhaps useful against mundane bank robbers, but a total nonfactor when it came to anything superpowered. More importantly, when it came to abominations whose existence was what made the borderlands so dangerous to begin with.



Which was a fact that Lockpick knew they could take advantage of.



“Wait for them to reach this bend up here,” he whispered to Halberd.



“What if they try to go around the barricade?”



“It’s not like that transport truck is made for off roading. They won’t risk it. They’ll try to turn around, and given how terrible the turning radius is on that thing, it’ll probably take them a minute or two.”



“You really thought this through, LP.” Halberd slapped a hand down on his shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”



Why did those words still feel so right, after everything? Halberd wore his actual costume, the black
 5
 on the front pulled taut across his broad, muscular chest. He’d already conjured a weapon, a fearsome-looking halberd of some heavy element. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to use it.



“Alright, I’m going to get ready,” muttered Lockpick. “Do you have the lights?”



“Yeah.”



Halberd passed him two small but extremely bright battery powered, stick-on LEDS. He pressed them into the spots on his face he’d left clear of green paint, hoping they’d stay in place for at least the next few minutes.



The rest of his body was painted, too, an unnerving pattern of green and black he’d copied from one of the few photos of Meltdown in existence. His hair was oiled to add to the monstrous look, and he was naked, except for a pair of ragged shorts.



“Damn,” said Halberd. “You look the part, that’s for sure. Ready for the claws?”



“Yeah.”



Halberd slipped several custom-made finger claws onto Lockpick’s hands. He’d played around with them a bit a few days earlier. They were fairly sharp and would certainly lend believability to the show they were about to put on.



“Remember,” said Halberd. “Don’t come out until I shout and point in your direction. I need to make sure these boys think that shooting you will get them nuked.”



“Just make sure they get out of the truck first. We can’t have them thinking that the best move for their survival is trying to drive off.”



Halberd nodded. “If you see an opening, use those claws of yours to wreck one of the wheels.”



 



***



 



Lockpick watched Halberd run out into the open, arms stretched wide, as the truck slid to a stop in front of the barrier of trees and rocks they’d set up. He could only hear a hint of what Halberd was saying as he hurriedly explained the situation to the men. They all recognized him, all trusted him, and that was what the plan hinged on.



He felt his hands getting sweaty as he eyed the various pistols and rifles the men carried, practically enough firepower to stage a coup. One of the men raised his hand as though asking a question in school, and Halberd gave him a pre-rehearsed answer that visibly unnerved the group.



“There!” cried Halberd. “Get back! And for the love of God, don’t fucking shoot it!”



Lockpick came rushing through the trees, cutting anything that got into his way and flinging it into the air for the sake of intimidation and style. His face would be hard to look at directly, obscured by the green light of the LEDs, and the rest of him looked decidedly inhuman. He’d been confident his plan could work, but seeing the terror in the men’s faces told him that it was working, present tense.



“Run!” shouted Halberd. “Don’t just stand there! Get moving! Do you have any idea what this thing could do?”



One of the men ran toward the truck. Lockpick hissed and rushed forward, pulling back a hand to destroy one of the wheels and lock their prize into place. He stopped, staring into the trees in the direction of the exclusion zone, blinking in disbelief.



Something the approximate height and size of a young teenager was stumbling out of the trees. It looked as though a thirteen-year-old had been sculpted from diamond — not carved from diamond, but assembled piece by piece, glittering gems in the sunlight like prismatic insect eyes.



It moved with a smoothness that contrasted against its appearance. It didn’t have a face, or a mouth, or even hands, its arms ending in two lumpy clubs. Lockpick stared at it, pulled out of character in dumbfounded horror by the very thing he’d been pretending to be.



“Uh,” muttered Halberd. “Friend of yours, by any chance? Please tell me that’s another costume.”



The security contractors were out of earshot, but it hardly mattered at that point. Lockpick gave a small shake of his head.



“Okay then,” muttered Halberd. “Change of plans.”



He started shouting, waving the men back into the truck, saving their lives in a very real sense. An abomination of this age would be so dangerous that Lockpick’s first impulse was to try to climb into the truck with them, though of course, that would never work.



Judging from its size, it was about two weeks old, just into what the Champion Authority called “the terrible teens”—the point at which abominations became potential city killers, verging on the cusp of both adulthood and disaster.



“Stay back, LP,” said Halberd. “I’ve got this.”



The truck was already driving off, and they were past the point of needing to keep up their original pretense. Lockpick wanted to tell Halberd that he would be right there, fighting beside him, but it was all he could do to keep from turning and sprinting down the road in terror.



They were both going to die, and it was all because of his stupid plan.



“Will,” called Halberd. “We’ve got this.”



There was a smile on his face that brought back so many old memories of when they’d been in the Crimson Five, fighting together as a family. It was confident, relaxed, intrigued, as though he was solving an interesting puzzle and had just worked out the solution.



 Halberd rushed forward, swinging his axe at the abomination’s head. It seemed to blur out of the way, appearing in a new, safe position. It lifted an arm, launching diamonds from its own body like a swarm of glittering hornets.



Halberd didn’t hesitate or slow down. He spun, conjuring another axe in his free hand from materials in the road, broad-headed and fearsome. He swept the diamonds away and carried the momentum forward, spinning into another slash.



The attack connected, but it did more damage to Halberd’s weapon than the abomination, itself. Prismatic light pulsed from the point of impact. The monster let out a shrill hiss, sending another shrapnel blast of diamonds outward. Halberd roared in pain as several bit into his chest and shoulder.



Lockpick finally found his legs, rushing forward to attack the abomination from behind. He pulled back his costume claws, readying a slash. The diamond monster’s arm flailed outward, hitting him in the chest with enough force to send him flying backward into the woods.



He smashed against a tree trunk and sank to the ground, winded and dazed from the pain. The abomination followed after him, raising one of its fist clubs, preparing to finish what it had started.



“No!” screamed Halberd. “Get away from him!”



There was a horrible scraping noise, like the sound of a dentist’s pick working loose plaque. The diamonds began crunching loose from the abomination’s body, one by one, each snapping off and pulling toward Halberd. It was like watching a strong wind blow down a sandcastle, but so much more impressive.



He was using his power on the abomination’s body, turning it into one of his conjured weapons. Blood dripped from Halberd’s nose, and from the corner of his mouth, a common side effect of overusing one’s power. Lockpick stared in awe as the core of the abomination’s body disintegrated and reformed into a dazzling diamond poleaxe clutched within his father’s hand. The monster’s now useless limbs fell harmlessly to the ground.



“LP,” said Halberd. “Oh God. LP!”



Lockpick spat a mouthful of blood. “I’m… fine.”



Halberd let out a breath, then began to laugh, the sound becoming a cough as it overstayed its welcome. He pulled open the front of his costume, revealing the horrible gashes where the diamonds had entered his body like bullets.



He pulled them out, adding them to the ones he’d taken from the monster’s body, doubling the damage to himself. Lockpick could see a few bloody diamonds mixed in with the rest amidst the conjured axe. Halberd pulled his pills from his pocket and downed a concerning number, still hissing from the pain.



“We did it,” muttered Lockpick.



“What?” Halberd groaned and shook his head. “The plan, LP. It all went to shit.”



“Fuck the plan.” He nudged the diamond axe with his foot. “How much do you think that’s worth?”



“Watch your mouth,” muttered Halberd, a slow grin spreading onto his face. “Probably a whole fucking lot.”








CHAPTER 32




 



“You don’t believe me,” said Will.



He’d caught a few glimpses of Gracie’s face as he told his story. Her curiosity had shifted to wonder, and then outright skepticism as he’d told his tale. She worked her fingers into Will’s shoulders and upper arms, soft fingers caressing and massaging.



“I… feel as though you might have been exaggerating in a few places,” she said. “You took down an abomination? The two of you, alone, without calling in the Champion Authority or the Church?”



“It was mostly Halberd,” said Will. “I didn’t even get a hit in on it.”



“What happened to the diamonds afterward?”



Will was silent for a few seconds. He’d left that part out for a reason. “We were concerned about the incident getting public if we tried to sell them through normal channels, so Halberd… traded them.”



For laundered money and prescription drugs.



“Uh-huh,” said Gracie. “Well, it was a good story, regardless.”



“You don’t believe me!” He rolled halfway over, shooting her a mock glare.



“It’s not my fault,” she said, with a shrug. “You’re Avery’s brother, and she also has a tendency to exaggerate. If I take your word for it, will you promise to tell me more about your adventures the next time you come in?”



“Maybe,” he said. “What’s in it for me?”



Gracie cleared her throat. “Oh, you’ll see. I think it’s time for me to do your front. Don’t you?”



She gently shifted him onto his back and made no move to cover his crotch with a towel. That alone was enough to set Will on the fast track to a full-blown erection. She put more oil on her hands and started rubbing his chest, slowly working her way down, down, down…



He thought of putting suntan lotion on Jess and Avery at the beach, and it became even harder to keep himself from saying or doing something that would overstep the boundary. Doubly hard, given how eager Gracie seemed to take things in that same dangerous direction.



She leaned forward as she massaged the chakra points in his abdomen, face mere inches from the tip of his now fully erect cock. He could have tapped it against her mouth with a flex of his hips. He got the sense that she was waiting for him to, eager and willing to suck him off.



“I’m back!” called Avery from the waiting room. “Sorry. Had some business to take care of.”



Will moved faster than the masseuse did, falling off the massage table and scrambling for his clothes. He didn’t care if Avery saw his cock. It was his tattoos that would require explaining. He hurriedly pulled his shirt on, glancing toward Gracie, who was blushing.



“Um,” said Gracie. “I suppose that’s a decent stopping point.”



“You look flustered,” said Avery as she intruded into the back room. “Did you fuck my brother?”



“What? No!” Gracie punched Avery a touch harder than playfully in the shoulder. “I’m a professional. Bitch.”



“Slut.”



Avery leaned forward and kissed Gracie full on the lips. They shared a look that left Will feeling suddenly suspicious of how
 well
 they knew each other. It wasn’t an entirely friendly look, either, borderline accusatory on Avery’s part.



The moment passed, and they said their goodbyes. Will caught up with Avery as she strode out to the car on fast feet.



“Did I not warn you?” she asked.



“You did,” he said. “And I promise I didn’t.”



“Really?” she asked.



“Really.”



“Would you, if the chance arose and you thought you could get away with it?” asked Avery.



“You had better believe it,” he said. “I mean, I’m not going to, but Christ. In a heartbeat.”



“Asshole.” She punched his shoulder.



“You could have just told me that she was your girlfriend, you know,” said Will.



“
 Ex-
 girlfriend. And I didn’t think it was relevant.”



Will climbed into the car, now at the mercy of his curiosity. Some questions needed to be phrased carefully, gently, however.



“So,” he said. “You’re a lesbian.”



“You have no tact whatsoever, William,” said Avery. “If you
 must
 know, I’m bi. I’ve always had a certain amount of attraction to both sexes, and given how strict Mom was about letting me hang with guys alone, it sort of just… came to be.”



“So you…?”



“Like to have sex with women, on occasion,” said Avery. “Yes. Looks like we have that much in common. Now, would you please pick your jaw up off the floor and promise me you’ll keep this to yourself?”



“Jess doesn’t know?”



“Never really came up.” Avery exhaled, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. “Rue does, I think, but we’ve never talked about it.”



“If you want me to keep it secret, I’ll keep it secret,” he said. “Are you seeing anybody right now?”



“No. I haven’t been for a while.”



She looked at him, and it was hard to keep from thinking about that night on the couch, or that afternoon on the beach. Having Avery trust him, come out to him, no less, felt like progress.



“Thanks,” he said.



“For what?”



“Being you,” he said.



She grinned and ruffled his hair. “Come on. I have to do some paperwork at my office. I’ll drop you off at the house.”
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Will spent most of the rest of the day meandering around the house. He did a couple of chores for Jess who was presumably out shopping. The dishes, the vacuuming, small stuff, whatever he saw that he could help with.



After that, he went through the motions of a workout. He didn’t push himself, knowing that tonight would potentially be his chance to finally go after Chauffeur with the information from the calendar. He stretched and did a few mild warmups, getting back in touch with his body, making sure it didn’t have any surprises in store for him.



Rue arrived home late in the afternoon. She had a shopping bag in one hand which she shifted behind her as Will came up from the basement.



“Hey,” he said.



“Hey.” Rue glanced toward the stairs. “Where’s Mom?”



“Running errands. What’s in the bag?”



“None of your business.”



“Something embarrassing, then,” he guessed.



“Nothing embarrassing! God. You’re so annoying.”



“Just curious. You don’t have to be such a brat about it.”



“Whatever.”



She stomped upstairs. Will made himself a protein shake and headed up to his own room. He hadn’t really cared about whatever it was that Rue had bought, but her evasiveness had stirred his intrigue.



He sat down at his desk and spent a minute or two trying to come up with reasons not to check and see if she was streaming. Foremost was that fact that she could technically see him with her power if he did. There was also the risk that Jess or Avery stopped by and walked in on him in a compromising state.



The temptation was too much for him to resist, but as it happened, Rue wasn’t online with her fans. He watched a movie instead, double-checking that his costume was still where he’d left it.



He wasn’t sure if it would make sense to wear it tonight if he did head out. Chauffeur knew him, after all, and it might do more to compromise his identity than conceal it.



Jess got home just after dark. Will helped her bring in groceries from the car, and she set a pizza down on the counter.



“I had a shift at the community center and hung around for the retirement party of one of the other managers,” she said. “There was food. I nibbled. Figured I’d just grab a pizza for you and Rue since I wasn’t hungry. I hope you don’t mind takeout again?”



“You never have to apologize for pizza,” he said. “Thanks, Jess. You’re the best.”



“No, you, are in fact, the best.” She grinned and kissed him on the cheek. “Are you good on your own tonight if I sneak off to take a bath? It was a long day.”



“Not at all,” he said. “Hey, I thought I might catch up with an old friend from high school who I just got back in touch with. I might be back late, possibly tomorrow morning late, depending on how it goes.”



Jess frowned slightly at that. “Is this a young lady we’re talking about?”



“No, no,” he said. “One of my old buddies.”



“Right,” said Jess. “You don’t have to ask my permission, sweetie. If it is a date, just be careful. Follow the guidelines. Use both forms of protection. She needs to be on the pill, and you need to wear a—”



“I know!” he said, clearing his throat. “As I said, it’s not a date. This is a guy friend.”



“Sure,” said Jess. “I hope you also know that you can talk to me about this sort of thing.”



She said it in a way which made it seem more like giving herself permission to interrogate him, but he still could tell her heart was in the right place.



“I know,” he said. “And if and when I meet someone who I decide to start dating, I promise I will.”



“Good. Enjoy your night, Will.”



“Have a good bath.”



He sat down at the kitchen table, eating a slice of pizza while he listened to her going upstairs. Rue came down to grab a slice, still in a weird mood. She wasn’t his focus, not tonight, at least.



He checked the schedule he’d copied down from the Church’s calendar. Their website had revealed that the second set of BC initials stood for Brother Cartwheel, who was listed as both a part of the clergy and the church’s organist.



From that, Will was able to work that some of his slots were during Sunday service, and identify which BC was Brother Chauffeur. He’d be the only one at the church that night, last to leave, and it didn’t seem as though anyone other than Father Darkeye actually lived on the premises.



Will would have a chance to catch him alone, and that was all he needed.



He didn’t bother with his costume in the end. He needed to ask Chauffeur questions about both the Second Advent and the Realists. Showing up with a mask on would be pointless, given that the nature of his interrogation would give him away, regardless.



The only lingering concern he had as he sat in the back of the taxi, waiting for it to drop him off a few blocks away from the church, was Chauffeur’s power. Will knew that it related to being able to control cars at a distance. The extent of it, however, wasn’t something that Chauffeur had divulged during his time behind bars.



One car at a time? Two? Was there even an upper limit?



Probably, but he couldn’t just assume. Knowing what it was might save his life, depending on how the encounter played out. Regardless, Will couldn’t let the opportunity pass him by.



He waited out the last few minutes of the hour in an alleyway across the street from the church. The lights turned off, and Chauffeur came outside. Nobody was around, and Will wasn’t sure that he could have asked for a better opportunity.



Chauffeur still looked like anything but a man of God. He wore a baggy hooded sweatshirt and dirty jeans, black boots and, for some reason, black gloves. Not hot enough for those to make sense from a casual standpoint.



His size along with his attire and neck tattoos all combined to make him the kind of person normally far more likely to have the cops called on them, standing outside a church at night, than be welcomed in.



The Second Advent was different from other denominations of Christianity, however. There was a fair amount of overlap between their tenets and the general vibe of the super supremacist bullshit Will had briefly subscribed to in prison.



A man like Chauffeur could go far in the Church, assuming the local chapter was willing to overlook his attitude, his murders, his rapes. Basically everything.



It was corruption in plain sight, the telltale rust marks along the edge of a car that hinted at the undercarriage being rusted out. Tonight, Will was going to poke some rust.



He didn’t sneak up on Chauffeur. He wasn’t there for an assassination, though he did keep one hand tight on the penknife in his pocket. Chauffeur’s car was coming up the street, drawn to him by his power as though a ghost or AI was at the wheel.



It came to a stop, and just as he was reaching to open the driver’s side door, Will stepped up on the other side. They were both lit by a flickering streetlight, staring at each other across opposite sides of the car’s hood.



“Was wondering when you’d show up,” muttered Chauffeur. He reached into the pocket of his sweatshirt, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, and took a drag.



“I just got out,” said Will. “Thought I’d settle in for a bit first.”



Chauffeur exhaled, breathing smoke upward and slightly to the side. “I noticed. Been watching you, Pick, just like you been watching me. Get a good look around the other night? I know it was you.”



Will didn’t say anything. He watched Chauffeur, getting a read on his eyes, his mood. He listened, too. Chauffeur could send a car at him in the dark, lights off and full throttle, but he’d still at least be able to hear it coming.



“What’s your game, Chauffeur?” he asked. “This isn’t your city. If you’re trying to run something, I would strongly advise you to reconsider.”



“Or what? Go ahead. Tell me what you’ll do.”



He tapped the ash off from the end of his smoke. They stared at each other, still as statues, the wind whistling and making Will second guess whether a car might be coming.



Chauffeur looked away first, laughing and shaking his head. “Oh, come on now. We can talk, you and me. It’s different on the outside. We’re not animals penned up, bumping shoulders. We’re grown-ass men, free in the world! We can talk out our differences… you know… words and shit.”



“Let’s talk, then,” said Will.
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Chauffeur threw down his cigarette, snuffed it out with his boot, and opened the driver’s side door. “Get in. This isn’t a discussion I’m going to have outside my place of employment.”



Hard to talk business in front of a church,
 thought Will.
 Even harder to kill a man in front of one.



“Does this thing even run?” asked Will. He climbed into the passenger seat, spreading out into a relaxed posture as he settled in.



“This is the first car I ever bought,” said Chauffeur.



The engine started, though no key was in and Chauffeur’s hands were in his lap. They started down the street, the tension of the situation making the drive anything but pleasant.



There were a few reasons why Will got into the car, placing himself in a position where Chauffeur had most of the power. The first was fairly simple. The car was modern enough to make it reasonably difficult for a crash to kill him, specifically, without also hurting or killing Chauffeur.



Will could use his mending if it came to that, but he wasn’t aware of any healing ability on the other side. He would have the advantage if Chauffeur decided to make things scrappy.



The second, more important reason was that he had his penknife open and palmed up his left sleeve. He had his arm raised, elbow resting on the edge of Chauffeur’s seat in that overextended manner that only appealed to douchebags and practiced fighters. As it was, Will had some practice.



The simple truth was that in the close quarters of a car’s interior, he would always be able to kill Chauffeur first. He just had to bring his hand down, knife clasped in fist, with any degree of energy behind the strike, and it would be enough.



“I know you still think like us,” said Chauffeur. “Maybe you won’t admit it, but we both know it’s true.”



“I didn’t think like you even when I was with the Realists,” said Will. “Wasn’t for me. I canceled the free trial before the monthly fee.”



“You always thought you were so fucking funny.” The car took a left. Chauffeur folded his arms and brought one of his knees up. “Don’t matter what you say. It’s what you
 know
 . Deep down, you know that you’ll never be like the mundane masses. You know supers are the ones who really matter in the world.”



“Same old tired talking points,” said Will. “People are people.”



“Think that’s how they see it, too? The terrified weaklings, politicians, mundane billionaires, all crooning over the danger of supervillains and abominations. You think it’s an accident that a baby born from two supers has such a high chance of being a monster?”



“…Yeah, I do.” Will furrowed his brow. This was actually a new argument, new to him, at least. “Why? You think otherwise.”



“Yeah, I fucking think otherwise,” said Chauffeur. “They did this to us, Pick.”



“Who is
 they?
 ”



Chauffeur looked left and right and then leaned in toward him. “The Jews.”



Will laughed and had to run his free hand across his mouth to reel it in. “Seriously? Right, of course. Well, at least your disgusting, conspiratorial bullshit is consistent with the old-school stuff.”



“Go ahead and laugh.”



“Trust me, I will. You’re a joke, Chauffeur. A walking, talking example of why stupid people are the most dangerous people.”



There was hatred in Chauffeur’s expression, but he didn’t say anything more. The car rolled to a stop in the middle of an old storage lot, a few rusted work trucks abandoned in line, aisles of decrepit pallets stacked in tall rows.



“I think this a good place for us to talk,” said Chauffeur. “How about you?”



“Oh, it’s perfect.” Will climbed out of the car. He walked forward, putting himself just outside of the illumination of the nearest streetlight with the pallets behind him. He didn’t want to get attacked from behind if Chauffeur had help.



“So, here’s the way I figure it, Pick,” said Chauffeur. “You got two options. Either you come back, make amends, work with us again. All will be forgiven. Well, most. Long memories and all that. Or you keep fucking around, and we treat you like you’re working against us.”



Will smiled and shook his head, slowly taking out the penknife. “You only get one option from me. Leave Lancaster City. Don’t come back.”



“That’s not going to happen.”



“I didn’t think it was,” said Will.



“We both knew how this was going to end.”



“Yeah, we did.”



He knew the fight was imminent, which made getting caught off guard that much more annoying. There was a groan from the pallets as the entire massive row tipped forward onto him. He saw the work trucks he’d dismissed before lurching into motion. A few were electric, nearly silent, and Chauffeur’s power still worked on them.



He’d rigged up hidden ropes to put together a stupidly simple trap. The simple ones were often the easiest to get caught in. Will threw himself forward, dodging out of the way of the main crush of the pallets, but still taking a hard slab of wood to the shoulder.



A nail in the wood punched through skin and muscle, tearing downward to ruin his shirt and leave a grisly cut. The main puncture bled faster, but he slapped a hand over it, mending the main portion of the wound shut. His arm still burned and ached when he moved it, and Chauffeur wasn’t done.



One of the trucks had circled back, still dragging a pallet or two behind it. Will dodged the truck, but the pallet bounced up off uneven ground, slamming into his hand this time. His penknife went flying.



Chauffeur was on him the instant he saw he was unarmed. He’d been one of the better fighters in prison, certainly someone that those with minor powers were careful about fucking with. Will was on the defense by default, protecting his head, waiting for an opening.



Which he found.



He was good in a scrap with a weapon, but still fairly capable without one. He caught Chauffeur with a left jab to the chin that slipped past his guard. Chauffer pushed him, and as Will gave ground, his foot bumped a fallen pallet.



He dodged lower, barely slipping by a haymaker of a punch with a gratuitous amount of strength behind it. He continued past Chauffeur, circling around. They traded feints and punches, the occasional elbow and knee. It didn’t feel right, and that feeling grew into a certainty as Chauffeur hopped back a few feet, giving Will room to recover his penknife. That smile…



All at once, cars and trucks were everywhere, coming toward Will at all angles, throttle to the floor. He dodged the first two, impressive given that they’d been coming from opposite directions.



The third slammed straight into him, knocking him over and up. There was a certain elegance to getting hit by a car, one he’d never appreciated before. It was a rolling impact, bumper connecting with legs, hip slamming into hood, head and shoulders against the windshield, and then up for a flailing flip through the air.



He landed hard. His arm was broken, the same one Helga had snapped like a twig back in the library. No time to fix it just yet. He switched his penknife to his other hand and desperately rolled out of the way of a truck that would have run him over.



Will did manage to slash at its tires, but flat tires were irrelevant to the purpose Chauffeur had for his vehicles. The pain of his broken arm hit him all at once, stirring intense nausea that he really didn’t need at that moment.



More attacks were coming in the darkness. Chauffeur had been smart enough to turn off or remove most of their lights. Will listened carefully, trying to figure out where the sound was building from, which way to dodge, which way to run.



He didn’t have to run, he realized. He needed to deal with Chauffeur’s annoying fucking power. It was so obvious as he thought about the lights again, how Chauffeur’s power worked.



Will took off toward the streetlight at a dead sprint. It was across the light, next to the street, hence the name. He heard a car crash behind him, Chauffeur trying to navigate a dozen vehicles changing course at once.



He found himself thinking of the running of the bulls as the cars bore down on him, the sound of their engines growing louder and louder. Were cars faster than bulls? Yes. Cars were faster than bulls. The throbbing pain in his arm made him feel sluggish in both mind and body.



His initial plan had been to cut the streetlight down, rendering the lot in darkness and making it impossible for Chauffeur to see him and target his cars. But there was no time. The hoods and bumpers were right behind him, and he’d been run down, regardless.



Exhausted and with one broken arm, Will scrambled up the streetlamp. It had a wide bottom for his feet to push off from, and he hugged the pole tight with his legs and one good hand, just high enough to avoid the mayhem. A truck slammed face first into the lamp, sending a massive tremor along its lengths and wrapping itself around it.



Another car slammed into that one, and a truck immediately after that. It was like a pileup on the freeway. The streetlamp groaned and tipped sideways, going dark as it pitched Will into the mess of twisted metal and broken glass.



He picked up a few more cuts, but the lot was pitch dark. He rolled out of the crash and onto the sidewalk, listening for Chauffeur. If he was still around, he’d slipped into hiding. More likely into another car, taking his leave on the tail end of the mayhem.



Will made his way into an alleyway too narrow for any cars to follow. He found a clean spot against the wall of a building, sat himself down with his back against the brick, and began to laugh.



The adrenaline. The rush. The close calls.



Why did it feel so good to have an enemy again?
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Will mended his arm and began the journey home. His shirt was dark enough to make the bloodstains from his cuts not quite as glaringly obvious as they might otherwise have been, but he still planned on throwing it out as soon as he got back.



He waited outside the house after the taxi had dropped him off, trying to get a sense of who was awake and asleep from where the lights were still on. The living room and kitchen looked clear unless someone was on the couch in the dark.



It was harder to tell with the upstairs windows, but that was just a risk he’d have to take. Will didn’t sneak inside, but he maintained the respectable quiet that anyone aimed for when arriving late at night.



He stuffed his shirt away in the very bottom of the trash in the kitchen. There was fresh blood on his fingertips as he ran them over his back. He hadn’t quite sealed the cut from the nail in the pallet completely. Sometimes he needed a mirror to reach certain places on his back, so he headed up to the bathroom to finish the job.



Nearly as soon as he’d shut the door it pushed open again from the outside. He turned, seeing Rue in a baggy t-shirt and panties, staring at him in surprise.



“Does nobody in this house know how to knock?” he snapped.



She was still staring, and it took him far longer than it should have to realize why. His tattoos. The ones he’d been so careful about hiding from everyone, while still not even remembering they were there half the time. There was no point in shooing her out, no point in trying to cover them, and probably no point in trying to explain.



“Did you get those in prison?” asked Rue. “I didn’t realize you were so, um… Well, I thought you were still kind of a nerd, like before you left.”



“Shut the door, please.”



She came into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. Will turned around, quickly mending his cut in the mirror to save himself another secret revealed.



“Why are you frowning like that?” asked Rue. “It’s no big deal. Tattoos are kind of badass.”



“Read what they say.”



She did, blinking, shaking her head. “LP… You don’t believe all this stuff, do you?”



“No,” he said. “Not anymore, at least. Prison was… pretty fucked up for me, Cammie. I made a lot of mistakes.”



“You regret them though, right? Shouldn’t that be enough?”



He shrugged. “Not all mistakes are easy to take back once you’ve made them. Sometimes, you do something, and you can’t just step out of the shadow of it afterward.”



Rue seemed to think about her words before, somewhat rightfully, narrowing her eyes. “Are we still talking about your time in prison? You shifted into your lecturing tone for that last sentence.”



“I’m not lecturing. Just hoping you’re smart enough to see my mistakes and learn from them.”



“I’m not breaking any laws, or getting tattoos, or even showing my face to my streamers,” said Rue.



“Look, that’s not what I meant,” he said, holding his hands up. “I’m not trying to start an argument with you. My point is that nobody gets a do-over in life. We’re just stuck with our shitty decisions sometimes.”



Rue was silent for a moment. “Turn around.”



“Why?”



“I want to see the rest of them,” she said. “You also need a band-aid on that cut. What the hell did you get up to tonight?”



He hesitated as he considered how to answer that. “Do you want the truth?”



“I asked, didn’t I?”



“I’ll tell you if you tell me what was in that bag earlier,” he said.



“What? How is that fair?” She took out the disinfectant, putting a bit on the cut Will had just mended. It was cool, with only the faintest sting.



“A question for a question,” said Will. “It’s perfectly fair.”



“Fine. But you can’t tell Mom.”



“Same goes for you.” He sucked in a breath as he felt her putting the bandage on. She kept her hands on his back, tracing a few of the less brutish tattoos with her fingers.



“You first,” she said. “Where were you tonight, and how’d you get this cut?”



“I went to see someone I knew in prison. We got into a fight.”



“LP!” said Rue. “You’re on probation. That was seriously stupid. Again, kind of badass, but… mostly stupid.”



“I know,” he said.



“Did you win, at least?”



He chuckled. “I didn’t lose, but I didn’t win. Stalemate. Your turn. What was in the bag?”



She didn’t answer right away. Will turned around, smirking at her flustered expression.



“It was… something to help with my stream,” she muttered.



“Help with your stream how?”



“To, you know…” She cleared her throat. “Perform with.”



“A dildo or a vibrator?”



“LP!” She hissed and brought a finger to her lips. “Not so loud! Mom could still be up.”



“Cammie, I mean,
 wow
 . That’s pretty spicy.”



She looked like she was trying not to smile as she shrugged. “My followers suggested it. I know you said not to do anything too extreme, but…”



“How’d you get the money for it? Did you hit the payout and not tell me?”



“No!” she said. “I… told Mom I needed a textbook for a class.”



“Seriously?”



“It was sort of true. I found a pdf of the textbook on a sketchy website. I would have bought it otherwise.”



Will nodded, his mind awhirl with images of Rue naked, on her bed, pleasuring herself. He was ninety-nine percent sure that it was just the lingering adrenaline from the fight, but he made an effort not to look too closely at that remaining one percent.



“Are you streaming tonight?” he asked.



“Gross!” Rue shot him a pouty glare. “You can’t just ask me that. Especially you, of all people.”



“Hey, you owe me money from that payout, remember? And plus, it seems like you’re veering into more dangerous territory.” He stepped closer to her. “You promised, Cammie. Nothing too extreme.”



“A vibrator is far from extreme,” she said quietly. “Besides, I don’t even think I’ll use it tonight. I can’t get it working.”



She looked away from him, looking so cute and bratty in her t-shirt and panties. He really did love her, despite how much bickering they so often did.



“What’s wrong with it?” he asked.



“I just got it. I have no idea.”



“Want some help?” he offered.



“You want to… help me get my vibrator working?” she said. “Seriously, LP?”



“Wasted money otherwise, isn’t it? If you really do need it for the stream, then I’ll help you out. Think of it as tech support.”



She tapped a finger on her lips and shrugged. “I mean, sure, if you want to. We’ll have to be really quiet. It would be pretty weird if Mom walked in on us.”



“Why? I’ll just tell her that I’m helping you with your vibrator for your porn stream.”



Rue rolled her eyes and slapped him in the shoulder. He grabbed her hand and swung it as though they were going on a date.
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Rue’s room was messy, but all the mess had been shoveled into the corners out of sight of her webcam, creating the appearance of cleanliness. Will did his best not to get too turned on by the way her butt seemed to be winning a war against her panties as she bent over to rifle through her disorganized closet.



“This is it,” she said. She passed him a box that read “ANGEL VIBE +” across the front. “I have no idea what’s wrong with it.”



“That’s why I’m here.” He took it out of the box, turning the pink vibrator over in his hand. “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?”



“I’m not going to buy the biggest one to start with,” she muttered. “I don’t even know how much room I have down there, or whatever.”



“It came with a remote control,” said Will.



“That’s why I bought it. It’s one of the ones that you can wear under your panties. I figured this way I could give my followers a show without necessarily needing to, you know… reveal everything.”



“So this part goes inside, while this curls upward against your clit.”



“Gross!”



“It literally says that on the front of the box, Cammie.”



She let out a huff and glanced away. “You don’t have to, like, say it out loud, though.”



Will held the vibrator in his hand. It didn’t actually look all that phallic, though the long tail and comparatively larger head reminded him a bit of the shape of a sperm cell. He tapped the remote’s lowest setting.



“Is it working?” asked Rue. “I did put batteries in it already.”



Will tried to feel the vibration in his hand. “I can’t quite tell. Can you, um…?”



He held it toward her and made a thrusting motion.



“Oh! Right.” She gave him an embarrassed smirk as she accepted it. “Don’t look this way, okay?”



“Easier ways to peep on you if I wanted to.”



“Perv.”



He looked at the remote instead. There was a sliding compartment on the back. Rue had put batteries in the vibrator itself, but of course, the remote needed one, too. He slipped out to his room to grab a triple AAA and came back.



“I still don’t feel it unless it’s really gentle,” said Rue. “Maybe it came broken? I wonder if I’ll even be able to—”



She gasped as Will pressed the button for the mildest setting again. He could only see the faintest outline of the vibrator against the tan fabric of her panties, but he could hear a faint buzz.



“Can you feel it now, Cammie?”



“Oh…” She was sitting on her bed, squirming, one arm squeezed across her breasts as though to cover them despite being clothed. “I can… definitely feel it now.”



“Awesome,” said Will. “I told you I’d get it working.”



“It’s… definitely working.” She let out a slow sigh, cheeks flushed.



Will found her reaction to it absurdly hot, and he’d only put it on the lowest setting. He wondered how far Rue would let him push it. Time to find out.



“Let’s try one of the higher settings,” he said.



“Um, okay, but…” She squeezed her legs together and lifted her hips up with a subtle motion. “Just go slow.”



“I’ll go real slow,” he said. “Just relax. Gotta test it out, after all?”



He brought it up to the next highest setting, hearing the tone of the vibrator shift upward in pitch. Rue gasped, one hand dropping between her legs and then pulling back like she’d touched a hot stove.



“LP,” she whispered. “That feels…”



“Back down,” he said, returning to the first setting. “Slow, like I said. Of course, if you want me to go faster, I can.”



She looked flustered in a very horny sort of way. She nodded, not vocalizing her wish for him to take it further, but clearly wanting it bad.



He brought it up to the next highest setting again, seeing the change in her expression as much as her posture. Her eyes fluttered. Her breathing became faster. She looked as though she was barely staying upright on her bed.



“More, Cammie?”



“Oh…” She nodded, biting her lip. “More.”



He was about to press the button when an idea came to him that was simply too good to pass up. He turned the vibrator off. Rue made a vaguely disappointed noise.



“What?” she said. “I thought you were going to, you know… help me test it.”



“Turn your stream on,” he said.



She blinked. “You want me to stream… right now?”



“This is pretty hot, Cammie,” he said. “Trust me. Your followers will love this.”



She looked mad in that bratty sort of way. “Whatever. I guess that makes sense.”



She held her hand out for the remote. Will grinned and pulled it out of reach.



“Tell them that someone in the chat is controlling the vibrator,” said Will. “I’ll make an account and tell them that if they want me to turn it up or down, they have to tip you.”



“That’s… actually kind of genius.”



“Right?” He put an arm around her, squeezing her to him. “Plus, it’ll be so hot. They won’t be able to resist.”



Rue nodded, staring at him. Her eyes flickered down to the remote, and she reached down to adjust her panties.



“Alright,” she said. “Well, hurry up and get to your computer. I’ll start the stream.”



“I’m going, sheesh. You should be thanking me for this.”



“You wish. This is pretty weird, you know.”



“I know.” He let his hand slide down her body, briefly groping her butt, and kissed her on the cheek. Rue walked back toward her bed on slightly shaky legs.



The scene was just as Will had left it as he brought her stream up. Rue was on her bed, wearing her mask, explaining the rules to her followers and giving them time to flood in. He made an account, LazerPlayer29, and messaged her to let her know it was him. Will caressed the remote with his thumb, basking in the power he held in the palm of his hand.



“It’s not up to me,” said Rue, to the camera. “I told you guys already. LazerPlayer29 bought the vibrator for me, so he gets to control it for tonight.”



That was a nice touch, though he’d need to have a word with Rue about whether it was a good idea for her to volunteer their address to anyone seeking to send another gift. Messages came flooding in, some in LazerPlayer29’s private inbox.



Start already, you lazy fucker



Awesome idea Lazer, can’t wait to see her cum



The corruption has begun! Make sure to edge her until she’s whimpering.



He couldn’t decide whether to feel smug or offended. They were talking about Rue, after all, but he was proud of himself for getting her into this position. She could be such a brat. That much hadn’t changed in his time away. He was helping her with her stream, but this also felt a bit like revenge.



“They’re getting impatient, LP,” said Rue. “Did you get cold feet, or—”



She blinked, mouth moving, but no words coming out. He’d started out at the third setting, right where they’d left off, and she’d been plenty warmed up for it. A few of her followers begged him to tone it down, let her talk so they could at least hear her
 sexy voice
 a bit more. Will dropped it down to the lowest setting.



“Jesus,” she muttered. “What happened to going slow?”



She shifted into a lewd position on the bed, legs spread wide, and took her t-shirt off. She wore a bra underneath, but Rue’s breasts were so big that they looked better with it still on than most women’s tits did nude.



“I wasn’t even planning on streaming tonight,” whispered Rue. “LP made me do it.”



He’s going to make you cum, too, lmao
 , chimed in someone in the chat.



Will would have engaged with his own banter, but one hand was on the remote, and his other seemed to be unzipping his jeans. He didn’t care anymore if Rue was watching him or not. He was going to make her come, after all. Why leave himself out?



He kept the vibrator on the lowest settings at first, going up and down, back and forth, avoiding the highest setting and making Rue squirm with lust. She made little noises that almost matched the pitch of her vibrator.



Will touched himself at that same speed, speeding up his strokes as he turned the vibrator up, as though he was in her room, doing it to her directly. The thought caught him off guard… he was turned on by these games with Rue, but fucking her? That would be so wrong.



“Oh, fuck!” moaned Rue. “This is so wrong! Oh, God… LP!”



She bucked her hips, hands pawing at her crotch. For a second, Will thought she might be trying to take it out, but her hands stayed on the outside of her panties. He realized that she was pressing the tail end of the vibrator closer to her clit.



He lost it, turning the vibrator up to the highest setting. With quick strokes, he tapped out a message, as much for Rue as for the horny men in her chat.



Time to make her cum.



The donations came in so fast that Will honestly couldn’t believe it. He still toyed with the remote, flipping back and forth between the two highest settings. It was hardly necessary. Rue was about to come, and so was he.



“Fuck!” cried Rue, body twisting and writhing, and then melting against the bed. Her face was sweaty, eyes shut tight, biting her lower lip. “I can’t… It’s too much. LP, please.”



Will stared into the webcam as he found his own release, pumping a surprising amount of seed out onto the towel he’d had the forethought to set out. He turned the vibrator off, catching his breath and sinking into both the pleasure… and the regret.



What were they doing? He’d just gotten Rue off on stream. Granted, from the next room over, but still…



There was no way this ended well.



The stream had already cut off. He got the sense that the feeling, pleasure and guilt, was mutual.








CHAPTER 37




 



Breakfast was a solitary affair for Will the next morning. Jess had left a note and a recommendation for cereal or some of the fresh fruit she’d bought. He munched on an apple, enjoying the silence, the ease with which it let him sort through the different faces of the previous night.



The fight with Chauffeur. Streaming with Rue. On the surface, separate events, but really, two sides of the same coin. He was still impulsive. Prison hadn’t changed that. If anything, the way confinement limited his choices had set him up for this, suddenly being back on the outside, following his whims and temptations.



The front door flew open and Avery burst through, coming into the kitchen without taking her shoes off. She pursed her lips when she saw that it was just Will at the table. It was the first time Will had seen her wear a dress since he’d gotten out, a flirty white and blue number that made her seem waifish with that short red hair.



“Hey,” he said.



“Hey. Is Mom around?”



Will shook his head. “She left a note. Out running errands.”



“Rue?”



“Up in her room, I assume.”



Avery came over to the table. She took his half-eaten apple from his loose hand and took a bite from the untouched side before handing it back.



“I’m going to be out of town for a few days,” she said. “Attending a CA conference.”



“A CA conference?”



“Boring seminars, team recruiters, and drama,” said Avery. “Career-class Champion Authority supers flouting their capes. It basically means that they’ll be putting me up in an expensive hotel room for a few days while I alternate between drinking on the company tab and pretending like I care about super best-practice protocol.”



“Can I come?” he asked.



He was joking, but even as he uttered the words, the idea of spending a few days alone with Avery in a hotel stirred an interesting reaction within him. She smiled but acted as if she hadn’t heard him.



“You’ll be on your own until I get back,” she said. “I hope you can manage for a few days without the guidance and wisdom of your probation officer.”



“You’ll be missed,” he said. “You and your flask. I’m starting to warm to the taste of gin.”



Avery smiled and brushed a few wayward locks of red out of her face. “Hey… Can I ask you something?”



“Anything.”



Avery hesitated, eyes gaining a serious edge, and then gave a small shake of her head. “…Never mind.”



“No, come on. Go ahead.”



“I think it’s… not something I need to know right now.”



Will nodded, finding something dimly ominous in that. If it was a question too weighty for the kitchen in the morning, given the state and path of his life, it was probably going to involve him explaining himself.



“We’ll talk when I get back,” added Avery.



“Will you finally be inviting me over to this mythical apartment of yours?”



Avery chuckled. “We’ll see. I think I’d have to run it by your probation officer and the matron of the household, first.”



He knew she was teasing him, but still wondered a bit at that. Had she been talking to Jess about him, or vice versa? As much as he was part of their family, he’d been away for so long. Compared to Jess, Avery, and Rue, he was the odd man out in a rather literal sense.



“Well, have fun at your CA conference,” he said. “Save some of the open bar for your fellow straight-laced supers.”



“Stay out of trouble while I’m gone,” said Avery. “You’ll be missed.”



They hugged. Her body was so small against his. It was easy for him to forget sometimes, given the years she had on him, their relationship and roles. She smelled nice, like expensive shampoo, with a hint of summer wind.



She went upstairs to rouse Rue and deliver another goodbye. Will headed downstairs and spent about an hour stretching out his sore, recently mended body.



It was part of the routine for him, stretching and spending time feeling the quirks of his body from the inside out. Paying attention to what he did when he mended himself in a rush would make it easier to do it better next time, building consistency with his second power.



“LP?” called Rue. “Are you down here?”



“Yeah.”



He hurriedly reached for his shirt, which he’d taken off when he’d started sweating, and then stopped. This secret, at least, was already out in the open with Rue. He stayed how he was, despite how conscious it made him of his tattoos.



Rue’s eyes roved across his chest, but they seemed to be looking as much at his muscles as the ink on top. She wore a top with thin shoulder straps and tight jeans—simple, but incredibly effective at showing off her feminine blessings.



“Here.” She pulled a small wad of cash out of her tiny jeans’ pocket. “For you.”



Will furrowed his brow as he took it from her. Three fifties, a twenty, and a five.



“This is… $175?” he said.



“Ten percent, like we discussed.”



“You hit the payment threshold?”



“Blew it out of the water.” Rue grinned, bobbing up on her tiptoes, all but bouncing with barely subdued excitement. “Just to be clear, that’s ten percent of what I made
 just last night
 .”



“You made… seventeen hundred dollars,” said Will slowly.



“Yup.”



“In a single night? Not even a night, like, half an hour.”



“Well, I did do a casual chatting stream later on after that, but yes.”



He carefully flattened the bills, sorting by value, and put them in his wallet. “Rue, that’s a lot of money.”



She nodded slowly, watching him more seriously now.



“You could, you know…” He shrugged. “Save it for your future.”



“It would be awesome to build up a nest egg now, while I’m still nineteen,” she said. “If… I could keep going with it.”



Will chewed his lip. She was right, but in more ways than she realized. Hearing her say
 nineteen
 and thinking about how his nineteen-year-old sister was delving into the corruption of camming made it all seem way too real—back alley, behind the strip club real.



“I don’t know,” he said.



“What if… you kept helping?” she asked. “I’ll admit that it felt… a little different last night. With you and the, um… the vibrator.”



The basement seemed a lot smaller than it ever had before, with just the two of them alone, Will still shirtless. He could smell the faint, sweaty aroma from his workout, and if he could smell it, for Rue it must have been nigh overpowering.



“You want me to do that to you again?” he asked.



Rue didn’t meet his gaze as she nodded. “My followers loved it. They went crazy, LP. The tips were just… huge. Think about it — this way, you could watch out for me. You said you didn’t want me doing anything too extreme. If you help me, I won’t ever need to.”



“Twenty-five percent.”



“What?” Rue scoffed. “No way. That’s…”



“Fair, and you know it.”



“In your dreams.” She bumped her shoulder playfully against his as she walked by him. “You were just hitting buttons on a remote.”



“Still enough to make you come.”



“Jerk. Fifteen.”



He stepped in closer behind her, letting the deal hang and the silence build.



“Twenty-five, and I’ll bring a new toy for next time,” he whispered.



She turned around slowly, gaze flitting down to his chest, a bit lower from there, and then back up to his eyes. “…Deal.”



“Might have to wait until tomorrow or the day after, though,” he said. “I have plans tonight.”



“Yeah, well, I have stuff to do, too,” said Rue. “So, just um, let me know what day works for you, and…”



“We’ll make some money.” He put his hand up, and she grinned and gave him a high five.








CHAPTER 38




 



Chauffeur was still on Will’s mind, a fraying loose end, a forgotten price tag on a new shirt. He’d been thinking about what his next move should be all morning, planning and strategizing. It all led back to the fact that he’d gotten ahead of himself in confronting the other man in the way he had.



Life inside Mastodon had been streamlined to a point where he’d never had more than one or two options for how to deal with an enemy. He could attack or defend, and both at predictable times within the day. It had felt a bit like looking for overlap in his high-school schedule to goof off with a friend, except with more blood.



The direct approach had only served to tip Chauffeur off to his intentions. Will knew better than to simply try what hadn’t worked again. He checked the hastily scrawled list for the next item he needed as he passed the dairy aisle in the grocery store.



“Chicken, teriyaki sauce, peanut sauce, carrots, and… celery.” He grabbed a bag and tossed it into his basket.



He’d gotten the idea to cook dinner for Jess and Rue before even realizing he could connect it back to the problem of his new nemesis. Jess would appreciate a sit-down dinner cooked by him for the thought if nothing else. The food, combined with a few glasses of wine, would put him in her good graces and give him a chance to suggest that maybe Chauffeur should be on Relic’s shitlist.



He bought onion rings, too, feeling as though the meal needed the extra sprinkling of carbs and grease. After paying for everything with money from Rue’s stream, he headed home to get started.



 



***



 



“I honestly can’t believe this,” muttered Jess. “You’re cooking dinner?”



“Yup.” Will was putting the last coat on the wings.



“For everyone? Not just as a snack for yourself?”



“For everyone.” He set the teriyaki sauce down and wiped his hands on a dish towel.



Jess laughed and pulled him into a tight hug. She kissed him on each cheek and ruffled his hair. “You know exactly how to push all my buttons, mister.”



“Have a seat,” he said. “I think Rue went to a movie with Becca. Did you talk to Avery?”



“She called me,” said Jess. “Said she’d be out of town at a CA conference.”



“You’re with the Champion Authority, too,” said Will. “More directly than she is, even. You’re not going?”



“I gave up going to those years and years ago,” she said. “Too much drinking and drama.”



“Avery mentioned something about that.”



It only took a few minutes for the wings to finish, and everything else was basically ready. It wasn’t a complex meal, chicken wings with carrot sticks, celery, and onion rings. It was, in fact, an idiot-proof meal to cook, one suited to his prison-atrophied cooking skills.



“It smells incredible,” said Jess as she dug into her plate. “LP, you are going to spoil some lucky girl when you settle down.”



He chuckled. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon. A bit out of practice when it comes to the modern dating scene.”



“Well, if you ever need any help getting up to speed…” She paused, as though hearing how her own words sounded. “I can give you advice, I mean. Help you pick out some nice fitting shirts.”



“I appreciate that.” He’d opened a bottle of wine and refilled both their glasses. “I’ll take you up on it eventually. Too much on my mind, at the moment.”



Jess slid her plate to the side and leaned forward. “Talk to me.”



She had a sleeveless white blouse on with a row of ruffles down the center that managed to alternate between highlighting and distracting from her bust, depending on the viewing angle. More toward the latter, from where Will was currently seated.



He took a breath and let out a sigh. “A lot happened in prison.”



Jess reached across the table, taking his hand. “I’m here. You can tell me anything.”



It was tempting to just blurt it out, to admit that he and Chauffeur had reasons to kill one another, but he couldn’t. He
 wouldn’t
 . Jess wasn’t ready for this side of him. Moreover, he didn’t want her to have to know about it, to endure the secondhand weight of his bad decisions and mistakes.



“A guy I was locked up with got released,” he finally said. “The thing is, he was serving life without parole. Now, he’s a member of the Second Advent.”



Jess nodded slowly. “They have their own release program. They take into account good behavior and put a lot of emphasis on work done within their religious education programs inside prisons.”



“This man was a killer,” said Will. “A rapist. A super supremacist. And now he’s part of their clergy, with people calling him
 Brother?
 ”



Jess’s hands tightened on his. When she brought her eyes back up, there was an unexpected hardness in her expression.



“Sweetie,” she said. “I know how difficult it must be for you to see other people you might have had issues with here, on the outside. But you have to let it go. It’s easy to fall back into old patterns if you aren’t careful.”



“That’s not what this is,” he said, shaking his head. “This man is—”



“Someone who served their time, just like you,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye out for any new villain activity in the area, I promise. A close eye. But you have to understand… Just imagine if someone in the Champion Authority came to me with these same concerns about you, just because of how complicated your past was. Would that be fair to you?”



“No, but that’s me,” he said with a laugh. “Completely different situation.”



“Thank you for the heads up,” she said. Her fingers laced through his, and she stared at him, eyes full of affection. She hadn’t heard a word he’d said, though he couldn’t exactly fault her for her reasons.



Jess’s phone buzzed. She smiled apologetically as she picked it up, read the message, and set it back down.



“Emergency?” he asked.



“Police want a consult on some minor case,” she said. “Nothing that would take priority over spending the night with you after you went through all the effort of cooking such a delicious meal.”



An idea struck him that was a little too interesting to pass up. “I actually was thinking about meeting up with a friend later tonight, but I could always cancel?”



“Absolutely not!” Jess grinned at him. “Might this friend be of the fairer sex?”



He opened his mouth to deny it and found his face heating up a bit. Jess laughed and started clearing their plates.



“I knew it!” she said. “There is a girl, after all. You be safe tonight, mister.”



“I always am.”



“Let me guess — you went into cooking tonight with the thought of sweeping her off her feet with chicken wings and wine.”



He chuckled. “Something like that.”



“It’s a brilliant combo, by the way. The Chardonnay really pairs with the teriyaki sauce.”



 



***



 



Will tried to get a head start on Relic, but it’s hard to travel faster than someone with a cloak that gives them flight. He packed everything he needed into his bag, left under the guise of meeting up with his friend, and took a taxi to the police station.



He put on his costume and waited on top of the next building over, a commercial unit that was empty at night. Relic landed on the sidewalk outside, startling a homeless man curled up in a sleeping bag underneath a nearby awning.



Will saw no reason to approach her right away. He waited, letting her finish her consultation, and made his move as she came back outside. He whistled and then waved, drawing her attention up to where he stood on the rooftop.



Relic leapt into the air, landing in front of him in a single bound. Will had forgotten how intimidating she could be in person, or perhaps he’d just never been on the receiving end of this particular intensity of glare before.



“Relic,” he said, voice gruff and disguised. He’d been practicing after realizing how critical having a good voice in costume would end up being.



“I’ve been looking for you,” said Relic. “We have unfinished business.”



Will held his hands up, appealing for peace. Jess might not listen to his concerns over Chauffeur, but he was willing to bet that he could concoct a reason for her to go after him as his masked self. He’d have to be careful to keep from saying it in a way that would draw suspicion toward his mundane identity, however.



“I—”



A single syllable was all he got before she was rushing toward him. She seized him by the shoulders and yanked him into the air. The actual air — she was using her cloak to fly them upward. Will bit back on the urge to scream as he saw the rooftops and buildings shrinking underneath him.



“You can either surrender, or fall,” said Relic. “I’m not playing games tonight.”



He wasn’t a fan of either option, but he especially wasn’t interested in having her double down on the threat by lifting him higher. Desperate times called for desperate measures.



Sorry, Jess.



He turned his head sideways and bit down on her hand. Relic yelped and let go on one side. He caught briefly as his cape tugged and slipped out of the hold on her other hand, and then he was plummeting toward the ground.



He’d been perhaps six, seven stories up. He hit the side of a building from the forward momentum, smashing against a window frame hard enough to send cracks through the reinforced window. From there, he landed atop a dumpster, closed, thankfully, and bounced to the hard cement.



His wrist was broken, along with one of his legs. Both were relatively easy to mend, though he crawled into a hiding spot between two cars before getting started. Relic landed near where she’d initially dropped him, not having seen his moment of impact.



“I’ll find you,” she called, from a distance. “This is my city. I’m not letting you drag it deeper into ruin and decay.”



What a terrifying woman. He grinned even as he felt that first horrible upswing of post-adrenaline pain and got to work on mending his broken bones.



 



***



 



Attempt number three. Jess wouldn’t listen to Will. Relic wouldn’t listen to parkour pants. Would the Champion Authority listen to the media?



Will chose WLSC News specifically because of an encounter he’d had more than five years ago with a reporter who’d seemed fairly passionate and knowledgeable about the job. Greg Daniels had once told him that he, Lockpick, would go on to do great things.



Great things, indeed.



Greg was still at his desk despite the late hour, which was perfect since it meant that Will could tap on the glass from the fire escape. He had to do it a few times even after the man noticed and became distracted by the noise. He moved as far away from the window as he could and held his arms out to the side.



“Greg Daniels,” said Will gruffly.



“Look, it was a one-time thing,” said Greg. “I swear! I’m divorced, she told me that she was, too. Why would I question that? It’s not like we were—”



“It’s not about that,” he said. “Super stuff.”



“Oh.” Greg squinted at him. “Ah. Right. I didn’t see the cape. Bad eyes in the dark. Let me get my notebook.”



The reporter had a definite spring in his step as he ran back to his desk, grabbing his notebook and pen, and then hurried back to the window. “Can I ask who I’m speaking with? You’re not one of the local supers, are you?”



“I’m not super,” said Will. “I’m…” What had Relic said, again? “I’m here to fight against what’s wrong with this city. Ruin. Decay.”



“Right, right,” said Greg. “So… Go ahead. Hit me with the juice. Thank you, by the way, for choosing my humble window to tap upon this beautiful night.”








CHAPTER 39




 



Will was sore in half a dozen places and ready for his night to be over as he arrived back at the house, out of costume. He took his phone out of his bag, frowning at three missed calls and a voicemail from Avery. He listened to the voicemail as he slipped into the living room as quietly as he could.



“I’ve given it a lot of thought,” said an extremely drunk Avery. “A looooooot of thought. I’m not stupid. I thought… maybe I could make myself be alright with it. Understand where you’re coming from. But I just can’t. I
 know
 what you’ve been up to, you bastard. You really thought you could sneak it by me?”



What he’d
 been up to.
 How the hell had she found out? He’d only gone out in costume twice, but then again, she was his probation officer. She kept talking, but she was drunker than Will had ever heard before, and the next ten seconds or so of the message was impossible for him to decipher.



“Why did I even call you? You don’t deserve a chance to explain. I’m… taking a long bath and going to sleep.”



Will immediately tried to call her the back. She didn’t pick up. He tried again, to no avail, and then tried not to worry, also to no avail. The idea of Avery in the bathtub, boozed up and emotional and probably still drinking, was a recipe for disaster.



She’d mentioned the name of the hotel in her drunken rambling. He ran up to his room and searched for the Fairington Inn and Spa Services. It was in Fairington, surprise, surprise, about a forty-minute drive.



Jess was still out for the night, but she was flying around as Relic. Her car was in the driveway. If he could find her keys…



He hurried back downstairs and tried the likely locations. The pockets of her jacket, kitchen counter, dining room table. No luck. He was cursing to himself when he heard Rue clear her throat behind him.



“What are you doing?” she asked.



“I was…” He didn’t want to lie to her, but it was hard to explain the situation without tiptoeing around the secret of his nighttime escapades. Then again, if Avery knew, it wouldn’t be a secret for much longer.



“You were what?” asked Rue.



“Avery might be in trouble,” he said. “She’s really drunk and hysterical, and doing stupid stuff at a CA conference.”



“How drunk?”



“Babbling and incoherent,” said Will.  “She said something about taking a bath, I just…”



“Goddammit, Avery,” muttered Rue.



“I was looking for Jess’s keys to go check up on her.”



Rue walked over to a hook on the wall that Will had missed, next to the front door. She pulled down a set of keys. “You’re probably right to be worried. You know where she is?”



“I have the name of the hotel. I figured I’d ask at the front desk.”



“Good enough for me,” said Rue. She tossed him the keys. “I’m coming with you.”



“We should probably let Jess know first.”



“Do you have your license?” asked Rue.



“I… did, but it’s expired.”



“Then let’s not tell Jess until after because I don’t have mine, either.”



Rue hurried out to the car. Her haste, combined with the fact that she was taking his concerns seriously, fed into his own sense of worry. He drove fast, barreling down the highway at excessive speed. Rue spent most of the ride trying to call Avery without ever getting through, cursing her out a little more with each failed attempt.



The Fairington Inn was a swanky hotel well out of Will’s current affordability. He and Rue hurried into the lobby. Several supers in costume, presumably fresh back from the conference, milled about, some chatting, some flirting, a few signing autographs.



“Hi,” said Will, to the concierge. “My sister is in a hotel room here. I’m going to need you to tell me what the number is.”



The concierge, a clean-shaven young man with a painted-on smile, shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t give out the room number of a guest without express permission from the guest in question.”



“She’s been drinking a lot,” said Will. “She might be in danger. Avery Sorling. Just look it up.”



He gestured to the computer in the concierge’s desk and gave him a hard look, the kind that would have vacated a cafeteria table back in prison.



“I am deeply sorry, sir, but I can’t do that,” said the concierge. “It is against company policy.”



“Against company policy?” Will smiled coldly and leaned forward over the desk. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen right now. You’re—”



“Come on!” Rue grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the elevator. “We’re good. She just texted it to me. Sorry about my brother, he’s… a little intense.”



They climbed in the elevator. Will shot Rue a look.



“I used my power,” she said, smirking. “Each of the rooms has a hidden security camera in the bedroom. Her bag was on her bed. Well, hopefully it’s hers. This will be awkward if someone else has that exact bag.”



“She wasn’t in the room?” he asked.



“I think she was in the bathroom,” said Rue, worry coming back into her voice.



They all but sprinted down the hallway, passing a few more supers in costume on the way. A hero with a blue and gold color scheme and impressive biceps was carrying an older woman with a modern, black and grey costume aesthetic off to do… super things.



Will took out his penknife and opened Avery’s door in a single, smooth motion. He bolted inside, heading straight to repeat the procedure on the bathroom door. Rue stopped him as he went to open it.



“At least try knocking here,” she said, banging her fist on the wood. “Avery? It’s me and LP. Are you okay? You’re kind of scaring the shit out of us.”



Silence of a horrible variety. Abruptly, Will found that he didn’t want to open that door anymore. He was nearly paralyzed by what he might find behind it.



“I’m in the tub,” mumbled Avery. “Leave me to my despair in peace.”



Rue sighed and brought a hand to her chest. Will gave her a hug, feeling so grateful that she’d come along to help.



“I’ll go in and talk to her,” said Rue. “We can relax now, I think.”








CHAPTER 40




 



Rue slipped into the bathroom, and Will left her and Avery to discuss the situation in private. There were two beds in the room, and he settled down on one and began browsing the free channels provided by the Fairington Inn.



Truth be told, he needed a distraction. He’d been so relieved that Avery was alive and breathing that he’d overlooked what she’d said to him on the voicemail to begin with. She claimed to know what he’d been hiding from her, and now she was in the bathroom with Rue, no doubt bringing her in on the secret.



His only hope was to find a way to make them understand. Find a way to keep them from telling Jess. Though either way, his nightly outings were probably over for good. As much as he felt the need to investigate Chauffeur, to root out evil that only he could see and recognize for what it was, he wasn’t about to do it if it meant choosing vigilantism over his family.



He was midway into an episode of an animated comedy show when the bathroom door finally opened and Rue and Avery came out. Avery was clad in a fluffy bathrobe, presumably provided by the hotel, and she stood united with Rue, who watched him with narrowed eyes.



“You left important details out when you were explaining this situation to me,” said Rue.



“We were in a rush.” He winced and shrugged. “I thought getting to her took priority over the nitty gritty.”



“The nitty gritty?” snapped Avery. She jabbed a finger at his chest, wavering on her feet. “You asshole!”



“Seriously, LP,” said Rue. “I can’t believe you.”



He ran his hands through his hair, trying to find the words to explain it to them. They didn’t understand what prison was like. What it had turned him into. He’d barely even felt he had a choice. Chauffeur would have come after him if he hadn’t taken the initiative.



“I… should have used better judgment,” he said.



“Better judgment?” shouted Avery. “You fuck my ex-girlfriend, and that’s all you have to say for yourself?”



Will stared at her blankly. He looked toward Rue, still mean-mugging him.



“Uh…” He shook his head. “That’s what you’re upset about?”



Avery roared and tried to leap at him. Rue grabbed her around the waist and pulled back. Avery’s robe slipped open, and Will tried to respectfully de-escalate the situation without enjoying the view of her small, pale breasts.



“I didn’t have sex with Gracie,” he said. “That’s a fact!”



Avery kept straining to get to him, Rue still holding her back.



“I don’t believe you!” shouted Avery.



“It’s the truth!” he snapped. He looked to Rue, furrowing his brow. “Seriously. I didn’t.”



Avery calmed down over the course of the next minute, and Rue helped her sit down on the other bed. Will folded his arms, trying to get a sense of what to say, how to handle the situation without reinflaming the drama.



“The only thing that happened at my last session with Gracie was me telling her a story,” he said.



“A story?” asked Rue.



“She’s into supervillains,” he said. “I told her about one of me and Halberd’s misadventures.”



It was the truth, far more innocent than Avery had in mind, but it still felt strange admitting it to them. He hadn’t spoken much with Rue or Avery or even Jess about what his life with Halberd was actually like. It would have been harder to talk openly with them about it, harder than it was to disclose the details to a near stranger.



“Hold on,” said Rue, crossing her arms. “If you didn’t fool around with Gracie, then what was it that you thought Avery was upset about? You seemed to think you knew what she was talking about.”



He made a show of sighing and giving her a meaningful look. “Remember the other night? Not really something I wanted my
 probation officer
 to know about.”



“Oh.” Rue winced. “Well, you could have just said so.”



“What happened the other night?” mumbled Avery.



“LP got into a fight with some guy he has a beef with,” provided Rue.



“William Sorling! You should know better than to…” Avery paused to let out a burp and shake her head. “Hold on. We’re getting off topic. If you didn’t do anything with Gracie, then why was she being so coy about your sessions when I last spoke to her?”



“There was a… small mishap,” he said. “In my first session. Look, I will be completely honest. Two plus years in prison leaves a guy really sensitive, even when it comes to things like massages.”



Rue and Avery shared a curious glance.



“What are you saying, exactly?” asked Rue.



He leaned back on his elbows, sensing that there was no way around admitting it. “You know how guns sometimes just go off by accident, for no real reason?”



“Oh,” said Rue. “Wait, do you mean… Oh!”



“By
 accident
 !” cried Avery. “That’s awfully convenient! You really expect me to believe that?”



“Um…” Rue set a hand on her shoulder. “I mean, sometimes it happens. You can’t always stop yourself when you’re, you know… on the verge.”



Avery exhaled through her nose but didn’t push the point. She walked over to her overnight bag and pulled out her flask. Rue intercepted her, gently taking the alcohol from Avery’s hands and passing it to Will, who took a small sip for the sake of his own sanity.



“But it still happened,” said Avery sulkily.



“You hadn’t even told me that she was your ex at that point,” said Will. “I would have been more careful if I’d known.”



“It’s not something that you just drop into casual conversation,” said Avery.



“Well, I am sorry, for what it’s worth.” He shifted to the other bed, sitting down next to Avery. It was strange to see her so jealous and emotional. “You still care about her, don’t you?”



Avery blinked, looking at him like he was an idiot. Will glanced toward Rue, who sighed and shook her head as if he’d missed the punchline to an obvious joke.



“I really care about
 you
 , stupid,” said Avery. “I love you, LP. But with that said, this is also so not about you. Gracie and I had a toxic breakup. She stole my happiness, my confidence… part of my identity when it ended between us.”



“I thought you seemed pretty friendly with her,” he said.



“Sure, we’re ‘friends’ again, but the wounds are still there. It’s this mindfuck on her part… trying to make you available for her emotional needs just because she thinks she can. To prove that she can, to both herself and to me.”



“Sounds complicated,” he said.



“You have no idea. Just promise me that I’ll always come first?”



“I promise.” He put an arm around her. “You, Rue, and Jess will always come first.”



He held his other arm out, and saw Rue make an attempt at acting as though she was too cool for a group hug before sliding into place next to him. It was nice, the kind of simple, intimate moment that Will had taken for granted before prison and thought he’d never get again after.



“Is there any gin left?” asked Rue.



Will chuckled and passed her the flask. They settled into the beds over the next few minutes, Rue and Avery taking one and leaving him with the other. Avery rented a movie for them, insisting that the Champion Authority paid for all hotel room extras up to fifty dollars.



He got up to go to the bathroom an hour or so later, stepping quietly, thinking he was the only one left awake. When he came back out into the room, Avery stood next to his bed.



“Rue’s asleep,” she whispered.



“It’s late,” he said quietly. “She’s probably had a long day.”



Avery was a small woman, and if it hadn’t been for her mannerisms and personality, the depth of her expressions, he might have forgotten that she was older than him. She wore a shiny pink camisole, bare legs, and just the tiniest hint of white panties poking out underneath.



He walked over to his bed, which was the same as walking up to her given where she stood. Avery was smiling, but she seemed to have sobered up a fair amount from earlier in the night. Odd that the situation felt no less dangerous, no less volatile.



“You heading back to bed?” asked Avery.



“Are you?”



She flashed one of those interesting smiles of hers and took a seat on his bed, crossing one leg over the other. Her toenails were painted a shade of red that matched her hair.



“I want to know more about this supposed
 manly accident
 of yours,” she said. “I didn’t want to ask too much in front of Rue. She’s still innocent about those sorts of things.”



It took a massive well of effort on Will’s behalf to keep from outright laughing. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”



“Come.” Avery patted the seat next to her. “Paint the scene for me. You and Gracie, in her massage room. Clothes off, candles lit. That, in itself, would be enough to get most men excited, despite her having put on a few pounds over the past year.”



“Spoken like a true ex.” He eyed the spot beside Avery, eyes darting to Rue, who hadn’t moved. “Are you sure you want to get into this?”



“You’re telling me everything, one way or another.” Avery patted the bed again, more forcefully this time around. “Details, little brother. Was it during the massage? Were you on your front or your back?”



“On my back.” He smiled a little as he eased onto the bed, stretching out as he had in Gracie’s office.



Your move,
 Avery
 .



“And just where was she massaging?” she asked.



“All over. It was chakra release, or something. Not just a regular massage. Shoulders, back, chest, thighs…”



Avery ran a hand up the inside of his leg, and Will felt the memory of Gracie replaying in tandem with her touch. She stopped and made a rolling gesture with her hand.



“Take your shirt off,” she said. “I’ll give you a massage if you walk me through everything Gracie did.”



Fuck. Avery still had no idea about his tattoos, and he strongly preferred keeping it that way. He’d set himself up for this, perfectly ensnared by his own trap.



“This is ridiculous,” he said. “No.”



“What? You don’t want a massage?”



“In this frigid hotel room, from an amateur, with no massage oil or incentive to do it properly? No, I suppose I don’t.”



“Where is this sudden rebelliousness coming from?” asked Avery. She grabbed a pillow and flipped it into his face. Will knocked it sideways, but she’d already moved to straddle him.



She set her hands on the bottom hem of his t-shirt, preparing to pull it up and over his head, despite his refusal. Will grabbed her wrists. He was strong. If he didn’t want her to take his shirt off, she wouldn’t be taking it off.



Avery seemed to sense the shift in him, though she couldn’t have understood it. Not really. A wicked smile came across her face, and she slid her index fingers into the waistband of his boxers instead.



“Are you sure you don’t want to give me the details?” she whispered.



He felt himself getting hard even before she’d touched anywhere interesting. Avery only made the threat, tugging them and shifting them, but not pulling them all the way down. She wasn’t crazy, and they both knew there were limits. There had to be limits.



“This is revenge for the beach, I take it?” he said.



“Maybe. I was offering a massage, after all, and you gave me quite the
 massage
 while I was tanning.”



She pursed her lips and winked at him before leaning in closer and gently blowing air onto the generous bulge he’d developed from her teasing. He could still feel it through the fabric, but the real danger was how it drew his attention to her lips, her mouth, the incredible warmth that lay within.



He reached down and started to take his boxers off. Avery snorted and rolled her eyes as if it was a joke. Her expression turned to something close to shock as she realized an instant later that he was serious.



“What are you doing?” she hissed, fighting a smile.



She grabbed his wrists and attempted to pin them back to the pillow. He let her, feeling like maybe he’d taken this weird game of teasing too far. Avery was stretched out on the bed next to him now, and after taking a second to let the moment die down, she grabbed one of the blankets and pulled it back over him.



“We should go to bed,” she whispered.



“Probably,” he said. “Can I have a goodnight hug?”



She’d already started to get up. Slowly, Avery turned around, lit from behind by the moon’s pale light through the window. She stared at him for the span of three heartbeats, and then climbed back into the bed, sliding toward him.



Too much teasing had occurred for Will to do anything other than grab her and pull her to him. He kissed her on the lips. She kissed back, open mouthed and greedy. His hands ran over her like he was trying to smooth out the curves, cupping her fun-sized tits, palming her very palmable ass.



She whispered something he couldn’t make out as he started kissing her neck, overloading her with the sensation. This was revenge for the little air-blowing thing she’d done before, the complete and utter tease of it.



He got his thumb in and pulled her panties down. They slid down, just like that. So did his boxers. A warning alarm was sounding somewhere in his mind as he shifted on top of her, yanking the blanket along to keep them both covered.



“Oh…” moaned Avery. Her eyes were distant, fluttering, both in the moment and out of it.



Will pressed his cock forward. She was completely shaved, and it only took half a second of probing to find the entrance, the angle. He saw Jess’s face instead of Avery’s, for whatever reason, as he started to push in. Jess’s face hollowed by disappointment, Jess’s face dripping with tears.



“Oh God!” Avery bucked, hips rising to meet the slow easing of his shaft.



Rue coughed.



Whatever spell had previously held them broke in that instant. There was always the urge to keep on keeping on when it came to sex and interruptions. This was more like a break-in from an armed militia, terrorists holding them at gunpoint and threatening to upend their lives. They were both silent and still, listening for the breathing of Rue in the next bed over.



Avery slid back. The warmth that had just been encasing the tip of Will’s erection vanished, but she grabbed it right away, holding gently, but firmly. He got the sense that it was to make sure that she was aware of what he was doing with it.



Will leaned forward against her, his lust suddenly building again as he kissed her neck and lips. Lips, which he noted, were no longer kissing him back. He felt such a debt of shame that the only thing keeping him from grabbing his clothes and heading out the door was Avery’s hand on his cock, a tight, sensual grip.



She gave it a small squeeze, the way she used to pat him on the butt after encounters with supervillains.
 Good job, LP
 , or
 you’ll do better next time, I know you will!
 Her thumb ran over the tip, pulling back and letting the stickiness to pull outward into a small string.



And that was that. Will let out a very manful grunt as the pleasure domed him in the head. Avery was still underneath him, still in the line of fire. She hissed through her teeth and wiggled a little as he generated a massive, sticky mess on her stomach.



“Gross,” she whispered.



“You’re the one who wanted the
 full details
 ,” he said. “I’d say you just about got them.”



“I’d say so,” she muttered. “Did you come this much for Gracie?”



He blinked. “Jesus, Avery.”



“Didn’t think so.” She grinned and cupped his cheek in her hand. “Thanks.”



“You’re welcome,” he said.



“I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



She kissed him on the lips, though it was just a peck compared to their earlier efforts. Will rolled sideways as she slid from the bed, pulling off her ruined camisole and tossing it to the floor. Avery turned to look at him one last time, topless and smiling, and then strode to the bathroom and shut the door.








CHAPTER 41




 



“LP! Get dressed. Like, now!”



Will groaned and opened his eyes. The hotel bed was surprisingly comfortable, but there was a wet spot he had to avoid… from last night. Rue was already up and dressed, pulling on her shoes and looking annoyed.



“Now?” he muttered.



“Now, now!” said Rue. “Mom has been blowing up my phone for the past ten minutes. We are so screwed.”



Will checked his own phone, only to find that the battery had died sometime during the night. He ran a hand over his face, sparing a glance for Avery, still asleep and snoring quietly, one leg dangling out from underneath the blanket.



Rue flung his pants at him. He caught them and hurriedly pulled them on, hopping toward the door. He stopped and came back around to make an attempt at saying goodbye to Avery, but her only response was an unintelligible mumble.



“She’ll be fine,” said Rue. “I talked to her late last night.”



“You did?” Will frowned at that. Rue had fallen asleep early and presumably been asleep during his and Avery’s dangerous playtime.



“She admitted that she may have overreacted and promised me she’d be more careful about how much she was drinking.”



Rue tugged him into the hallway by the hand. He walked fast, almost sprinting toward the elevator, thoughts moving at the speed of molasses. Was that all they’d talked about? Or had a few other recent illicit events risen to the fore?



“Okay,” said Rue, as they got into the elevator. “Hit me with your best excuse.”



“How about we tell her the truth and go from there?”



They climbed into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor.



“Genius,” said Rue. “Except for the fact that Avery asked me not to tell Jess about how much she was drinking last night. You know how she can be.”



“Is she unjustified? Avery was shitfaced when she called me and talking like she was going to pull a Sylvia Plath in the tub.”



“Sylvia Plath stuck her head in an oven.”



“Whatever,” said Will.



“I promised Avery I wouldn’t mention the drinking,” said Rue. “Now, come on. Use that devious supervillain brain of yours to give us a bulletproof alibi.”



The elevator doors opened, and they hurried through the lobby.



“I got one,” he said. “You were with a boy last night. He started getting aggressive. You didn’t feel safe, so you left, but you were—”



“No good,” said Rue. “She’d be just as angry about me getting a boyfriend without talking to her first as she would be about Avery drinking.”



“I’m not talking about a boyfriend, just some guy you were hanging out with.”



“I don’t just
 hang out
 with guys like that, LP,” she said. “What kind of girl do you think I am?”



“That’s one of those loaded questions that I will strategically choose not to answer.”



She punched him in the shoulder as they reached the car. Will climbed into the driver’s seat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel.



“What if we both just stay silent?” suggested Rue.



“I’ve tried it before. It just left room for her imagination to come up with even worse scenarios than the truth.”



Most of the drive home continued in a similar fashion, with the last ten minutes a Jeopardy style speed round of ridiculous, implausible scenarios. They eventually settled on an excuse close to the truth, minus Avery’s meltdown, with the addition of their phones both coincidentally dying overnight. Will felt less than optimistic about their odds.



He expected Jess to be waiting for them in the living room with a glare that could melt steel even without her circlet. Instead, they found her in the kitchen, slowly unloading the dishwasher as she stared at the screen of her laptop.



“We’re still gathering as many details and individual accounts as possible, but we do have a working profile of Lancaster City’s newest super-threat,” said the caster, an older man with grey sideburns. “According to WLSC’s own Greg Daniels, the villain calls himself
 Decay
 and appears to be a male between the ages of eighteen and fifty-five with a dark demeanor and an indeterminate power.”



There was a sketch up in the corner of the screen. Will had to work to keep his jaw from dropping open. Some of his, or the sketch’s face was visible, though the features were generic and simplified. Aside from the style of the hood and mask, nothing about it was even close to correct.



The sketch more implied the specifics of the face, rather than confirming them. With that said, Will got the sense of a crooked nose, a rough scar or fold across one cheek, older, leathery features, and a weirdly angular chin. It couldn’t have looked less like him even if the artist had intentionally tried to inverse his appearance.



“I ran into this bastard,” said Jess. “I’m glad the media’s finally giving him some attention. I actually think he might be stalking me.”



“Stalking you?” snapped Will. “You seriously think he’s… I mean, why would he be stalking you?”



Jess grew uncomfortable. “The
 why
 doesn’t matter. I encountered him twice in one week, so I suppose it could be bad luck. I just have an odd feeling about him.”



“What’s his power?” asked Rue.



Jess shook her head. “I still don’t know. It makes him even more dangerous if anything. I might have to put in a few extra patrols over the next few days.”



“That sucks,” said Will. He tried to casually set her car keys down on the kitchen table and pivot toward his room.



Jess wasn’t having it.



“So,” she said. “Just where were the two of you last night? More importantly, where was my car, and what in the world were you thinking, taking it without asking?”



“Uh…” Will glanced at Rue, not wanting to be the one to start off. She gave him a pleading look, so he took a breath and continued. “Avery had a hotel room with an expense budget paid for by the Champion Authority.”



“You drove out to Fairington to hang out in Avery’s hotel room?” said Jess skeptically. “And you didn’t think to ask me first if it was alright to use my car?”



“I tried calling you,” said Rue. “You didn’t pick up.”



She’d told Will that she had, in fact, tried calling Jess earlier that evening, for another reason. In his opinion, the more truth they could weave into the lie, the better.



“That’s no excuse,” said Jess. “I had no idea what’d happened. I was up the wall with worry! I even started thinking that some supervillain might have stolen the car, taken you both hostage.”



Will chuckled a bit at that, but Jess’s narrowed eyes were enough to silence him.



“I can’t just let you off with a warning,” said Jess. “Extra chores today, both of you. Will, I want you to clean the kitchen and vacuum the living room. Rue, basement and bathroom. Be sure to use disinfectant on the sink’s drain.”



“That’s seems like a little bit—” Will cut off as Rue gave him a warning kick in the leg. Jess was already heading back upstairs, and he waited until she was out of earshot before addressing his co-conspirator. “You think this is fair?”



“Absolutely,” said Rue.



“I’ll admit that it was rash for us to borrow her car like we did, but come on. We’re adults. There’s only so much she can do to punish us.”



“She’s
 Relic
 ,” said Rue seriously. “She could do just about anything to punish us if she really wanted to.”



“Fair point. Thanks, by the way.”



Rue furrowed her brow. “For what?”



“For helping in the first place. I was really worried about her last night.”



Rue came over and leaned against the kitchen counter. “So was I. Avery’s tough, probably one of the toughest women I know, but it’s all on the outside. When it comes to more emotional stuff… love and relationships… she’s pretty sensitive.”



“I never really knew that about her before I left,” said Will.



He felt an urge to ask about what Rue had said, specifically how she didn’t hang out with boys. Part of Will was strangely gladdened by that, like he got a chance to have her all to himself as a sister at a time when he could really use the company. But that same selfish impulse also made him feel a bit guilty, and moreover, it made him feel sorry for her.



She was nineteen. She should have been hanging out with boys, getting to know what it meant to date, to open up to other people. It was admittedly different for supers, though, even more so for them, having grown up on a mentor team within this artificial but real family environment.



“Why are you staring at me, LP?” asked Rue.



“Because you’re awesome,” he said. “Let’s hang out and play video games or something later.”



“Would ‘or something’ include…” She gave him a shy shrug. “Well,
 you know
 .”



“I don’t have the new
 update
 yet, but I’m still down if you are.”



She grinned. “Good. I need to make sure I, um… keep my account active.”



She hurried off to her room, walking with what looked like an extra bounce in her step. He surveyed the kitchen, taking stock of how much work cleaning it would truly be. Jess had left her laptop open, and they had the sketch of
 Decay
 up on the screen again. It looked nothing like him. Honestly, it looked more like… Chauffeur. Almost. Close enough.



“Now there’s an idea,” he muttered.








CHAPTER 42




 



After doing a quick but meticulous job of cleaning the living room and kitchen, Will made the best pineapple banana smoothie within his juicing ability and gently knocked on the door to Jess’s room.



“What is it?” she called.



“Peace offering,” he said. “Or to be accurate, part one of my peace offering.”



He opened the door. Jess lay on her stomach in bed, reading a book, a loose grey summer blouse over tight black leggings. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, which she flipped over one shoulder as she rolled onto her side.



“You don’t need to give me a peace offering,” she said. “We aren’t at war. I wasn’t mad at you before, Will. Just disappointed.”



Oof. She was being honest, but disappointing her was so much worse.



“I’m really sorry,” he said.



Jess turned to sit on the bed, gesturing him to come closer. He set the smoothie down on her nightstand. She took both his hands into hers, squeezing and looking up at him, face serious—and seriously worried.



“You’re on probation,” she said. “Sure, Avery is your probation officer, but even she can only give you so much leeway. Did you think I didn’t know that Rue doesn’t have her license, and neither do you?”



He drooped, wishing that real life had an undo button.



“I don’t want to lose you again, Will,” whispered Jess. “I just got you back! Promise me you’ll be smarter in the future.”



“I promise.”



She grabbed the smoothie and took a sip. “Part one is delicious. What’s part two?”



She was smiling, and seeing that was enough for his spirits to do a 180. “Part two is a lunch date. Me and you. I have a place in mind that I really used to love, and I want to see if it’s still as good as I remember.”



Jess laughed. “You don’t have to do that. As far as I’m concerned, just having you listen and think about what you did wrong is apology enough.”



“Please?” He sat down next to her and put an arm around her. “I’ll have to go alone if you say no, and it’s no fun to eat by myself.”



“You’re serious?” Jess looked as though she was trying to hide her smile. “What happened to that friend of yours you mentioned yesterday?”



“I’d ask her, but she’s not as pretty as you are.”



“You sweet talker.” She leaned her shoulder into him. “If you’re sure, I would love to go get lunch with you. Mind if I take a minute to get ready?”



“Take all the time you need.”



It was close to half an hour later when she finally met him downstairs. She’d let her hair down, dirty blonde and glossy and beautiful across her shoulders. Her dress was a flirty summer one, black with a white diamond pattern and a neckline that just barely hinted at cleavage.



It was hard to tell whether or not she’d done her makeup. Jess always looked ten years younger than her age, if not fifteen. She stopped as she reached the bottom step, seeming a bit shy and lifting a foot to wag a sandal at him.



“Well?” she said. “Too much? Too little? You can still back out if your girlfriend changed her mind.”



“You’re my girlfriend for the afternoon,” he said.



“Easy there, mister!” she said, grinning.



He offered her his arm like the courtly gentleman he was, and with the slightest hesitation, she slid hers through it, patting his bicep with her free hand.



They took her car. He would have offered to drive, but it seemed a bad idea now that she knew about his license. They drove into the city and found a spot next to a park near the sandwich shop, which he spent much of the ride talking up—almost as though they were on a real date.



The park was also just two blocks away from the Second Advent’s church. Was it wrong to use Jess like that? Probably. But it was also doing her a favor, getting her to take Chauffeur seriously as the threat he was. He had tried to warn her, after all.



“That looks good,” said Jess. They’d gotten their sandwiches and were slowly walking through the park. “What’s on it?”



“Roast beef, bacon, mushrooms, special sauce,” he said. “The works.”



“Can I have a bite?”



He grinned and held the sandwich. She tried to take it into her hands, but he held firm. She shot him a playful glare but eventually took a small nibble with him still holding it out.



“Not bad,” she said.



“Do you want to sit down? There’s a free bench over there.”



“I’m down for… whatever,” she said, with a shrug.



Will laughed. He put his arm around her and started leading her toward the bench.



“How long has it been since you went on a date?” he asked.



She scoffed and gently elbowed him in the ribs. “That is a rude question to ask a lady. Besides, this isn’t a…”



He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek before she could finish. Jess grinned, blushing, but clearly pleased.



“Not a date,” he said. “Got it. Probably better that way. It means I can get away with more.”



“I think I let you get away with
 far
 too much already,” she said.



They sat down. They were both mostly finished eating and just sat holding hands and people-watching. That wasn’t unusual, he told himself. They’d always been familiar and affectionate with each other before he’d left.



It was much easier and far less complicated to look at it through that lens, to ignore the other night of cuddling on the couch, his dream, and
 finishing
 the movie. She was right. She let him get away with far too much.



“Do you want to go for a walk?” he asked. “I don’t really want to head home just yet.”



“Neither do I,” she said. “Lead on.”



He did his best to act as if he was simply strolling wherever the urge took him. As if he hadn’t carefully examined the schedule of the church’s employees and timed everything just so. He was having fun with Jess, and it wasn’t hard to smile and enjoy the company of a beautiful woman while guiding her down a certain, predetermined street.



He didn’t look over at Chauffeur outside, smoking a cigarette next to the church’s entrance. Averting his gaze took an effort of will, doubly so as he considered all the cars around them; how easily it would be for this man to use his power to end his life. He needed to play the moment carefully.



“Why is that guy over there giving you the evil eye?” asked Jess. She didn’t point as he looked at her quizzically, but gestured with a subtle head movement.



“Oh, fuck,” muttered Will. “Come on. Let’s just keep walking.”



“What is it?”



He sighed and shook his head. “That’s the guy I was talking about yesterday. Brother Chauffeur
 .
 ”



“Hold on,” said Jess. “Did you… know he was going to be here?”



“I thought he might be.” Will shrugged. “To be honest, I did take us this way to see if he might be around. Jess… Look at his face.”



She did, risking a circumspect glance in the bald man’s direction.



“After seeing that sketch this morning, I just thought…” He squeezed her hand. “It all fits together. The sudden arrival of this new supervillain, right around the same time that Chauffeur gets into town. You have to admit, he looks a lot like the sketch.”



Chauffeur had snuffed out his cigarette and was heading toward the church’s parking lot, having just finished his shift. Will looked at Jess, being honest at least in the concern he felt toward that man, that criminal, being free and in a position of influence.



“I hear you,” she said, nodding. “It does seem suspicious. Here… I’ll go get the car. See if you can keep track of him until I come around to pick you up. Let’s see what else this Brother Chauffeur has planned for today.”



Will grinned and nodded. Jess gave him a kiss on the cheek, fingers briefly sliding through his hair, and then took off at a run.








CHAPTER 43




 



Will was torn, caught between his original plan and a new idea. Following Chauffeur and building Jess’s suspicions,
 Relic’s
 suspicions, was the reasonable option. But if he wanted to, he could simply end it here and now.



If he were to goad Chauffeur right then and there, with Jess on her way to the car, she would arrive back just as the fight began. She would swoop in, of course. Even without her cloak and circlet, she was still powerful. She rarely, if ever, took off the Cord of Achilles, and she could summon the Sacred Scepter from anywhere. Chauffeur would go down in a single hit, and that was assuming Will didn’t manage to finish him first.



Except… setting it up that way would just be using Jess even more. He already carried the weight of his deception, of the fact that he was really Decay. It was a burden exponentially larger than the lies composing it, one he had no interest in making any larger.



So instead, he waited, keeping Chauffeur’s car in view as it started down the street. Jess came to a stop around the corner, and he sprinted, pointing out their target. She sped off while he was still closing the door and buckling his seatbelt.



“He took a right,” said Will. “He’s one car ahead of us.”



“Got it. Keep your eyes on him, and I’ll focus on driving normally.”



The rather forgiving population density of Lancaster City made the task of following Chauffeur easy, but it also turned doing it without arising suspicion into a more creative affair. Will hunched down low in his seat at a red light after the car providing a buffer between them made a turn.



Chauffeur led them on a slow, meandering chase, leading them into a seedy section of town. It was easy for Will to picture him casing a robbery, or a drug deal, perhaps a smuggling operation for someone back in the prison, or worse.



Chauffeur pulled into a McDonald’s drive through.



“Wow,” said Jess. “I know you told me this guy was bad news, but this is true evil we’re dealing with.”



“Just wait,” said Will. “Anyway, order a large fries. We’ll split it.”



“I had lunch already, courtesy of my thoughtful date.”



“Then get me a medium. I have a serious craving for fries that I still need to scratch.”



He slouched down again, ignoring the confused glances of the employees as they slowly rolled along the drive-through. The nature of ordering fast food gave Chauffeur a minute of head start as Jess paid for and received the order, but his lead was undone by a convenient red light.



“He just bought fast food,” pointed out Jess.



“Point being?” said Will, through a mouthful of fries.



“How many criminals pick up McDonalds before running off to commit a crime?”



“It’s not as unlikely as you’d think,” said Will. “A life of crime demands a surprising amount of punctuality. He could be on his way somewhere right now.”



They continued following as Chauffeur led them on a tour of the city. Despite his deep suspicion for the man, Will was somewhat unsure of whether they’d catch him doing something circumspect in the time they had available to tail him.



Chauffeur pulled into a car dealership out of nowhere. Will reached over and grabbed Jess’s shoulder, on the edge with anticipation.



“Careful,” he said. “His power is controlling cars at a distance. A car dealership… might as well follow a sharpshooter into a gun shop with a policy of having all the guns loaded at all times.”



“So you think we should give up?” asked Jess.



“That’s not what I said. I just…”



He trailed as Chauffeur took the back exit out of the dealership’s lot and parked at the gas station next to it. Jess found a spot in a grocery store parking lot across the street, giving them a reasonable view of the entrance. Chauffeur came out a few minutes later with a pack of cigarettes in one hand and a six pack.



“All we’ve managed to do is identify that he’s living a rather unhealthy life,” said Jess. “LP, I think we need to consider suspending the chase for the time being.”



Chauffeur set his recent purchases on top of his car, shirt riding up to reveal a handgun in the back of his pants. He pulled it out, checked that it was loaded and the safety was off, and then made a phone call.



“You were saying?” said Will.



“That is… okay. We’ll keep going.”



They pulled out behind him as he got back onto the street. They were on the edge of town, where the densely packed buildings gave way to strip malls and commercial sprawl. Chauffeur sped up to catch a yellow light, with Jess pulling near enough to make it, too.



It all happened at once. They made it through the intersection, but the cars turning from the next cycle of green light accelerated and turned in formation, too uniform to be coincidence. Will shouted a warning to Jess, but only got out the first syllable before a truck crashed into them from the other side.



It was a crash at high speed with one vehicle accelerating into the carnage. The sound of it was enough to ring the bell of Will’s eardrums. He tried to reach for Jess, but even then, he knew there was nothing he could do other than hold on.



More cars smashed into them, limited only by the number of crash angles available in the growing pile of twisted metal surrounding them. Will tried to lean away from each impact, not bracing himself, as there would have been no point, but at least positioning his body slightly out of harm’s way.



He was dazed and bleeding from his forehead and one leg when everything finally calmed down. People were screaming. That made sense. The cars Chauffeur had made into weapons had no doubt contained occupants of their own.



“Jess!” Will reached over but stopped himself from shaking her shoulder.



She was unconscious. A trail of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, like smeared lipstick in motion. There was a spot of blood pooling in her hair… How?



The Cord of Achilles should have prevented this, given her superhuman durability. Not quite invincibility, but near enough to count in most scraps. Her dress was pulled tight from the seatbelt, so tight that Will could see the outline of her taut waist underneath.



She wasn’t wearing the cord. She almost always wore it unless she was in a bikini or in the shower… or if it had suffered damage and still needed to be repaired. He’d snipped it with his penknife to keep her from getting in his way. He was a fucking idiot.



The deep treble of the horn of a semitruck sounded. Will took his seatbelt off and rolled out through the Prius’s broken window, ignoring all the scrapes from the broken glass. Chauffeur was inside the cab of a massive eighteen-wheeler, heading straight for the pileup to finish what he’d started.



There was no time to think, and even if there had been, it would only have confirmed the sole course of action. He had to stop it. He had his penknife. That was it.



Will sprinted straight toward the speeding truck, ignoring the protest of the cut on his leg. The timing of it was all wrong. Each loping step seemed to let the truck gain too much on him, throwing off his instincts, making him second-guess the moment. Third guess the moment.



Now!



He threw himself sideways, barely dodging out of the way of the terrifying behemoth of a vehicle, and stabbed his penknife into one of its massive wheels. He cut a long trench through just about every tire on that side and several hubcaps. The truck wavered, Chauffeur struggled for control even with his power, and then it fell onto its side and slid mostly harmlessly to a stop.



Will shook from adrenaline as he slowly rose to his feet. And he’d only just begun. Chauffeur was getting out of the truck, shaken up from the crash but still in a far better state physically than Will was. The road was blocked off by the crash on one side and a fast-thinking group of commuters on the other.



“Isn’t this what you wanted?” shouted Chauffeur. “You going to use your little blade on me now, Pick?”



He stood with his body half out of the truck’s window, out of Will’s range solely due to the truck’s height even on its side. Will might be able to stab through the truck’s underbelly, but it would be messy and take too long to pull off without giving Chauffeur an opening.



“Why don’t you come on down and find out?” called Will.



Chauffeur simply smirked and reached behind him. He was bringing the gun level, no rush, no subtlety, consumed by the intent to kill. The simple fact of the matter was that none of this surprised either of them. This was how it had been inside Mastodon, kill or be killed, consequences always secondary to immediate action.



As much as Will hated throwing his penknife, his aim with it was damn good. The blade made a little whipping noise as it left his hand, the polished stainless steel catching and glinting in the sun each time it arced through the air.



Chauffeur hesitated, caught between firing and dodging out of the way. The penknife cut a gash into his thumb and bounced away. The gun fell, disappearing into the side-turned truck’s cab where it would likely remain for the time being.



It marked the beginning of their fight, not the end. Chauffeur’s expression was possessed by that empty kind of fury, mindless and savage, as he leapt down to the asphalt and charged forward. Will bared his teeth, old instincts coming back as he brought his hands up.



It was a brawl from the very start, maximum offense in the place of pacing and defense. Will took a jab to the side of the head and countered with a straight left to Chauffeur’s cheek. They both swung again, both missing, and slammed into each other, flinging apart as they spun around from the momentum.



“One of us!” Chauffeur let out a laugh that turned into a snarling roar. “I knew you still had it in you, Pick.”



Will sensed the other man was aiming to get a rise out of him, but that didn’t necessarily negate the effect of the words. He wasn’t one of them. He’d all but taken an actual piss on the beliefs of the Power Realists, but their cult-like rhetoric was far from all he’d learned with his time with them.



Chauffeur faked a stumble and tried to spit blood into his eyes. Will had seen that trick before. He hopped sideways, spinning and kicking, leg swinging at knee level. Chauffeur lifted his guard, taking the blow across his shin instead, but he was off balance.



Will’s foot crunched on what he first thought was broken glass. The way Chauffeur suddenly stiffened and stared told him otherwise. Quickly, but without taking his gaze from his opponent, he dropped low and scooped his penknife back to hand.



“It’s over, Chauffeur,” said Will.



“Coward. If you won’t fight me like a man, then so be it.”



There was a sudden crash. A car jumping the concrete median, front side demolished, but still accelerating toward the two of them. Chauffeur grabbed the front of Will’s shirt, attempting to twist him into the path of squealing wheels and bouncing metal.



Will stabbed his arm, wrenching himself free. People were shouting, sirens blaring. Chauffer slammed into him, pushing more than punching, and then immediately darting backward.



He watched as the other man unceremoniously slid to a stop next to the car he’d possessed, pulled out the older female driver, and took her place. Will gave chase, but knew it was hopeless as he saw the cars ahead, most totaled and barely mobile, limping out of the way like fallen knights clearing a path for their king.



With fingers shaking from adrenaline, he closed his penknife and hurried back to the Prius and Jess.








CHAPTER 44




 



The hospital’s hallways were imbued with that off-white, antiseptic quality that always set Will on edge, always made him feel something was wrong or soon would be. The sole ER doctor at the Shieldblaster Memorial Medical Center was used to treating supers and had quickly looked him over, slapped a band-aid on his forehead, and sent him on his way.



Jess’s situation was more serious. He sat outside her room, unable to hear what was being said by the attending physician and the nurses on the other side of the door. She hadn’t woken up after the accident, despite her injuries seeming so superficial.



The gap there was what truly concerned him. If she’d been bleeding heavily and passed out from blood loss, at least there would have been something specific and definable he could have latched onto and worried about.



The door opened. Will made to rush in past the departing doctor, but he smiled in that overly reassuring way and gestured back to the seats along the hallway.



“Husband?” asked the doctor.



He shook his head. “Son. Will Sorling.”



“I’m Doctor Andrew Palmer,” said the doctor. “I’m going to assume from the fact that you’re here that you’re either on a team yourself or signed the confidentiality form on your way in?”



“I was,” he muttered. “I know her secret identity. Is she going to be alright?”



“She’s pretty shaken up from the accident,” said Dr. Palmer. “We think her body may have had a stress reaction, a stronger one than that of a normal human.”



“What does that mean, exactly?”



“I’ve treated Relic before. I’m familiar with how she derives her powers from her artifacts. In order for her body to continue to operate normally, to feel pain and still have fine motor control even when she has superhuman strength and vitality, it has to send louder signals, so to speak. I understand that she was without some of her artifacts at the time of the crash?”



Will opened his mouth to answer but couldn’t force words past the lump in his throat. He closed his eyes and nodded.



“I believe it’s the shock of the accident that made the effect so severe,” said Dr. Palmer. “She isn’t unconscious from a concussion or coma, though we’ll still run her through a CT scan to make completely sure. Her body told her to draw strength from her artifacts, despite the fact that they weren’t there. A bit like trying to drive a car on an empty tank of gas.”



“Is she… going to be okay?”



Dr. Palmer clapped him on the shoulder. “I can’t promise anything, but we’ll know more in a few days, if not a few hours. The hospital’s nurses and I will take extremely good care of her.”



Will nodded again, taking a breath and letting it out with the same shakiness that had been roiling through his body for the last hour. Dr. Palmer lowered his clipboard and gave him a tired, empathetic smile.



“My advice, Will, is for you to get some rest. You can go into the room now if you’d like. There’s coffee just down the hall to the left, and a vending machine. You need to look after yourself more than she needs you to look after her right now.”



Will nodded, and Dr. Palmer left, disappearing down the hall at a business-like pace. Will was about to head back into Jess’s room when the sound of pounding footsteps drew his attention toward the medical center’s entrance.



He’d called both Rue and Avery, talking for just long enough to explain the situation with the former and getting the latter’s voicemail. Rue sprinted toward him at a speed inadvisable for a hospital hallway, eyes red rimmed, makeup smudged.



She skidded to a stop, banging into Will and hugging him at the same time. He groaned as a few bruises he hadn’t realized he had introduced themselves.



“LP!” she said. “What happened? Is Mom—”



“She’s okay,” he said. “The doctor says she just needs to rest. We were in a car crash, and her body overexerted itself, tried to pull power from artifacts she wasn’t wearing.”



“Is she awake?”



He started to answer, but Rue had already brushed by him and through the door. A single nurse was still in the room, but she gave them a sympathetic nod and made herself scarce.



Lying in a hospital bed, hair messy, clothed in a patient gown, Jess looked shockingly human. It shouldn’t have scared the shit out of Will so much, but it did. It was as far from his image of her as anything could be, regardless of whether he imagined her as Relic or Jess. She looked vulnerable.



“Oh God,” muttered Rue. She pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down, holding Jess’s hand. “How… What happened?”



She turned to look at him, not glaring, but eyes still intense and full of questions. Will dropped his gaze and shook his head slightly, knowing he couldn’t explain it, but knowing he needed to.



“I took Jess out for lunch,” he said. “We were in the car. There was—”



“I heard about the pileup before I even knew the two of you had been hurt!” snapped Rue. “Why didn’t you call me sooner?”



He didn’t have a good answer for that, nothing that wouldn’t simply feed into her anger and worry. Instead, he pulled another chair over, taking her hand into his and squeezing tight.



“Avery is still at her conference,” he said. “I couldn’t reach her.”



“You left a message at least, right?”



“Of course, I left a message,” he said. “I would assume that if she’d listened to it, she’d be here by now. You know how fast she can fly when she’s in the mood to get somewhere.”



Rue nodded. She leaned forward, smoothing back a few stray blonde hairs from Jess’s face. They stayed like that for several long minutes, worried and holding hands, the heart rate monitor filling the silence with its regular, reproachful beep.



 A knock sounded from the open doorway. “I hope I’m not interrupting?”



The leader of Lancaster City’s chapter of the Second Advent, Father Darkeye, gave a demure bow as he waited for permission to enter the room. Will had already given an abridged version of the details of the pileup to the police, specifically Chauffeur’s involvement, though with no mention of how he and Jess had been tailing him. No doubt the church had been called on to answer a few questions.



“Not at all, Father,” said Rue politely. “Please. Come in.”



“Thank you,” he said. “William, wasn’t it? We met the other day.”



“Yes, we did,” said Will stiffly.



The priest’s presence, if anything, strengthened the somber undertone of the moment. Father Darkeye crouched on one knee on the other side of the bed, next to the beeping heart monitor, and gave Jess a thin, practiced smile.



“I cannot overstate how shocked and horrified I am at the nature of this incident,” he said. “Ms. Sorling and I have a strong working relationship. My templars often call her for backup when confronting threats beyond their own capabilities, and she never fails to lend aid.”



“If you and your templars were doing your job, you would have put Chauffeur on a watch list instead of welcoming him into your order,” snapped Will.



“As it happens, we often do pay close attention to newly rehabilitated desposyni,” said Father Darkeye. “In this case, it seems the nature of our efforts did not amount to a happy ending.”



“She’s going to be okay,” said Rue. “The doctor said that she probably just needs some time to rest and recover.”



She shot a glance at Will, as though desperate for confirmation of the doctor’s words. He nodded and squeezed her hand.



“I came to express my sympathies and reiterate that neither I nor any of the other Brothers and Sisters of the Second Advent were aware of Chauffeur’s violent nature,” said the priest.



“To cover your ass, in other words,” said Will.



“I understand how emotional you must be, but I don’t think that’s a fair characterization.” Father Darkeye held his hand out, palm up. “I also wished to extend an offer of hospitality to you and your sister in your time of need. I understand that Jessica was the head of the household. If her stay at the hospital turns into a… more extended period of illness, the church’s doors are always open to you.”



“I think we’ll manage just fine on our own,” said Will.



“I’m extending this offer to both of you.” Father Darkeye looked past Will, toward Rue.



“We
 both
 will manage just fine,” she said, a touch irritated.



“Of course,” said the priest. “Well, I’ll let the two of you grieve in peace.”



It took all of Will’s effort to keep from physically flinging Father Darkeye from the room at the no doubt intentional phrasing of his parting words. He set a hand on the priest’s shoulder as he escorted him to the door, fingers gripping a bit more tightly than they needed to, and shut him firmly out into the hallway.



“That slimy, self-serving bastard,” he muttered. “He’s treating this like a recruitment opportunity. As though he was just waiting for Jess to be out of the way for long enough for him to swoop in and invite us over to the cult.”



“Do you think it’s a coincidence that people like this Chauffeur douchebag are welcomed with open arms?” asked Rue.



“Probably not.” Will sighed and sat back down.



“Thanks,” said Rue. She leaned over, kissing him on the cheek.



“For what?”



“He would have been twice as pushy with me if you hadn’t been here,” she said. “I’ve run into him a few times in passing. The test for the Super Academy was even hosted at their church. He’s a massive creep, always standing too close and being too touchy-feely.”



“Does Jess know?” he asked.



Rue shook her head. “I don’t think—”



She cut off as Jess stirred and let out a tired sigh. “Hey.”



Will leaned forward, gently grasping Jess’s free hand, Rue crowded in against his shoulder.



“Hey, yourself,” he whispered. “How are you feeling?”



“Like I got run over by a semi-truck.”



“That’s surprisingly close to the truth,” said Will.



“Mom…” Rue blinked fast, trying not to cry. She’d always hated crying in front of people, Will remembered.



“I’m okay,” said Jess, through a yawn. “Just need a few days to rest.”



“I’m sorry,” whispered Will, gently squeezing her hand. “Jess… I’m so sorry.”



Both Rue and Jess gave him a confused look. She didn’t understand, but he still needed to say the words, and wasn’t even sure that apologizing like this would be enough to keep the guilt from eating him alive.



As Decay, he’d cut her Cord of Achilles. He’d simply assumed at the time that she’d repair it as she’d done many times previously, a minor inconvenience, at worst. But she hadn’t, not quickly enough to protect herself against another danger which he’d dragged her into under the pretense of taking her on an affectionate lunch date.



Jess just smiled, that same loving, seemingly all-knowing smile she had in abundance. Would he ever see that face again once she truly did know everything?



“You don’t have to apologize,” she said.



“It was my idea,” he said. “My actions that put us in that situation. My fault.”



“It’s not your fault, LP. How could it be?”








CHAPTER 45




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



New boots, new winter jacket, new jeans. Lockpick had a certain saunter in his step as he made his way down the hallway toward his and Halberd’s hotel suite. The building was upscale, the kind with amenities, a bar, a gym, good location.



His eyes settled on a group of girls around his age, all whispering to one another, all clad in swimwear, one making a joke of lewdly stroking a foam noodle.



“There’s an indoor pool here?” he asked.



All three looked at him for a second, unsure and appraising. Two smiled and laughed, and one answered.



“Yeah,” she said simply.



He grinned back. One of them waved. They were obviously coming from the pool rather than going, judging from their wet hair. Otherwise, Lockpick would have pulled a U-turn and tracked down some swimming trunks from a store to buy with his ill-gotten gains.



Halberd managed to get a decent price for the diamonds they’d taken off the abomination’s body. It felt a bit like harvesting loot from some of the videogames he liked to play, but in this case, the money they’d been able to sell the treasure for had completely transformed their circumstances.



Admittedly, they were going through it fast. Halberd seemed to have an issue with letting money burn a hole in his pocket, though it wasn’t as though Lockpick had many good suggestions as to what to do with it, either.



The bodies of abominations were technically the property of the Champion Authority, and none of the diamonds they’d recovered had looked quite right. Too uniform, too flawless. A few jewelers had accused them of being synthetic.



Lockpick swiped his keycard at the door and entered their suite. Halberd had done a number on the living room, with various empty beer and liquor bottles collected on the table, not to mention an empty bottle of painkillers. Will could have sworn he’d cleaned up already before he’d left that morning.



He knew this was the real drain on their funds, not the hotel, or the clothes, or even the car Halberd had bought on a whim. It was a problem that seemed to lack a solution. Lockpick had tried to bring up cutting back, suggesting that maybe it was a pointless cycle, even bringing up rehab once. He kept bringing it up since it was part of being a good son, and so was the cleanup.



He’d just started to drop the bottles into the designated recycling bag when Halberd emerged from the door to his room, clad only in boxers and looking unsettled. Lockpick glanced toward the door on reflex.



“Uh, hey LP,” said Halberd. “I thought you’d be gone until this afternoon.”



“So did I,” said Lockpick. “The stores were all in a row. The prices were kind of insane, but the convenience was off the charts. Hey, did you know this place has a pool?”



Halberd looked like he was wincing. Lockpick frowned and looked past him, only then understanding. A woman with silver hair and a generous bust was slowly rousing from sleep in the bed deeper within the room.



“Invisibella…” muttered Lockpick, shaking his head. “Mom’s best friend? Aunt… Izzie?”



Invisibella woke up smiling, but it sank from her face when she saw Will. Her cheeks reddened, and she made an attempt at covering herself with a sheet.



“Unbelievable,” said Lockpick, trembling with anger. “I always wondered. I’d heard the rumors, but…”



She had stopped by a lot when it had just been Halberd at the house. Hell, even the two reporters at one of their last fights as the Crimson Five had been talking about it. He’d been curious about the truth, but uncovering it now tasted extremely bitter.



“LP, hold on,” said Halberd. “Let me—”



Lockpick had one of the empty pill bottles in hand, and he threw it into Halberd’s face without thinking.



“I should go…” Invisibella disappeared from the bed, fleeing the situation with her power. Several articles of clothing disappeared shortly after, and the door seemed to open and close on its own.



“Is this why you left… why I had to leave with you?” Lockpick couldn’t stop shaking his head, unable to process the pointless cruelty of the affair. “You just had to go and break our family apart, just to fuck the invisible woman? Or were you already fucking her?”



“Hold on! It’s not that simple. Sometimes, things just…”



“I’m out of here.” Lockpick turned and headed for the door.



Halberd moved with surprising speed, seizing him by the arm and holding him back. “Listen to me, LP. I am far from perfect, on the other side of the world from it. But Marauder’s gang is a real threat, to us and to Relic and the others if we go back. Do you think we’ve been living out of motels and hotels because it’s convenient? Well, I mean, it is, but…”



Lockpick yanked his arm free. “How can you expect me to believe anything you have to say anymore?”



“Because in between all the screwing up I do, I am occasionally right about a few things. Please… don’t bring this back home. Don’t get them involved just because you’re mad at me.”



Lockpick left the suite, slamming the door behind him. His fury wasn’t just about Invisibella, but all of it. Halberd’s drug abuse and drunkenness. Always having to keep a lookout over their shoulder. Never getting a chance to stop, to slow down.



He left the hotel. It was early winter, and he realized he’d forgotten his new jacket upstairs. Going back for it wasn’t an option, so he just slid his hands up into the sleeves of his sweater and made do.



So unfair. Halberd was never going to get his shit together, and day by day, it felt as though Lockpick was starting to have
 his
 life pulled apart. He missed the girls, his home… the
 Crimson Five
 .



He sat down on a park bench a block or so over from the hotel. It had started snowing, the first of the season, and he could see his breath coming out in bone-white plumes. He took out his cellphone, one of the burners Halberd insisted on them both using, and called the only number other than his own that he’d ever memorized.



“Hello?”



Jess’s voice was like a bell, the first note of a familiar song. Lockpick felt his throat catch, the words he wanted to say not finding their way out as Halberd’s warning echoed in his head.



Don’t get them involved just because you’re mad at me.



“Who is this?” said Jess. “Hello?”



A few seconds passed.



“…LP,” said Jess, quiet and hopeful. “Is that you?”



He sucked in a breath that she could probably hear. His face was wet, and snowflakes didn’t melt that fast. It was worse than leaving had been in so many ways. When he’d first left, he’d thought he’d probably be back that same night. Now, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever go back, and that hit so much harder.



“If that is you, Will,” said Jess, “I just want you to know that we’re okay. We’re getting by, and I hope beyond hope that you are, too. I miss you so much… so much. I’m not going anywhere, so if you need to come home, when you decide to, I’ll be right there, waiting back at the house.”



Just a single sentence, and he could be home. If he just told her where he was, she’d come get him. And then… what? Watch and wait for Halberd’s warning to come true?



“I love you, Will,” whispered Jess. “I hope you know that none of this is your fault. How could it be?”








CHAPTER 46




 



Will sat next to Rue, holding her hand, listening to Jess’s heart rate monitor. She was asleep again, and neither had said anything for most of the evening. He gave Rue’s arm a small tug.



“Come on,” he whispered. “We should head home.”



Rue frowned. “But…”



“She needs her rest, and so do we.” He stood up. Rue followed, staying so close to his side that it was as though she was afraid he might disappear or somehow end up in the hospital, too, if she looked away.



Will tried calling Avery for the tenth time that day. No answer. He’d looked up the schedule of the CA conference on his phone and discovered that it ran from noon until midnight, some kind of weird lecture series event that she must have gone to with her phone on low battery. He’d tried calling the venue, but only gotten an answering machine, and he doubted his message had been delivered.



They checked in with the nurse, who assured them that Jess’s condition was stable, and she’d be given sedatives and pain meds as needed while she continued to rest. The hospital was close enough to the house for them to walk home, which they did, Rue still close by Will’s side.



“Is your forehead alright?” asked Rue as they went inside. She reached out and gently touched the bandage covering Will’s cut. “I was so worried about Mom that I don’t think I even asked.”



“It’s fine,” he said. “She’s going to be fine, too, you know?”



“I know.”



“Good.” He took her by the shoulders and walked her over to the couch. “Now sit down and try to rest. I’ll make dinner.”



“Thanks, LP.”



It wasn’t a complicated dinner, as he was too distracted by his thoughts to focus much on cooking. Will threw some frozen chicken strips and French fries in the oven. Neither he nor Rue ended up doing more than nibbling, but staring at their plates was at least something to occupy a few minutes.



“Are you going to stream tonight?” he asked.



Rue narrowed her eyes at him. “Why would you ask me something like that right now?”



Why? Because I want to know how hard it’s going to be for me to sneak out and go after Chauffeur.



“You could have just said no,” said Will. “Sorry though. I didn’t mean anything by it.”



“I know, I’m just… God. This brings back memories of what I hated about being in the Crimson Five.”



Will put an arm around her, and she rested her head on his shoulder.



“I don’t think I ever fully appreciated the danger we were in,” he said.



“Mom and Hal always insisted on me staying a safe distance from the action,” whispered Rue. “You would think that would make it less stressful, but I was watching everything on camera. To know that I needed to be the one to give the warning, to explain where the danger was… ugh. I don’t miss that at all.”



“She’s going to be okay,” he said.



Rue just sighed. They’d turned the TV on, but never bothered to bring the volume up high enough to even pretend to care what was on.



“Want to play video games with me?” asked Will.



“No,” whispered Rue.



“Want to watch me play video games?”



He felt her nod, and they went upstairs together. This had been a regular thing during their childhood. Will sat down on the floor, with his back against his bed, while Rue stretched out on the mattress, occasionally commenting or looking up a solution to a puzzle for him.



She pulled right up to the edge of the bed, near enough so that when he leaned his head back, it was against her thigh. He played an old RPG that he hadn’t touched in more than five years, picking up from his own ancient save file, not really playing for fun.



Rue’s breathing slowly grew steady and regular. Will waited until he was sure she was asleep before standing up and tucking her into his bed. If she woke up, he hoped she’d just assume he was downstairs on the couch or in the gym working off some stress.



Enough fooling around. He was going after Chauffeur.



With that said, he knew he needed to be smarter about it. Compared to a car, a penknife was on the losing side of the
 rock, paper, scissors
 equation. His power could still be useful, but he needed something bigger.



He assembled the pieces of his costume as quietly as he could, moderating his frustration as he tried to remember all of the new hiding places he’d come up with. Rue was still breathing evenly as he slipped downstairs and headed for the mall.



He had almost no money to spare, but his timing for the bus was perfect, and he made it to his destination at an affordable price. He’d seen a store with various melee weapons in the window when he’d been out shopping for clothes with Rue and traced his steps back there.



The Blade Barn
 was a mall ninja’s wet dream. Will smiled as he walked in, eyeing dozens of flashy swords that would be, for most people, totally impractical to use in any form of altercation. A chubby girl with pink and black hair was reading a comic book behind the counter, and she barely looked up as he walked in.



He had $52 to work with, which massively limited his options. There was a long katana that might have worked for his purposes, but he noted the hundred-dollar price tag as he gave it a test swing. There was a rapier, shorter, but promising for its speed. $30, but it was a pure thrusting weapon, not really designed with an edge in mind. Pass.



He found a cutlass reminiscent of something a pirate might carry and gave it a test swing. Too wonky, though it did have a certain style about it. There was some kind of dagger attached to a long chain which interested him purely because he wasn’t sure if his power would extend to working on the blade itself, but it seemed he’d be risking an accident swinging it around.



“Um,” said the girl at the counter. “You do realize those are all for cosplay, right?”



“Of course,” said Will. “That’s why I’m here. I need something long and powerful.”



“Check in the back.”



He did, and immediately saw what she was talking about. There was a massive greatsword, so large that Will suspected its sheath would drag on the ground if he tried to wear it at his side.



It was stainless steel, double-edged with a curved tip, a simple black cross guard leading into a grip of dark metal made from several spiraling pieces that twisted together like snakes. It was heavy, but not as heavy as he would have thought. The edge was sharp, too, though that made little difference for his power.



“I think that’s the largest sword we have here,” said the girl at the counter. “It’s
 Tragic Darkness
 , John Jackson’s sword.”



“Who?”



“John Jackson? From the Pasteworld Portal Chronicles?”



“So it’s, like, from a video game, or something?”



“Seriously?” The girl frowned at him. “Anime, three seasons, highly rated. They’re even doing a live action movie.”



“Right.” Will winced as he noted the $200 price tag. Though, it was just one of the plain stick-on ones with a price scribbled in ink. He took a step sideways, acting as though he was still testing the weapon’s weight, and hurriedly swapped the tag with the one from the $30 cutlass. He’d come back later and make up the difference, assuming his desperate little trick worked.



“I’m thinking about this one,” he said. “Tragic Darkness. That’s kind of catchy.”



“That’s its original name,” said the girl. “In the newest season, it merges with one of John’s companions and gains limited sentience, so technically, it’s now called Tiexica.”



“Fascinating,” said Will, flashing his most charming smile. “Figures they’d have a pro like you working upfront. Are you going to give me the hard sell on this sword to seal the deal?”



“Ha, the hard sell.” She smiled and let out a cute little snort. “Well, I don’t know about that, but… I will say that it’s a pretty good deal for what you’re getting.”



“Yeah?” Will gave her an appraising look, pushing the sword forward, letting his fingers brush hers. “I don’t know. I feel like I should probably watch this show first. Get a sense of the real history behind this weapon, you know?”



“You can find all of the websites streaming online,” said the girl. “I could send you a link to a website where you could watch them for free.”



“Sure, why don’t I email you?” said Will. “Maybe we could watch some of them together?”



She blinked in surprise, fumbling all at once to ring up the mislabeled sword and write down her info. Will hadn’t expected his little trick to work as well as it had and felt a little bad, until he took a closer look at the girl and realized she really wasn’t all that chubby. Maybe, just maybe, he was getting more of a deal than he realized.



“I wrote my name down, too,” she said. “It’s Amy.”



“Will.” He grinned, quickly paying for the sword. “I’ll be in touch.”



She wrapped it in paper for him, explaining that the mall had a weapons policy which the store needed to be delicate about stepping around. Will waved goodbye, turning his focus back toward the task at hand, and hurried out of the mall.
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It wasn’t until Will was in a dark alleyway, preparing to change into his costume, that he realized he’d forgotten his mask. In his haste to grab everything quickly without waking up Rue, he’d overlooked his new hiding spot for it.



An inconvenience, for sure, but his route to the church would take him right by the house. He took the bus again, carefully fitting himself and his new greatsword into one of the narrow seats, and got off at the stop nearest to home.



The house was still quiet. Will left Tragic Darkness in the coat closet downstairs for the moment, realizing he hadn’t considered where he’d be storing it in between outings. But that was a problem for later.



He snuck upstairs, tiptoeing as he made his way back into his room. Rue wasn’t in his bed, and he guessed she’d woken up and retired to her own. He hurried to grab his mask from the bottom of his shirt drawer and turned to leave.



“Going somewhere?”



Will froze. “Cammie. I thought you were asleep.”



“Nope,” she said. “I’m awake. Hey, what are you holding?”



He made an attempt to subtly hide the mask by turning sideways. “Pair of boxers. I, uh, spilt something on myself.”



“Liar. Let me see it.”



She stepped forward, reaching for his hands. Will tried to get out of the way, but she was blocking the door and there was no real escape.



“It’s nothing!” he said. “It’s just…”



“Show me!” she snapped.



She jumped onto him, clinging to his shoulders as she tried to grab at the mask he held out of reach. Will hit the edge of his bed and tipped backward. The mattress springs shrieked as they fell onto it in a sprawl of limbs, Rue straddling his crotch and looking triumphant.



“What the hell?” he snapped. “I told you, it’s just—”



“Your mask,” she said. She pushed his shoulders down, looking dominant and… actually kind of hot. “I figured it out, LP.”



Play dumb. Admit nothing. She has no proof.



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.



“Did you forget how my power works?” she asked, flashing a wicked smirk. “I went looking for you when I woke up and realized you weren’t home. I saw you trying out swords at the mall. I even saw you switch the price tags. By the way, were you serious when you asked that double wide for her email?”



“Hey, she was slightly chubby at worst!” he said. “So you were spying on me. That’s creepy. But what’s it supposed to prove? I like swords. I want to, you know, hang it up on my wall. For ambience.”



“For ambience.” She was all but grinning now, so smug that Will could only seethe. “Right. But guess what? There was also a security camera across the street from that alley you went into.”



Will swore under his breath.



“The footage would have to be deleted by anyone who saw it, of course,” said Rue. “Given the law and how anal the CA is about that sort of thing. Even for you, the nefarious
 Decay
 , they’d afford that much legal protection. You really should have covered your tracks better.”



She had this look on her face that infuriated him. He moved fast, seizing her by the shoulders and flipping her underneath him on the bed, holding her down with his weight, and was satisfied to see her gloating shift to surprise.



“I’m not the only one with a secret,” he said. “If you tell Jess, or anyone, for that matter, I’m taking you down with me. Everyone will know about your life as a camgirl.”



“You’d get in more trouble than I would,” said Rue.



“Do you really want to have to find out?”



She stared at him, chest and breasts rising and falling in time with each breath. She was still in her night clothes, baggy t-shirt and panties. Will realized he had pinned her arms for some primal reason, and slowly made himself let go, hands sliding down her triceps as they went.



“I wasn’t going to tell on you, jackass,” she said.



“You… what?”



“You’re going after the villain who hurt Mom,” said Rue. “So am I. I’ve been trying to figure out where he might be on and off all night. It would be easier with you helping me, especially when it comes to taking him down once I find him.”



“Rue…” Will sighed and shook his head. “You can’t get involved with vigilante stuff. You actually have a life ahead of you to think about.”



“That’s such bullshit. Like you don’t?
 Look at me, I’m LP. I’m so deep and mysterious and consequence free.”



“I don’t sound like that.”



“
 I don’t sound like
 —”



He clamped his hand over her mouth. She bit his finger, not hard, but with enough force to make him reconsider.



“It’s like you said,” she continued. “I know your secret, and you know mine. There’s a term for this in warfare. Mutually assured destruction.”



“I’m trying to look out for you!” shouted Will. “I’m trying to keep you from doing something stupid.”



“Well, I’m trying to make what you’re about to do
 less stupid
 ,” said Rue. “I’m helping. The sooner you accept it, the sooner we can get this guy. Sound good?”



Will let out a slow breath. As much as he really did want to keep Rue safe, keep her from making the same kinds of mistakes that came so naturally to him… he was rapidly warming to the idea. She wouldn’t need to be in the fight. She could help him from anywhere. The fact he held leverage over her in the form of her own secret meant that it was incredibly unlikely she’d betray his identity.



“You know what,” he said. “I changed my mind. If you want to help, so be it.”



He got off her, holding out a hand to pull her to her feet. She looked surprised, and a little flattered. Her eyes darted to Will’s mask, fallen to the floor amidst their wrestling.



“So do I call you LP, or Lockpick, or…
 Decay
 ?” she asked.



“Doesn’t matter,” he said.



She gave him an appraising look, frowning a little. “Your power isn’t just lockpicking, is it? You didn’t buy that sword on a whim.”



“I can cut through stuff,” he said.



“Stuff?”



“
 Anything
 ,” he said. “I’ll explain more after. I need to get my costume on. Can you give me a minute?”



“Sure. I have to put mine on, too.”



Will furrowed his brow. “I haven’t actually seen your new costume yet.”



“I don’t have it. They took my measurements, but I’ve been inactive since the Crimson Five broke up, so I still haven’t been issued a copy.”



“Then what are you going to wear?”



“My old one,” said Rue.



Will was already changing, pulling on his pants and sweatshirt. “Your old one is from when you were fourteen. You really think it’s still going to fit?”



“It’s all spandex. It’ll stretch.”
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A strange curiosity got the better of Will. He headed out into the hallway once he’d finished changing. Rue had left her door open a generous crack and was in the process of pulling on her Crimson Five spandex onesie. It had a hidden zipper in back, and Rue had stepped into it wearing just her underwear.



“Are you just going to stand there and watch me?” she said, glancing over her shoulder.



“I suppose I could get a chair.”



“Ass,” she said, smiling. “Well, I suppose its not the first time you’ve seen me in my underwear.”



“Or less,” he pointed out.



She rolled her eyes, struggling to get the tights up her legs. As much as the costume did stretch, Rue had certainly filled out in a bodily sense in the time since she’d last worn it. She was wiggling, almost dancing into it, in what looked like a losing battle.



“You’re never going to fit,” said Will.



“Hey! Don’t be mean. I just… dammit. I might need help getting zipped up.”



“More like help stuffing you into it.”



She made a frustrated noise. “Whatever, then get over here and help stuff me into it!”



She stared at him, perhaps realizing how what she’d just said sounded. It was Will’s turn to smirk as he walked over, moved to stand right behind her, and took a tight grip on the spandex.



“Lift up,” he said. “Higher. Tiptoes.”



She did, her body tensing under the leading of his instruction. Will pulled upward on the costume, trying to get the arms high enough for her to shrug on.



“Lean forward,” he said.



She did.



“More.” He put a hand on the small of her back. “Try not to stick your butt out so much.”



“Hey!” she snapped. “Don’t be a jerk about it.”



“Do you want to get into this costume or not?”



He tried to pull the back section up and over her butt. Good God, she had a glorious butt. Getting the costume into place meant all but groping it, soft and squishy and wonderful under his palm.



“You’re enjoying this too much,” she muttered.



“Slide your arm in,” he directed.



She did. He started on the front, trying to pull it up and even out the sections that wanted to bunch up unevenly. He had to touch her breasts to make it work, and from the first instant his fingers made contact, the entire vibe shifted.



Rue stopped breathing for a split second, then let out an interesting sigh. Will pulled in closer, pressed into her side, his breath hitting her neck at an angle. She turned and looked at him, blinking, expectant, open.



He kissed her, not really knowing why or where it might lead. Rue’s eyes were still closed as he pulled back, but they snapped open in the next instant, coming back to reality.



“Quit distracting me,” she said.



“Right. I’ll get straight back to trying to stuff your boobs into a costume made for you back when you were squeegee flat.”



“Shut up!” she said, laughing.



She reached out, yanking at the cord of his parkour pants. They immediately drooped, and she knocked his hood back as he reached down to pull them back up. Will grinned and made a grab at her with the hand he wasn’t holding his pants up with, reeling her half-dressed body in by the wrist.



They kissed again, way more intense this time. Rue’s hand pressed into his bicep, fingers fluttering in a way that he suspected mirrored her emotions. The passion of the moment was hot, volatile, and spiraling forward like a tire bouncing down a steep hill.



“LP…” whispered Rue, biting her lip, rubbing his chest.



He realized he was fiddling with her bra clasp. Her costume had fallen down to her waist and was slipping even lower. The bed was right there. Rue’s hand touched his cock through his boxers, his erection sprinting toward hardness. The bed was… right there.



“Rue? LP?” Avery’s voice sounded from downstairs, loud and unmistakable. “You guys home?”



Rue let out a terrified squeak and tried to slam her door shut, almost tripping in the process. Will caught her, but there was no time. Avery was on her way upstairs, and she couldn’t see them like this.



He turned off the light and, lacking any better ideas, pulled Rue into her closet. It was stuffed full of clothing, with barely enough room for one person, let alone two. Rue closed the door, one of those sliding ones, with wooden blinds for airflow.



They both held their breath as Avery’s search led her down the hallway. She glanced into Rue’s room before moving on to Will’s, and the sound of a door opening suggested she’d gone into Jess’s.



“Where is it…?” muttered Avery. “Fuck. Where the hell is it?”



Will sighed and tried to think. They were stuck until Avery left, that much was obvious. It seemed like she was looking for something of Jess’s, maybe work stuff that she’d asked Avery to bring to the hospital. As long as they stayed quiet and still, he and Rue would likely go undetected.



“We could have just shut the door to my room and come up with an excuse,” whispered Rue.



“Avery isn’t stupid. She would be suspicious.”



“Whatever. She’ll probably leave soon.”



The issue for Will was that
 soon
 and
 now
 were two very different things. As hot and weird as kissing Rue had been a minute ago, the wrongness of it had finally begun to catch up with him. Her costume was practically off again, and he could feel his excitement stirring in response to the sensation of her ass against his crotch.



“LP!” hissed Rue. “I can feel
 it
 .”



“Not my fault.”



“Can you try to, you know… calm it down?” She flexed her butt in an interesting, probably accidental way. “Deep breathing? Thinking about something else?”



Just don’t think about how thick and fuckable her body is. Especially don’t think about how this would feel if you were thrusting, the cushion, the soft, jiggling pushback. Mmm… No thinking about the noises she would make, either, how she’d shudder and moan.



He set a hand on her hip and tried to wiggle backward to make more space. It ended up just grinding him into her, his arousal passing the line where he could play it off as anything other than a full-blown erection.



“Stop moving,” he whispered.



“I’m trying not to push against the door,” whispered Rue. “It’s on a slide. It’ll fall off if I do, it’s done it before.”



Will put an arm around her waist and pulled her back into him. “Better?”



“Oh… Kind of?”



She brought her thighs closer together, pinning his cock between them. It was hard to tell whether it was intentional or not. Will was wearing a pair of Halberd’s old-style boxers, thin and baggy, with a ridiculous button holding the fly closed that never stayed in the hole.



Rue shifted, and with a growing sense of horror, Will felt his cock slip out of his boxers and prod into her bare thighs. She still had her underwear on, but rather than clinging to the safety of that fact, all Will could think about was pulling them down and going to town.



“What did you just do?” hissed Rue.



“Nothing,” he said. “Hold still already! You’re making this harder than it needs to be.”



He set his hand flat on her stomach, trying to still the rocking motion of her hips. Did she even know what she was doing, or was her body just swaying with the pleasure, catching it like a sail in the wind?



His warning might not have been enough to stop her, but Avery’s footsteps in the hall certainly were. Will could see her through the slits in the closet door, but she couldn’t see them. She had a folder in her hand and paused in front of the door to Rue’s room, frowning suspiciously.



They both froze, a tableau of illicit hormones and unfulfillable urges. Avery rubbed her chin, looked down the hallway, and continued on.



Rue let out a sigh and relaxed back against him, only seeming to react to his erection after a second of basically perching on it.



“Why are you so hard?” she hissed.



“Why did you come when I used the vibrator on you?”



She let out a gasp, like it was an unfair question. Will was getting a bit annoyed at how she seemed intent on making this out to be his fault, so he decided to take revenge. He slid a fingertip into the front of her panties, just far enough to tease her.



“Oh!” she squeaked. “That… was different.”



Was she rising up on her tiptoes, trying to get his hand down lower? It sure seemed like it.



“It was worse, if anything.” He let his fingers probe lower, discovering that she was completely clean-shaven. “You made this noise, and your face got all scrunched up.”



“Fuck!” she hissed. “Oh, God… LP!”



He nudged her panties sideways and realized, somewhat distantly, that this was happening. He was going to ram his cock into Rue and fuck her right there in the closet. Against all logic and reason, against numerous safety concerns related to supers and unprotected sex. This kind of lust was a beast of its own, a pot in the midst of boiling over. He had to do it just as badly as she needed it.



And then Avery was in Rue’s doorway again, still searching for whatever it was she’d been sent to find. Rue scooched backwards, changing the angle in a dangerous way. For a glorious instant, Will felt the tip of his cock nudging into her hot, wet lane. He thrust forward, horny and aggressive… but too eager.



His cock slid past, slipping into Rue’s panties, but not into Rue. She reached down and gently pinched it, holding it in place against the damp heat of her womanhood as she pressed backward to keep from rattling the door. They stayed like that, silent and hot and bothered, until Avery moved elsewhere within the house.



Will started kissing Rue’s neck and whispering in her ear. “Did you ever play that game, Rue? Seven minutes in heaven.”



“Jerk. We’re hiding, not playing a game.”



“I’m aware.” He let his hand explore further, caressing sensitive places within her crowded panties. “Besides, you’d never last seven minutes.”



“Like you would.”



She started stroking his cock instead of just holding it steady. There was a fair amount of slickness on it already, and her fingers felt good.
 Really
 good.



She leaned back, searching for a kiss that the tight angle didn’t allow. Will pulled her bra down with his free hand, feeling one of her massive breasts fall into his palm. Distantly, he heard Avery walking downstairs, the front door opening and closing. They didn’t stop.



“Oh, fuck!” moaned Rue. “LP! I’m… going to…”



She worked her hand on his tool faster, simultaneously squeezing with her thighs and rocking into him. The sensation was above and beyond what he could handle, but she was at that same point. He felt her shudder, the tension in her thighs and body as she came, warmth and wetness flowing down onto Will’s cock.



He blew his load an instant later, squeezing her tight to him and digging his fingers into her boob. For a few seconds, the two of them just breathed together, foggy and dazed, catching up to the moment and what they’d both just done.



“You… came in my panties,” muttered Rue.



“I’ll find a better place next time,” he said, squeezing her thigh.



She let out a moan that tempted him to go for a second round, but there was still business to take care of.








CHAPTER 49




 



Will made himself decent, pulling the pants of his costume back up. Rue gave up on trying to squeeze into her old tights and threw on sweatpants and a t-shirt.



“Um…” She folded her arms, looking uncertain. “That was…”



“An accident,” said Will. “A fun one, but definitely an accident. Let’s just move on.”



“Agreed.” Rue cleared her throat. “I’m ready to get started if you are.”



He nodded, and through force of will, ignored both the lingering tension and the smell of sex wafting out of her closet.



“Here,” said Rue. “Wireless earbuds. Just put one in and connect it to your phone so you can keep me on the line at all times. I’ll let you know in real time where I’m at with my search.”



“Clever,” he said. “You ready to do this?”



“Ready. Go kick some ass out there.”



Will started toward the hallway, ready to face the night. He stopped at Rue’s door and gave into a spur of the moment urge. He turned, swept her into his arms, and kissed her passionately on the lips.



Her eyes opened late as their lips parted with this cute, dreamy quality.



“That was… um.” She looked as though she was trying not to smile.



“Just in case I don’t come back,” he said, finally heading through the door.



“Don’t joke about stuff like that.”



He wasn’t joking. Not really, not knowing Chauffeur, and especially not after facing him earlier and seeing what he could really do when he flexed his power. There’d be no mending himself back together if a truck ran over his skull, or two cars pinned him in a high-speed collision, or…



He opted to stop there, rather than confront the endless number of ways even a super with a form of regeneration could die against an army of autos.



It was deep enough into the night to make traveling on foot easy once Will made his way outside. He stuck to the alleyways when he could, and the deepest shadows of the street when he couldn’t.



Before leaving, he’d strapped Tragic Darkness over his shoulder diagonally, where it could adequately, if not comfortably hang. He was still getting used to moving with it and, truth be told, had no idea if he’d even be able to draw the thing in the heat of the moment.



It was a lazy weeknight, and the area was unnervingly quiet even as he moved out of the suburbs and into the city proper. Rue was on the line through the earbud, and he decided to put her to work.



“You still there?” he asked.



“Yeah,” she said, into his right ear. “Just making another attempt at stretching out my old costume.”



“I need to know where Chauffeur is,” he said. “How hard would that be for you to track him down?”



“With nothing else to go on, near impossible. I need you to give me some likely locations. I can pull them up on Google maps and, assuming they have enough cameras, narrow my power in on them.”



“Given his power, I’d think he’d tend toward hiding out somewhere that suited him,” said Will. “A car dealership, or maybe a truck stop.”



“I can work with that,” said Rue. “Is there a chance he’s just waiting by a busy street or highway? Wouldn’t it afford him the same flexibility?”



“I suppose, but I don’t know how you’d narrow that down.”



“There are so many dash and backup cameras in modern cars that I might just be able to pick up on a disturbance to a road if it’s big enough,” said Rue. “I’ll listen in on the police station to the calls they’re getting. I would assume having your car start driving itself is worthy of a 911 call.”



“Good thinking.”



“Stay safe, LP.”



He decided to begin his own search down the same general line of logic. One of the largest car dealerships in the city wasn’t far from where Will was at that moment. He jogged across the street, breathing a bit heavy from the weight of the sword.



The dealership was closed, and the banners outside flapped in the wind like the standards of a medieval army. Will tried not to think about how that was what this place would be to Chauffeur if he decided to use it for himself. Cars in the place of chariots.



“Did they still use chariots during medieval times?” he muttered.



“Um… what?” asked Rue.



“That was more of an Ancient Rome thing, right?”



“You are so unbelievably weird.”



“Love you, too. Hey, I’m at the Toyota dealership in Janus Avenue. Can you give it a scan?”



There was a pause. Will thought he could hear a faint sigh of effort, though it might have been his imagination and his own breathing. A sudden rattling noise came from the dealership’s entrance. He whirled around, drawing Tragic Darkness.



A homeless man went by pushing a cart, and Will relaxed. At least now he knew he could draw the sword quickly in a pinch, though he could already sense that getting it back into the padded nylon sheath was going to be a total pain in the ass.



“All clear,” said Rue. “I’m still running my own search, though. There are a few cars up on highway 91 that seem like they’re…”



“Cammie?”



“It’s him!” she snapped. “Oh, God, LP! There’s a long line of semi-trucks, a dozen at least, and he has all of them! They’re just running people off the highway!”



“Where’s he headed?”



“I don’t know. North, I guess?”



North. The only thing other than trees and small towns to the north of them was…



“No fucking way,” muttered Will.



“What? What is it?”



“He’s going back to the prison. He’s going to try to hit Mastodon.”



There was no time for him to do anything but figure out how to get there. The temptation to steal a car was overwhelming, but he couldn’t see any within the dealership that were old enough to jumpstart easily through the unsophisticated method he’d learned with his power.



Instead, and with some considerable hesitation and doubt, Will waved down a taxi. The driver gaped at him, which was fair. He was dressed in all black, hooded and masked, and in the process of pulling a nylon sheath onto a greatsword like a stubborn condom.



“I have money and I promise I’m not as crazy as I look,” he said.



The driver, an older black man with more grey in his beard than on his head, gave a shrug and waved him in. “That’s good enough for me. It’s been a pretty fucking slow night.”



The driver had no qualms at taking him through the city at a decent speed. Will watched the ticker roll up, slow, but faster than he could afford for long.



“I know I said I have money, but I think I have to get out here,” he admitted. “Cause that’s just about all of it.”



“You capable of signing an autograph?” asked the driver.



“Uh, yeah,” said Will. “As long as you’re fine with me signing it…
 Decay
 .”



“That’ll do just fine and probably earn me more in the long run.”



Will chuckled at that, hoping it didn’t prove true but not wanting to vocalize the thought in fear of ruining the deal. Rue gave him a few updates, but none of the trucks Chauffeur had snagged had cameras in them, and they were headed down the last road before the prison.



“You can drop me off here,” he said. “Thanks.”



“No,
 thank you
 .” The driver grinned as Will hastily scribbled his pseudonym down on the back of a receipt.
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The taxi drove off, and Will sprinted up the last stretch of road leading back to his old home. A fair amount of the tension in his heart had nothing to do with Chauffeur, and everything to do with the two years he’d spent in that horrible place.



He saw it as he came around the final bend. He saw it… and he couldn’t believe it. The wind was blowing hard, which was the only thing that had muffled the screams, the sound of the fire, crumbling concrete.



A prison van tore by Will, packed so full of escaped prisoners that two men were clinging flat to the roof. He saw others sprinting into the forest on foot, a few more with flight powers rising into the night sky.



It had been a two-pronged attack, from both inside and out. The conventional walls had been breached by Chauffeur’s trucks, brute-forced open by tons of metal propelled by diesel engines.



But that had always been a risk to Mastodon Supermax, an unavoidable fact of its existence. Architect’s energy barriers were where the real force of containment came from. That, and the threat of Cryptkeeper, a super who could drain the life from any living thing he managed to directly touch.



Will ran to the nearest gap in the wall. The prison’s courtyard was aflame, and the building beyond it was barely recognizable, roof caved in, walls riddled with massive, compromising holes. Dead guards were everywhere, a few prisoners, too, but the ratio was weighted heavily in the expected direction.



“No…” he muttered, recognizing a familiar, friendly face in the center of the grass. “No!”



Sheila, the deputy guard captain, lay dying in a pool of her own blood. She was one of the only people who’d been friendly to him without expectation during his time behind bars. Always smiling, always sympathetic. On her back with a gaping gash in her neck.



“No!” he shouted.



He fell to his knees next to her, pressing his hand to her neck, wishing beyond all reason that he could mend other people like he could mend himself. She already felt cold. He tried to listen for her breathing, regardless.



“Wake up,” he said. “Come on! You can’t just die… not like this.”



 



***



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Wake up!” screamed Lockpick. “Breathe! Come on!”



He punched Halberd’s chest, shook him hard, tried to lift him up from where he lay dying on the carpeted floor of their hotel suite. A sickly white froth coated the edges of the older man’s mouth and lips. Evidence of a pill overdose, not that there’d been any doubt in Lockpick’s mind.



“How many did you take?” he shouted. “Why? Why did you need to…?”



He’d tried everything he could think of. He’d poured water on his face. He’d tried to stick a finger down his throat, make him throw up. He’d hit him, more than once. He’d tried everything… except the incredibly obvious move of simply calling emergency services.



Their hotel room was filled with illegal pills, restricted materials in the form of the remaining abomination diamonds, and no small amount of ill-gotten money. Lockpick could have called a hospital when Halberd had first collapsed, but he hadn’t.



He wished he could say that it was because he was afraid of the legal consequences that would befall his father, but the impulse had been a selfish one. He’d been worried about getting in trouble, himself, worried about having to face everything he’d done, the fever trip that was their time since leaving home.



“Stop it!” he screamed. “Quit faking! Just… get up already!”



He slammed his fists down on Halberd’s chest again. A weird noise came from the older man’s throat, not a breath, not a burp, just the hiss of escaping air. Lockpick fumbled his phone. It was probably too late, but he had to try anyway. Had to do something.



With trembling fingers, he dialed the number. The ring tone played again and again, mocking him with the slowness of whoever was supposed to answer on the other side.



“Please…” he whispered. “This isn’t fair. I didn’t come with you to… to just… watch you die.”



He hit him again, feeling like such a bastard. He was a horrible son. Why hadn’t he just called earlier? This was all his fault, everything, all because of him.



“You’re Halberd,” he muttered. “You’re supposed to be… invincible.”



Someone had picked up and was saying something on the other end of the line. Lockpick tried to answer, but he hadn’t heard the question, and all that came out when he tried to ask them to repeat was this terrible, pathetic squeaking noise. Tears streamed down his face, hot, acidic.



Halberd gasped.



“Sorry,” he said.



Lockpick set his phone down and, with the precision of a palsy patient, ended the call. He ran his hands through his long hair and pulled his knees up to his chest, sitting on the floor and hugging himself and feeling so much younger than fifteen and a half.



“Sorry?” he repeated, watching Halberd as he slowly sat up. “You’re… sorry? What the
 fuck
 is wrong with you?”



Halberd seemed to think about it, even though it wasn’t a question he’d asked in expectation of getting an answer.



“I should be dead,” said Halberd. “That’s what’s wrong with me. I should be dead, and the people I failed… thousands of people… should still be alive. I made a big mistake, LP. Too big of a mistake. All of this…” He gestured to himself. “…is just a drop in the bucket.”



Halberd wiped his mouth clean, looked Lockpick square in the eyes, and kept going, words spilling out like water gushing from a burst dam.



“I was called in to deal with an abomination, years and years ago, before the Crimson Five. I’d been warned that it was dangerous, that I shouldn’t attack it directly. Our goal was to lure it away, capture it or at least get it a safe distance from people.



“I didn’t listen. That’s just how I was when I was younger, how I still am, in so many ways. I attacked it because I thought I was smarter, that I knew better, but mostly just because I wanted a fight. So I hit it… and it started glowing. It just flew up into the sky, this glowing missile of a monster. It went up, and came down, right in the center of the town I was trying to protect.”



Halberd took a long breath. He patted his pockets, searching for cigarettes or pills or something, with no luck.



“I thought it was a dream at first. After I realized it wasn’t, I thought it might be the kind of trauma that numbs with time. It didn’t. I tried to off myself. I still don’t even know if I wanted to die. I mean, I did
 want
 to die, but if I wanted to do it, call it quits.”



Halberd looked at Lockpick and let out a sad, tired chuckle.



“This can’t possibly make any sense to you. Simpler if you realize that I’m just a fuckup. Real big fuckup, so much more than…” He gestured to himself. “I killed thirteen thousand people… by accident. By not listening. By being
 sloppy
 . You can’t even find it online, really. There’s a three-paragraph article describing the incident, top of the second page of search results. That’s it. Doesn’t even mention me by name.



“I know I’m a lousy father. I just want you to know that if I was a better person… God, I wish I was a better person. Nobody really gets it, LP. Doesn’t matter how powerful you are if you don’t make a commitment to take responsibility for your fair share. To make that commitment and keep it. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
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Will hadn’t understood, back then, what Halberd had meant. He pulled his hand back from Sheila’s neck, staring at the blood coating his fingers and palm. He still wasn’t sure if he understood, if he really got it, but the words made a lot more sense.



The prison break had gone off spectacularly. Few people would be able to appreciate the kinds of monsters that had just been unleashed into the world in the way that Will did. Unleashed into
 his
 city, no less.



“They got out,” he said. “All of them. The prison’s done, Rue.”



No response. He checked his phone and was unsurprised to find that he’d lost service. He needed to get back in touch with her, fast. She was one of the few supers with the capability to track and keep tabs on this many escaped prisoners.



He drew his greatsword, not willing to take any chances against stragglers that might be waiting outside. Hurrying back through the destroyed wall, Will came to an immediate stop.



More cars and trucks had shown up, enough to clog the road and spill onto the grass. Chauffeur sat on the hood of a hummer with a lightbar installed on the front. He grinned when he saw Will, though his expression shifted to puzzlement when he saw the sword and costume.



“The boss told me to keep an eye out for stragglers,” said Chauffeur. “That, and to block the road and make it hard for the po-pos to get up here. I’d say you look just about like a straggler to me.”



“He picked the right man for the job,” said Will gruffly. “Just who I’ve been looking for.”



Chauffeur blinked, the smile returning to his face as fast as it’d left. “That voice… It’s you, isn’t it? Oh, I thought I’d have to go looking for you, Pick. You’re so thoughtful going out of your way to save me the trouble.”



A few cars and trucks revved their engines and started rolling forward. They didn’t fly toward Will, instead moving to pen him in, like a wolf pack on the prowl.



“You should have run away with everyone else,” said Will. “Why do you think Despot picked you for this job, anyway? This is shitlist duty.”



“I volunteered. I like fighting. I’m not a coward like you. Want to know what’s funny? Despot even asked about you. Wanted to know if you’d gotten in touch, fallen back in line. Could be
 trusted,
 even. That sword, that costume, especially that tone of voice, all says no to me. A resounding no.”



Chauffeur had two dozen cars and trucks, at the very least. He must have found a way to raid the prison’s parking lot before the chaos had popped off. As much as Will was interested in seeing what his new sword could do, he was far from optimistic about how a fight, here and now, would actually go.



“You’ve always been all talk,” said Will.



“Fuck you. You’ve always been
 nothing
 . You think I don’t know about your power, Pick? The real betrayal was you holding back, even when you were on good terms with us. You could have cut your way out at any time, cut me and all the brothers loose with less mess than I made, that’s for damn sure.”



“You’re no brother of mine,” said Will.



Chauffeur cackled. He was still moving cars into position, ringing them around Will, leaving no chance of escape.



“Oh, but I am a brother!” he said. “Brother Chauffeur. It’s got such a nice ring to it. All respectable and shit. Let me tell you, I got along with that Second Advent kool-aid crowd. Just a prettier version of the Realists. Subtract some savagery, sprinkle in some charity and amens, and you got yourself a bona fide church.”



“I don’t see them killing innocents in cold blood,” pointed out Will. “Something tells me they would have found you out eventually.”



“You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you? The world ain’t like that anymore, Pick. There are winners, and there are losers. If you’re a super, shit… you’ve already won. What’s wrong with collecting your prize?”



Chauffeur leaned back, stretching his arms out. In that same moment, the first car came at Will, an old but well-maintained Firebird. One chance, that was all he had. The headlights threatened to blind him, and it was hard to judge the speed, but he kept a white knuckled grip on his greatsword, gritting his teeth in focus.



A single rising slash was all it took with his power. Tragic Darkness sheared through the metal of the car, the engine, the glass of the windshield, the material of the seats, everything. Will split the car in two, and the sudden asymmetrical force of the tires sent either half turning away from him. He parted the Firebird like an island splitting a river.



Chauffeur wasn’t an idiot. He sent several cars at him the second time around. Will ran to his right, positioning himself so there would be at least a small interval between potential collisions. He hacked apart a Chevy Uplander and defensively sheered a slice off a Lincoln Town Car.



A single hit. That’s all Chauffeur needed. If he knocked him down, running him over would be child’s play, given his power and the number of vehicles he had on hand. Will flung himself sideways, almost getting nailed by an F-150, but slicing through one of its wheels in retaliation.



It was all about speed, fluidity, and timing. He never let himself come to a full stop, always moving, always turning. Cars and trucks began circling, rather than coming straight at him, as though he stood in the center of a roundabout.



A recent-year Supra squealed its tires as it broke from the line and barreled straight toward Will. It was a
 really
 nice car, the kind he would have loved to have for himself. He didn’t hesitate for a second, slashing into it like a birthday pinata.



Another car, no time to see what, came at him from the right. Will stabbed his greatsword into the ground and let it do the work, sheering the vehicle into two neat halves. A truck on course to hit him skidded sideways to avoid the debris. Will caught it in the engine with a cut resembling a baseball bat swing.



Engine oil, antifreeze, and gasoline rained down on him like mid-summer rain. Will couldn’t help himself. He laughed, feeling the same rush he’d felt when he’d first been sent to prison and learned how good he really was at hurting people. He searched for Chauffeur amid the remaining vehicles, wondering if the convict might simply be intimidated into surrendering after seeing such a masterful display of his—



There was a crunch, and the world was abruptly upside down. The details came to him as he tumbled through the air, greatsword knocked from his hand. An electric car, one of those quiet bastards, with all the lights smashed out for further stealth. Clever fucker.



He hit the ground hard enough for it to hurt, despite still being too stunned to feel most of his debt of pain. His body was a mess. He guessed that he had a broken rib or two simply from the angle he’d been struck at and the odd, catching sensation that came with each breath. Probably a broken ankle too, given… well, his basic understanding of which way ankles were supposed bend.



“You stupid bitch!” called Chauffeur. “What now, huh? Go on, try something. Get up and fight me!”



Will tried to rise to one knee, and it felt like a mistake. The pain was coming now, hitting him with that panicking intensity that usually had him fumbling to mend whatever he could before he passed out. Chauffeur approached with his fists raised as though he still expected a fight. Almost funny, but laughing was no good for his ribs right then.



He reached into his pocket and pulled out his old, reliable penknife. Chauffeur kicked it out of his hand the second he had it open, and then started kicking him. It was all Will could do to cover his head and injured side. Mending his ankle was out of the question. It would have been a challenge to do through the pain even while not being savagely beaten.



“That’s right!” screamed Chauffeur. “The strong survive. The weak die. The world’s always been this way, Pick. Just the way of things.”



He dropped down, grabbing Will by the throat with both hands. Will tried to punch and then desperately scratch at Chauffeur’s face, but the other man was taller, with longer arms. He couldn’t breathe, and when you can’t breathe, it’s the
 only
 thing that matters.



“I’ll do it with my own hands,” muttered Chauffeur. “Despot will grin when I tell him. My own fucking hands.”



Will slapped his arm sideways, lungs burning, black splotches encroaching on the edge of his vision. If he could just grab his penknife, wherever it landed… But Chauffeur would react if he picked up a knife. His fingers touched something else, a small shard of broken glass, maybe twice the size of a guitar pick.



It wasn’t Chauffeur’s fault for underestimating him. Everyone else had.



Will brought the glass back inward, pressing it against and then through both of Chauffeur’s hands, severing a deep gash through muscle and bone and tendons. It was as though he’d cut a string on a marionette. Chauffeur’s hands simply went limp and useless, and the bald super howled with pain and fell backward.



Will coughed and sucked in air, a necessary evil, given the agony it was to his ribs. He rose as high as he could, balanced on a single knee and his one good foot. Chauffeur was staring at his hands, and his eyes went even wider as he saw Will getting up.



“No…” muttered Chauffeur.



He tried to run, which Will actually gave him credit for. Sometimes, it really was the best move. Will grabbed his ankle before he could scramble up completely and sliced the glass through another tendon.



“This is going to get a little messy,” said Will. “As much as I would love to slit your throat, just like you or some other bastard slit Sheila’s, I’m trying to get out of the habit of killing for killing’s sake. With that said, I can’t just leave you be with a power like yours.”



“Stay away from me!” Chauffeur hissed at him and spat like a feral cat, still trying to crawl away.



“You decide,” said Will. “Blind or dead?”



Chauffeur began screaming at the top of his lungs. Blind it was. A single slash across the eyes. He’d been right — it was a little messy.
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Will was walking again after mending his ankle and ribs, though the effort had nearly exhausted him and the pain still lingered. He put as much distance between himself and the prison as he could, sticking to the forest and heading parallel with the road. Occasionally, he’d hear a voice in the distance or the snap of a branch, a reminder of how many prisoners had escaped that night.



His phone rang. He answered, dropping low, whispering to stay quiet. “Hey.”



“What happened?” hissed Rue. “Are you alright?”



“I’m alright,” he said. “Chauffeur hit the prison.”



“You’re not serious?”



“He broke everyone out, as far as I can tell,” said Will.



“Everyone…” Rue was silent for a moment. “How many prisoners did that place hold, exactly?”



“Around a hundred,” said Will. “Well, two hundred, counting the women’s side, which was also breached.”



“Jesus Christ.”



“Yeah.” He looked around, feeling uneasy as he remembered where he was. “Listen, I have to make another call. It’s important.”



“LP, hold on. You have to get home, now!”



“I will as soon as I can.”



He hung up and searched through his phone contacts, finding one he’d only recently added. The dial tone rang once, twice, three times.



“Hello?” said Greg Daniels.



“You’re going to be hearing about a prison break within the hour,” said Will. “It was orchestrated by a super named Chauffeur, who was out through the Second Advent’s release program.”



“…What?”



“If I were you, that’s what I would look into. That’s the story.”



Silence. Will could practically picture the reporter’s face.



“Thanks,” said Greg.



“You’re welcome. Just so we’re clear, if you ever try to do me dirty again like you did with that sketch, I won’t react well to it.”



Greg snorted. “You think I did you dirty? Kid, that sketch may have been bad, but my memory sure as hell isn’t. You think it’s an accident it looked nothing like you? I’ve been sketching supers for twenty-five years.”



“…What?”



“Always said you’d go on to do great things.”



Will was speechless. Greg cleared his throat.



“Sorry,” said the reporter. “I’m an old man. I don’t know what I’m talking about. Nobody takes me seriously anymore. But for the record, if you do have any other breaking stories or information you want presented in a certain way, well, you have my number.”



Will hung up the phone.



 



***



 



It took him most of the night to get home. Rue was already asleep, but he’d checked in with her on the way back. Will’s first few hours back consisted of washing, drying, and hiding his costume, and then washing, drying, and putting himself to bed.



He let Rue sleep in and headed to the hospital at the very start of visiting hours. A nurse outside Jess’s room waved him over before he could head through the door.



“You should know that her pain level went up this morning, so we increased the dosage of some of the drugs she’s on,” she said.



“Meaning?”



“She’s loopy as all hell right now, but you can still say hi.”



Will chuckled and headed through the door. Jess was awake, blonde hair messy from sleep, a tired, borderline angelic expression on her face.



“It’s you,” she said, in a dreamy voice.



“It’s me.” He smiled and pulled a chair up beside her bed. “How are you feeling?”



He expected her to smile, maybe even to pull him into a hug. She didn’t even look at him.



“You shouldn’t have come,” she muttered.



“What?” He reached for her hand, but she moved it before he could take it into his own.



“You heard me, Hal,” she whispered. “I don’t want you here right now.”



Hal. She thought he was Halberd. The nurse clearly hadn’t been lying about how loopy she was.



“No, Jess, it’s me,” he said, chuckling. “Will. LP.”



“You finally got clean,” she muttered. “You expect me to applaud you for that?”



She shot him a glare too intense for him to take seriously.



“Here, why don’t I come back later?” he said, standing up. “You should get some rest.”



“I’ll never forgive you!” said Jess, raising her voice. “I would never have left him alone with you for a second if I’d known. Will was strong, dependable, loyal… and you took advantage of him. You stole him away.”



“Jess…” he said, caught off guard by her tone.



“You stole him from me, and you hurt him!” she said. “You broke him. You made him… like
 you.
 ”



Ouch. It hurt to hear her say that, not because he took offense to it, but because it wasn’t quite true. So close, but so far. He had to say something, even if it was the wrong time and the wrong place. He came back over to the bed, knowing she still thought he was Halberd and trying to give her an answer anyway.



“Will was always like me,” he said. “I wasn’t the best father, or the best man. But Will loved me, and I loved him. He’ll tell you as much if you ask him. Even when our choices took us down a dark road, we were in it together. Family.”



“We were all family!” said Jess, with such pain in her voice. “You stole him from me!”



“But now he’s back,” said Will, touching her shoulder. “He’s back, and he’s all yours.”



She blinked, and the heavier emotions sloughed off her expression like loose snow falling from the edge of a roof. He was happy to see that effect from his words, almost as though he’d freed her from a curse. The curse of the fuckups, maybe.



It really had been the type of thing Halberd would have said if could have been bothered to sober up for long enough to be both coherent and sentimental. Will left Jess’s room, found a chair in the hall to sit in, and waited for a full hour before heading back in.



“LP,” said Jess, grinning.



“Sleeping beauty,” he said, smiling back. “How are you feeling?”



“So much better,” she said, with a sigh. “But I did have the weirdest dream.”



“You did?” He furrowed his brow. “About what?”



“Oh, nothing. Come here.”



He pulled a chair up, but she shook her head and opened her arms.



“Closer,” she said. “Come on up.”



“I think hospital beds are made for one.”



She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, anyway, pulling him close enough to lavish both his cheeks with kisses. “It’s fine. Nobody will object to a recovering super watching a movie with one of her favorite people.”



She twisted, and Will went along with it, smiling as he spread out next to her on the narrow slice of bed left open. She pulled him in close, arms still round his shoulders, one leg lifting to drape over and entangle itself with his.



“This is quite the aggressive hug,” he said teasingly.



“Just making sure you don’t run away again,” she whispered. “Though I will admit that I might be a little too glad that you’re back.”



“Well, I might be a little too glad to be back,” he countered.



She blinked, her face an inch away from his. “You really do mean that… don’t you?”



He nodded, and kissed her, his lips pressing against hers like it was the most natural thing in the world. He was back, and she didn’t have to wrap her legs around him to make sure he stayed.



Not that he was complaining.



There was a noise from the door, and Will almost fell out of bed in his rush to make their embrace slightly more acceptable to the wayward eye. Rue and Avery burst into the hospital room, talking loudly and smiling as though they’d just arrived at a party.



“See!” said Rue. “I told you he’d be here.”



“Sweet little LP, looking out for his loved ones,” said Avery, in a mocking voice. “Hey, make room.”



There was barely any room left but that didn’t stop her from hopping onto the bed anyway. Jess laughed. Will did his best to keep his hands from touching anywhere too dangerous as Avery playfully shifted on top of him.



“Room for one more,” he said, patting a tiny opening on the mattress.



Rue rolled her eyes as though she was way too cool to wrestle and cuddle with her family, and then leapt forward, landing on the bed with enough force to stir a few gasps and no small amount of laughter.



“Hey!” shouted the nurse. “She’s supposed to be resting!”



“I’m rested,” said Jess. “I think I’m ready to go home.”



“I think we all are,” said Will.



 



 



THE END
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